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Abstract 

Several studies have been conducted to expand our knowledge about human romantic relation-
ships, mostly seeking to highlight the factors of greatest influence. However, much of these works 
were based on samples of university students, which affords certain limitations to drawing any 
conclusions about the general population, especially in countries where the rate of social inequa-
lity is high. The current study aims to address this limitation and determine whether there actual-
ly is a significant difference between self-esteem and self-perception as a potential romantic part- 
ner among samples of people from two different socioeconomic status (SES), based on data de-
rived from 150 participants (64 of higher SES and 86 of lower SES) in northeastern Brazil. Our re-
sults confirm the existence of differences in self-esteem and self-perception as a romantic partner 
among people from different SES, underscoring the need for further exploration of non-universi- 
ty groups in the study of factors that influence romantic relationships. 
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1. Introduction 

The criteria for selecting romantic partners have been related to the type of investment that men and women 
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make in their offspring, resulting in mate preference differences between the sexes (Buss, 1988; Buss & Schmitt, 
1993; Buunk, Dijkstra, Fetchenhauer, & Kenrick, 2002; Castro, Hattori, & Lopes, 2012; Fletcher, Tither, 
O’Loughlin, Friesen, & Overall, 2004; Gaulin & McBurney, 2001; Li & Kenrick, 2006; Trivers, 1972). Men, for 
the most part, tend to give greatest importance to physical attractiveness (Buss & Shackelford, 2008; Castro & 
Lopes, 2011; Fisher, Cox, Bennett, & Gavric, 2008; Hattori, Castro, & Lopes, 2013; Pawlowski, 2000), since 
this characteristic provides clues about youthfulness and female fertility, which are indicators of good genes and 
the ability to bear children (Buss & Shackelford, 2008; Castro et al., 2012; Castro & Lopes, 2011; Gaulin & 
McBurney, 2001; Goodwin, Marshall, Fülöp, Adonu, & Spiewak, 2012; Gutierres, Kenrick, & Partch, 1999; 
Hattori et al., 2013; Karremans, Frankenhuis, & Arons, 2010; Pawlowski, 2000). In contrast, most women afford 
greater preference to resource ownership and/or characteristics that indicate the potential for social mobility 
(Brase & Guy, 2004; Buss & Shackelford, 2008; Castro et al., 2012; Castro & Lopes, 2011; Fisher et al., 2008; 
Geary, Vigil, & Byrd-Craven, 2004; Hattori et al., 2013; Pawlowski, 2000), such as intelligence and dedication 
to work, and the propensity of a man to invest in the family (Buss & Shackelford, 2008; Goodwin et al., 2012). 
In this way, the investment of resources in family is considered the male domain, because women have a much 
greater physiological investment (through pregnancy and breastfeeding) and, in most cases, maternal care (Allen 
& Bailey, 2007; Buss & Schmitt, 1993; Geary et al., 2004, Gutierres et al., 1999; Kenrick, Sadalla, Groth, & 
Trost, 1990; Kruger, Fitzgerald, & Peterson, 2010; Pawlowski, 2000; Trivers, 1972). 

Thus, there is a sound basis to compare preferences for investment in offspring. However, some factors may 
interfere at the time when real choices are made with respect to mate preferences, for example, the desired dura-
tion and investment in a relationship (Buss & Schmitt, 1993; Castro & Lopes, 2011). Yet, even at the time of 
choosing a romantic partner, there is still a need to reconcile mate preferences with what an individual actually 
has to offer as a potential partner (i.e. their market value). Market value, in this context, is described as an indi-
vidual’s ability to find, attract and keep a romantic partner, according to the availability and quality of existing 
competitors in a given environment (Fisher et al., 2008; Pawlowski, 2000). Accordingly, self-perception as a 
romantic partner is formed through an evaluation of one’s own attractiveness in comparison to that of potential 
competitors (Goodwin et al., 2012). Thus, each sex tends to conduct its own self-perception according to what 
they know about the preferences of their opposite sex. According to Goodwin et al. (2012), physical attractive-
ness has greater weight in female self-perception, while characteristics that indicate financial resources and/or 
the ability to acquire them have greater weight in self-perception by males. Therefore, when considering the 
choice of a romantic partner, each individual modulates his or her own level of requirement for what to look for 
in a romantic partner according to what they believe they have to offer in exchange (Buston & Emlen, 2003; Lee, 
Loewenstein, Ariely, Hong, & Young, 2008). 

In addition to considering the characteristics of potential competitors on self-perception, self-esteem may also 
have some influence on the outcome. Based on sociometer theory (Leary & Baumeister, 2000 quoted by Bale & 
Archer, 2013; Penke & Denissen, 2008), self-esteem is a predictor of social rejection. Therefore, high levels of 
social rejection can result in a decreased sense of self-esteem (Bale & Archer, 2013; Brase & Guy, 2004; Penke 
& Denissen, 2008). Bale and Archer (2013) and Wade (2000) believe that because physical attractiveness is an 
important feature for the market value of women and socioeconomic status (SES) and/or attributes that can faci-
litate access to resources are important for the male market value, self-esteem, like self-perception, should be 
affected in terms of traits that are perceived as being important to the market value of each sex. 

Brazil is a large country with a high degree of social inequality, whereby people of the same age may have 
very different socioeconomic and educational backgrounds. Data from 2010, collected by the Brazilian Institute 
of Geography and Statistics (IBGE—Instituto Brasileiro de Geografia e Estatística [Brazilian Institute of Geo-
graphy and Statistics]), indicate that 57.21% of the population earns up to a monthly minimum wage, currently 
set at R$ 670.00 (US$ 291.30), and 45.09% do not have formal education or never completed school. In general, 
people from lesser financial backgrounds must study in public schools because they cannot afford to attend a 
private school and gain access to a better quality education. Public schools in Brazil are second worst in the 
global ranking of education according to the Economist (Prates, 2012), and in most cases, poorer children stop 
their studies prematurely in order to enter the workforce earlier as a means of survival and, in some cases, for 
the well-being of their whole family. On the other hand, students of higher SES are not required to stop their 
studies early in order to ensure their livelihoods and are able to invest all of their time in education, thus entering 
universities at a younger age and in much greater numbers overall, compared to individuals of lower financial 
status. This information is corroborated by IBGE (2010) data that was collected to assess the educational level 
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of individuals from households with lower incomes, showing that 58.35% of them have either no education or 
never completed primary school, with only 1.59% having completed any sort of higher education. On the other 
hand, 55.10% of those individuals from households with more than five minimum wages (over R$ 3350.00 or 
US$ 1456.52), representing just 5.54% of the population of Brazil, complete some sort of post secondary educa-
tion. 

Beyond high inequality of family income distribution (Gini Index equal to 51.9 according to CIA—Central 
Intelligence Agency, 2012), Melo (2005) and Santana (2010) argued that the inequality also has gender. Al-
though there was a decrease in gender inequality in nineties, female unemployment rates are bigger, access to 
leadership positions are narrower and wage differences (with men earning higher wages) still exist, in addition 
to the high workload and low social protection suffered by women. Furthermore, according to Melo (2005) and 
Santana (2010), the most commonly found family model in Brazil is the traditional model (man as household 
head and woman looking after house and children), and even in those families in which woman is responsible 
for family maintenance, she is rarely seen as household head, leaving this role to the man, once the household 
head is the most authoritative person and imposes more respect. Gathering all the facts, men are the most re-
sponsible for supporting the family in Brazil, what can indicate that Brazilian women show preference for men 
who are able to provide the necessary resources to maintain the family. Therefore, men’s self-perception and 
self-esteem can be influenced by SES, implying that men with low SES would have a tendency to lower self- 
perception and self-esteem than men with high SES. 

Thereby, the main purpose of the study was to verify whether there was a difference in self-esteem and 
self-perception between men and women, as romantic partners, from different socioeconomic backgrounds, dif-
fering from researches that had used undergraduate samples (i.e. Bale & Archer, 2013; Brase & Guy, 2004; Ca-
stro & Lopes, 2011; Castro et al., 2012; Fisher et al., 2008; Goodwin et al., 2012; Wade, 2000, 2003). Therefore, 
the sample was divided in four groups: high SES women, high SES men, low SES women and low SES men, 
men and women from different SES can be compared in order to verify if purchasing power influences how 
each gender perceives itself. Thereunto, the sample was composed of participants aged from 18 to around 30 
years. Once the level of education is associated with the SES in Brazil, data from undergraduate and Elementary 
and High School (EHS) students were collected, the EHS representing the low SES sample and undergraduate 
students representing high SES sample. To make this assessment, four analyses were conducted and the predic-
tions were based on Castro and Lopes (2011) findings for undergraduate students of the same Brazilian city in 
which data were collected. Castro and Lopes (2011) found that Brazilian undergraduate men gave more impor-
tance to physical traits in their partner to a short-term relationship and to physical and personal traits to a long- 
term relationship, and Brazilian undergraduate women gave more importance to physical and personal traits to a 
short-relationship, and to personal traits and to men’s desire to acquire resources when involvement increases. 

The first analysis aimed to identify how individuals of different SES were distributed in terms of the level of 
self-esteem they present, which in this study was characterized as high, medium or low self-esteem. In this 
analysis, it was expected to find that men and women are not equally distributed concerning self-esteem levels 
(Hypothesis 1). More men with higher SES would also present higher levels of self-esteem while more men with 
lower SES would possess relatively lower self-esteem, since this is related to male self-perception (Bale & Ar-
cher, 2013; Fisher et al., 2008; Goodwind et al., 2012). On the contrary, this result was not expected for women, 
once socioeconomic differences should not influence their self-esteem because female self-esteem and 
self-perception are usually associated with physical attractiveness and not with their socioeconomic conditions 
(Bale & Archer, 2013; Brase & Guy, 2004; Wade, 2000). 

In the second analysis, the study aimed to determine the importance of particular traits in self-perception. It 
was expected that women and men gave importance to different characteristics (Hypothesis 2): women would 
give greater importance to physical attractiveness when evaluating their overall desirability as a romantic partner, 
and that men would give more importance to their social status and/or features indicative of their ability to ac-
quire resources in their own self-perception, regardless of socioeconomic background. 

The third analysis was designed to assess if men and women were different in their self-perception according 
to SES. It was expected that SES affected women’s and men’s self-perception differently (Hypothesis 3); only 
men would present any differences in self-perception as indicators of good financial status are most commonly 
valued by women in choosing their romantic partners. 

Finally, the fourth analysis examined whether there was indeed a relationship between self-perception and 
self-esteem and, if it existed, what characteristics of self-perception are related to self-esteem in each of the four 
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groups of subjects. It was expected to find different traits related to women’s self-esteem and men’s self-esteem 
(Hypothesis 4). Here the prediction was that women would show a relationship between their self-esteem/ 
self-perception and physical attractiveness, and men with characteristics indicative of social status and earning 
potential. 

2. Methods 

2.1. Study Site and Participants 

The current study was conducted in the city of Natal, in the state of Rio Grande do Norte, northeastern Brazil, 
and was based on a total of 150 participants: 64 individuals of the total sample size belonged to a higher SES 
(high SES), with 31 of these subjects being undergraduate women (22.93 ± 3.04 years) and 33 being undergra-
duate men (21.94 ± 3.19 years), while 86 individuals of the total sample size belonged to a lower SES (low SES), 
with 44 of these subjects being EHS women (23.97 ± 6 years) and 42 EHS men (20.64 ± 4.63 years). 

2.2. Sample Characterization 

According to the Brazilian skin color classification (IBGE, 2010), the total sample of study subjects was com-
posed of 47% dark-skinned (mixed-race or pardo) people, 39.7% white people, 7.9% black people and 5.2% 
people with indigenous or Asian ancestry. An analysis to address the issues of socioeconomic characteristics 
showed that EHS public school students have, as a matter of fact, lower SES than university students. The ma-
jority of EHS students were level C1 for men (average family income of R$ 1,541.00, equivalent to approx-
imately US$ 670.00) and level C2 for women (average family income of R$ 1,024.00, equivalent to approx-
imately US$ 445.22), while university students were level B2 for both sexes (average family income of 
R$ 2,565.00, equivalent to approximately US$ 1,115.22), according to the classification of Brazilian Association 
of Research Companies (Associação Brasileira de Empresas de Pesquisa (ABEP) [Brazilian Association of Re-
search Companies], 2012). 

2.3. Procedure 

The sample consisted of undergraduate students from Universidade Federal do Rio Grande do Norte, enrolled in 
the following courses: Biological Science, Nursing, Medicine, Pharmacy, Ecology, Dentistry, Sciences and 
Technology, Psychology, and Chemical Engineering. At first, professors were asked if they could provide 
around 20 minutes of their class time for students to respond the questionnaire. 

To collect data from EHS students, directors and coordinators were contacted from each one of the nine pub-
lic schools in which the questionnaires were applied, and asked permission to access teachers, in order to apply 
the questionnaire with EHS students. 

2.4. Instruments 

Each participant answered a questionnaire that included: 1—matters of socioeconomic characteristics; 2—the 
Rosenberg self-esteem scale; 3—line of perceived sex ratio; and 4—self-perception as a potential romantic partner. 

1) The matters of socioeconomic characteristics were used according to ABEP (2012) classification. The par-
ticipants were instructed to mark one of five options (null, one, two, three, and four or more), representing the 
quantity of certain items (color televisions, DVD players, fridges, housemaids, bathrooms, automobiles, freezer, 
stereos, and washing machines) they had at home and to indicate the level of education of the household head. 

2) The Rosenberg self-esteem scale (Rosenberg, 1989) consists of ten statements about the feelings and 
thoughts of an individual with respect to him- or herself, which were evaluated according to a 4-point Likert 
scale (ranging from strongly disagree to strongly agree). This scale was translated and adapted into Portuguese 
and validated for Brazilian population with Cronbach alpha value of 0.9 (Hutz & Zanon, 2011). 

3) The line of perceived sex ratio is an assessment of semantic differential with 10 centimeters. Participants 
were supposed to mark on the line their perception of the proportion of men and woman available to be a ro-
mantic partner ranging from more women than men (0) to more men than women (10). 

4) In the space for self-perception, each person was supposed to evaluate itself according to nine characteris-
tics: three related to physical attractiveness (Pretty face, Beautiful body, and Health), three related to resources 
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and/or ability to acquire it (Determined and hardworking, Good financial condition, and Intelligent), and three 
traits related to personality (Sociable, Agreeableness, and Loyal). For each characteristic the participant could 
assign 0 - 9 points. More points indicated that the subject thought he or she had more of such characteristic. 
There was also a 10 centimeters line in which each participant was asked to evaluate their general desirability by 
making at any point corresponding to how desirability as romantic partner they consider themselves to be, rang-
ing from not desirable (0) to extremely desirable (10). 

2.5. Analyses 

The results were significant for the Kolmogorov-Smirnov normality test and not significant for Levene’s test of 
homogeneity, indicating non-normality of the sample and its homogeneity. Considering this result, parametric 
tests were used for subsequent analyses, with the exception of the Chi-square test, which used to determine the 
distribution of levels of self-esteem in our population (Analysis 1), for each of the four groups studied: low SES 
men, high SES men, low SES women and high SES women. To check which characteristics are predictors of 
desirability as a romantic partner in men and women from two different SES (Analysis 2), a linear regression 
analysis of the enter type was made for self-perception, using the general desirability of self-perception as the 
dependent variable and the nine features listed above as independent variables. 

For the third analysis, measures of self-esteem, of the characteristics and overall desirability of individual 
self-perception of the two different SES were compared for each sex, using the Student’s t-test. Lastly, Pear-
son’s linear correlation coefficient was used to verify the existence of any correlation between self-esteem and 
each of the nine characteristics and overall desirability (Analysis 4) for each sex according to SES. 

To interpret the strength of correlations, Dancey and Reidy (2006) parameters were used, which consider per-
fect correlations to be where r = 1; strong correlations where r is between 0.7 and 0.9, moderate where r is be-
tween 0.4 to 0.6, and weak where r is less than 0.3. 

All statistical tests were carried out at a 95% confidence level. 

3. Results 

3.1. Distribution of Self-Esteem 

The Chi-square analysis indicated how individuals from different SES were distributed in terms of level of 
self-esteem presented. The results did not confirm our predictions that women distributed equally among the le-
vels of self-esteem while men did not. Men are equally distributed among the levels of self-esteem, regardless of 
their SES (χ2 = .452, p = .798) (Table 1). However, more low SES women were classified as having low 
self-esteem and fewer with high self-esteem from the same group. High SES women were distributed oppositely, 
with more women classified as having high self-esteem and fewer women with low self-esteem (χ2 = 6.451, p 
= .040) (Table 1). The distribution of female participants classified as having medium levels of self-esteem 
mean was equal for both SES. 

3.2. Predictive Characteristics of General Attractiveness 

In order to determine the importance of particular traits in self-perception, a linear regression was made. The 
results were not as expected (women would give greater importance to physical attractiveness, while men would 
give more importance to characteristics related to resources in their own self-perception, regardless of SES). It 
was observed that, for low SES men and women, SES is a factor that affects subjects’ self-perception. 

No single characteristic was predictive of overall attractiveness in the self-perception of low SES women (F(9, 
32) = 1.131, p = .371, R = .497, R2 = .247); for high SES women the characteristic Beautiful body was most 
predictive (F(9, 19) = 4.183, p = .004, R = .815, R2 = .665). For men, the characteristics that best explained 
overall desirability in their self-perception as romantic partners were: Pretty face and Sociable (F(9, 29) = 2.519, 
p = .029, R = .662, R2 = .439) and Determined and hardworking (F(9, 22) = 4.729, p = .001, R = .812, R2 = .659) 
for low and high SES, respectively. 

3.3. Comparison of Low SES and High SES 

In comparing self-perceptions to assess if men and women were different in their self-perception according to 
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SES, the expectations that only men would present any differences in self-perception were not confirmed. High 
SES women gave more importance to: Good financial condition, Sociable, Intelligent and Loyal, compared to 
low SES women. For male self-perception, the university group (high SES) assigned higher scores to the cha-
racteristic Loyal, compared to low SES men, which assigned higher scores to their overall desirability (Table 2). 

3.4. Self-Esteem and Self-Perception 

In order to verify the existence of any correlation between self-esteem and each of the nine characteristics and 
overall desirability for each sex according to SES, Pearson’s correlations were done and the results partially 
support our predictions. A relationship between their self-esteem/self-perception and some characteristics was 
found but not exactly the predicted ones. 
 
Table 1. Results of the Chi-square test for distribution of self-esteem for low SES and high SES women and for low SES and 
high SES men. 

   Self-esteem 

Sex SES  High Normal Low 

Women 

Low 

Observed 5 33 6 

Expected 7.6 32.9 3.5 

Residual −2.6 .1 2.5 

High 

Observed 8 23 0 

Expected 5.4 23.1 2.5 

Residual 2.6 −.1 −2.5 

Men 

Low 

Observed 11 24 4 

Expected 10.3 23.8 4.9 

Residual .7 .2 −.9 

High 

Observed 8 20 5 

Expected 8.7 20.2 4.1 

Residual −.7 −.2 −.9 

SES: Socioeconomic status. 
 
Table 2. Results for comparisons of studied features, for men and women, according to SES. 

Sex Features SES N Mean Standard Deviation t p 

Women        

 Good financial condition 
Low 44 3.55 2.017 

−2.619 .011 
High 31 4.65* 1.404 

 Sociable 
Low 44 5.68 2.604 

−2.050 .044 
High 31 6.77* 1.687 

 Intelligent 
Low 44 .30 2.163 

−3.548 .001 
High 30 6.83* 1.177 

 Loyal 
Low 44 7.48 2.492 

−2.090 .040 
High 31 8.45* .850 

Men        

 Loyal 
Low 42 6.40 2.669 

−2.084 .041 
High 32 7.53* 1.704 

 Overall desirability 
Low 39 63.67* 21.140 

2.089 .040 
High 33 54.24 16.288 

There are represented only the features those were significantly different between the two SES (Socioeconomic status) to women and men. *: Signifi-
cantly higher means. 
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A positive correlation was observed between the levels of self-esteem and overall desirability in self-percep- 
tions of men from both SES (r = .412, p = .013 for low SES, and r = .526, p = .002 for high SES), as well as for 
high SES women (r = .405, p = .026). Therefore, when the level of self-esteem was higher, greater values were 
obtained in self-perceptions, except for low SES women, in which there was no detectable correlation between 
the two variables (r = .101, p = .535). 

Relating self-esteem to the different characteristics of self-perception, it was observed that low SES women, 
who had not shown any previous correlation between self-esteem and overall desirability, did show a correlation 
between self-esteem and the characteristics Pretty face and Intelligent (r = .314, p = .04, and r = .491; p = .001, 
respectively), indicating that the greater their self-esteem, the more value they attributed to these characteristics. 
For high SES women there was a positive correlation between the feature Pretty face and self-esteem (r = .422, 
p = .018). For high SES men, a correlation was found between self-esteem and Pretty face, Beautiful body and 
Intelligent (r = .413, p = .019, r = .376, p = .034 and r = .376, p = .002 respectively), while in low SES men, 
self-esteem correlated with Pretty face1, Beautiful body2, Health3, Good financial condition4, Sociable5, Deter-
mined and hardworking6, Intelligent7, Agreeableness8 (r1 = .471, p1 = .002, r2 = .498, p2 = .008, r3 = .434, p3, 
= .006 r4 = .419, p4, = .002 r5 = .484, p5 = .002 r6 = .469, p6 = .003, r7 = .453, p7, = .004 and r8 = .346, p8 = .031). 

4. Discussion 

Considering that, in self-perception, the most valued characteristics are those most sought after in a romantic 
partner, individuals tend to give more importance to such features when they perform their own self-perception 
(Buston & Emlen, 2003; Gutierres et al., 1999). As self-perception commonly has a positive relationship with 
self-esteem, traits that increase one’s value in the mating market of each sex become associated not only with 
self-perception, but with self-esteem as well. 

Characteristics indicative of physical attractiveness (represented in this study by Pretty face, Beautiful body 
and Health) are highly valued in choosing romantic partners. Men, in general, give great importance to these 
characteristics in a potential partner, because in addition to providing accurate clues about good quality genes 
and physiology, they provide information about female youthfulness (a limiting factor in assessing market value 
due to the shorter female reproductive period, compared to males) (Buston & Emlen, 2003; Castro et al., 2012; 
Castro & Lopes, 2011; Gaulin & McBurney, 2001; Gutierres et al., 1999; Karremans et al., 2010; Pawlowski, 
2000; Wade, 2000, 2003). 

Although women do not give the same degree of importance to physical attractiveness in mate choice as men 
do, they do not ignore these characteristics entirely, since they may be related to other desirable traits such as 
dominance, competitive ability, social status, health and other variables that are relevant to an individual’s po-
tential level of parental investment (Bale & Archer, 2013; Wade, 2000, 2003). These characteristics are of great 
importance due to the high level of female investment in offspring, leaving the man with a more important role 
in investing resources. Thus, characteristics indicative of access to resources (represented in this study by Good 
financial condition) or that provide accurate clues about the ability and potential of an individual to acquire re-
sources (represented in this study by Intelligent and Determined and hardworking) are of paramount importance 
in choosing a romantic partner (Buston & Emlen, 2003; Castro et al., 2012; Geary et al., 2004; Gutierres et al., 
1999; Kruger et al., 2010), especially in a long-term relationship where the possibility of producing offspring is 
greater. Features like Agreeableness and Sociable can be indicative of a person’s potential for social mobility 
(since most sociable people have a better chance of increasing their social status, and may therefore be an indi-
cator of potential to acquire resources) and may indicate the likelihood of forming a good quality relationship 
(Castro & Lopes, 2011; Fletcher et al., 2004). Along with these characteristics, Loyal is also indicative of an in-
dividual’s potential for having a good quality relationship, particularly in the sense of offering men greater as-
surance about the paternity of their children (Gaulin & McBurney, 2001; Pawlowski, 2000; Trivers, 1972), and 
giving women greater assurance about the level of invest in their offspring that can be expected from a potential 
partner (Gaulin & McBurney, 2001), giving this characteristic even greater value in mate choice. 

According to these conclusions, our work is consistent with much of the data discussed in the literature, 
showing that the characteristics assessed here are associated with female and/or male self-esteem and self-per- 
ception, and largely in the ways predicted by parental investment theory (Trivers, 1972). However, certain pecu-
liarities can be observed in this sample. 

For instance, low SES men showed a positive relationship between self-esteem and self-perception as a ro-
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mantic partner for all the characteristics analyzed except Loyal. Considering that all the characteristics are im-
portant in choosing a romantic partner, it is important to understand why only loyalty was not considered im-
portant to the self-esteem of these men. Analyzing the operational reason perceived by participants, it was found 
that low SES men believed that there are more women than men available in the mating market (M = 2.72, or 
145.56 women for 100 men), followed by high SES men (M = 2.91, or 141.82 women for 100 men) and high 
SES women (M = 3.47, or 130.58 women for 100 men). Low SES women believed that the number of men and 
women available in the mating market is nearly equal (M = 4.86, or 102.76 women for 100 men). Thus, percep-
tions of sex ratio appear to be another factor that can influence the characteristics considered to be most impor-
tant in a romantic partner, especially with respect to characteristics that limit the quantity of an individual’s ro-
mantic partners. 

High SES women attributed more value to the characteristics Good financial condition and Intelligent in their 
self-perception, among others. According to the characterization of the sample, high SES women have, in fact, 
better financial conditions than low SES women (R$ 2565.00 or US$ 1115.22 and R$ 1024.00 and US$ 445.22, 
respectively), while Intelligent, the difference in value afforded to this character between the two groups is 
probably due to their respective differences in the level of education achieved, such that high SES women (uni-
versity students) awarded more points to this trait in their self-perception, compared to low SES women (EHS 
students). 

Looking deeper into the group of low SES women, the characteristic Intelligent was positively associated 
with self-esteem. However, such a feature, as an indicator of the ability to acquire resources, is often positively 
related to self-esteem (Bale & Archer, 2013) and self-perception in men (Buston & Emlen, 2003; Gutierres et al., 
1999), being largely considered a peculiarity of female self-esteem until now. However, along with the fact that 
these women have the lowest SES of the four groups, the ability to acquire resources should be important not 
only in finding a partner that can contribute to the family income, but also in ensuring one’s own survival. Cor-
roborating these assumptions, Lippa (2007) suggested that in a society where women contribute to family in-
come, men tend to assign greater value to the intelligence of a potential partner, justifying the observation in the 
current study, that this characteristic is associated with female self-esteem. 

Some studies focusing on samples of non-university individuals have also found that results may differ from 
the patterns reported in the literature and more closely approach observations of the present study. Moore, Cas-
sidy, Law Smith, and Perrett (2006), for example, found that when women themselves have access to sufficient 
resources to care for their children, their preferences for physical attractiveness increase. Pillsworth (2008), in 
his work with the Shuar people of Ecuador predicted results similar to those observed by Moore et al. (2006). 
The livelihoods of Shuar villagers are based on hunting and gathering. While the men are responsible for hunt-
ing larger animals, the women are responsible for horticulture, collecting larvae and fruits, fishing and hunting 
small animals. In this context, and according to the predictions of Pillsworth, women should show an increased 
preference for physical attractiveness in mate choice, given the magnitude of their own contributions to family 
resources. However, the results of this study pointed in another direction, that is, both men and women in this 
particular group give greatest value to characteristics related to the ability to acquire resources, compared to 
physical attractiveness. The results of Pillsworth (2008) corroborate our findings that men of lower SES and/or 
education, as a matter of fact, prefer women that contribute to family income and, therefore, characteristics in-
dicating the ability to acquire resources weigh more in the self-perceptions of low SES women than they do for 
high SES women. 

Low SES women also showed no positive relationship between self-esteem and overall desirability, while the 
other three groups did so, lending more evidence to the idea that low SES women do not analyze their 
self-esteem in the same way. Furthermore, supporting this conclusion further, in checking whether SES influ-
ences how individuals are distributed in terms of their levels of self-esteem, most low SES women had low 
self-esteem compared to high SES women. 

5. Conclusion 

Although previous studies have shown certain patterns in mate choice for men and women, the samples were 
mostly of university students, which may well be a good representation of the general population in more de-
veloped countries (London, Portugal, Poland, Spain [Goodwin et al., 2012]; USA [Brase & Guy, 2004]; Canada 
[Fisher et al., 2008]). However in countries with high levels of social inequality, such a sample cannot be consi-
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dered as an accurate representation of the general population. Indeed, this research presented here shows that 
there are significant differences in how men and women evaluate potential romantic partners according to their 
level of education, which is directly related to SES in Brazil. For women, there was a notable difference in self- 
esteem and self-perception, possibly marked by educational and SES, providing new data for the study of mate 
preferences, since this pattern is typically observed in males. Additional studies including people of different 
educational and SES are needed to better understand the factors that influence self-perception as a romantic 
partner in order to better understand the dynamics of the mating market in our species. 
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