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Abstract 

Sociometer Theory (Leary & Downs, 1995; Leary, Tambor, Terdal, & Downs, 1995) 

proposes that state self-esteem is a gauge of social inclusion. Expansions to this 

theory by Kirkpatrick and Ellis (2001) suggest that this is a domain specific process 

with different sociometers for different adaptive domains. Two studies were 

conducted to test predictions derived from the domain specific sociometer model of 

self-esteem proposed by Kirkpatrick and Ellis (2001). In Study 1, participants (N = 

83) who were currently single, received feedback to indicate either acceptance 

(inclusion) or rejection (exclusion) for a potential dating situation. The results 

indicated that participants who were accepted versus rejected reported increases in 

state self-esteem and higher mating aspirations. The same effects were not present for 

either friendship aspiration or friendship investment, indicating domain specificity. 

The effect of the manipulation on mating aspirations was also significantly mediated 

by state self-esteem. Study 2 replicated Study 1 using participants (N = 81) who were 

currently in an intimate relationship. The results indicated that participants who were 

accepted versus rejected reported increases in state self-esteem and decreases in 

perceived relationship quality (commitment and satisfaction). The same effects were 

not present for either friendships aspirations or friendship investment. The association 

between the manipulation and resulting changes in perceived relationship quality 

were significantly mediated by state self-esteem, with state self-esteem acting as a 

suppressor. The results from both studies support a domain-specific conceptualisation 

of sociometer theory.  
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Chapter 1: Theoretical Context 

Evolutionary Psychology  

An evolved human psyche is not a new concept having been mentioned in the 

broader scientific literature for well over a century (for example, Darwin, 1880), and 

in some of the earliest psychological writings, such as The Principles of Psychology 

by William James (1890). More recently Buss (1995; 2004) and Cosmides and Tooby 

(1997), among others, have explicitly described a framework of conceptualising and 

explaining human cognitive processes and behaviour within an evolutionary 

psychological framework, with this paradigm slowly gaining acceptance in the 

psychological arena. Geher, Miller, and Murphy (2008) have described the 1990s and 

current decade “as the period of the evolution revolution in psychology” (p. 8).  

Indeed, an evolutionary approach to psychology has found its way into most 

branches of contemporary psychology, from the psychology of intimate relationships 

(Fletcher, 2002) to the clinical psychology of personality disorders (Davis & Millon, 

1999). Critics have argued in the past that evolutionary models are not strictly testable 

and produce long lists of just-so stories. Nevertheless, the formulation of detailed 

evolutionary theories, along with an increasing flow of varied and ingenious empirical 

tests, have stemmed the force of such complaints and led to a general acceptance of 

research from an evolutionary perspective into mainstream psychology (Simpson & 

Campbell, 2005). However, a thoroughgoing analysis of the merits of evolutionary 

psychology is beyond the purview of this thesis. Rather, the aim in this preliminary 

section is to provide a basic conceptual framework that forms the background to the 

theories and methods used in this thesis. This section will cover the fundamentals of 
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evolutionary psychology and outline a broad overview of the contribution of 

evolutionary psychology to the understanding of various aspects of mating 

relationships.   

Fundamentals of Evolutionary Psychology  

At the conceptual level of evolutionary psychology it is proposed that there 

exist an interplay between adaptive problems, cognitive problems and 

neuropsychological processes (Cosmides & Tooby, 1997). Alongside this proposition, 

there are three key premises within evolutionary psychology: domain specificity, 

numerousness, and functionality (Buss, 1995; Larsen & Buss, 2005). I describe these 

here briefly.  

Domain specificity. All evolved mechanisms are designed through selective 

pressures to solve specific adaptive problems. That is, there exist different decision 

rules for different contexts or environmental problems, as different problems require 

different solutions. Having one or two global strategies for solving multiple distinct 

adaptive problems is potentially maladaptive (Buss, 1995; Larsen & Buss, 2005). 

Numerousness. Numerousness is the concept that there is more than one 

psychological mechanism for the various adaptive problems faced by humans; for 

example, psychological mechanisms for mate selection, assessment of danger, or 

parenting. Each of these psychological mechanisms is distinct and domain specific. 

That is, the psychological mechanism for the selection of mates should not be relevant 

for the assessment of danger; first, because the adaptive problems are different, and 

second, this would make one or the other of the mechanisms redundant (Buss, 1995; 

Larsen & Buss, 2005).  
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Functionality. The premise of functionality is that each psychological 

mechanism is designed to fulfil a precise adaptive process. For example, to 

understand how the experiences of rejection and acceptance affect the self-concept, 

we first need to understand the function of self-esteem. That is, identifying the 

adaptive problem(s) or selective pressure(s) that a psychological mechanism such as 

self-esteem has evolved to solve should help us to understand the proximal-level 

processes involved in how experiences like acceptance or rejection impact on self-

concepts (Buss, 1995; Larsen & Buss, 2005).  

Evolutionary Psychology and Mating 

One of the most popular and well-researched areas from an evolutionary 

psychological standpoint is that of mating. Most authors in the area of evolutionary 

psychology and mating cite Darwin (1880) as the inaugural theorist, starting with his 

theory of sexual selection. Darwin (1880) suggested intrasexual competition and 

preferential mate selection as important aspects in the evolution of mating 

adaptations. The next two important contributors were Trivers (1972), who outlined 

the relative contributions of parental investment to mating strategies, and Symons 

(1979), who argued for an adaptationist view of male and female mating strategies. 

These seminal pieces of work have revolutionised our understanding of human mating 

strategies (Buss, 2005).  

An evolutionary psychology account of mating strategies proposes that there 

are specific psychological mechanisms that have evolved to solve the adaptive 

problems and questions associated with mating. For instance, how do we select 

potential mates? What characteristics are important in a potential mate to increase the 

chances of genetic survival? Once we select a mate, how do we retain them? The 
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evolutionary psychology framework has influenced contemporary conceptualisations 

of intimate relationships (for example, Fletcher, 2002) and has sparked the creation of 

new theoretical constructs such as Mating Intelligence (Geher & Miller, 2008). This 

relatively new approach to examining human mating and associated outcomes has in 

turn started a vast amount of research in the area. There are numerous chapters 

devoted to the various aspects of mating in evolutionary psychology handbooks (for 

example see, Campbell & Ellis, 2005; Gangestad, Thornhill, & Garver-Apgar, 2005; 

Malamuth, Huppin, & Paul, 2005; Schmitt, 2005; Shackelford, Pound, Goetz, & 

LaMunyon, 2005; Sugiyama, 2005; Symons, 2005),  and indeed entire texts devoted 

to aspects of mating intelligence (e.g., Geher & Miller, 2008). Thus, it is beyond the 

scope of this thesis to cover all the research and theories within this area. I will 

therefore present some basic elements here to set the context for the current research.  

A key premise in the evolutionary model is that there are differential potential 

costs and benefits associated with seeking a potential mate and successfully mating. 

These potential costs and benefits shape and evolve adaptive mating strategies. For 

example, the minimum real and potential costs for women after sex (i.e., nine months 

pregnancy plus child rearing) far outweigh the real and potential costs for men (i.e., a 

few minutes of intercourse and loss of sperm). Because selection pressures for women 

are different from men, women and men approach and select potential mates based on 

different criteria. Indeed research has demonstrated the pervasiveness of associated 

sex differences in preferences for mate selection with women preferentially seeking 

males with higher status and resources and giving less importance to attractiveness 

than men (Li, Bailey, Kenrick, & Linsenmeier, 2002). These preferences reflect the 

potential costs associated with mating. Females are looking for a male who can 

potentially provide care and protection for her and their offspring. Males on the other 
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hand, if they are to invest their potential resources into the relationship want to ensure 

that they are mating with a female with good genes that will ensure the survival of the 

children. The best indicator of good genes is physical attractiveness (Gangestad & 

Simpson, 2000; Gangestad et al., 2005). These sex differences have consistently been 

found across cultures even within traditional hunter-gather societies (Marlowe, 2004).  

A second important factor is concerned with intersexual mate selection, which 

is related to intrasexual mate competition (Buss, 1988). That is, male and female mate 

preferences influence competition within the sexes to display those preferred 

characteristics. For example, as females preferentially seek males with higher real or 

potential status and resources, males will then compete with each other to gather 

resources and maintain status (Buss, 2008). In turn, intrasexual competition calibrates 

self-perceived mate value. For example, men who are exposed to higher status males, 

and women who are exposed to highly attractive females, experience a lowering in 

their self-perceived mate value (Gutierres, Kenrick, & Partch, 1999). Individuals 

therefore require a psychological mechanism that is not only sensitive to mating 

preferences of the opposite sex, but also sensitive to relative mate value standings 

within the same sex. Self-perceived mate value is positively associated with 

relationship satisfaction and self-esteem (Brase & Guy, 2004; Shackelford, 2001). 

This implies adaptive links among intra and intersexual mating competition, self-

perceived mate value, relationship satisfaction, and self-esteem.  
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Self-Esteem 

“Trying to keep abreast of the research on the self is like trying to get a drink from a fire hose.”  

Roy F. Baumeister (1998) 

“Perhaps more ink has been devoted to the issue of self-esteem than to any other single topic in 

psychology.”  

Kirkpatrick and Ellis (2001) 

Background 

The two quotes above capture the essence of research and writing on the 

psychology of the self and self-esteem. As with evolutionary psychology, self-esteem 

is not a new concept or area of research by any stretch of the imagination, having first 

being written about in James’s (1890) Principles of Psychology (Coopersmith, 1967; 

Leary, 1999b). However, as Leary (1999a; 1999b; Leary & Baumeister, 2000) has 

argued, despite the breadth of theory and literature,  there is still no consensus on 

either what self-esteem is or what function it performs. According to Leary (1999a) 

this problem arises because, while most theories offer insights into self-esteem, they 

often suffer from empirical or conceptual difficulties. To counter this problem, Leary 

and colleagues (Leary & Downs, 1995; Leary et al., 1995; Leary, Tambor, Terdal, & 

Downs, 1999) have offered a theory of self-esteem within an evolutionary psychology 

framework – sociometer theory.  

Sociometer Theory and Extensions 

The original sociometer theory. Sociometer theory as proposed by Leary and 

colleagues (Leary & Downs, 1995; Leary et al., 1995) was born out of an attempt to 

answer two fundamental questions: 1) what is self-esteem?; and, 2) what is the 

function of self esteem? Based on his early research work, Leary had observed that 
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self-esteem was highly correlated with social anxiety, jealously, loneliness, and 

depression (Leary, 1990; 2003). Along with these observations, and consistent with 

earlier theorists such as Cooley (1902) and Rosenberg (1979), he proposed that self-

esteem is a reflection of an individual’s perceptions of how others view them. 

Specifically, Leary proposed that state self-esteem was an interpersonal monitor 

designed by natural selection to gauge an individual’s level of social inclusion, based 

on the evolutionary notion that a key adaptive problem faced by our ancestors was 

group inclusion. Exclusion from a group could result in reduced survival due to loss 

of resources and benefits associated with group living. Using the analogy of a fuel 

gauge in a car, which is designed to alert the driver when to refill, Leary proposed that 

state self-esteem monitors the environment to alert an individual when social 

inclusion is low, thus motivating the person to take corrective action (Leary & 

Downs, 1995; Leary et al., 1995).  

In sum, state self-esteem as conceptualised by Leary and colleagues (Leary & 

Downs, 1995; Leary et al., 1995) is a sociometer. A sociometer is a psychological 

gauge (cognitive-affective mechanism) designed by natural selection to monitor the 

environment for changes in social inclusion, alerting the organism via negative affect 

when inclusion is dangerously low and thus motivating the individual to take 

corrective action.  

State versus trait. Trait self-esteem is a person’s baseline or dispositional level 

of self-esteem – the level of self-esteem ‘on average.’ This is generally the focus of 

most self-esteem research; specifically examining the differences between people 

with high and low trait self-esteem. However, the focus of sociometer theory is state 

self-esteem. State self-esteem is conceptualised as those moment to moment changes 

in feeling of self-worth dependent on context and time (Heatherton & Polivy, 1991; 
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Leary & Downs, 1995). Although these changes are transient, consistent levels of 

state self-esteem over time may also function to calibrate trait self-esteem (Hill & 

Buss, 2006).  

Extensions to sociometer theory. In an important extension to Leary and 

colleagues original work, Kirkpatrick and Ellis (2001; 2004; 2006) proposed a 

domain specific model of sociometer theory. Kirkpatrick and Ellis (2001), although 

acknowledging the merits of the original  model, noted some theoretical weaknesses. 

Kirkpatrick and Ellis (2001) proposed that if self-esteem is a barometer of social 

exclusion-inclusion designed by natural selection, then key premises of evolutionary 

psychology need to apply to this theoretical mechanism – domain specificity, 

numerousness, and functionality. While Leary and Downs (1995) covered the 

functionality premise within an evolutionary psychological framework, they had not 

completely addressed the domain specificity and numerousness premises. Kirkpatrick 

and Ellis (2001) picked up and expanded where Leary and colleagues had left off 

theoretically.   

Whereas Leary and colleagues (Leary & Downs, 1995; Leary et al., 1995) 

posited a global sociometer, Kirkpatrick and Ellis (2001) proposed multiple domain-

specific sociometers, each designed to monitor inclusion in distinctly different group-

settings that each have their own set of adaptive problems. Kirkpatrick and Ellis 

(2001) did not address the question of exactly how many distinct sociometers there 

might be. However, two separate domains that they propose as being especially 

important are instrumental coalitions and mating relationships. (Examples of 

instrumental coalitions in a modern context might be a sports team, gang, or 

friendship clique.) An example of a domain specific sociometer in action would be, 

being rejected by a potential or current romantic partner (mating relationships 
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domain), causing a man to take a hit on his mate-sociometer, and changing his mate 

selection behaviour, but leaving his coalitional sociometer intact. As an analogy, 

imagine Henry is out on the town. He experiences several rejections after 

propositioning members of the opposite sex. It is likely that his state self-esteem 

drops and he is likely to change his proposition tactics. However, it is unlikely that 

this will influence how he feels about his team-mates on the sports field the next day, 

or related behaviour.  

Furthermore, Kirkpatrick and Ellis (2001) suggest that the fuel gauge analogy 

posited by Leary and colleagues (Leary & Downs, 1995; Leary et al., 1995) is 

somewhat misleading, given that gauges only display measurements. They offer 

instead the analogy of an engine temperature sensor, which not only alerts the driver 

(via the gauge on the dashboard), but also automatically starts the cooling fan when 

the engine gets to a critical temperature. Kirkpatrick and Ellis (2001) go on to argue 

that, similar to a dashboard with several gauges, there exist an array of sociometers,  

each designed to measure inclusion in a particular group with specific corrective 

action (sometimes automatic) relevant to that particular group. Put simply, and 

moving back to the car dashboard analogy, one would not expect to stop and put 

petrol in petrol tank, if the temperature gauge and light indicated the need to stop and 

fill up the radiator with water.  

In a more recent extension of sociometer theory, Hill and Buss (2006) suggest 

caution when invoking a domain specificity model of sociometers. They argue that in 

some instances the argument for domain specificity goes too far and overlooks the 

fact that some attributes contribute to successfully solving problems across domains. 

Hill and Buss (2006) use the example of social status, which is important in both the 

mating domain and the coalitional domain. They further argue that using a separate 
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mechanism for each self-esteem domain may not be parsimonious – negating the way 

in which evolutionary efficiency is a powerful force in producing adaptations. 

Hill’s and Buss’s (2006) cautionary note regarding domain specificity offers 

an explanation for the positive correlations typically found across self-esteem 

domains. That is, the extent to which an attribute raises self-esteem in one domain (a 

reflection of greater social value, hence social inclusion) should be associated with 

increases in another domain in which that attribute is also valued. However, when 

valued attributes differ markedly across domains there should be weak correlations, 

thus establishing domain specificity. One example is physical attractiveness. Physical 

attractiveness, especially for females, is an important attribute in the mating domain. 

However, physical attractiveness is not nearly as important as other attributes, such as 

cooperativeness, within a coalitional domain (Cottrell, Neuberg, & Li, 2007). Hill’s 

and Buss’s (2006) models expand Kirkpatrick’s and Ellis’s (2001; 2004; 2006) 

approach and provides a framework for  predicting complete or partial specificity 

versus generality across conditions.  

Mating Relationships 

Dating (at least in its preliminary stages) could be defined as a social activity 

with another person with a common aim of assessing his or her suitability as a long-

term romantic partner. Aside from assessing longer-term relationship suitability, 

dating can also be driven by short-term goals related to mate selection (e.g., having 

sex or gaining resources). From an evolutionary perspective, there exist large 

potential costs and benefits in both short-term and long-term mate selection. Children 

produced from these relationships ensure the survival of the parental genes. Selecting 

the wrong partner reduces the chances of survival, which in turn limits their future 
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mating opportunities, potentially ending a genetic lineage. Mate selection is therefore 

a key aspect of human genetic survival. There is also a huge literature published on 

mate selection preferences and related criteria (for example, Buss & Schmitt, 1993; 

Buunk, Dijkstra, Fetchenhauer, & Kenrick, 2002; Feingold, 1990; Fletcher, 2002; 

Gangestad & Simpson, 2000; Gutierres et al., 1999; Kenrick, Neuberg, Zierk, & 

Krones, 1994; Li, 2008; Li et al., 2002; Li & Kenrick, 2006, to name a few).  

Researchers have investigated both short-term and long-term mating strategies 

in the context of an evolutionary framework. For long-term relationships where there 

is more time to assess traits that are not immediately obvious, women typically 

prioritise status and ability to acquire resources (Fletcher, Tither, O'Loughlin, Friesen, 

& Overall, 2004; Li, 2008; Li et al., 2002), followed by traits such as warmth and 

trustworthiness (Fletcher et al., 2004; Regan, 1998a), with men prioritising 

attractiveness and vitality (Fletcher et al., 2004; Li, 2008). But, short-term mating 

strategies differ, with women (similar to men) basing their judgements on the most 

salient immediate aspects they can assess – physical attractiveness (Fletcher, 2002; 

Fletcher et al., 2004; Li, 2008; Li & Kenrick, 2006; Regan, 1998a; 1998b). Physical 

attractiveness acts as an indication of genetic and physical health, ensuring that should 

the short-term interaction produce offspring they are of good genetic quality 

(Gangestad & Simpson, 2000; Li, 2008).  

Given that the ability (e.g., traits of ambitiousness) and motivation (traits of 

kindness and loyalty) to invest in a relationship and children over the long haul are 

not available in short-term contexts, it makes good sense that both men and women 

elevate the importance given to physical attractiveness in short-term contexts. After 

all, the obtaining of good genes comprises the only payoff from such relationships 

(from an evolutionary angle).  
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Mate selection preferences are subtly different from mate aspirations (a key 

variable in the research described later) but the two constructs are related. Therefore, 

understanding the research and theory concerned with mate selection and mate 

preferences is a key to understanding mate aspirations. 

Mate Aspirations 

The act of selecting a mate (i.e., mate selection) is an end process, outcome, or 

goal state – an adaptive problem requiring a solution. In humans, as against most 

other species, this process often takes considerable time, and arguably never ends, 

given that mate de-selection is a prominent process in humans. At face value, the 

most effective mating strategy might be to simply aim for individuals of the highest 

mating value possibly available – a perfect 10 across all possible mating traits. 

However, there are many potential costs associated with the strategy of searching for 

the perfect 10, such as wasting time searching and facing the psychological costs of 

repeated rejections. Even if finding a perfect 10 is initially successful such a mate 

would require massive investment and mate-guarding effort (Fletcher, 2002). In 

addition, as Fletcher (2002; 2004) argues there are few real people (as opposed to a 

fictional romance character) who are perfect 10s. Thus, the questions become: what 

are people looking for in a mate, what are the necessities, what are the luxuries, and 

how do people compromise?  

People almost certainly want the best deal they can get in a mate, matching 

their own minimum standards (Regan, 1998a), and fitting their “budget” constraints 

when shopping for a potential mate (Li et al., 2002; Li & Kenrick, 2006). Using the 

principle of economics, Li et al. (2002) demonstrated that when people are given a 

limited mating budget they compromise on the less important aspects in a potential 
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mate and focus on the essentials – the necessities. Li et al. (2002) reported that for 

males, the most important aspect in a potential mate is physical attractiveness and for 

females it is resource acquisition. In a similar line, Fletcher et al. (2004) demonstrated 

in a forced choice paradigm for long-term relationships, that when having to make 

trade-offs on mate value criteria, women (as opposed to men) perceive 

warmth/trustworthiness and status/resources as more important and 

attractiveness/vitality as less important. Finally, Li and Kenrick (2006) also reported 

that when given a “mating budget”, both men and women will prioritise specific mate 

criteria consistent with the highest potential benefits and costs associated with mating. 

Thus, women prioritise access to resources, whereas men place more importance on 

good genes (attractiveness) (Gangestad & Simpson, 2000).  

Minimum standards, budget constraints, and willingness to compromise on 

potential mate qualities, are in turn reliant on self-perceived mate value (Regan, 

1998b), as mating is an assortative process (Buss & Barnes, 1986; Figueredo, Sefcek, 

& Jones, 2006; Kurzban & Weeden, 2005). That is, people tend to form intimate 

relationships with others of relatively the same mate value (Feingold, 1988). Throw 

into this mix the caveat that getting the best deal in the dating market place is a two-

way process (i.e., as well as selecting, you are also selected) and you have an adaptive 

dilemma to solve. Evolutionary theory provides a convincing model of the ultimate 

causes of mating criteria and preferences (and associated preferences), and it is also 

clear that self-perceptions of mate value help calibrate the standards that individuals 

aspire to, but we are still left short of understanding how the proximal emotional and 

cognitive systems translate these dispositional elements into decisions and behaviour.  

Penke and colleagues (Penke, Todd, Lenton, & Fasolo, 2008) refer to this 

process as an aspect of human Mating Intelligence and eloquently propose an 
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overview of how mate aspirations and mate selection take place within a human 

evolutionary adaptive framework. A key component within this cognitive processing 

framework is a domain-specific mating sociometer (Kirkpatrick & Ellis, 2001; 2004; 

2006). Penke et al. (2008) describe how the theory outlined by Kirkpatrick’s and Ellis 

(2001) might function, citing relevant empirical evidence. For example, Penke et al. 

(2008) suggest that given the constraints of the dating market place—inter and intra 

sex competition—a mating sociometer is needed to track one’s own mate value 

relative to others of the same sex. However, before the sociometer can be utilised to 

help regulate mating decisions, calibration is required. They argue that people learn 

their relative mate value through early adolescent experiences with the opposite sex, 

such as acceptance and rejection experiences in flirtatious interactions and this 

calibration in turn helps to set adult aspiration levels (Penke et al., 2008).  

Despite the vast amount of research investigating aspects of intimate 

relationship processes (Fletcher, 2002) and mating intelligence (Geher & Miller, 

2008), it does not appear that anyone has specifically tested the mating sociometer 

process itself, with the bulk of the research appearing to focus on mate selection 

rather than aspirations per se (see Penke et al., 2008, for a comprehensive review). 

Furthermore, the process of calibrating aspirations does not simply stop after one has 

passed through adolescence and into adulthood. Calibrating mating aspirations 

probably comprises an ongoing process in specific relationships, even after mate 

selection has finished and mate retention has begun. Testing the sociometer process 

and determining if this process continues from aspirations through to mate retention 

comprises the focus of the research in this thesis.  
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Relationship Quality 

Once mate aspirations have been set, and a mate selected, the next adaptive 

problem to be faced is ensuring that the relationship is maintained and possibly 

replaced if it is not going well, or better alternatives become available. What 

processes are driving this change in the perception of current relationship quality? 

According to the ideal standards model (Fletcher, Simpson, Thomas, & Giles, 1999; 

Simpson, Fletcher, & Campbell, 2001) people have internal representations of their 

ideal partner and relationship. These images are a reflection of the qualities they want 

their partner to have, the type of relationship they want, and their self-perceptions 

(Campbell & Ellis, 2005). Perceived relationship quality is in part dependent on how 

closely a current partner is perceived to fit these standards, with greater disparity 

correlating with lower perceived relationship quality. Furthermore, people who have 

higher self-perceptions of their own potential mate-value, have higher ideal standards 

for a potential or current partner (Campbell, Simpson, Kashy, & Fletcher, 2001).  

Following this argument, it is plausible that if self-perceptions of current mate 

value change, then perceptions of partner value will also change, which will in turn 

affect perceptions of the value (quality) of the current relationship. Take for example, 

Daniel who is in a relationship with Agnus. Daniel is satisfied with the relationship 

because Agnus is close to his ideal partner. Daniel’s ideal partner is in part a 

reflection of his self-perceived mate value. Then one day Daniel receives information 

that his mate value has increased – he receives multiple propositions from physically 

attractive women. Daniel’s ideal partner (internal representation) alters towards 

someone who is more attractive, given that he perceives he now has more to offer in 

this domain, and thus, has more mate value. Accordingly, there is now a larger 

discrepancy between Daniel’s ideal partner and his actual partner. This larger 
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discrepancy should cause Daniel to now perceive his current relationship as less 

valuable given the alternatives available; hence, perceived relationship quality should 

decrease.   

It is plausible that if mating sociometers exist, that this adaptive psychological 

mechanism would still be accessible after aspirations have already been set and a 

mate selected. The mating sociometer would come online again, for example, if a 

change in the environment required a reassessment of mate value. Examples might 

include a relationship suffering problems or some indication that current mate value 

(of self or partner) has changed. If current self-perceived mate value has changed, so 

have the costs and benefits associated with a current relationship – a potential 

problem requiring a solution. In a current relationship the purpose of the mating 

sociometer would be therefore to track one’s current self-perceived mating status (as 

reflected by propositions and rejections) and, thus, help calibrate evaluations and 

perceptions of the current mating relationship. If the discrepancy between the partner 

or relationship ideal and the perceived reality becomes larger, this might motive a 

person to seek a relationship closer to his or her ideal standards. 
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Chapter 2: Sociometer Theory, Research, and Mating Relationships 

The aims of this chapter are to give an overview of the research supporting 

sociometer theory to date and cover the research on self-esteem in mating 

relationships. The remainder of the chapter will focus on integrating the research 

findings to give an overview and rationale for the current studies in this thesis.  

Sociometer Research 

In the original sociometer research article, Leary et al. (1995) demonstrated 

converging evidence for sociometer theory by demonstrating links between perceived 

social exclusion and state self-esteem. This research and the subsequent theoretical 

chapter (Leary & Downs, 1995) were the platform for the launch of sociometer 

theory. Since its initial conceptualisation, a mounting body of research has supported 

a sociometer theory account of self-esteem.  

A core premise of sociometer theory contends there is an innate need for 

humans to belong. Ostracism, a form of exclusion, has been shown to have an impact 

on both self-esteem and belongingness (Sommer, Williams, Ciarocco, & Baumeister, 

2001; Williams, Cheung, & Choi, 2000). Sommer et al. (2001) reported a negative 

correlation between self-esteem and exposure to ostracism with lower self-esteem 

being associated with more experiences of being ostracised. Furthermore, Williams et 

al. (2000), in a computer simulated paradigm, manipulated the quantity of ostracism 

experienced by participants and reported that higher levels of ostracism resulted in 

lower levels of perceived belongingness and self-esteem. In a related study Pickett, 

Gardner, and Knowles (2004) demonstrated that individuals who have a high need to 

belong—social connectedness—have been shown to be more sensitive and accurate in 
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detecting and interpreting social cues. In addition, Gailliot and Baumeister (2007) 

have recently shown that belongingness is positively and uniquely associated with 

self-esteem.  

Another premise of sociometer theory is that state self-esteem acts as an early 

warning system alerting the individual to changes in the social environment before 

exclusion takes place. Sommer and Baumeister (2002) have established that people 

with lower trait self-esteem are more sensitive to changes in the social environment. 

In addition, people with lower trait self-esteem are less likely to join a new social 

group unless acceptance is guaranteed, whereas people with high self-esteem will join 

regardless of whether acceptance is guaranteed or not (Anthony, Wood, & Holmes, 

2007). These two studies complement Leary et al.’s (1995) earlier findings that 

people with lower trait self-esteem are more sensitive to negative feedback, possibly 

based on previous exclusion experiences.  

Other studies have found that positive regard and acceptance by others is 

associated with higher levels of self-esteem (Buckley, Winkel, & Leary, 2004; Leary, 

Cottrell, & Phillips, 2001; Leary et al., 2003; Lemay & Ashmore, 2006; Srivastava & 

Beer, 2005), even for people who claim that acceptance by others is not important to 

them (Leary et al., 2003; Lemay & Ashmore, 2006). Anthony, Holmes, and Wood 

(2007) investigated what interpersonal aspects were more salient in terms of 

influencing self-esteem. They found that people were more attuned to feedback 

reflecting social commodities (i.e., superficial traits such as physical attractiveness, 

popularity, and social skills), as opposed to communal qualities (i.e., personality traits 

such as kindness, warmth, responsiveness, and honesty). Together this research 

suggests that evaluations by others are extremely important in influencing state self-
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esteem and as suggested by Leary et al. (1995) these short-term fluctuations in state 

self-esteem eventually build into long-term trait self-esteem.   

The pattern and type of acceptance or rejection also play important roles in 

influencing self-esteem in addition to the crucial factor of the status and familiarity of 

the individual supplying the feedback. Buckley et al. (2004) investigated how a 

pattern of constant versus increasing acceptance or rejection influences self-esteem. 

They reported that constant acceptance led to higher increases in self-esteem as 

compared to increasing acceptance, and constant rejection led to lower levels of self-

esteem as compared to increasing rejection.  

Dominance and acceptance within a group, independent of each other, are also 

associated with higher levels of self-esteem (Leary et al., 2001). Although dominance 

within a group (which presupposes acceptance) is important, Leary et al. (2001) also 

found that perceived acceptance within a group accounted for substantially more 

variance in trait self-esteem than perceived dominance. Furthermore, Snapp and 

Leary (2001) demonstrated a moderating effect of rejection on state self-esteem for a 

newly met person. That is, rejection versus acceptance from someone who is less 

familiar with you, results in lower self-esteem as compared to someone more familiar. 

However, there was no difference in self-esteem for those who where accepted or 

rejected when this was done by someone who was more familiar with the participant 

(Snapp & Leary, 2001). The level of familiarity, thus, moderated the effect of 

acceptance and rejection on self-esteem.  

State self-esteem has also been shown to be most sensitive to rejection when 

the others’ evaluations are ambivalent (Leary, Haupt, Strausser, & Chokel, 1998) and 

when it is accompanied by having one’s worldview validated (Gailliot & Baumeister, 

2007). Finally, consistent with Leary’s (1990; 2003) original observations regarding 
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the association between social anxiety and self-esteem, Gailliot and Baumeister 

(2007) demonstrated that social anxiety moderates the effects of rejection on self-

esteem. They reported a main effect of social anxiety, and a three-way interaction 

between social anxiety (high/low), having one’s worldview validate/invalidated, and 

belongingness (accepted/rejected). Higher social anxiety was generally associated 

with lower self-esteem. However, this was more prominent when combined with 

rejection and having one’s worldview validated (Gailliot & Baumeister, 2007).  

As sociometer theory presupposes an innate need to belong and form 

relationships with others, it is plausible that attachment working models or styles play 

an important role in the way they interact with self-esteem. Srivastava and Beer 

(2005) found that reactions to acceptance and rejection varied as a function of 

people’s attachment styles. They found that more insecure attachment styles predicted 

lower self-esteem, and that people with more anxious attachment styles were more 

reactive to both acceptance and rejection (i.e., more reactive sociometers). Similarly, 

Carnelley, Israel, and Brennan (2007), extending Srivastava and Beer’s (2005) work, 

reported that changes in self-esteem were dependent on attachment style, when 

reacting to negative feedback from an intimate partner. That is, lower self-esteem was 

associated with negative feedback from an intimate partner for those higher in 

attachment anxiety (Carnelley et al., 2007).   

The final proposed function of a sociometer, after social exclusion or rejection 

is detected, is to motivate behaviour change so that the exclusionary threat can be 

dealt with. Along those lines, Williams et al. (2000) found that after being ostracised, 

participants attempted to counteract the threat to belongingness by conforming to a 

new group, thus re-establishing a sense of belonging.  
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The research investigating the associations between self-esteem and various 

aspects of social inclusion and belongingness, as outlined above, generally supports 

the sociometer model of self-esteem. People are sensitive to their social environments, 

and the degree of inclusion or belonging experienced, and this sensitivity is reflected 

in levels of state (and trait) self-esteem. Self-esteem is therefore inextricably linked to 

the degree to which we are socially included or excluded, especially by those who we 

are connected with strongly or identify with. Moreover, after inclusionary status has 

been threatened people take behavioural action to counteract the threat, including 

withdrawal and seeking another group.   

Self-Esteem and Relationships 

Despite the huge amount of research on self-esteem, and the immense amount 

of research investigating all aspects of intimate relationships, there is comparatively 

limited research examining causal associations between the two. As outlined in 

Chapter 1, there are three stages of a mating relationship – the development of mate 

aspirations, selection, and retention. To review the literature in these areas in 

association with self-esteem, keyword searches were conducted in two databases 

(PsycINFO and Web of Science). Separate searches were conducted with self-esteem 

combined with each of the following search terms: mating, mate selection, mate 

aspiration(s), mate preferences, relationship(s), relationship satisfaction, relationship 

commitment, and relationship quality. Although the searches generated more than 

1200 articles published in peer-reviewed journals, closer inspection revealed very few 

articles examining the associations between self-esteem and aspects of mating. The 

majority of the research investigated a third causal variable such as erectile 

dysfunction and its impact on relationship satisfaction and self-esteem (for example, 
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Althof et al., 2006). There were no articles specifically examining the associations 

between state self-esteem and either mate aspirations (by any definition) or mate 

selection. There were, however, several studies investigating the associations between 

trait self-esteem and intimate relationship satisfaction and quality.  

As proposed earlier, sociometer theory predicts that if a mating sociometer 

detects relevant changes in inclusionary mate status this should alter mating strategy 

cognitions and behaviours. For people in a current relationship, this would involve 

simultaneously tracking inclusionary status both within the current relationship (how 

the partner views the self) and within the mating market place (how others, apart from 

the partner view the self). Positive changes in inclusionary status, regardless of the 

source, should lead to increases in (mating) state self-esteem. This in turn should be 

interpreted in terms as increased aspirations (all being equal). However, the resulting 

mating strategies or cognitions (e.g., commitment to current relationship) should vary 

as a function of the source of such changes in inclusionary status. Figure 1 and Figure 

2 explain my reasoning on this topic.  

 

Figure 1: Diagram depicting the influence of mating inclusion from a current intimate 

partner on mating aspirations perceived and perceived relationship quality.  
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Figure 2: Diagram depicting the influence of mating inclusion from outside the 

relationship on mating aspirations and perceived relationship quality. 
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is likely to produce lower levels of commitment to the target’s current relationship. 

The reason is simply that in this case there is no countervailing source of bolstering 

communication for the partner.  

No research has specifically tested the model shown in Figure 2. However, 

some research does provide supporting evidence for this account. Crawford, Feng, 

Fischer, and Diana (2003) found strong negative associations between commitment 

and perceived relationship alternatives. Consistent with Crawford et al. (2003), 

Niehuis (2005) found that levels of commitment, ambivalence about a partner and 

their relationship and ease of finding an alternative partner were significant predictors 

of monitoring for relationship alternatives. Furthermore, men who are exposed to 

higher status males, and women who are exposed to highly attractive females, 

experienced a lowering in their self-perceived mate value (Gutierres et al., 1999). 

Kenrick et al. (1994) exposed people currently in a relationship to opposite-sex targets 

who were ostensibly part of a dating service program being trialled at a university and 

asked to them evaluate the profiles. After this evaluation, people then rated their 

current relationships. They reported that exposure to attractive females for men, and 

high dominance males for women, lowered attraction to their current romantic partner 

(Kenrick et al., 1994). In general, this research demonstrates that both self-perceived 

mate value and relationship satisfaction are malleable, and can be influenced by 

exposure to either the mating competition or ostensibly available alternative mating 

partners.  

According to Sociometer theory, trait self-esteem is calibrated by experiencing 

relatively consistent levels [from feedback] of state self-esteem (Hill & Buss, 2006). 

Indeed, there is typically a moderate to strong correlation between state and trait self-

esteem (Haupt & Leary, 1997; Leary, 1999b; Leary et al., 1998) with Leary et al. 
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(2001) reporting a correlation of .71 between the state self-esteem scale used in this 

thesis and a global measure of trait self (the Rosenberg Self-Esteem Inventory; 

Rosenberg, 1965). Levels of trait self-esteem in the context of an intimate relationship 

that is stable can be considered as representing an idling mating sociometer (a 

sociometer at rest). Associations between trait self-esteem and intimate relationship 

processes should therefore offer insights into the role played by a mating sociometer 

in relationships.  

Trait self-esteem has been reported as positively associated with a) 

relationship satisfaction (Aune & Wong, 2002; Cramer, 2003a; 2003b; Lemay, Clark, 

& Feeney, 2007; Murray, Holmes, & Griffin, 2000; Murray, Holmes, Griffin, 

Bellavia, & Rose, 2001; Shackelford, 2001; Voss, Markiewicz, & Doyle, 1999), b) 

playfulness within a relationship (Aune & Wong, 2002), c) sexual satisfaction within 

a relationship (Barnett & Nietzel, 1979), d) acceptance in a relationship (Cramer, 

2003a), e) perceived regard in a relationship (Murray et al., 2000), and f) marital 

adjustment (Voss et al., 1999). Trait self-esteem has also been found to be negatively 

associated with a) need for approval within a romantic relationship (Cramer, 2003a), 

b) misperceptions of partner’s mood and intentions (Bellavia & Murray, 2003), c) 

anxiety about partner acceptance, d) sensitivity to threats (Murray, Rose, Bellavia, 

Holmes, & Kusche, 2002), e) insecurities about partner’s positive regard (Murray et 

al., 2005), and f) need for affiliation (Rudich & Vallacher, 1999). These findings are 

broadly consistent with sociometer theory. That is, higher trait self-esteem is 

associated with being included and valued in relationships and with relationship 

security.   
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Theoretical Summary 

 The current research has its foundations in evolutionary psychology and 

sociometer theory. To summarise the prior discussion, it brings together evolutionary 

conceptualisations and research in the areas of mating, interpersonal processes, and 

self-esteem. Evolutionary psychology provides an explanatory framework for 

conceptualising and explaining human behaviour and cognition. For a theory to fit 

within an evolutionary psychology framework it needs to fulfil the requirements of 

addressing the three key premises of domain specificity, numerousness, and 

functionality (Buss, 1995; Larsen & Buss, 2005). An evolutionary psychology 

account of human mating strategies assumes that there are evolved specific 

psychological mechanisms that solve the adaptive problems associated with mating 

such as intra- and inter- sex competition. There are at least three key phases involved 

with human mating behaviour: setting mating aspirations, selecting a mate, and 

retaining a mate. Each of these three phases provides its own unique adaptive 

problems requiring solutions.  

To continue the summary of the theoretical foundation, sociometer theory as 

originally proposed by Leary and colleagues (1995; 1995) is an evolutionary-based 

psychological model that conceptualises state self-esteem as a gauge of interpersonal 

processes. That is, changes in state self-esteem are reflective of changes in social 

inclusionary status. Kirkpatrick and Ellis (2001) expanded Leary and colleagues 

(1995; 1995) model to make it more consistent with evolutionary psychology 

premises, by proposing a domain specific sociometer model and relating it to key 

human adaptive problems such as mating. Although Kirkpatrick and Ellis (2001) did 

not identify all possible situations in which a domain specific sociometer might be 

invoked, they did suggest that key areas such as mating relationships and coalitional 
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relationships would be important when tracking inclusionary status and crucial for 

human survival.  

There is mounting evidence in support of Leary and colleagues’ (1995; 1995)  

sociometer account of self-esteem, although no one has specifically tested the domain 

specificity model proposed by Kirkpatrick and Ellis (2001). Predictions derived from 

this model suggest that changes to inclusionary status in one domain should only 

result in compensatory behaviour or cognition to re-establish inclusionary status 

within that domain and not typically influence behaviours across domains. For 

example, threats to mating inclusionary status should result in changes to mating 

behaviour strategies, but not influence behaviours or associated plans or intentions 

associated with coalitional relationships.  

Current Research 

The current research was specifically designed to test the domain specificity 

sociometer model outlined by Kirkpatrick and Ellis (2001) with regard to mating 

relationships. The aim was to manipulate mating self-esteem, thus invoking the 

mating sociometer, and then measure the outcomes in terms of either mating 

aspirations or perceptions of relationship quality in existing sexual relationships. In 

keeping with sociometer theory, it was expected that manipulating inclusionary status 

in the mating domain would affect self-esteem and that these changes would result in 

other cognitive changes. As a critical test of domain specificity, we also tested the 

extent to which such changes would be specific to the sexual relationship domain, 

rather than leaking over into the general interpersonal realm.   
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Study 1 

Study 1 intended to test some of the key tenants of sociometer theory as well 

as to test the domain specificity of sociometers in the mating domain. Figure 3 shows 

the proposed causal pathways predicted by the domain specific sociometer model of 

self-esteem for people who are single (i.e., in the process of possible mate selection). 

Changes in mating inclusionary status should result in changes in state self-esteem 

(Path A) and indirectly in changes to mating aspirations (Path C). Specifically, being 

rejected (compared to accepted) should reduce levels of state self-esteem, which 

should, in turn, lower mating aspirations.  

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3: Proposed mediational model of state self-esteem on mating aspirations.  

Study 2 

Study 2 was designed to extend Study 1 by examining another area of 

mating—perceptions of relationship quality—as a function of exclusion or inclusion. 

Although this particular causal pathway was not originally predicted by Kirkpatrick 
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previously described.   
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Figure 4 shows the proposed causal pathways predicted. Changes in mating 

inclusionary status (specifically from outside the relationship – see Figure 2) should 

produce changes in state self-esteem (Path A) and indirectly in changes in relationship 

quality (Path C). That is, inclusion will result in increased self-esteem and lower 

perceived relationship quality. Increases in self-esteem should thus mediate the link 

between inclusionary status and relationship quality.  

  

 

 

 

 

Figure 4: Proposed mediational model of state self-esteem on relationship quality.  
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Chapter 3: Study 1 

Social Exclusion, Self-esteem, & Aspiration levels 

From an evolutionary perspective, when seeking potential mating 

relationships, individuals need to be able to adaptively calibrate their levels of 

aspiration. That is, people face the adaptive problem of how high or low to set their 

sights [aspirations] for a potential mate. There is a cost-benefit trade-off built into 

mating relationships (Gangestad & Simpson, 2000) with a minimal level of ideal 

standards people are willing to accept in a potential mating relationship (Fletcher, 

Simpson, & Thomas, 2000a; Fletcher et al., 1999; Simpson et al., 2001). In short, 

people want a mate of the highest potential value, with the least cost associated, 

which in turn conforms to their own ideal standards. Natural selection should act 

against pursuing a potential mate if the cost is greater than the benefit. For example, it 

would not be adaptive for people to waste time and resources (costs) pursuing mating 

relationships that are higher in value (benefits) than they can realistically obtain, 

having set their aspirations too high. Conversely, it would not be adaptive for people 

to waste time and resources pursuing a mating relationship in which they would 

contribute more than they would receive in return, having set their aspirations too 

low. Therefore, as reviewed earlier, Kirkpatrick and Ellis (2001; 2004; 2006) have 

proposed that an important function of state self-esteem is to guide individuals to 

approach potential mating relationships that are of relatively high quality yet 

defensible given one’s own mating value.  

According to Kirkpatrick and Ellis’s sociometer model (2001; 2004; 2006), 

experiences of social exclusion and inclusion feed into domain specific sociometers, 

resulting in changes of state self-esteem in the relevant social domain. This in turn 
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affects aspiration levels in approaching new relationships in that domain. For 

example, people who experience a series of rejections [exclusions] from attractive 

members of the opposite-sex should experience a decrease in mating self-esteem, in 

turn leading them to lower their aspiration levels in selecting mates. On the other 

hand, a spate of interest [inclusions] from moderately or very attractive members of 

the opposite-sex should increase individuals’ mating self-esteem and cause them to 

raise their mating aspirations. Similar processes are proposed to operate in other 

relationship domains, such as friendships and professional relationships; importantly 

however, the changes in aspirations should only occur in the domain relevant to the 

detected increase or decrease in value. It would not be adaptive to have global 

changes across all social domains when an individual’s value has only changed in one 

domain.  

This model was tested in the current study by using a carefully controlled 

social exclusion-inclusion manipulation and by conducting a test of domain-

specificity on the effects of this manipulation on aspiration levels and investment. 

Males and females took part in a simulated interaction paradigm, based on Simpson, 

Gangestad, Christensen, and Leck (1999), in which participants were exposed to 

digitally pre-recorded questions from confederates. This interaction acted as pre-

cursor to receiving the social exclusion-inclusion manipulation – it set the scene. 

Participants answered questions, designed to elicit the sharing of personal 

information, from the ostensibly live interviewers (pre-recorded confederates). 

Following the simulated interview, participants received bogus information regarding 

their mating value based on the information they provided during the interview 

process. The three interviewers ostensibly supplied this feedback. This feedback acted 

as the social exclusion-inclusion manipulation designed to alter participants’ 
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perceived mating status, as reflected by changes in state self-esteem. Participants’ 

state self-esteem was measured both before and after experiencing the manipulation. 

Utilising this type of pre-recorded, stimulated paradigm allowed for standardisation of 

confederate behaviour across participants, measurement and control of interview 

length, and measurement and control of variation in participants’ ratings of the 

attractiveness of confederates.  

To test for domain-specificity, as suggested by the Kirkpatrick’s and Ellis’s 

(2001; 2004; 2006) sociometer model, participants completed dependent measures 

from different domains; namely, mating aspirations, friendship aspirations, and 

friendship investment. Statistical analyses were then used to test the effects of the 

manipulation to test for domain-specificity of the social exclusion-inclusion 

manipulation, and to determine if mediation was present.   

In summary, the current study tests Kirkpatrick’s and Ellis’s (2001; 2004; 

2006)  theoretical model. Specifically, the following three predictions were tested: 1) 

social exclusion by members of the opposite-sex causes individuals to lower their 

mating aspirations compared to social inclusion, 2) the causal link between social 

exclusion versus inclusion and mating aspirations is mediated by decreases in state 

self-esteem; 3) social exclusion versus inclusion by members of opposite sex does not 

influence either same-sex friendship aspirations or investment in current same-sex 

friendships.  

Method 

Participants 

Eighty-three participants (41 males, 42 females) were recruited from the 

University of Canterbury through recruitment posters and emails to various 
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undergraduate courses. The mean age of participants was 19.39 years (SD = 2.09 

years). Ninety-two percent of the participants identified themselves as being of 

European origin, with the remainder predominantly Asian. To increase the relevance 

of the mate selection exercise, participants were only included in the study if they 

were not currently in an intimate relationship. Participants each received a voucher for 

$7.00 for a campus café.  

Measures & Forms 

Pre-experimental screening and recruitment questionnaire: An electronic 

recruitment/screening form sent as an attachment to potential participants. This form 

contained the State Self-Esteem and Social Inclusion Scale (see below) and contact 

details for recruitment purposes, constructed in a Microsoft Excel spreadsheet so that 

potential participants could fill out in privacy and send back as an attachment in an 

email.    

State self-esteem and social inclusion scale (SE-SI): This measure of global 

state self-esteem contains eleven items measuring general state self-esteem with an 

additional four items designed to measure social inclusion. This was redesigned from 

a previously adapted version of McFarland’s and Ross’s (1982) Resultant Self-

Esteem Scale (Bennison, 2002; Kavanagh, 2002; Leary et al., 1995; Robins, 2002). 

Participants rated themselves on a 7-point bipolar adjective scale with half the items 

reverse scored to prevent acquiescence. The adjectives used to measure state self-

esteem were: good, competent, adequate, useless, inferior, smart, unconfident, 

worthless, important, effective, and unsatisfied, each paired with its opposite. The 

adjectives used to measure social inclusion were: socially attractive, popular, 

accepted, and disliked, each also paired with its opposite. Both subscales produced 
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good internal reliabilities and were averaged to produce scores for state self-esteem 

and social inclusion for pre and post times (Table 1). Consistent with sociometer 

theory, the measures of state self-esteem and social inclusion were strongly associated 

(Table 2) and were therefore averaged to form a composite of overall pre and post 

manipulation self-esteem (pre-SE, post-SE). 

Date rating form: A 5-item form ostensibly rated by the interviewers on a 3-

point scale (‘yes’, ‘no’ or ‘unsure’) was given back to participants (see Robins, 2002). 

The five items ostensibly rated were: “Would you want to continue a conversation 

with the person? Would you want to introduce this person to a friend? Would you be 

interested in having a coffee with this person? Would you be interested in going on a 

date with this person? Does this seem like the kind of person who you would be 

interested in forming a dating relationship with?” This form served as the social 

exclusion-inclusion manipulation. 

Interview evaluation form: A 7-item questionnaire that asked participants to 

rate the interview process (4 items) and attractiveness (3 items) of the interviewers. 

The four items assessing participants’ perspectives of the interview process were: 

“The questions were too personal; I liked the questions that were asked; I thought the 

questions were relevant to assessing potential dating partners; and, I provided enough 

information during the interview for someone to form a valid impression of my 

personality”—rated on a 7-point scale (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree). 

Instructions for the scale were: “Please rate the following statements about the 

interview process that you have just been through by circling the number that best 

applies.” Each item was used as an independent measure of participants’ perspectives 

on the interview process, similar to Simpson et al. (1999). Ratings of interviewer 
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attractiveness were on a 7-point scale (1 = Unattractive, 7 = Attractive), with the 

instructions: “please rate how attractive you found the interviewers.”  

Demographics questionnaire: Questions about gender, age, ethnicity, and 

relationship status.  

Friendship investment questionnaire: A revised 15-item version of the 

Friendship Questionnaire as used by Kavanagh (2002) was designed to measure 

individuals’ willingness to invest in a current same-sex friendship. Participants 

initially indicated whom they were rating (acquaintance, good friend, best friend), 

with the remaining 14 items rated on a 7-point scale (1 = not at all likely, 7 = 

extremely likely; Appendix A). Reliability analyses indicated that that 14-item 

measure demonstrated good internal consistency (! = .83), and was therefore 

averaged to form a global measure of friendship investment, with higher scores 

indicating higher friendship investment.  

Feedback evaluation forms: A three-item measure with two items designed as 

a manipulation check, and one item assessing participants’ level of suspicion. The two 

manipulation check items were: “Overall, how positively was your information 

regarded? Overall, how accepting were the other people of you?” (Both rated on 7-

point scales, with higher scores indicating greater positivity or acceptance.) The 

suspicion item was: “Did you believe that the other people were the ones who 

completed those ratings that you received?” (yes/no).  

Electronic Equipment 

Stimulus material. Two digital video discs (DVDs) were created (one with 3 

male interviewers and one with 3 female interviewers) as stimulus material for the 

video interview, adapted from a procedure used by Simpson et al. (1999), designed  
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so that participants would believe they were taking part in a live video interview with 

three other people. The interviewers asked moderately disclosing personal questions 

(Appendix B).  

The video footage started with a blank screen with the researcher asking if the 

three interviewers were ready – with the interviewers responding in the affirmative. 

Next, a wide-angle shot appeared on screen showing the three interviewers sitting at a 

row of desks. The shot then paned to a headshot of Interview 1 asking his/her first 

question. Immediately following, there was a blank screen shot built in (which stayed 

blank while the participant responded to the question); next there was a shot of an 

Interviewer replying in a neutral tone, thanking the participant for their answer. The 

process repeated for Interviewers 2 and 3 – with a maximum of 21 questions in total 

available (7 questions from each interviewer). The DVD ended with Interviewer 3 

indicating after the last question that they [the interviewers] had enough information. 

The design and construction of the DVD enabled the researcher to control the timing 

of each segment (questions, blank screen, and acknowledgement of answers) in a 

manner that would create the illusion for participants that they were interacting with 

three other live people in real time. 

Mating aspirations program. A computer program (as constructed and used 

by Robins, 2002) was used to assess mating aspirations. The program contained 18 (9 

male, 9 female) photographs of opposite-sex individuals with accompanying 

personality profiles depicting individuals of high, moderate, or low mate value 

(social/physical attractiveness), as indicated by the social information and 

accompanying photographs (see Appendix C for photographs). The moderate and low 

mate profiles were used as filler profiles, with the high mate value profile as the main 

dependent variable. Following the presentation of each profile, participants answered 
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five questions designed to assess how well matched they felt they were to the target 

person: “Realistically, does this seem like the kind of person you would form a dating 

relationship with? How well matched are you to this person? How comfortable do you 

think you would be dating this person? Does this seem like the kind of person who 

you would successfully date? How likely do you think it is that this person would be 

interested in you?” The questions were responded to on 7-point scales (1 = definitely 

not, 7 = definitely yes) (Robins, 2002). The 5-items for each of the 6 high mate value 

profiles demonstrated excellent internal reliability (!s > .88, see Table 3), and were 

therefore averaged to create composite measures of perceived mating compatibility 

with each of the high value profiles – a reflection of mating aspirations. 1 

Friendship aspirations program. A computer program (as constructed and 

used by Bennison, 2002) was used to assess friendship aspirations. The program is 

identical to the mating aspirations program (using the same sets of photographs and 

personality descriptions), except that participants view same-sex rather than opposite-

sex target profiles and answer questions about perceived compatibility with the targets 

in terms of friendship potential rather than mating potential. Following the 

presentation of each profile, participants answer four questions designed to assess 

how well they are match to the target person: “Realistically, does this seem like the 

type of person you would form a friendship with? Does this seem like the type of 

person you would feel comfortable interacting with? Does this seem like the kind of 

person who would be interested in developing a friendship with you?” The questions 

were responded to on 7-point scales (1 = not at all, 7 = definitely) (Bennison, 2002). 

The 4-items for each of the 6 high friendship value profiles demonstrated excellent 

                                                
1 The 5-items for each of the moderate value and low value mating profiles also demonstrated good 

internal reliability (!s > .84).  
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internal reliability (!s > .88, see Table 4), and were therefore averaged to create 

composite measures of perceived friendship compatibility with each of the high value 

profiles – a reflection of friendship aspirations.2 

Experimental Laboratory Environment  

The experimental lab was set up so that participants sat at a desk facing a 

television (TV) monitor and video camera on a movable trolley – with the monitor 

and camera visibly turned off (i.e., it was obvious that they were not currently 

working). Both the camera and monitor had leads ostensibly going to plugs in the wall 

behind; however, they were not actually connected to anything. The camera on the 

trolley was used as a decoy to avoid participants detecting the real camera—the 

informed consent form stated that parts of the study would be videotaped, but did not 

specify which parts. Directly behind the decoy camera, in line of sight, hidden in a 

bookcase was a working digital camera, with the TV and decoy camera positioned so 

that when participants looked at the decoy camera they inadvertently looked straight 

into the hidden camera. There was a button microphone embedded in the ceiling 

directly above the participants’ chair for audio recording.  

Procedure 

Phase 1: Recruitment and baseline measures. At the time of recruitment, 

approximately 4 weeks before participating in the main study, participants completed 

the pre-experimental recruitment and screening questionnaire, containing the 15-item 

self-esteem and social inclusion measures (sent as an electronic attachment).  

Participants completed the electronic form and then sent it back to the researcher as 

                                                
2 The 4-items for each of the moderate value and low value friendship profiles also demonstrated good 

internal reliability (!s > .84). 
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an attachment. The measure provided a pre-manipulation assessment of current state 

self-esteem in a neutral context. Participants were then contacted by phone to be 

booked in for a time to participate. During the booking process, participants were 

screened for name recognition of the confederates appearing on the stimulus DVDs 

and primed to think that they were taking part in two separate studies interacting with 

3 other real people. Participants were then booked in and given instructions on where 

to attend the study.  

Phase 2: Experimental manipulation. The researcher used random 

assignment to allocate 41 participants to the social inclusion group (20 males, 21 

females), and 42 participants to the social exclusion group (21 males, 21 females). 

Participants reported at staggered intervals to the waiting area and participated one at 

a time in the study. Participants gave informed consent, following a generic 

explanation of the study: that they would be taking part in two separate studies, 1) to 

examine how people use personal information to choose potential dates; and 2) to 

create personality profile matches for a dating agency. 

Upon entering the experimental lab, participants were administered a 

questionnaire packet containing various personality measures, the results of which are 

not reported here3. The intention of sitting in the lab and completing questionnaires 

was to produce uniformity of experience across participants before the manipulation. 

The researcher monitored participants’ progress in completing the questionnaire 

packet through the hidden camera, and when it appeared that a participant was 

                                                
3 Additional variables measured did not significantly contribute to the results and were not reported in 

full in the results section to save space due to their null associations. Specifically, the following were 

not significantly associated with the final outcomes and did not mediate or moderate any of the effects 

of the social exclusion manipulation on any of the DVs: mood (post manipulation), narcissism, trait 

self-esteem, openness, agreeableness, conscientiousness, extraversion, neuroticism or self-perceived 

mate value (pre manipulation).  
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approximately 5 minutes from completion, the researcher ostensibly ‘checked’ their 

progress. At this point, the researcher re-entered the room and informed participants 

that he was going to check on the other people that they would be interacting with in 

the study. The researcher then walked loudly down the hallway and loitered for 

approximately 5 minutes before returning to rejoin the participant in the lab informing 

them that three other people in the study (actually pre-recorded confederates on DVD) 

were going to ask them some questions as part of the study. The following 

experimental script, adapted from Simpson et al. (1999), was read to the participant: 

“OK, now for the interaction part of the study. Now, professor Garth Fletcher 

here in the department, he’s like the relationship guy. He’s been asked to 

develop a program that looks at different personalities and compatibility for 

partners etc. However, before we run the program properly, what we’d like to do 

is get some feedback from people as to how appropriate and applicable the 

questions are that are being asked. Sort of like a process issue.” 

“So, in another room we have three guys/girls also participating in the study. 

They’re going to ask you some questions. What we’re interested in is your 

response to their questions, how they use your answers to form impressions, and 

your feedback about the process.” 

“Now the way it’s going to work, so it’s a little less aversive than being in the 

same room as them, is via video link. So, the interviewers or the guys/girls will 

appear on the monitor here in front of you [researcher points] and will be able 

to see and hear you through the camera next to it.” [researcher points to the 

decoy camera] 

“Each guy/girl will appear on the screen one at a time and ask you one question. 

Now the screen will go blank between each question so that you can answer 

without distraction. I just basically cut the feed to the TV, but the camera will 

still be running all the time. There’s sort of two reasons for this, 1) so you don’t 

feel like the guys/girls are staring at you while you are answering the questions, 

even though they will be able to see you, and 2) so that they can discuss anything 

they may need to discuss without you hearing about it.” 

“So, after you’ve answered the question the next interviewer will come on and so 

on until they feel that they have enough information to make the decisions that 



 

  

42 

they’ve been asked to make. Basically, they decide when to end the interview 

process, which is why they need to discuss stuff without you hearing about it.” 

“Now for this part of the study, the guys/girls have been told not to answer any 

questions from you, and to only ask each question once. So, you’ll need to pay 

careful attention. We’ll start in a couple of minute’s time. I’ll be next door 

coordinating the video feed between the two rooms.”  

The researcher then made it obviously noticeable that he was turning on the 

monitor and [decoy] camera and then left the room. Approximately 1 minute later the 

stimulus DVD started.  

The goal was to expose each participant to a 6-minute interview process, and 

to have the participant respond to the same number of questions from each 

interviewer. To achieve this, participants answered interview questions until 

approximately 5 minutes of time elapsed. If at that time the participant was answering 

questions from either Interviewers 1 or 2, the interview process finished after 

responding to the next question from Interview 3. If at 5 minutes, participants were 

responding to a question from Interviewer 3, then the researcher administered another 

round of three questions and the interview process ended after that. The median 

interview length ended up at 6:14 minutes (M = 6:15, SD = 0:47) with the median 

number of questions answered being 12 (M = 11.39, SD = 2.42).  

Upon completion of the interview process, the researcher re-entered the lab 

carrying a bundle of vouchers, receipt book, and photos of the interviewers. 

Participants received the photos of the interviewers and Interview Evaluation Form 

(part of the cover story), asking them to rate the interview process and attractiveness 

of each interviewer (1 = unattractive, 7 = attractive) and the researcher made it 

obvious he was turning off the TV monitor and decoy video camera for participant 

[ostensible] privacy. The three male interviewers received mean attractiveness ratings 
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of 5.07 (SD = 0.97), 4.71 (SD = 1.18), and 5.26 (SD = 0.96) while the 3 female 

interviewers received mean attractiveness ratings of 4.44 (SD = 1.16), 5.15 (SD = 

1.01), and 5.45 (SD = 1.00) respectively. Participants therefore perceived the 

opposite-sex interviewers as average to above average in attractiveness. The 

researcher then informed participants that he was leaving to give the interviewers 

their participant incentives and let them go, as they had fulfilled their requirements for 

the study. The researcher returned approximately 3 minutes later carrying Dating 

Feedback Forms ostensibly from the interviewers.  

Upon re-entering the room, the researcher collected the completed forms and 

informed the participant that the first study was complete and they would now start 

the second study. Participants then received three Dating Feedback Forms (placed 

underneath the Information Sheet and Consent Form for the second part of the study; 

ostensibly completed by the interviewers), with the explanation, that ethics required 

that they have the opportunity to view all personal information about them, and be 

given the opportunity to see interviewers’ ratings of them. The Dating Feedback 

Forms had bogus answers circled, indicating ‘yes’, ‘unsure’ or ‘no’. This served as 

the social exclusion-inclusion manipulation. Participants in the social inclusion 

condition received predominantly ‘yes’ responses with a few ‘unsures’. To minimise 

the aversiveness of the manipulation, and to render it more realistic, participants in the 

social exclusion condition received predominantly ‘unsure’ responses with a few ‘no’ 

answers. Ambivalent and uncertain response have been suggested by Leary et al. 

(1995) as being sufficient for indicating social exclusion. The researcher then left the 

room, re-entering once participants has indicated via intercom that they were ready to 

proceed with the second study. During this time, participants were still being 



 

  

44 

clandestinely videoed. All participants examined the Dating Feedback Forms, during 

this period. 

Phase 3: Measurement of dependent variables.  

a) State self-esteem and social inclusion. The researcher returned 

approximately 2 minutes later and informed participants that they would now begin 

the second study examining how individuals make decisions about relationships—

both romantic relationships and friendships. Participants then received the 

demographics questionnaire (to keep with the ‘two separate studies’ cover story), and 

SE-SI and informed that as a matter of course, some more personality scores would be 

collected from them. The SE-SI served as a post-manipulation measure of state self-

esteem. Participants completed the forms in private. 

b) Mating aspirations, friendship aspirations, and friendship investment. 

Before leaving the room, the researcher gave participants instructions for starting the 

mating and friendship aspirations tasks, and which task to start first (with presentation 

of mating aspirations counterbalanced across condition with friendship aspirations). 

Participants started the aspirations tasks immediately after completing the SE-SI. The 

Friendship Investment Questionnaire was left upside down next to participants, with 

the instruction to turn the questionnaire over and complete it once they had completed 

the aspirations tasks. 

Phase 4: Manipulation checks and debriefing. The researcher then 

administered a manipulation check by asking participants to fill out the Feedback 

Evaluation Form. Following this, participants were then probed for suspicion using a 

funnel type interview (McFarland & Ross, 1982). Finally, participants were debriefed 

regarding the rationale and deceptions of the study, given instructions not to discuss 
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the study with anyone who was at University who was likely to be taking part in the 

study in the near future, and dismissed.  

Results 

Overview  

Reliability analyses were initially conducted on all of the measures to 

determine if they could be averaged to form composite measures of state self-esteem, 

mating aspirations, friendship aspirations, and friendship investment. These 

composite measures were then used in the final analyses testing the main predictions. 

Manipulation checks were carried out to determine if the manipulation was 

successful, as was assessment of the variation in interview process to determine if 

participants’ interview experiences were uniform. Finally, analyses were conducted to 

test the effects of the manipulation on state self-esteem, mating aspirations, and to 

determine if the effects were domain specific and mediated by state self-esteem (as 

predicted by theory).  

Psychometric Properties of Measures  

State self-esteem and social inclusion scale. Reliability analyses were 

conducted to determine if the items on this measure were reliable. The results 

indicated that both the 11 items measuring state self-esteem and the 4 items 

measuring social inclusion demonstrated excellent reliability (Table 1) and were 

strongly correlated (see Table 2).  
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Table 1: Descriptive and reliability statistics for SE-SI scale, and Friendship Investment 

Questionnaire – Study 1.  

 M SD ! 

Pre state self-esteem (SE, 11-item) 5.06 0.81 .89 

Pre social inclusion (SI, 4-item) 4.99 0.94 .83 

Pre-SE (SE/SI composite) 5.02 0.82  

Post state self-esteem (SE, 11-item) 4.91 0.94 .93 

Post social inclusion (SI, 4-item) 4.64 1.20 .91 

Post-SE (SE/SI composite) 4.78 1.03  

Friendship Investment Questionnaire 4.31 0.94 .83 

 

Table 2: Correlation matrix for pre and post manipulation state self-esteem, social 

inclusion, and composite measures – Study 1.  

Pre Post  

SE  
(11-item) 

SI 
(4-item) 

SE/SI 
Composite 

SE 
(11-item) 

SI 
(4-item) 

Pre social inclusion  

(SI, 4-item) 
.78     

P
re

- 
M

an
ip

u
la

ti
o

n
 

Pre-SE  
(SE/SI composite) 

.93 .95    

Post state self-esteem  

(SE, 11-item) 
.54 .42 .50   

Post social inclusion  
(SI, 4-item) 

.61 .54 .61 .87  

P
o

st
- 

 M
an

ip
u

la
ti

o
n

 

Post-SE  

(SE/SI composite) 
.60 .50 .58 .96 .97 

All correlations significant p < .001 

N = 83 

 

Mating Aspirations. To assess the reliability of this measure in the current 

study, reliability analyses were first carried out within each of the 18 mating profiles 

(five questions for each one). The alphas were all excellent, as can be seen in Table 3. 
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The five items in each scale were then averaged to produce one score for each profile, 

with higher scores representing higher mating aspirations. These three scores were 

then tested for reliability within each of the three a priori levels of attractiveness (low, 

moderate, and high). As can be seen in Table 3 these profiles generally obtained good 

internal reliability, and were thus averaged to obtain three scores for each set of 

profiles (low, moderate, and high). Three of the 18 ratings (one for the women and 

two for the men, obtained inadequate item-total correlations and so were deleted in 

forming the composite scores (see Table 3). High mating aspirations was 

operationalised as the extent to which participants rated themselves as compatible 

with the high mate value target group.  

Friendship Aspirations. As with mating aspirations; reliability analyses were 

first conducted within each of the 18 friendship profiles (four questions for each one). 

The alphas were all excellent, as can be seen in Table 4. The four items were then 

averaged to produce one score for each profile, with higher scores representing higher 

friendship aspirations. These three scores were then tested for reliability within each 

of the three a priori levels of attractiveness (low, moderate, and high). As can be seen 

in Table 4, again, these profiles generally obtained good internal reliability, and were 

thus averaged to obtain three scores for each set of profiles (low, moderate, and high). 

As with mating aspirations, the extent to which participants rated themselves as more 

compatible with high attractiveness same-sex profiles, was considered representative 

of higher friendship aspirations. 
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Table 3: Means, standard deviations, and reliability coefficients for the mating 

aspirations profiles and composites – Study 1.  

Profile M SD !  

Female Profiles    

Low Attractiveness Composite 2.42 0.85 .79 

Profile 1 2.98 1.17 .90 

Profile 2 2.17 0.82 .84 

 

Profile 3 2.11 1.01 .91 

Moderate Attractiveness Composite* 3.46 1.05 .71 

Profile 1 3.36 0.99 .85 

Profile 2 3.90 1.15 .92 

 

Profile 3 3.01 1.24 .94 

High Attractiveness Composite 4.06 1.10 .80 

 Profile 1 4.18 1.38 .94 

 Profile 2 3.64 1.35 .93 

 

 Profile 3 4.36 1.16 .93 

    

Male Profiles    

Low Attractiveness Composite 2.13 0.68 .78 

Profile 1 2.38 0.90 .87 

Profile 2 2.08 0.80 .89 

 

Profile 3 1.95 0.73 .85 

Moderate Attractiveness Composite* 3.41 1.06 .76 

Profile 1 4.31 1.07 .92 

Profile 2 3.53 1.30 .91 

 

Profile 3 3.36 1.05 .92 

High Attractiveness Composite* 3.96 0.97 .68 

Profile 1 3.83 1.12 .88 

Profile 2 4.09 1.10 .91 

 

 

Profile 3 3.45 1.12 .92 

* Two item composite 
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Table 4: Means, standard deviations, and reliability coefficients for the friendship 

aspirations profiles and composites – Study 1.  

Profile M SD !  

Female Profiles    

Low Attractiveness Composite 4.23 0.84 .84 

Profile 1 4.71 0.89 .87 

Profile 2 4.15 0.92 .86 

 

Profile 3 3.83 1.08 .86 

Moderate Attractiveness Composite 4.89 0.67 .67 

Profile 1 4.78 0.79 .84 

Profile 2 5.14 0.89 .93 

 

Profile 3 4.72 0.92 .90 

High Attractiveness Composite 4.51 0.97 .74 

 Profile 1 4.35 1.11 .88 

 Profile 2 4.13 1.28 .96 

 

 Profile 3 5.02 1.10  

    

Male Profiles    

Low Attractiveness Composite 3.71 0.85 .66 

Profile 1 3.91 1.04 .87 

Profile 2 3.75 1.00 .87 

 

Profile 3 3.47 1.25 .94 

Moderate Attractiveness Composite 4.17 0.96 .71 

Profile 1 4.21 1.27 .94 

Profile 2 3.94 1.07 .92 

 

Profile 3 4.37 1.27 .94 

High Attractiveness Composite 4.30 1.10 .84 

Profile 1 3.97 1.36 .94 

Profile 2 4.24 1.30 .93 

 

 

Profile 3 4.69 1.12 92 
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Friendship investment. Initial analyses were conducted to determine if there 

were differences in the types of friends (acquaintance, good friend, best friend) 

participants rated in reference to the friendship investment questionnaire. A 3 x 4 chi 

square (type of friend x sex/manipulation [male included, male excluded, female 

included, female excluded]) analysis revealed that there were no differences between 

social exclusion-inclusion and males and females for the type of friend participants 

were rating "2(6) = 3.85, ns.  

Main Analyses 

Manipulation checks. There was little overlap in the responses of the social 

inclusion and social exclusion groups to the manipulation checks. As expected, the 

included group (M = 5.61, SD = 0.92, range: 3 to 7) perceived that their information 

was regarded much more positively than did the excluded group (M = 2.83, SD = 

1.10, range: 1 to 6), t(81) = 12.45, p < .001. Likewise, the included group (M = 5.78, 

SD = 1.06, range: 2 to 7) perceived that they were more accepted by the interviewers 

than did the excluded group (M = 2.43, SD = 0.80, range 1 to 4), t(81) = 16.27, p < 

.001. Eighty-two of the 83 participants indicated that they were not suspicious of the 

feedback they received [the manipulation], with only one participant indicating 

suspicion. Analyses conducted with and without this one participant did not produce 

different results so this participant was consequently retained in the final sample.  

Assessing the effects of variation in the interview process. Given the number 

of questions answered by participants, length of interview, and perceived interviewer 

attractiveness varied somewhat across participants, a series of multiple regression 

analyses were conducted to determine whether this variation affected any of the 

dependent variables (DVs). Specifically, each DV of interest (post-SE; high mating 
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aspirations, high friendship aspirations; and friendship investment) was regressed on 

the number of questions answered, interview length, and perceived attractiveness of 

interviewers. Results indicated that none of these indices of variation in the interview 

process significantly predicted any of the DVs of interest (#s ranged from -.09 to .16).  

Effects of social inclusion-exclusion on state self-esteem. Analyses were 

conducted to test the prediction that individuals, who were socially excluded, 

compared with individuals who were social included, would experience decreases in 

post-SE. Specifically, a 2 x 2 x 2 (manipulation [exclusion-inclusion] x sex x self-

esteem [pre/post]) mixed model analysis of variance (ANOVA) was conducted, with 

pre/post-SE as the repeated variable. The results (shown in Figure 5) were as 

expected, and indicated a significant main effect for manipulation with participants in 

the exclusion condition (M = 4.60, SD = 0.86) reporting significantly lower self-

esteem that those in the inclusion condition (M = 5.21, SD = 0.68), F(1,79) = 12.68, p 

< .001, partial $2 = .14. In addition, there were significant main effects for time 

[pre/post], with significantly lower self-esteem scores reported post manipulation 

(post-SE; M = 4.78, SD = 1.03), than prior to experiencing the social exclusion-

inclusion manipulation (pre-SE; M = 5.02, SD = 0.83), F(1,79) = 9.16, p < .01, partial 

$2 = .10. The two main effects are best understood by examining the significant time 

[pre/post] x manipulation. That is, participants who were socially excluded 

experienced a substantial decrease in state self-esteem (pre-SE: M = 4.96, SD = 0.86; 

post-SE: M = 4.24, SD = 1.06), whereas those who were socially included 

experienced a moderate increase in state self-esteem (pre-SE: M = 5.09, SD = 0.79; 

post-SE: M = 5.32, SD = 0.64), F(1,79) = 34.31, p < .001, partial $2 = .30 (Figure 5). 

In sum, the manipulation significantly affected state self-esteem in the intended 

fashion.  
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Figure 5: Effects of social exclusion-inclusion manipulation on state self-esteem - Study 

1. 

 

Effects of social exclusion-inclusion on mating aspirations. Next, analyses 

were conducted to test the prediction that experiencing social inclusion (relative to 

exclusion) would cause participants to raise their mating aspirations (i.e., feel more 

compatibility with the high attractive profiles).  Specifically a 2 x 2 (manipulation 

[exclusion-inclusion] x sex) ANOVA was conducted with mate aspirations as the 

dependent variable. The results, revealed a significant main effect of manipulation 

F(1,79) = 8.20, p < .01, partial $2 = .09, with participants who experienced social 

inclusion (M = 4.32, SD = 1.01) reporting feeling significantly greater mating 

aspirations overall compared to those who experienced social exclusion (M = 3.70, 

SD = 0.96). There were no other significant main effects or interactions.   

Domain-specificity of social exclusion-inclusion manipulation. The previous 

analyses demonstrated that being socially included (compared to being excluded) by 

opposite-sex interviewers caused participants to raise their mating aspirations. The 

next sets of analyses were conducted to test explicitly for domain-specificity. 
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Preliminary correlations (see Table 5) revealed significant positive associations 

between participants’ mating aspirations and friendship aspirations. This individual 

difference across domains in terms of positive self-evaluations needs to be taken into 

account in any tests of domain-specificity. As described below, this artefact was 

controlled for using stepdown analyses (see Tabachnick & Fidell, 2007).  

 

Table 5: Inter-correlations of dependent variables – Study 1.  

 MA FA FI 

Mating Aspirations (MA)    

Friendship Aspirations (FA)    .64***   

Friendship Investment (FI) .01 .09  

Post SE     .41***    .43*** -.02 

*** p < .001  

 

A 2 x 2 (manipulation x sex) multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) 

was initially conducted with mating aspirations, friendship aspirations, and friendship 

investment as the dependent variables (N = 83). Initial analyses revealed no univariate 

or multivariate within-cell outliers at p < .01, with assumptions of normality, 

homogeneity of variance-covariance matrices, linearity, and multicollinearity all 

considered satisfactory. Using Wilks’ criterion there were significant main effects of 

manipulation, F(3,77) = 4.40, p < .01, partial $2 = .15, and sex, F(3,77) = 3.57, p < 

.01, partial $2 = .12, on the combined dependent variables (DVs). This indicates a 

moderate association between the manipulation on the combined DVs, and a 

moderate association between sex and the combined DVs. There was no significant 

manipulation by sex interaction.  
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To investigate the impact of each independent variable on each of the 

dependent variables, Roy-Bargmann stepdown analyses were conducted. This 

procedure examines each dependent variable in turn, with high-priority dependent 

variables treated as covariates. The highest-priority dependent variable (mating 

aspirations) was tested in a univariate ANOVA and was then used as a covariate for 

testing friendship aspirations and friendship investment. All components of the 

stepdown analysis achieved homogeneity of regression.  

The main results from the stepdown analysis (see Table 6), as predicted, 

revealed a significant unique effect of the social exclusion-inclusion manipulation on 

mating aspirations. Specifically, individuals who experienced social inclusion 

reported higher levels of compatibility to the high mate value profiles (M = 4.72, SE = 

0.15) that did those who experienced social exclusion (M = 3.70, SE = 0.15). In 

contrast, after adjusting for variation in global mating aspirations, there was a small 

opposite main effect of manipulation on friendship aspirations. Specifically, 

individuals who experienced social inclusion reported lower levels of friendship 

aspirations (adjusted M = 4.23, SE = .13) than those who experienced social exclusion 

(adjusted M = 4.58, SE = .12). Finally, after adjusting for the effects of sex on mating 

and friendship aspirations, females reported significantly greater levels of friendship 

investment (adjusted M = 4.59, SE = .14) than males (adjusted M = 4.04, SE = .14). 

These results indicate that the manipulation was domain specific in that it only moved 

aspirations for mating in the intended direction.  
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Table 6: Summary of results for Roy-Bargmann stepdown analyses for high mating 

aspirations, high friendship aspirations, and friendship investment – Study 1.  

Univariate Stepdown 

CI (95%) on 
partial $2 

IV DV F df F df ! 

Partial 
$2 lower upper 

High Mating 
Aspirations 

8.20a 1/79 8.20** 1/79 .01 .09 .01 .23 

High Friendship 
Aspirations 

0.12 1/79 3.92* 1/78 .01 .05 .00 .16 

M
an

ip
u
la

ti
o
n
 

Friendship 
Investment 

0.75 1/79 0.79 1/77 .001 .01 .00 .09 

High Mating 
Aspirations 

0.24 1/79 0.24 1/79 .01 .00 .00 .07 

High Friendship 
Aspirations 

0.88 1/79 2.85 1/78 .01 .04 .00 .14 S
ex

 

Friendship 
Investment 

7.94a 1/79 7.36** 1/77 .001 .09 .01 .22 

High Mating 
Aspirations 

0.25 1/79 0.25 1/79 .01 .00 .00 .07 

High Friendship 
Aspirations 

0.46 1/79 0.21 1/78 .01 .00 .00 .07 

M
an

ip
u
la

ti
o
n
 x

 S
ex

 

Friendship 
Investment 

0.04 1/79 0.02 1/77 .001 .00 .00 .01 

a Significance level cannot be evaluated, but would reach p < .01 in univariate context 

* p = .05 

** p < .01 

 

As a final test of domain specificity a 2 x 2 mixed model ANOVA (with 

manipulation as the between-group factors and relationship type [high mating 

aspirations, high friendship aspirations] as the within-group factor) was conducted on 

standardised aspirations levels. The results (shown in Figure 6), as expected, indicated 

a significant manipulation by relationship type interaction, F(1,81) = 8.68, p < .001, 

partial $2 = .10. That is, consistent with previous analyses univariate analyses (p. 52) 



 

  

56 

participants reported significantly greater mating aspirations following social 

inclusion (M = 0.31, SD = 0.99) as compared to experiencing social exclusion (M = -

0.30, SD = 0.93), t(81) = -2.89, p < .01, with a minimal difference in friendships 

aspirations between the inclusion (M = .04, SD = 1.07) and exclusion (M = -.04, SD = 

0.94).  

Figure 6: Effects of social exclusion-inclusion manipulation on mating and friendship 

aspirations – Study 1.  

 

Mediational analyses. Bootstrap mediational analysis with 3000 resamples 

was conducted to test the hypothesis that state self-esteem (post-SE) mediates the 

association between the experience of social exclusion-inclusion and aspiration levels 

in selecting mates. The results of the analysis (shown in Figure 7) confirmed a 

mediational model. That is, individuals who were socially included, compared with 

those who were socially excluded, reported significantly higher post-SE (# = .53, p < 

.001) and higher mating aspirations (# = .31, p < .01). In addition, higher post-SE was 

associated with significantly higher mate aspirations (# = .35, p < .01), independent of 
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Social Exclusion-
Inclusion 

High Mating 
Aspirations 

Post-SE 

.53*** .35** 

.12 (.31**) 

the manipulation. Finally, with the inclusion of post-SE in the model, the path from 

the manipulation to mating aspirations dropped from .31 to .12 (ns), indicating 

significant mediation; Sobel’s z = 2.55, p < .05.  

 

 

 

 

  

     **
p < .01; ***

p < .001 

Figure 7: Mediating effects of state self-esteem on high mating aspirations after 

experiencing social exclusion-inclusion – Study 1.   

 

Summary  

The results from Study 1 supported my predictions. First, participants in Study 

1 after experiencing social exclusion reported decreases in state self-esteem, and those 

who experienced social inclusion reported increases in state self-esteem. Second, the 

experience of social exclusion-inclusion had direct effects on levels of mating 

aspirations, with participants who experienced social exclusion reporting lower 

mating aspirations than those who experienced social inclusion. Third, stepdown 

analyses indicated that social exclusion-inclusion was domain specific, with the 

effects of the manipulation only influencing the mating domain in the predicted 

direction and the results from the mixed model ANOVA demonstrating a null effect 

on friendship aspirations (Figure 6). Fourth, mediational analyses revealed that the 

exclusion-inclusion effects on mating aspirations were significantly mediated by state 
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self-esteem. That is, when taking into account changes in state self-esteem, the direct 

effect of social exclusion-inclusion on mating aspirations all but disappeared.  

Study 1 assessed the impact of social exclusion by members of the opposite-

sex on aspiration levels. Study 2 was designed to extend the results of Study 1 by 

examining the impact of social exclusion on the relationship components of 

commitment and satisfaction for individuals already in an intimate relationship.   
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Chapter 4: Study 2 

Social Exclusion, Self-esteem, & Intimate Relationships 

If there are indeed adaptive mechanisms that drive mate selection from a cost-

benefit stand-point (Gangestad & Simpson, 2000), it would also stand to reason that 

there would be similar adaptive mechanisms that regulate and assess current intimate 

relationships. As previously noted, people want the best deal they can get in a mate, 

matching their own minimum standards (Regan, 1998a) and fitting the “budget” 

constraints when shopping for a potential mate (Li et al., 2002; Li & Kenrick, 2006). 

These minimum standards, budget constraints, and willingness to compromise on 

potential mate qualities, are in turn reliant on self-perceived mate value (Regan, 

1998b). However, what happens if your mate value changes and you are already in a 

relationship? Study 1 demonstrated that for people who were single, higher mating 

aspirations where associated with higher self-esteem after experiencing “mating 

interest” from physically attractive members of the opposite sex. Murray’s research 

(Murray, Griffin, Rose, & Bellavia, 2003; Murray, Holmes, & Collins, 2006; Murray 

et al., 2000; Murray, Holmes, MacDonald, & Ellsworth, 1998; Murray et al., 2002; 

Murray et al., 2005) has indicated that global self-esteem moderates perceived 

closeness, acts as a protective factor for relationships, and promotes relationship 

closeness. Comparatively, we know from Kenrick and colleagues (1994) that 

exposure to physically attractive opposite sex targets decreases relationship 

satisfaction for males but not females. Sociometer theory (Kirkpatrick & Ellis, 2001; 

2006; Leary & Downs, 1995; Leary et al., 1995) provides a framework to test and pull 

together these previous complementary research findings. 
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Although the domain specific sociometer model outlined by Kirkpatrick and 

Ellis (2001; 2004; 2006) focuses primarily on the adaptive processes of mate selection 

(attaining a mate), a logical extension would include the adaptive processes of 

retaining a mate. That is, calibrating perceived relationship quality in the context of an 

ever-changing mating market place. This process would work in a similar fashion as 

the calibration of mating aspirations, except, instead of the output constituting 

changes in mating aspirations, changes in perceived relationship quality or worth 

would occur – as outlined in Chapter 2 (refer to Figure 2). For example, people who 

experience rejection [exclusion] from attractive members of the opposite-sex should 

experience a decrease in mating self-esteem, which in turn should lead to an increase 

in perceived relationship quality. Individuals would perceive that their mate value has 

decreased and therefore consider their current relationship as more valuable given 

they now have fewer alternatives available. Conversely, experiencing a flurry of 

interest [inclusion] from attractive members of the opposite-sex should increase 

mating self-esteem, in turn leading to a decrease in perceived relationship quality. In 

this instance, individuals would perceive that given their mate value has increased 

there may be better alternatives available, making their current relationship less 

valuable.  

This model was tested in the current study by utilising the same research 

procedure and simulated interaction paradigm as in Study 1 based on Simpson et al.  

(1999). The procedure was essentially the same as Study 1, with the exception of 

some of the questions measuring the outcomes. To test for domain specificity in this 

study participants again completed different measures from different domains: 

relationship commitment, relationship satisfaction, friendship aspirations, and 

friendship investment. Statistical analyses were conducted to test for the effects of the 
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manipulation, differences in sex, domain specificity of the social exclusion-inclusion 

manipulation, and to determine if mediation was present. 

Study 2 is therefore an extension to Study 1 and an extrapolation to 

Kirkpatrick’s and Ellis’s (2001; 2004; 2006) domain specific sociometer model. 

Specifically, the following predictions were tested: 1) social exclusion by members of 

the opposite-sex causes pair-bonded individuals to perceive their current relationship 

as being more valuable [higher quality]; 2) social inclusion by members of the 

opposite-sex causes pair-bonded individuals to perceive their current relationship as 

being less valuable [lower quality]; 3) the causal link between social exclusion-

inclusion and perceived relationship quality is mediated by changes in self-esteem; 

and 4) manipulating social exclusion versus inclusion by members of the opposite-sex 

does not influence either same-sex friendship aspirations or investment in current 

same-sex friendships.  

Method 

Participants 

Eighty-one participants (40 males, 41 females) were recruited from the 

University of Canterbury through recruitment posters and emails to various 

undergraduate courses. The mean age of participants was 19.57 years (SD = 1.79 

years). Ninety-six percent of the participants identified themselves as being of 

European origin, with the remainder either Maori or Asian. Participants were only 

included in the study if they were currently in an intimate relationship. The mean 

relationship length was 16 months (SD = 13.69 months). Eighty percent of the 

participants indicated they were dating one person exclusively – not living together, 

16 percent were dating exclusively and living together, with the remaining 4 percent 
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engaged to be married. Participants each received a voucher for $7.00 for a campus 

café.  

Measures & Forms 

Pre-experimental screening and recruitment questionnaire: This is the same 

questionnaire as used in Study 1 with the addition of a 4-item version of the PRQC 

(PRQC-S; see below), constructed in a Microsoft Excel spreadsheet so that potential 

participants could fill out in privacy and send back as an attachment in an email.    

State self-esteem and social inclusion scale (SE-SI): As with Study 1, this 

served as a measure of global state self-esteem including eleven items measuring 

general state self-esteem and four items measuring social inclusion. Consistent with 

Study 1, both subscales produced good internal reliabilities and were averaged to 

produce scores for state self-esteem and social inclusion for pre and post times (Table 

7). Consistent with sociometer theory, the measures of state self-esteem and social 

inclusion were strongly associated (Table 8) and were therefore averaged to form a 

composite of overall pre and post manipulation self-esteem (pre-SE, post-SE). 

Perceived relationship quality components inventory – Short form (PRQC-

S): An adapted version of the Perceived Relationship Quality Components (PRQC) 

Inventory designed by Fletcher, Simpson, and Thomas (2000b) to measure the 

constructs that make up perceived relationship quality. The PRQC-S is a 4-item, two 

component inventory (commitment and satisfaction), rated on a 7-point likert scale (1 

= not at all, 7 = extremely). The two items measuring satisfaction were: “How 

satisfied are you with your relationship?” and “How content are you with your 

relationship?” The two items measuring commitment were: “How dedicated are you 

to your relationship?” and “How committed are you to your relationship?” The 
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instructions were for participants to rate their current partner and relationship. The 

items for both subscales correlated strongly (Table 9) and were averaged to produce 

scores for relationship commitment and satisfaction – pre and post times.  

Relationship prime: Two items were included asking participants to write two 

short paragraphs on the aspects that they like, and do not like about their current 

relationship. This form was designed to act as a prime for participants to start thinking 

about aspects of their current relationship just prior the interview part of Phase 2. The 

two items were: “Please write a brief paragraph about the things you like in your 

current relationship”; and “Please write a brief paragraph about the things that you do 

not like in your current relationship.” 

Date rating form: The same form as used in Study 1, which served as the 

social exclusion-inclusion manipulation. 

Interview evaluation form: The same as used in Study 1 – a 7-item 

questionnaire, which asked participants to rate the interview process (4 items) and 

attractiveness (3 items) of the interviewers.  

Demographics questionnaire: The same form used in Study 1.  

Friendship investment questionnaire: The same form used in Study 1 – 

designed to measure individuals’ willingness to invest in a current same-sex 

friendship. Reliability analyses indicated that that 14-item measure demonstrated 

good internal consistency (Table 7), and was therefore averaged to form a global 

measure of friendship investment, with higher scores indicating higher friendship 

investment.  
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Feedback evaluation forms: The same form as used in Study 1 – a three-item 

measure with two items designed as a manipulation check, and one item assessing 

participants’ level of suspicion.  

Electronic Equipment 

Stimulus material. The same two DVDs that were created and used in Study 1 

(one with 3 male interviewers and one with 3 female interviewers) also served as 

stimulus material for the video interview for this study.  

Friendship aspirations program. The same computer program as used in 

Study 1 to assess friendship aspirations. Consistent with Study 1, the 4-items for each 

of the 6 high friendship profiles demonstrated excellent internal reliability (!s > .87, 

see Table 10), and were therefore averaged to created composite measures of 

perceived friendship compatibility with each of the high value profiles – a reflection 

of friendship aspirations.4 

Experimental Laboratory Environment  

The experimental lab was the same as in Study 1.  

Procedure 

Phase 1: Recruitment and baseline measures. This phase was identical to 

Study 1, with one exception – the addition of the 4-item PRQC as one of the pre-

measures in the pre-experimental recruitment and screening questionnaire. 

Participants completed the electronic form and then sent it back to the researcher as 

an attachment. The measure provided a pre-manipulation assessment of current state 

                                                
4 The 4-items for each of the moderate value and low value friendship profiles demonstrated variable 

internal reliability (!s ranging from .48 to .84). 
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self-esteem, relationship satisfaction, and relationship commitment, in a neutral 

context.  

Phase 2: Experimental manipulation. Using random assignment, the 

researcher allocated 42 participants to the social inclusion group (21 males, 21 

females), and 39 participants to the social exclusion group (19 males, 20 females). 

Participants reported at staggered intervals to the waiting area and participated in the 

study one at a time. Participants gave informed consent, following a generic 

explanation of the study—they would be taking part in two separate studies, 1) to 

examine how people use personal information to choose potential dates, and 2) to use 

personal information in relationship profiling.  

The rest of this Phase followed a similar format to Phase 2 in Study 1, with the 

exception of a slight change to the cover story and instructions to reflect the use of 

participants in a relationship and the addition of the relationship prime in the packet 

of questionnaires. The following experimental script, adapted from Simpson et al. 

(1999), was read to participants in Study 2: 

“OK, now for the interaction part of the study. Now, professor Garth Fletcher 

here in the department, he’s like the relationship guy. He’s been asked to 

develop a program that looks at different personalities and compatibility for 

partners etc. However, before we run the program properly, what we’d like to do 

is get some feedback from people already in a relationship as to how 

appropriate and applicable the questions are that are being asked. Sort of like a 

process issue.” 

“So, in another room we have three guys/girls also participating in the study. 

They’re going to ask you some questions. What we’re interested in is your 
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response to their questions, how they use your answers to form impressions, and 

your feedback about the process.” 

“Now the way it’s going to work, so it’s a little less aversive than being in the 

same room as them, is via video link. So, the interviewers or the guys/girls will 

appear on the monitor here in front of you [researcher points] and will be able 

to see and hear you through the camera next to it.” [researcher points to the 

decoy camera] 

“Each guy/girl will appear on the screen one at a time and ask you one question. 

Now, the screen will go blank between each question so that you can answer 

without distraction. I just basically cut the feed to the TV, but the camera will 

still be running all the time. There’s sort of two reasons for this, 1) so you don’t 

feel like the guys/girls are staring at you while you are answering the questions, 

even though they will be able to see you, and 2) so that they can discuss anything 

they may need to discuss without you hearing about it.” 

“So, after you’ve answered the question the next interviewer will come on and so 

on until they feel that they have enough information to make the decisions that 

they’ve been asked to make. Basically, they decide when to end the interview 

process, which is why they need to discuss stuff without you hearing about it.” 

“Now for this part of the study, the guys/girls have been told not to answer any 

questions from you, and to only ask each question once. So you’ll need to pay 

careful attention.”  

“Finally, as one of the areas we’re interested in is the ratings that the guys/girls 

give, they don’t know you’re already in a relationship as this may unconsciously 

influence their perception of you. So, it’s important when you’re answering the 

questions that you don’t let on that you already have a partner. We’ll start in a 

couple of minutes time. I’ll be next door coordinating the video feed between the 

two rooms.”  
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The researcher then made it obvious that he was turning on the monitor and 

camera (actually the decoy camera, the real camera was hidden behind the decoy and 

ran throughout the experiment) and then left the room. Approximately 1 minute later 

the stimulus DVD started.  

Similar to Study 1, the goal was to expose each participant to a 6-minute 

interview process, and to have the participant respond to the same number of 

questions from each interviewer. The median interview length for Study 2 ended up at 

5:58 minutes (M = 6:03, SD = 0:52) with the median number of questions answered 

being 12 (M = 10.96, SD = 2.42).  

Consistent with Study 1, participants received the photos of the interviewers 

and Interview Evaluation Form, asking them to rate the interview process and 

attractiveness of each interviewer (1 = unattractive, 7 = attractive). The three female 

interviewers received mean attractiveness ratings of 4.43 (SD = 1.13), 5.32 (SD = 

0.92), and 5.02 (SD = 1.10) while the 3 male interviewers received mean 

attractiveness ratings of 4.90 (SD = 1.02), 4.41 (SD = 1.20), and 5.17 (SD = 1.28) 

respectively. Participants therefore perceived the opposite-sex interviewers as average 

to above average in attractiveness. The remainder of this Phase followed the same 

format as Study 1: participants received the cover story that they had finished one 

study, were now going to start another study, and then given feedback ostensibly 

completed by the interviewers [manipulation].  

Phase 3: Measurement of dependent variables.  

a) State self-esteem and social inclusion. Consistent with Study 1, the SE-SI 

was administered as a post-manipulation measure of state self-esteem.  
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b) Relationship commitment, relationship satisfaction, friendship 

aspirations and friendship investment. Similar to Study 1, except that instead of 

participants completing the mating aspirations task they completed the PRQC-S 

alongside the friendship aspirations task and Friendship Investment Questionnaire. 

This administration of the PRQC-S served as a post-manipulation measure of 

relationship commitment and satisfaction.  

Phase 4: Manipulation checks and debriefing. This followed the same format 

as Study 1.  

Results 

Overview  

The analyses followed a similar sequence to Study 1, with reliability analyses 

initially conducted on all of the measures to determine if they could be averaged to 

form composite measures of state self-esteem, relationship commitment, relationship 

satisfaction, friendship aspirations and friendship investment. These composite 

measures were then used in the final analyses testing the main predictions. 

Manipulation checks were carried out to determine if the manipulation was 

successful, as was assessment of the variation in the interview process to determine if 

participants’ interview experiences were uniform. Finally, analyses were conducted to 

test the effects of the manipulation on state self-esteem, relationship commitment and 

satisfaction, and to determine if the effects were domain specific and mediated by 

state self-esteem.  
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Psychometric Properties of Measures  

State self-esteem and social inclusion scale. Reliability analyses were 

conducted to determine if the items on this measure were reliable. The results 

indicated that both the 11 items measuring state self-esteem and the 4 items 

measuring social inclusion demonstrated excellent reliability (Table 7) and were 

strongly inter-correlated (see Table 8).  

Table 7: Descriptive and reliability statistics for SE-SI scale and Friendship Investment 

Questionnaire, and 4-item PRQC – Study 2.  

 M SD ! 

Pre state self-esteem (SE, 11-item) 5.02 0.80 .89 

Pre social inclusion (SI, 4-item) 4.91 0.98 .84 

Pre-SE (SE/SI composite) 4.96 0.85  

Post state self-esteem (SE, 11-item) 2.04 0.77 .87 

Post social inclusion (SI, 4-item) 4.80 1.02 .86 

Post-SE (SE/SI composite) 4.92 0.84  

Pre commitment  6.01 1.03  

Pre satisfaction 5.58 1.02  

Pre relationship quality index (Pre-PRQI) 11.67 1.89  

Post commitment 6.05 1.17  

Post satisfaction 5.69 1.00  

Post relationship quality index (Post-PRQI) 11.74 2.05  

Friendship Investment Questionnaire 4.03 0.85 .82 

Note: Alphas are only shown for scales with more than two items.  

 

Perceived relationship quality components inventory – Short form. The 

results indicated that the 2 items measuring relationship commitment and the 2 items 

measuring relationship satisfaction were strongly correlated (Table 9) and were 
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normally distributed (Table 7), with higher scores representing greater levels of 

relationship satisfaction and commitment. These items were combined to create a 

single perceived relationship quality index (PRQI) score for each participant pre and 

post manipulation (refer to Table 7 for descriptives).  

Table 8: Correlation matrix for pre and post manipulation state self-esteem, social 

inclusion, and composite measures – Study 2.  

Pre Post  

SE  

(11-item) 

SI 

(4-item) 

SE/SI 

Composite 

SE 

(11-item) 

SI 

(4-item) 

Pre social inclusion  

(SI, 4-item) 
.80     

P
re

- 
M

an
ip

u
la

ti
o

n
 

Pre-SE  

(SE/SI composite) 
.94 .96    

Post state self-esteem  

(SE, 11-item) 
.65 .57 .64   

Post social inclusion  

(SI, 4-item) 
.53 .52 .55 .75  

P
o

st
- 

 M
an

ip
u

la
ti

o
n

 

Post-SE  

(SE/SI composite) 
.62 .58 .63 .64 .95 

All correlations significant p < .001; N = 81 

 

Friendship aspirations. As with Study 1; reliability analyses were first 

conducted within each of the 18 friendship profiles (four questions for each one). The 

alphas were all good, as can be seen in Table 10. The four items were averaged to 

produce one score for each profile, with higher scores representing higher friendship 

aspirations. Again, consistent with Study 1, these three scores were then tested for 

reliability within each of the three a priori levels of attractiveness (low, moderate, 

high). These three items also demonstrated variable reliability (Table 10) with only 

the high value profiles averaged to obtain a single score of friendship aspirations. The 

extent to which participants rated themselves as more compatible with high 
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attractiveness same-sex profiles was considered representative of higher friendship 

aspirations.  

Table 9: Correlation matrix relationship commitment, relationship satisfaction, and 

perceived relationship quality indices (PRQI); pre and post manipulation – Study 2.   

Within Scale 
(2-items) Pre Post 

 

r Sat Com PRQI Sat Com 

Satisfaction  
(Sat; 2-items) 

.78      

Commitment  
(Com; 2-items) 

.86 .70     P
re

 

PRQIa  .92 .92    

Satisfaction  
(Sat; 2-items) 

.77 .68 .58 .68   

Commitment  
(Com; 2-items) 

.88 .60 .78 .75 .79  P
o
st

 

PRQIa  .67 .73 .76 .94 .95 

All correlations significant p < .001; N = 81 

aPerceived Relation Quality Index (Commitment + Satisfaction) 

 

Friendship investment. Initial analyses were conducted to determine if there 

were differences in the types of friends (acquaintance, good friend, best friend) with 

which participants were rating the friendship investment questionnaire in reference to. 

A 3 x 4 chi square (type of friend x sex/manipulation cells [male included, male 

excluded, female included, female excluded]) analysis revealed that there were no 

differences between social exclusion-inclusion and males and females for the type of 

friend participants were rating "2(6) = 3.30, ns.  
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Table 10: Means, standard deviations, and reliability coefficients for the friendship 

aspirations profiles and composites – Study 2.  

Profile M SD ! 

Female Profiles    

Low Attractiveness Composite 3.83 0.94 .82 

Profile 1 4.40 1.06 .90 

Profile 2 3.75 0.99 .89 

 

Profile 3 3.36 1.16 .91 

Medium Attractiveness Composite 4.64 0.74 .48 

Profile 1 4.68 1.12 .91 

Profile 2 5.12 0.96 .93 

 

Profile 3 4.22 1.07 .92 

High Attractiveness Composite 4.15 1.17 .89 

 Profile 1 4.20 1.34 .95 

 Profile 2 3.81 1.40 .95 

 

 Profile 3 4.63 1.08 .95 

    

Male Profiles    

Low Attractiveness Composite 3.80 0.72 .62 

Profile 1 4.20 1.04 .85 

Profile 2 3.70 0.91 .83 

 

Profile 3 3.50 0.91 .80 

Medium Attractiveness Composite 4.52 0.88 .64 

Profile 1 4.70 1.24 .89 

Profile 2 4.62 1.12 .91 

 

Profile 3 4.24 1.14 .91 

High Attractiveness Composite 4.46 1.07 .84 

Profile 1 4.24 1.28 .87 

Profile 2 4.45 1.19 .90 

 

 

Profile 3 4.82 1.03 .92 

 
 
 



 

  

73 

Main Analyses 

Manipulation checks. There was little overlap in the responses of the social 

inclusion and social exclusion groups to the manipulation checks. As expected, the 

included group (M = 5.71, SD = 0.84, range: 3 to 7) perceived that their information 

was regarded much more positively than did the excluded group (M = 2.90, SD = 

1.17, range: 1 to 7), t(79) = 12.58, p < .001. Likewise, the included group (M = 5.64, 

SD = 1.03, range: 2 to 7) perceived that they were more accepted by the interviewers 

than did the excluded group (M = 2.67, SD = 1.11, range 1 to 6), t(79) = 12.52, p < 

.001. None of the 81 participants indicated that they were suspicious of the feedback 

they received [the manipulation].  

Assessing the effects of variation in the interview process. Given that the 

number of questions answered by participants, length of interview, and perceived 

interviewer attractiveness varied somewhat across participants, a series of multiple 

regression analyses were conducted to determine whether this variation influenced 

any of the dependent variables (DVs). Specifically, each DV of interest (post-SE; post 

satisfaction; post commitment; high friendship aspirations; and friendship investment) 

was regressed on number of questions answered, interview length, and perceived 

attractiveness of interviewers. Of the 15 associations tested, only one reached 

statistical significance at the .05 level. Because one significant effect approximates 

what could be expected by chance, the effect was not interpreted. Overall, measured 

variation in the interview process had little impact on the DVs (#s ranged from -.17 to 

.24).  

Effects of social inclusion-exclusion on state self-esteem. Analyses were then 

conducted to test the prediction that individuals who were socially excluded, 

compared with individuals who were social included, would experience decreases in 
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post-SE. Specifically, a 2 x 2 x 2 (manipulation [exclusion-inclusion] x sex x self-

esteem [pre/post]) mixed model analysis of variance (ANOVA) was conducted, with 

pre/post-SE as the repeated variable. The results revealed no main effects; however, a 

significant time [pre/post] x manipulation interaction was obtained. That is, 

participants who were socially excluded experienced a substantial decrease in state 

self-esteem (pre-SE: M = 5.07, SD = 0.83; post-SE: M = 4.67, SD = 0.92), whereas 

those who were socially included experienced a moderate increase in state self-esteem 

(pre-SE: M = 4.86, SD = 0.86; post-SE: M = 5.16, SD = 0.67), F(1,77) = 23.87, p < 

.001, partial $2 = .24 (Figure 7). In sum, the manipulation significantly affected state 

self-esteem in the intended fashion and replicated the findings from Study 1.  

 

Figure 8: Effects of the social exclusion-inclusion manipulation on state self-esteem – 

Study 2.  

 

Effects of social exclusion-inclusion on perceived relationship quality. Next, 

analyses were conducted to test the predictions that individuals who were socially 

excluded would experience increases in relationship commitment and relationship 
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satisfaction, whereas individuals who were socially included would experience 

decreases in relationship commitment and satisfaction. Specifically, a 2 x 2 x 2 

(manipulation [exclusion-inclusion] x sex x perceived relationship quality [pre/post]) 

mixed model analyses of variance (ANOVA) was conducted using the PRQI as the 

repeated variable. 

The results revealed a significant time [pre/post] x manipulation on perceived 

relationship quality (PRQI). That is, individuals who were socially excluded reported 

an increase in PRQI (pre-PRQI: M = 11.66, SD = 1.80; post-PRQI: M = 12.10, SD = 

1.52), whereas those who were socially included reported a decrease (pre-PRQI: M = 

11.67, SD = 1.99; post-PRQI: M = 11.40, SD = 2.41), F(1,77) = 5.47, p < .05, partial 

$2 = .07 (Figure 9). The results did not reveal significant main effects of manipulation 

or sex.  

Given the strong associations between the pre/post measures of commitment 

and satisfaction (refer to Table 9), and to further verify the effect of the manipulation 

on relationship commitment and satisfaction, further analyses were conducted. 

Specifically, two 2 x 2 (manipulation [exclusion-inclusion] x sex) analysis of 

covariances (ANCOVAs) were conducted on the post measures of commitment and 

satisfaction with their pre measures as respective covariates. The results revealed 

significant main effects of manipulation on both relationship commitment and 

relationship satisfaction. That is, participants who were excluded reported more 

relationship commitment (M = 6.25) and satisfaction (M = 5.86) than those who were 

included (commitment M = 5.87; satisfaction M = 5.53), commitment F(1,76) = 5.79, 

p < .05, partial $2 = .07; satisfaction F(1,76) = 4.31, p < .05, partial $2 = .05. There 

were no main effects of sex or manipulation by sex interactions indicated in the 

ANCOVAs.  
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Domain-specificity of social exclusion-inclusion manipulation. The previous 

analyses demonstrated that being socially included by opposite-sex interviewers 

caused participants to reduce their perceptions of the quality of their current 

relationship (i.e., levels of commitment and satisfaction) and being social excluded 

caused participants to increase their perceptions of their relationship quality. The next 

sets of analyses were conducted to test specifically for domain-specificity. Unlike 

Study 1 however, preliminary analyses (bivariate correlations) revealed no significant 

associations between participants’ ratings of the quality of their relationship (as 

represented by the PRQI) and their friendship aspirations or their level of reported 

friendship investment (Table 11). This lack of an association indicates independence 

of the dependent variables.   

Figure 9: Effects of social exclusion-inclusion manipulation on perceived relationship 

quality – Study 2.  
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Table 11: Inter-correlations of dependent variables – Study 2.  

 Post PRQC FA FI 

Friendship Aspirations (FA)   .09   

Friendship Investment (FI) -.01  .04  

Post SE     .31**    .41*** -.15 

**
p < .01; ***

p < .001 

These results suggest that relationship quality and friendship aspirations are 

independent of each although there was common association with self-esteem, which 

was influenced by the social exclusion-inclusion manipulation. Therefore, to test for 

domain specificity a multiple regression analysis was conducted to determine the 

impact of the social exclusion-inclusion manipulation on perceived relationship 

quality while controlling for high friendship aspirations and pre manipulation 

relationship quality. The inclusion of high friendship aspirations as an IV in the 

regression equation barely changed the effect of the manipulation on perceived 

relationship quality (see Table 12). Furthermore, the addition of friendship aspirations 

did not significantly add to the overall variance accounted for (R2 remaining at .61). 

The robustness of the effect of the manipulation on perceived relationship quality, 

even after adjusting for friendship aspirations, provides strong evidence for domain-

specificity. 
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Table 12: Results from a multiple regression testing for domain specificity of 

manipulation on perceived relationship quality controlling for friendship aspirations – 

Study 2.   

Criterion: Post PRQI  

b SE # t 

Pre-PRQI (covariate)  .83 .08  .76   10.72*** 

M
o
d
el

 1
 

Manipulation -.70 .29 -.17 -2.41* 

Pre-PRQI (covariate)  .82 .08  .76   10.42*** 

Manipulation -.74 .31 -.18 -2.39* 

M
o
d
el

 2
 

Friendship Aspirations  .06 .14  .03  .39 

*
p < .05; ***

p < .001 

 

As a final test of domain specificity a 2 x 2 mixed model ANCOVA (with 

manipulation as the between-group factors and relationship type [post-manipulation 

relationship quality, high friendship aspirations] as the within-group factor and pre-

manipulation relationship quality as a covariate) was conducted. As perceived 

relationship quality and friendship aspirations were on different scales they were first 

standardised. Although the interaction did not reach statistical significance, (F[1,78] = 

1.87, ns), Figure 10 clearly demonstrates the domain specific effects of the 

manipulation on the different relationship types. That is, there is a clear difference in 

perceived relationship quality dependent on experiencing inclusion or exclusion, 

consistent with the univariate results reported on page 76 and depicted in Figure 9. 

These results, alongside the regression analyses provide additional evidence for a 

domain specific effect.  
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Figure 10: Effects of social exclusion-inclusion manipulation on relationship quality and 

friendship aspirations – Study 2.  

 

Mediational Analyses. The above analyses tested for and confirmed domain 

specificity. However, as previously outlined, a key component of sociometer theory is 

that state self-esteem mediates the associations between the experiences of social 

exclusion-inclusion and the resulting effects in an individual’s perceived relationship 

quality. Therefore, consistent with Study 1, bootstrap mediational analyses were 

conducted to test the hypothesis that state self-esteem (post-SE) mediated this effect. 

The results of the analysis (shown in Figure 11) revealed a suppression model. 

Specially, individuals who were socially included compared to those who were 

socially excluded, reported higher levels of post-SE (# = .30, p < .01), with no initial 

effect on perceived relationship quality (# = -.17, ns). In addition, higher post-SE was 

associated with significantly higher perceived relationship quality (# = .40, p < .001), 

independent of the effect of the social exclusion-inclusion manipulation. Finally, with 

the inclusion of post-SE in the model, the path from the manipulation to perceived 
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relationship quality increased from -.17 (ns) to -.29 (p < .01), indicating suppression; 

Sobel’s z = 2.15, p < .05.  

The above results indicate the following: 1) that experiencing social inclusion 

increases self-esteem; 2) that independent of experiencing social exclusion-inclusion, 

increases in self-esteem lead to increases in perceived relationship quality; and 3) that 

experiencing social inclusion independent of self-esteem levels leads to a lowering of 

perceived relationship quality. There are, therefore, two simultaneous effects from the 

manipulation. For example, after experiencing social inclusion an individual will 

concurrently have a boost in their self-esteem and a lowering in perceptions of quality 

of their relationship. In turn, increases in self-esteem (consistent with Murray et al., 

2003), acts as a protective factor by increasing perceived relationship quality thus 

cancelling out the decrease as a direct result of the manipulation. 

 

 

  

 

 

 
**

p < .01; ***
p < .001 

Figure 11: Mediating effects of state self-esteem on perceived relationship quality after 

experiencing social exclusion-inclusion – Study 2.  
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Summary  

The results from Study 2 supported my predictions as well as replicated and 

extended the findings from Study 1. Consistent with Study 1, participants in Study 2 

after experiencing social exclusion reported decreases in states self-esteem, whereas 

those who experienced social inclusion reported increases in state self-esteem. 

Second, the experience of social exclusion-inclusion had direct effects on perceived 

relationship quality with those who experienced social exclusion reporting increases 

in perceived relationship quality, whereas those who experienced social inclusion 

reported decreases in perceived relationship quality. Third, the regression analyses 

indicated that changes in friendship aspirations had no effect on perceived 

relationship quality and added nothing to the prediction model when included. Fourth, 

the results from the mixed model ANCOVA demonstrated an effect of the 

manipulation on perceived relationship quality with no effects on friendship 

aspirations. Finally, mediational analyses revealed that the effects of the social 

exclusion-inclusion manipulation on perceived relationship quality were mediated 

(although suppressed) by changes in state self-esteem. That is, increases in state self-

esteem as a result of social inclusion acted as a protective factor for relationship 

quality buffering against, and cancelling out, the direct effect of experiences of social 

inclusion decreasing perceived relationship quality.   

Study 1 assessed the impact of social exclusion-inclusion by members of the 

opposite-sex on aspiration levels for people who were single. Study 2 assessed the 

impact of social exclusion-inclusion by members of the opposite-sex on perceived 

relationship quality for people who were in a current intimate relationship.  



 

  

82 

Chapter 5: Discussion   

The results from both studies support the hypothesised links between 

experiences of social exclusion-inclusion, state self-esteem, and resulting relationship 

behaviours as predicted from a sociometer model of self-esteem (Hill & Buss, 2006; 

Kirkpatrick & Ellis, 2001; 2004; 2006; Leary & Downs, 1995; Leary et al., 1995; 

Penke et al., 2008). That is, experiencing acceptance or rejection from potential mates 

calibrates a person’s mating strategies and does not appear to influence judgments in 

other domains such as friendships. Moreover, the cognitive-affective mechanism that 

mediates this domain specific change appears to be state self-esteem.  

In Study 1, experiencing rejection from attractive opposite-sex people lowered 

state self-esteem, which in turn lowered mating aspirations. In contrast, experiencing 

acceptance from attractive opposite-sex people increased state self-esteem, which in 

turn leads to higher mating aspirations. Although there was a direct effect of the social 

exclusion/inclusion manipulation on mating aspirations, after controlling for changes 

in state self-esteem this effect was no longer significant – indicating a mediational 

model. That is, although changes in inclusionary status resulted in changes in mating 

aspirations this was a function of changes in state self-esteem.  

In Study 2, experiencing acceptance from attractive opposite-sex people 

resulted in two simultaneous processes 1) an increase in state self-esteem, and 2) a 

decrease in perceived relationship quality. As with Study 1, state self-esteem 

mediated the association between experiencing acceptance and perceived relationship 

quality; however, in Study 2 it acted as a suppressor. In contrast to Study 1, the effect 

of the social exclusion/inclusion manipulation did not become apparent until after 

changes in state self-esteem were statistically controlled. That is, there were two 
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simultaneous processes acting in opposite directions that cancelled one another out in 

their effects on perceived relationship quality. Higher levels of state self-esteem 

(typically associated with more positive perceptions of relationship quality) acted as a 

buffer against experiencing greater inclusionary mating status. Therefore, when 

controlling for changes in state self-esteem, being included (as opposed to being 

excluded) resulted in lower perceptions of relationship quality (as predicted).  

In both studies, the results supported the domain specific predictions derived 

from Kirkpatrick and Ellis’ (2001) sociometer model. That is, manipulating 

inclusionary status in both studies had measurable outcomes on mating judgments and 

not friendship perceptions. In Study 1, after controlling for the unique effect of the 

manipulation on the mating aspirations in a Roy-Bargmann stepdown analysis, there 

was a small opposite effect of friendship aspirations,5 indicating domain specificity. 

Furthermore, the effect size for the manipulation on mating aspirations (.09) was 

almost twice the magnitude of that for friendship aspirations (.05), with the results 

from the mixed model ANOVA indicating a significant manipulation by aspirations 

type interaction. In Study 2, after adding friendship aspirations into a stepwise 

regression model, the effect size of the manipulation on relationship quality did not 

significantly change. Moreover, friendship aspirations were not a significant predictor 

and did not significantly add to the overall variance accounted for, with the results 

from the mixed model ANCOVA (specifically Figure 10) adding further domain 

specific support by demonstrating an effect of the manipulation on perceived 

relationship quality, but not friendship aspirations. Finally, I demonstrated that the 

effect that changes to inclusionary status had on mating strategy behaviours were not 

                                                
5 This effect was not mediated by state self-esteem.  
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an artefact of variation between participants in interview length, number of questions 

answered, or perceived attractiveness of opposite-sex interviewers.   

Impacts of Social Exclusion and Inclusion 

State Self-Esteem 

Not surprisingly, and in keeping with Leary et al.’s (Leary & Downs, 1995; 

Leary et al., 1995) original sociometer model, experiences of social exclusion-

inclusion led to changes in state self-esteem. People who experienced exclusion 

reported decreases in state self-esteem, whereas people who experienced inclusion 

reported increases in state self-esteem. This was a strong clear finding across both 

studies and consistent with previous research on belongingness and self-esteem 

(Gailliot & Baumeister, 2007; Pickett et al., 2004; Sommer et al., 2001; Williams et 

al., 2000). Furthermore, these effects of exclusion and inclusion were consistent with 

previous research reporting changes in self-esteem as a result of social approval or 

disapproval (Leary et al., 2003; Lemay & Ashmore, 2006) and reactions to the degree 

of acceptance within a group (Leary et al., 2001). Overall, sociometer theory’s claim 

that state self-esteem acts as a barometer of one’s inclusionary status was supported 

by the current research.  

Mating Aspirations 

The results from Study 1 clearly indicate, as expected, that experiencing 

exclusion or inclusion in the mating domain influenced mating aspirations, with those 

who were rejected decreasing their mating aspirations and those who were accepted 

increasing their mating aspirations. Thus, the mating sociometer is effectively 

tracking relative inclusionary status in the mating domain (mate value). These 
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findings are consistent with Brase and Guy (2004) and Shackelford (2001) who found 

positive associations between self-perceived mate value and self-esteem. For those 

people who were accepted, increasing mating aspirations serves the objective of 

getting the best deal possible on the dating market (Gangestad & Simpson, 2000; 

Penke et al., 2008). For those people who were rejected, decreasing mating 

aspirations ensures greater chances of success in selecting mates, therefore 

minimising the potential costs associated with seeking mating partners outside of that 

which is realistically obtainable (Fletcher, 2002; Penke et al., 2008).  

As outlined in Chapter 1, mate selection is a complex process involving 

multiple steps. This process involves assessment of specific mate value aspects in 

potential partners, incorporating this information into overall perceptions of mate 

quality, and then using this information to search through potential mates to decide 

who to pursue (Penke et al., 2008; Todd, 2007). The last step requires setting 

aspiration levels (i.e., calibrating the mating sociometer), so that aspirations are 

pitched at a realistic level, given the relative mating market place in order to retain a 

mate of the best defensible value (Fletcher, 2002; Penke et al., 2008). It is essential to 

set accurate aspiration levels, as selecting and choosing a mate is a dyadic process – 

one selects and is selected. If a person has misinterpreted his or her inclusionary status 

in the mating market place (for example, setting their sights too high) they are likely 

to miss out on potential mating opportunities. Realistic mate selection – in light of 

self-mate value – should lead people to select mates of similar mating value relative 

to the market place (given the dyadic nature of the process). In fact, this is generally 

the case, as people tend to form intimate relationships with other people who are 

similar to themselves in various ways including overall attractiveness – a matching 

process (Feingold, 1988; Hill & Reeve, 2004; Murstein, 1986).  
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Ellis and Kelley (1999) developed a classroom demonstration of this  

matching process called The Pairing Game. In the ‘game’, students are randomly 

assigned a number to place on their forehead so that others can see it but they cannot. 

This number represents the student’s fictional mate value (although students are not 

told this a priori). The goal is to pair off with another student with as high a value as 

possible. Students attempt to make a pairing by extending their hand to another 

student, which they can either accept or reject. If an offer is accepted, the students 

form a pair and move off to the side of the room – out of the selection process. If an 

offer is rejected then the search continues until a pair is successfully formed. In 

general, individuals with the highest numbers pair off with each other first – leaving 

the individuals with the next highest numbers to pair off next, and so on, until 

individuals with the lowest numbers are left to each other by default. Ellis and Kelley 

(1999) have reported that the intraclass correlation between paired values is typically 

around .70, indicating a high degree of matching on numeric value. In addition, at the 

end of the game, students attempt to guess their own number before looking at it, with 

Ellis and Kelley (1999) reporting a typical correlation of around .65 between 

estimates and actual assigned values. This correlation indicates that people, through 

experiences of acceptance and rejection, are able to infer their own values with 

reasonable accuracy. This exercise has also been replicated a number of times in a 

graduate psychology class on intimate relationships taught by Garth Fletcher, in 

which he typically reports correlations in the magnitude of .70 for both matching and 

estimating assigned values (Fletcher, 2002).  

In terms of a real world mating scenario, experiences of acceptance and 

rejection in adolescence (Penke et al., 2008) start the process of developing realistic 

self-perceptions and speed up the matching process by guiding people towards 
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obtainable mates (Ellis & Kelley, 1999). Consistent with Kirkpatrick and Ellis (2001), 

and Penke et al. (2008), the current research demonstrated that experiences of social 

acceptance and rejection do calibrate self-appraisals and mating aspirations. The 

current research, consistent with mating sociometer theory (Hill & Buss, 2006; 

Kirkpatrick & Ellis, 2001; 2004; 2006; Penke et al., 2008), suggests that these 

corrections in mate aspirations are mediated by alterations in state self-esteem. 

Relationship Quality 

The results from Study 2 demonstrated, as expected, an effect of the 

manipulation on perceived relationship quality, with people who were excluded 

(rejected) reporting increases and people who were included (accepted) reporting 

decreases in perceived relationship quality when controlling for pre-existing levels of 

perceived relationship quality. This particular finding is consistent with the previous 

research cited regarding the positive association between trait self-esteem and 

relationship satisfaction (e.g., Aune & Wong, 2002; Cramer, 2003a; 2003b; Lemay et 

al., 2007; Murray et al., 2000; Murray et al., 2001; Shackelford, 2001; Voss et al., 

1999). The findings are also consistent with the premise, outlined earlier, that 

increases in inclusionary status external to the relationship lead to increases in 

perceptions of the availability of alternatives, which is in turn associated with lowered 

perceptions of relationship quality (see Figure 2, Chapter 2). Conversely, exclusion 

external to the relationship may decrease perceptions of alternatives, which are in turn 

associated with increases in perceptions of relationship quality – given (all things 

being equal) that there are now fewer alternatives available.  

In his work Li (Li, 2008; Li et al., 2002; Li & Kenrick, 2006) uses principles 

of economics, giving people ‘mating budgets’ to determine the luxuries and 
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necessities in selecting a potential mate. Another principle of economics might also 

help to explain the results of the current research – the principles of supply and 

demand. That is, when a product is less available in the market place, as demand 

increases, costs increase for a product that has not changed in quality. Thus, a person 

who already has the product will consider what he or she has represents a good deal, 

as there is now a greater cost associated with a product of equal quality. However, if a 

product on the market place becomes more available, demand should decrease, so the 

market becomes more competitive and costs decrease. Thus, a shopper can select a 

product of higher quality for the same previous cost. In this context, a person might 

consider upgrading, as they will get a better product for the same cost as the one he or 

she already possesses.  

Although people are not products, these principles can be applied to the 

mating market place. If there is an over-supply of mates on the mating market, there is 

greater intra-sex competition, which leaves the opposite sex with more alternatives of 

greater quality for the same cost (intra-sex competition defensibility). However, if 

there is a shortage of mates on the mating market place, then demand is high and the 

costs associated are high for potentially average quality mates. Similarly, if mating 

alternatives of potentially greater quality for the same cost (defensibility) exist, then a 

person might be motivated to change mating partners for someone of better quality. 

Alternatively, if there are no alternatives available a person should consider the 

relationship they currently have as more valuable.  

Sociometer Theory 

The current research, not only lends support to Leary’s original sociometer 

model (Leary & Downs, 1995; Leary et al., 1995), but also to Kirkpatrick’s and 
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Ellis’s (2001; 2004; 2006) expansions of the theory in terms of domain specificity. 

However, as previous stated, Hill and Buss (2006) suggested caution when invoking a 

domain-specific account of psychological mechanisms, given that the value of some 

interpersonal traits, such as social status, should overlap across domains. For example, 

the loss of status and resources or gaining substantial weight may negatively impact 

on playing in the local rugby team, belonging to an exclusive business club, and so 

forth (in addition to loss of value in the mating domain). Hence, such factors could 

have effects on self-esteem in both the mating and the coalitional domains.  

Thus, the most plausible model might be one in which the self-esteem 

monitors across domains are quasi-independent, having the strongest linkages to 

specific classes of feedback and categories of other people (e.g., platonic friends 

versus romantic interests), but that each domain-specific sociometer will also feed 

into a global higher-order sociometer that tracks general inclusionary status. This 

global sociometer would also over time calibrate trait self-esteem. This possibility is 

consistent with the strong correlations typically found between state and trait 

measures of self-esteem (Haupt & Leary, 1997; Leary, 1999b; Leary et al., 2001; 

Leary et al., 1998).   

Real World Applications  

In the 1980s legislators in California were persuaded to fund a task force to 

investigate and increase self-esteem within the state with the hope of huge financial 

pay-offs due to decreased welfare spending (Baumeister, Campbell, Krueger, & Vohs, 

2003). Ultimately it was discovered it is not as simple as making people feel good 

about themselves (Baumeister et al., 2003). Since the 1980s there has been a major 

increase in research conducted investigating almost every association between self-
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esteem and a multitude of human behaviours to understand further the role of self-

esteem and human behaviour. Baumeister et al. (2003) undertook the mammoth task 

of reviewing this research and found no evidence for causal effects of self-esteem on 

a number of outcomes (e.g., academic achievement, job performance, social skills, 

interpersonal success, being more popular, sexual activity, healthy living, 

delinquency) and concluded:  

“We have not found evidence that boosting self-esteem (by therapeutic 

interventions or school programs) causes benefits. Our findings do not support 

continued widespread efforts to boost self-esteem in the hope that it will by itself 

foster improved outcomes. In view of the heterogeneity of high self-esteem, 

indiscriminate praise might just as easily promote narcissism, with its less 

desirable consequences. Instead, we recommend using praise to boost self-

esteem as a reward for socially desirably behavior and self-improvement.”  

(Baumeister et al., 2003, p. 1) 

Furthermore, Baumeister et al. (2003) suggest that in answer to the question 

“What is better, high or low?” they suggest the best option is accurate, honest self-

esteem. However, despite the null findings from the California Task Force, and the 

findings outlined in Baumeister et al.’s, (2003) recent review, the lay public, and even 

some Clinical Psychologists, are still caught up in attempting to change self-esteem to 

improve life. The results from the research in this thesis (in line with Baumeister et 

al., 2003 findings) suggests it would be more beneficial (and cost effective) not to 

focus on self-esteem per se, but to focus on the aspects that are ultimately causing the 

changes in self-esteem.  

If sociometer theory is correct, then the focus of change could deal with either 

the external environment or the internal interpretation of events. Although changes in 
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self-esteem do appear to eventually facilitate cognitive and behavioural changes, in 

the first instance it is a barometer or gauge. If the temperature gauge in a car was 

reading hot and the warning lights on the dashboard were indicating the car was 

overheating, one would not stop to fix the gauge or the sensor, but take corrective 

action that caused the gauges to change. Likewise, if self-esteem is a sensor, then 

‘fixing’ self-esteem would be a futile task, and in some instances according to 

Baumeister et al. (2003) actually detrimental.  

For example, a popular approach to couples therapy has been traditional 

behavioral couples therapy (TBCT; Baucom, Shoham, Mueser, Daiuto, & Stickle, 

1998; Christensen & Heavey, 1999; Jacobson & Addis, 1993). The focus of this 

therapy was to treat two individuals and separately modify their contributions and 

reactions to their partner’s behaviour to facilitate collaboration and communication 

between partners. However, a more recent approach is integrative behavioral couples 

therapy (IBCT), which has the primary goal of promoting each partner’s acceptance 

of the other (Wheeler, Christensen, & Jacobson, 2001). IBCT has been demonstrated 

to be superior to TBCT in terms of changes in relationship satisfaction, in part due to 

the acceptance component (Doss, Thum, Sevier, Atkins, & Christensen, 2005). 

Findings from the current research would be consistent with an IBCT approach in 

facilitating greater acceptance by a partner, especially in terms of partner desirability, 

thus boosting self-esteem. The resulting boost from the partner may then in turn 

promote greater relationship satisfaction and commitment. Furthermore, the ability to 

integrate complements (acceptance) from a romantic partner has been demonstrated to 

facilitate felt security and relationship satisfaction (Marigold, Holmes, & Ross, 2007), 

as has positive regard (Murray, 2005).   
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This approach would be consistent with my prior treatment of changes in 

mating aspirations vis-à-vis relationship quality in Chapter 2 (refer to Figure 1). That 

is, receiving feedback from an intimate partner regarding one’s mate value may not 

only increase self-perceived mate value, but also strengthen the love and bond 

between the couple. However, if at times of stress in a relationship, one or both 

partners are receiving feedback from others regarding their potential mate value, this 

may produce changes in perceived relationship quality, perhaps resulting in the 

demise of the relationship. Thus, dressing or acting in a way to attract attention and 

compliments from people outside the relationship to get a boost in self-esteem, may 

sound innocuous, but may serve to undermine the relationship.  

Limitations & Future Directions  

Although the results from the current research were convincing, it has its 

limitations. The participants were a convenience sample of university students with a 

relative young mean age and mostly white European New Zealanders. Mating 

aspirations may change with age, especially for women when they are getting closer 

the biological age of decreased fertility. For example, as a woman starts to reach the 

age of 30 years her fertility and chances of getting pregnant drop substantially 

(Santrock, 2006). This may in turn force a change in mating strategies, particularly in 

setting aspirations. If a woman is not already in a relationship by around this age, 

biological pressures may force her to be less selective in search for a potential mate 

(i.e., lowering aspiration levels). Perhaps at this point women will be more sensitive 

to changes of inclusionary status in the mating market. The same would not hold true 

for men, however, because as they increase in age they generally acquire more 

resources and status, which would make them more desirable as a potential mate. Men 
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therefore might become more selective in the search for the selection of a potential 

mating partner, as for them the only major cost is resource investment (which as they 

age they typically acquire more of) given that men can potentially continue to 

reproduce until they die.  

Another limitation of the current research is that it did not manipulate the 

attractiveness of the panel of interviewers who accepted and rejected the participants, 

although participants’ perceptions of interviewer attractiveness were measured. Todd 

and Miller (1999) argue that the mate value of the individuals’ initiating offers and 

refusals influence the effect of  feedback on mating aspirations. By utilising computer 

simulations of different versions of The Pairing Game, Todd and Miller (1999) 

discovered a set of problem solving rules was being utilised by individuals. Using 

these algorithms lead to people to finding ‘partners’ who are similar in value in a 

reasonably short time frame. They were: 1) for every offer from someone who is 

higher in mate value than your current aspirations level, increase your aspirations 

level by half the discrepancy; 2) do not change your aspirations level if you receive 

offers from someone who is of lower in mate value than your current aspirations 

level; and 3) for every rejection from someone who is lower in mate value that your 

current aspirations level, decrease your aspirations level by half the discrepancy.  

The research conducted in this thesis could take numerous directions. With 

regard to the mating sociometer, it would be interesting to investigate reactions to 

exclusion or inclusion (positive or negative feedback) from a current partner to 

determine the role of the sociometer in this context. This would help to clarify the 

cause of the suppressor effect of state self-esteem found in Study 2, and test the 

proposition that positive feedback from the partner will maintain relationship 
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satisfaction or commitment, because such feedback will simultaneously strengthen the 

relationship bond and the self perceptions of mate value maintained by the partner.  

Future research might also focus on other potential sociometers suggested by 

Kirkpatrick and Ellis (2001), such as a coalitional sociometer. For example, to what 

extent does exclusion and inclusion in a coalitional setting influence relevant 

judgments and behaviours, and is domain-specific self-esteem a key element in this 

process? Further investigation along these lines would add to the current research in 

the understanding of the role and function of state self-esteem, domain specific 

sociometers, and interpersonal relationships.  

Conclusions 

 As mentioned previously, a vast and expanding amount of research has been 

conducted examining self-esteem processes. However, up until recently most of this 

research lacked an explanatory theoretical foundation. Sociometer theory provides a 

framework from which predictions about the role and functions of self-esteem can be 

advanced. Furthermore, the sociometer model provides elegant explanations and 

predictions for changes in self-esteem that can ultimately be moved from the research 

laboratory to applied settings. The results from this thesis not only fit comfortably 

within the sociometer account of self-esteem, but are also theoretically plausible. 

Although more research is needed to investigate and expand sociometer theory, the 

results to-date (including those in this thesis) provides compelling evidence in support 

of the general theory, and extensions which propose that self-esteem can function in 

terms of relatively domain-specific sociometers. 
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Appendix A: Friendship Questionnaire 

 

 

Instructions: Thinking about your friend, please answer the following 

questions.  

1. How would you best describe your relationship with this person? 
(acquaintance, good friend, best friend) 

[the following 14-items were rated on a 7-point scale; 1 = not at all likely, 7 = extremely likely; 

with separate male and female versions constructed] 

2. To spend time with him/her, go away on holiday together to a destination that 
she has chosen but that you are not keen on  

3. Loan him/her your car to go away for the weekend even though you have 
plans to use it. 

4. Let him/her use your cell phone to text-message his/her boyfriend everyday 
(because he/she can’t afford to use his/her own phone). 

5. Pick him/her up early and drive him/her to work or university everyday, even 
though you start an hour later than he/she does. 

6. Let him/her sleep on the couch at your place and not contribute towards living 
costs for two months.  

7. Let him/her use your computer to ‘surf the net’ and tie up the phone line, even 
though you’re waiting for a phone call.  

8. Go to a party with him/her to keep him/her company when you really need to 
study for an exam the next day. 

9. Loan him/her $500 that you have put away for a deposit on a car. 

10. Give him/her equal credit for a project that you did most of the work for.   

11. Give up your weekend to run errands and cook for him/her because he/she is 
too sick to get out of bed. 

12. Be nice to him/her other friends even though you don’t like them.  

13. Lend him/her your video membership card, even though she never returns the 
videos on time.  

14. Loan him/her your favourite clothes to wear, even though you want to wear 
them yourself. 

15. Accept the blame for something that was actually his/her fault 
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Appendix B: Interview Questions 

 

1. Why did you choose to come to the University of Canterbury? 

2. What are your hobbies, now and in the past? 

3. What would be the perfect lifestyle for you? 

4. If you could travel anywhere in the world, where would you go? Why? 

5. What is one memorable thing that has happened to you since arriving at the 
University of Canterbury? 

6. What is one habit you'd like to break? 

7. If you could have one wish granted, what would that be? 

8. What is the activity you dislike doing the most? 

9. What is one of your biggest fears? 

10. What is one thing about yourself that most people would consider surprising? 

11. What is an accomplishment that you are proud of? 

12. What is your favourite class at the University of Canterbury? Why? 

13. What would you like to do after graduating from the University of Canterbury? 

14. What is something you have always wanted to do but probably never will be able 
to do? 

15. What is one strange thing that has happened to you since you've been at the 
University of Canterbury? 

16. What is one thing in your life makes you feel stressed out? 

17. If you could change one thing about yourself, what would that be? 

18. What do you look for in a friend? 

19. Is it difficult or easy for you to meet people? Why? 

20. What is one memorable experience you've had with a good friend? 

21. Describe a happy childhood memory. 
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Appendix C: Aspirations Programs Photos 
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