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Abstract
Fear of being single (FOBS) tends to predict settling for less when seeking a romantic
partner. The present research sought to examine whether this is due, at least in part, to
lower physical attractiveness among those who fear being single. In a photo-rating study
(Study 1, N¼ 122) and a speed-dating study (Study 2, N¼ 171), participants completed the
FOBS Scale, rated perceptions of their own physical attractiveness, and were then rated on
physical attractiveness by a team of raters. In Studies 1 and 2, FOBS was not significantly
associated with judge-rated physical attractiveness as a bivariate association or in hier-
archical regressions accounting for anxious and avoidant attachments, gender, and smiling.
There were mixed findings in both studies regarding the association between FOBS and
self-rated physical attractiveness in bivariate versus multivariate analyses. However, the
tendency of those with stronger FOBS to be less selective during speed dating was not
explained by either their judge-rated or their self-rated physical attractiveness.
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Fear of being single (FOBS)—defined as concern, anxiety, or distress regarding the

current or prospective experience of being without a romantic partner—tends to be

associated with “settling for less” in relationships. For both men and women, stronger

FOBS predicts greater romantic interest in dating prospects who are less responsive and

physically attractive, and, once in a relationship, a lower likelihood of initiating breakups

with dissatisfying partners (Spielmann, MacDonald, et al., 2013). Those with stronger

FOBS also tend to adopt a less selective matching strategy when speed dating by

expressing interest in a larger number of people (Spielmann, MacDonald, et al., 2013).

The present research explores whether perceptions of physical attractiveness—either as

perceived by others or the self—are associated with FOBS and predict settling for less

among those who fear being single.

Fear of being single

Concerns about being without a romantic partner may manifest as a trait-like individual

difference known as FOBS. Prior research supporting its trait-like properties has

demonstrated that FOBS varies much more between than within people. For instance, a

variance components analysis on daily fluctuations in FOBS over a 27-day experience

sampling study suggested that 73.1% of the variance was between participants, and only

26.9% was within participants (Spielmann, MacDonald, Joel, & Impett, 2016). However,

as nearly 27% variation within people suggests, FOBS can also vary based on current

experience and context. For instance, FOBS increases immediately following a breakup,

regardless of who initiated the breakup decision (Spielmann et al., 2016). Furthermore,

preliminary studies suggest that FOBS can be experimentally primed (unpublished data;

Spielmann & Cantarella, 2019). Additionally, consuming more romantic media (e.g.,

films/television in the romantic comedy and drama genres) is associated with stronger

FOBS, particularly for single women (Timmermans, Coenen, & Van den Bulck, 2019).

As an individual difference measure, FOBS aligns with several other constructs

commonly used in research on relationships. For instance, Spielmann, MacDonald, et al.

(2013) demonstrated that FOBS was positively associated with—though distinct from—

neuroticism (John & Srivastava, 1999), romantic avoidance goals (adapted from Elliot,

Gable, & Mapes, 2006), and a variety of constructs assessing interpersonal sensitivities,

such as rejection sensitivity (Downey & Feldman, 1996), loneliness (Russell, Peplau, &

Cutrona, 1980), and hurt feelings proneness (Leary & Springer, 2001).

However, perhaps, the most important theoretical and empirical distinction is between

FOBS and attachment style. Anxiously attached individuals—those who are character-

istically clingy and needy in their relationships—resemble those with stronger FOBS such

that they are both insecure about their worthiness of love and whether a partner will be there

when they need them (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2007). In this sense, people high in FOBS and

anxious attachment likely share similarities in their working models of self, such that they

generally possess negative self-views. Indeed, FOBS and anxious attachment typically tend

to be strongly, positively correlated (e.g., r¼ .51; Spielmann, MacDonald, Maxwell, Joel,

Peragine, Muise, & Impett (2013)). However, FOBS and anxious attachment load onto

separate factors and do not have substantial cross-loading of items across factors
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(Spielmann, MacDonald, et al., 2013). Therefore, despite their strong correlation, FOBS and

anxious attachment appear to be distinct relational constructs that tap into unique insecu-

rities. Furthermore, research has consistently demonstrated unique predictive effects of

FOBS on relationship behavior above and beyond the effects of anxious attachment

(Spielmann, MacDonald, et al., 2013; Spielmann et al., 2016).

Although anxious attachment and FOBS may align in terms of negative working

models of self, it is less clear how FOBS maps onto working models of other. Unfor-

tunately, the broader antecedents, or factors contributing to FOBS, generally remain

unknown. However, different antecedents could conceivably contribute to more positive

or negative working models of other. If, for instance, FOBS arises from chronic desires

for a partner to provide safety and security (akin to anxious attachment), then those who

fear being single may hold positive working models of other, such that they hold

romantic partners in high regard and their fears represent worries of not attaining this

ideal. On the other hand, if FOBS develops from perceptions that partners are generally

unwilling to commit, are unreliable, or unfaithful, and successful relationships are

therefore difficult to attain, FOBS may be characterized by negative working models of

other. Negative working models of other, particularly with regard to perceptions of

partners as unreliable, are a key feature of avoidant attachment (Mikulincer & Shaver,

2007). Avoidant individuals generally prefer to maintain independence and avoid

vulnerability in order to prevent being hurt or disappointed (Spielmann, Maxwell,

MacDonald, & Baratta, 2013). Because it remains unknown exactly what working

models of self and other those who fear being single tend to hold, greater distinction

among FOBS, anxious attachment, and avoidant attachment is warranted.

FOBS and less selective partner selection strategies

Several studies in Spielmann, MacDonald, et al.’s (2013) research illustrate that

those with stronger FOBS engage in less selective mate-selection strategies. For

instance, in simulated online dating paradigms (Studies 5 and 6) in which partici-

pants viewed dating profiles varying in responsiveness and physical attractiveness,

those with stronger FOBS expressed greater romantic interest than their less fearful

counterparts in the unresponsive and unattractive profiles. Moreover, among those

who feared being single, romantic interest was relatively equally directed toward the

responsive versus unresponsive targets and attractive versus unattractive targets,

suggesting a lack of selectivity. Importantly, those with stronger FOBS recognized

that the profiles varied in responsiveness and attractiveness and that they would be

less likely to have a lasting relationship with the unresponsive (vs. responsive)

target. Despite recognizing that certain targets were less desirable, those who feared

being single wanted to date them anyway. Another example of less selective dating

strategies was documented among speed daters (Study 7). Compared to less fearful

participants, those with stronger FOBS expressed a desire to match with a greater

number of dates. While this strategy does not necessarily mean they are settling for

lower quality partners (as perhaps, many of the speed-dating participants would be

high-quality partners), it does reflect a less selective approach to finding a match

compared to those who do not fear being single.
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Interestingly, some research suggests that those who fear being single may not need to

adopt less selective strategies to find a partner. For instance, during speed dating, daters

with stronger FOBS were selected for matches by fellow speed daters just as frequently

as their less fearful counterparts (Spielmann, MacDonald, et al., 2013; Study 7). In other

words, FOBS did not hinder ability to garner others’ romantic interest.

To date, the mechanisms explaining why those with stronger FOBS are less selective

remain unknown. By objective metrics, those who fear being single seem to have relative

success at attracting partners. Furthermore, they seem to acknowledge that their less

selective strategies are potentially matching them with targets who are less responsive,

less attractive, and less likely to foster lasting relationships. While there are likely

multiple mechanisms contributing to less selective dating strategies among those who

fear being single involving both intra- and interpersonal factors, the present research

explores the role of physical attractiveness as one possible contributor.

FOBS and physical attractiveness

In the present research, we conducted an exploratory test of the association between

FOBS and physical attractiveness and tested whether physical attractiveness helps to

explain less selective dating strategies of those who fear being single. The association

between FOBS and physical attractiveness has not previously been explored, and there

may be compelling reasons to expect that they would or would not be associated.

One possible outcome of our exploratory analysis is that stronger FOBS will be

associated with lower physical attractiveness. Physical attractiveness, particularly as

judged by others, is important for attracting mates. In a classic study, physical attrac-

tiveness (as rated by others) was the strongest predictor of others’ liking and desire to

pursue a second date among those setup on randomly selected blind dates (Walster,

Aronson, Abrahams, & Rottmann, 1966). Similarly, studies on mate selection con-

sistently find a preference for more physically attractive dates, among both men and

women (Eastwick, Luchies, Finkel, & Hunt, 2014). In the modern dating landscape

where a photo on an online profile can make a meaningful difference in being contacted

by prospective dates (Fiore, Taylor, Mendelsohn, & Hearst, 2008; Hitsch, Hortaçsu, &

Ariely, 2010), it is possible that less physically attractive people may be particularly

prone to concerns about their ability to attract a romantic partner—in other words, less

attractive people may be prone to FOBS.

The matching hypothesis suggests that daters tend to select partners who are similar to

them in attractiveness (Walster et al., 1966). The matching hypothesis might suggest that

lower attractiveness ought not to be associated with FOBS, because less attractive daters

should still garner the romantic interest of their fellow less attractive daters. However,

while the matching hypothesis has been well-supported in contexts of attraction and

similarity among partners in established relationships (Feingold, 1988), some research

on initial partner “selection” suggests that daters initially approach others who are more

physically attractive than themselves. For instance, participants in Walster, Aronson,

Abrahams, and Rottmann’s (1966) study of randomly assigned blind dates expressed

greater interest in more attractive dates regardless of their own level of attractiveness.

Furthermore, studies of popular online dating websites found that, although
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attractiveness between targets is typically positively correlated and successful recipro-

cation of romantic interest is predicted by similarity in attractiveness between targets,

daters are more likely to initiate contact with those who are more attractive than

themselves (Lee, Loewenstein, Ariely, Hong, & Young, 2008; Shaw Taylor, Fiore,

Mendelsohn, & Cheshire, 2011). Similarly, a speed-dating study found that—while the

target’s physical attractiveness was a significant, positive predictor of romantic interest

during the event—daters’ similarity in physical attractiveness (as rated by others) was

not a significant predictor of romantic interest (Luo & Zhang, 2009). Therefore, while

the matching hypothesis may indeed predict successfully finding a partner among less

attractive daters, less attractive daters may still regularly experience greater romantic

rejection or unrequited interest than their more attractive counterparts. Such rejection

may take its toll: mating sociometer theory suggests that romantic rejection should

reduce state self-esteem, which may in turn lower one’s sense of mate value, or per-

ceived ability to attain high-quality partners (Kavanagh, Robins, & Ellis, 2010). Indeed,

Kavanagh et al. found that those who were rejected by opposite-sex targets reported

lower mating aspirations than those who were accepted, and this effect was mediated by

declines in state self-esteem. It is possible, therefore, that being viewed as less attractive

to others may increase the frequency of experiencing romantic rejection or unrequited

interest, which may in turn induce concerns about one’s mate value and ability to attract

a desirable partner. In fact, less attractive daters do tend to recognize their relatively

limited pool of prospective partners and consequently set lower standards for a romantic

partner (Buss & Shackelford, 2008). Because we see a similar pattern of settling for less

among those with stronger FOBS, perhaps their willingness to settle for less is in part

explained by physical attractiveness.

On the other hand, our exploratory test of the association between FOBS and physical

attractiveness may reveal that there is no meaningful association between the two. That

is, perhaps the antecedents of FOBS are independent of attractiveness levels, or the

contributions of attractiveness to FOBS are so small as to be irrelevant. Indeed, there are

not generally strong associations between physical attractiveness and personality

dynamics or relational insecurities. For instance, meta-analyses suggest that physical

attractiveness is largely independent of personality (Feingold, 1992). Furthermore,

anxious attachment is not typically associated with physical attractiveness (McClure,

Lydon, Baccus, & Baldwin, 2010; Poulsen, Holman, Busby, & Carroll, 2013; Tidwell,

Reis, & Shaver, 1996), despite anxiously attached individuals generally being viewed as

undesirable during mate selection (McClure & Lydon, 2014). Taken together, there may

not be reason to expect that FOBS is associated with lower attractiveness to the extent

that it is considered a trait-like individual difference.

FOBS and self-perceptions of attractiveness

In addition to how others judge physical attractiveness, one’s own perceptions of

attractiveness may also impact relationship decisions. That is, feeling unattractive may

induce lower confidence in one’s ability to find a mate. For instance, Buote (2010) found

that experimentally manipulating women’s self-perceptions of physical attractiveness

led those made to feel less attractive to decrease their sense of mate value and set lower
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relationship standards. While self-perceptions of physical attractiveness are often

positively correlated with others’ ratings of attractiveness (Feingold, 1992; Mon-

toya, 2008; Weeden & Sabini, 2007), this is not always the case (Brewer, Archer, &

Manning, 2007; Wiederman & Hurst, 1998). Furthermore, regardless of the cor-

relation between self- and other-rated attractiveness, there are unique predictive

effects of self-rated attractiveness above and beyond other-rated attractiveness

within relational and sexual contexts, such as sociosexuality, evaluating others’

physical attractiveness, and expectations of romantic rejection (Montoya, 2008;

Weeden & Sabini, 2007). In other words, how one feels about their attractiveness

should matter above and beyond others’ evaluations of attractiveness. Therefore,

we also explored in the present research whether FOBS was associated with lower

self-rated attractiveness and whether lower self-rated attractiveness predicted set-

tling for less during partner selection.

Present research

The present research involved two studies. In Study 1, participants completed the FOBS

Scale (Spielmann, MacDonald, et al., 2013), reported their self-perceived physical

attractiveness and had a photograph taken which was rated for physical attractiveness by

independent coders. In Study 2, speed daters completed the FOBS Scale and reported

their self-perceived attractiveness, then their physical attractiveness was rated by coders.

Importantly, in Study 2, we also collected data on how selective participants were in their

partner choices and how desirable they were to fellow daters while speed dating in order

to test whether self- or judge-rated attractiveness served to explain previous findings that

FOBS predicts being less selective—but not necessarily less desirable—in partner

selection contexts (Spielmann, MacDonald, et al., 2013).

Study 1

Method

Participants and procedure. Data collection for Study 1 took place in 2013, during the

university’s final exam period. Research assistants approached students on campus to

complete a survey and be photographed. Participants selected a candy bar or CAD$2

coffee card as compensation. We excluded data from one participant for only partially

completing the survey and from one outlier greater than 3 SD below the mean on self-

rated attractiveness. The final sample included 122 participants (75 women), aged 18–32

(M¼ 21.55 and SD¼ 3.48). Fifty-five participants were single, 20 were casually dating,

and 44 were in a serious relationship, engaged, or married (three did not report their

relationship status). Self-reported ethnicity was not assessed in either study. We deter-

mined sample size based on convenience during predetermined data collection periods

in public spaces on campus. A sensitivity analysis in G*Power 3.1 suggests that we

had 80% power to detect a correlation (ρ) of .25 (Table 2) and a small-to-medium

effect size of Cohen’s f 2 of .065 for a regression coefficient in a model with eight

predictors (Table 3).
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Measures. Mean, SD, range, and reliability statistics for Studies 1 and 2 are presented in

Table 1. Participants completed the FOBS Scale (Spielmann, MacDonald, et al., 2013),

responding to items such as “I feel anxious when I think about being single forever,” on a

scale from 1 (not at all true) to 5 (very true), and completed a measure of anxious

attachment and avoidant attachment using the Experiences in Close Relationships-

Revised Scale (Fraley, Waller, & Brennan, 2000), responding to items such as “I

worry a lot about my relationships,” (anxious attachment) and “I get uncomfortable

when a romantic partner wants to be very close,” (avoidant attachment) on a scale from 1

(strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree).

The research assistant took a photograph (including shoulders and above) of each

participant. Judge-rated physical attractiveness ratings were obtained by aggregating

independent ratings from 10 research assistants (5 male and 5 female) who were blind to

survey responses. The number of raters was determined based on available research

assistants. The number of raters in both studies is consistent with recommendations for

stability in attractiveness ratings (Hehman, Xie, Ofosu, & Nespoli, 2018). Using a

common approach for assessing general perceptions of attractiveness (Meltzer,

McNulty, Jackson, & Karney, 2014), raters were asked the single item, “How physically

attractive would you rate this person?” on a scale from 1 (not at all attractive) to 9 (very

attractive). Although participants received no instructions regarding whether or not to

smile, two coders rated whether the participant was smiling in the photo (Nyes¼ 102 and

Nno ¼ 20). Raters were not given instructions on what to classify as a smile but simply

indicated whether they perceived the target to be smiling. Cohen’s k for smiling ratings

was .85 and disagreements were resolved by the second author. Self-rated physical

attractiveness was obtained with the survey question, “Overall, how physically attractive

would you rate yourself?” on a scale from 1 (not at all attractive) to 9 (very attractive).

Data analyses

We imputed missing data in Studies 1 and 2 using the expectation maximization algo-

rithm in SPSS 25. This imputation method for missing data provides unbiased parameter

estimates and improves statistical power of analyses (Enders, 2001). However, results

remained the same even if missing data were not imputed. In both Studies 1 and 2, we

first conducted bivariate correlations among all variables for descriptive purposes and to

test the simple association between FOBS and self- and judge-rated attractiveness (see

Table 2). In order to lend further support to possible null effects in our exploratory

analyses regarding the association between FOBS and physical attractiveness, we used

SPSS to generate a Bayes Factor for the bivariate correlations with default uniform priors

(c ¼ 0).1 The Bayes Factor provides a continuous metric of the extent to which data are

more congruent with the null hypothesis (no correlation between variables) compared to

the alternative hypothesis. Bayes factors between 3 and 10 reflect moderate support for

the null hypothesis (note this is not the default direction in some other software), and

Bayes factors between 10 and 30 reflect strong support for the null (Jeffreys, 1961).

In both Studies 1 and 2, we next conducted two separate hierarchical regression models:

one with judge-rated attractiveness and one with self-rated attractiveness as the dependent

variable (see Table 3). Our goal was to test the unique association between FOBS and
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physical attractiveness when accounting for several important covariates. In Step 1 of the

regression, we entered the main effects of FOBS, anxious attachment, avoidant attachment

(all standardized), gender (�1¼male and 1¼ female), and smiling in the photograph (�1¼
not smiling and 1 ¼ smiling). These covariates were selected based on prior research on

FOBS and attractiveness ratings, respectively. First, it is typical in research on FOBS to

account for anxious attachment (Spielmann, MacDonald, et al., 2013; Spielmann et al.,

2016), in order to isolate the unique predictive effects above and beyond this construct with

which it is highly correlated. However, because we also speculate that FOBS could share

some theoretical similarity with avoidant attachment in terms of negative working models of

others, we also controlled for avoidant attachment in all analyses. Participant’s gender was

included as a covariate, because women tend to be rated as more physically attractive than

men (Shaw Taylor et al., 2011; Tidwell et al., 1996), and—relevant to Study 2—women tend

to be more romantically selective than men (Lee et al., 2008; McClure et al., 2010). Finally,

we statistically controlled for smiling in the photograph, because smiling is known to impact

perceptions of physical attractiveness (Reis et al., 1990).

Because some research suggests that men and women should differentially value

attractiveness during mate selection (Buss, 1989; Feingold, 1990; Eastwick & Finkel,

2008), we also tested for possible moderation by gender in each model. Step 2 of the

hierarchical regression models included the two-way interaction between FOBS and

gender, in order to explore whether possible gendered effects of attractiveness ratings

moderate the effects of FOBS. Additionally, in order to serve as proper covariates for

effects of FOBS, the interactions between anxious attachment and gender and between

avoidant attachment and gender were included in Step 2 as recommended by Yzerbyt,

Muller, and Judd (2004).2 Simple effects tests were conducted when results revealed

significant interactions.

Finally, in Study 1, we also conducted a post hoc exploratory analysis of the asso-

ciation between participants’ relationship status (coded as �1 ¼ single and 1 ¼ casually

and seriously dating) and FOBS on judge- and self-rated physical attractiveness.3

Because Study 1 was not initially designed to address dating behavior, we did not

consider restricting eligibility based on relationship status and did not intend to compare

groups based on relationship status. Therefore, these exploratory analyses should be

interpreted with caution as they are relatively underpowered. Zero-order correlations in

Table 2 revealed a significant association between being in a relationship and having

higher judge- and self-rated physical attractiveness, significantly lower anxious and

avoidant attachments, and a trend toward lower FOBS. Therefore, we ran an exploratory

test of relationship status as a moderator of the association between FOBS and judge-

rated attractiveness. We conducted a hierarchical regression model with FOBS, anxious

attachment, avoidant attachment, relationship status, gender, and smiling at Step 1 and

two-way interactions between FOBS and relationship status, anxious attachment and

relationship status, and avoidant attachment and relationship status in Step 2.

Results and discussion

Correlations among variables in Studies 1 and 2, respectively, are presented in Table 2.4

Importantly, the bivariate correlation between FOBS and judge-rated physical

Spielmann et al. 11



attractiveness was not significant. Likewise, the Bayesian hypothesis test of the corre-

lation yielded a Bayes factor of 11.54, reflecting strong evidence for the null hypothesis

(no association between variables).

As Table 3 presents, results of the first hierarchical regression analysis revealed that

there was a significant effect of smiling in the photo on judge-rated physical attrac-

tiveness. Participants who smiled (M ¼ 4.79 and SE ¼ .12) were rated as more attractive

than participants who did not smile (M ¼ 3.71 and SE ¼ .28). There was also a main

effect of anxious attachment, such that greater anxious attachment was associated with

lower attractiveness ratings from the judges. While this effect is contrary to prior

findings on anxious attachment and judge-rated physical attractiveness (Tidwell et al.,

1996), it does not replicate in Study 2, so it should be interpreted with caution. Impor-

tantly, in this model, neither the main effect of FOBS nor the interaction between FOBS

and participant gender significantly predicted judge-rated attractiveness.

With regard to self-rated physical attractiveness, the correlation presented in Table 2

suggests that FOBS was marginally negatively associated with self-rated attractiveness.

That is, those who were more fearful tended to view themselves as marginally less

attractive. As seen in Table 3, the hierarchical regression model revealed that stronger

anxious attachment predicted marginally lower perceptions of one’s own physical

attractiveness (supporting other research on anxious attachment and lower body image;

Cash, Thériault, & Annis, 2004; Davis & Vernon, 2002), while FOBS did not predict

self-rated physical attractiveness. There was also no effect of gender or an interaction

between FOBS and gender. However, there was a significant interaction between anx-

ious attachment and gender, such that anxious attachment predicted lower self-rated

attractiveness ratings only for men, b ¼ �.44, p ¼ .002, CI95% [�1.088, �.252], but

not for women, b ¼ .003, p ¼ .98, CI95% [�.412, .420]. There was also a significant

interaction between avoidant attachment and gender, such that avoidant attachment

predicted greater self-rated attractiveness for men, b¼ .33, p ¼ .04, CI95% [.014, 1.004],

but predicted lower self-rated attractiveness for women, b ¼ �.23, p ¼ .048, CI95%

[�.689, �.004]. Once again, these interactions between anxious or avoidant attachment

and participant gender did not replicate in Study 2, so they should be interpreted with

caution.

Finally, the exploratory analysis of the possible role of relationship status on the

association between FOBS and judge- and self-rated physical attractiveness revealed no

significant moderations by relationship status (FOBS � Relationship Status: b ¼ .06,

p ¼ .60; Anxious Attachment � Relationship Status: b ¼ .02, p ¼ .87; and Avoidant

Attachment � Relationship Status: b ¼ �.03, p ¼ .78).

Taken together, the results of Study 1 suggest that FOBS does not appear to be

associated with judge-rated physical attractiveness. Furthermore, FOBS was only mar-

ginally associated with lower self-perceptions of attractiveness at the bivariate level and

was not associated with self-rated attractiveness in the regression analyses controlling

for anxious and avoidant attachments, gender, and smiling. However, an important

limitation of Study 1 is that it involved a nonromantic context, such that participants

were students approached around campus during final exams and may not have been

engaging in the strategic self-presentation, such as grooming, that both men and women

typically prioritize in a dating context (Laner & Ventrone, 2000). Therefore, Study 2
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explored the association between FOBS and physical attractiveness in a more explicit

romantic context. Conducting our study at an actual speed-dating event allowed us to

explore whether FOBS would predict physical attractiveness ratings when participants

were actively engaged in a mate selection context and thus perhaps motivated to increase

or accentuate their attractiveness. Speed dating is also an ideal context within which to

explore our research questions, because it provides an ecologically valid context in

which to explore whether judge- or self-rated physical attractiveness accounts for actual

dating behaviors among those with stronger FOBS.

Study 2

Method

Participants and procedure. We recruited participants from eight speed-dating events at

two separate comic conventions in Toronto in 2013. Comic conventions are popular

media-based gatherings for fan communities who enjoy comic books, anime, video

games, and fantasy genres (Hill, 2017). These conventions are growing in popularity and

often involve attendees dressing as fictional characters (Leshner & De La Garza, 2019).

Attendees went on 13–15 3-min dates with participants of the opposite gender. Women

remained seated while men rotated to the next date. All 226 attendees were invited to

complete the study (222 agreed), and participants received a CAD$5 gift card if they

completed a follow-up survey (not detailed here). We excluded four participants who did

not complete the FOBS Scale. Additionally, because a key outcome of interest in Study 2

was actual speed-dating behavior, and because Study 1 revealed that relationship status

was associated with judge- and self-rated attractiveness and revealed a trend with FOBS,

we excluded all participants who did not identify as single (12 participants in exclusively

dating relationships, 16 casually dating, 3 in open relationships, 2 who selected “other”

and reported in open-ended response that they were “on a break” and “about to break

up,” and 3 who did not report relationship status).5 We also excluded six participants

who, in error, did not have photos taken or whose photos could not be accurately mat-

ched with their ID, and two participants whose costumes obstructed view of their face.

As in Study 1, we also excluded three outliers greater than 3 SD below the mean on self-

rated physical attractiveness. The final sample included 171 participants (89 men, 81

women, and 1 female-identifying transgender) aged 18–36 (M ¼ 22.63 and SD ¼ 3.78).

Most participants (n ¼ 129) had registered for the speed-dating event in advance of the

convention, whereas the remainder joined on-site. Nearly half of participants (n ¼ 80)

were wearing some form of costume. Two raters coded photos for whether or not par-

ticipants were wearing costumes. Cohen’s k was .86 and disagreements were resolved by

the second author. While it is common to dress in costumes at comic conventions, speed-

dating research at such venues found that costumes did not affect males’ attraction to

female confederates (Callewaert & Beyer, 2016). A sensitivity analysis in G*Power

indicated that we had 80% power to detect a correlation (ρ) of .21 (Table 2) and a rel-

atively small effect size of Cohen’s f 2 of .046 for a regression coefficient in a model with

eight predictors (Table 3).
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Measures. As part of a larger survey, prior to the speed-dating event, participants reported

their FOBS (Spielmann, MacDonald, et al., 2013), anxious and avoidant attachments

(ECR short form; Wei, Russell, Mallinckrodt, & Vogel, 2007), and self-rated physical

attractiveness on a single item which asked, “Please rate your own physical attractive-

ness relative to the average person of your gender,” on a scale from 1 (not at all

attractive) to 10 (very attractive). During the event, photographs were taken of each

participant while they were seated. In order to obtain a measure of judge-rated physical

attractiveness, 28 raters (16 women and 12 men) evaluated the photos on a scale from 1

(not at all attractive) to 9 (very attractive).6 Two raters recorded whether each partici-

pant was smiling in their photo. Cohen’s k was .85 and disagreements were resolved by

the second author (Nyes ¼ 105 and Nno ¼ 66).

Following the speed-dating event, participants selected fellow speed daters whose

contact information they would like. We used this information to create a measure of

selectivity based on the proportion of dates for which the participant did not request

contact information (where higher values reflect greater selectivity) and desirability

based on the proportion of speed daters who requested contact information for the

participant (where higher numbers reflect greater desirability to others). We used pro-

portion of daters versus raw numbers to account for differences in the total number of

dates the participants went on at different events (13–15).

Data analyses

Analyses in Study 2 followed the same analysis plan as Study 1, with the addition of the

following analyses of speed-dating outcomes. We conducted four hierarchical regression

models for selectivity and desirability, respectively (see Table 4). Model 1 included all

the same predictors as the previous hierarchical regression models, with the exception of

the smiling variable, which was relevant only for attractiveness ratings. Model 2

included judge-rated attractiveness as a covariate in Step 1, and Model 3 included self-

rated attractiveness as a covariate in Step 1. Model 4 included judge- and self-rated

attractiveness as simultaneous covariates in Step 1 to explore the unique predictive

effects of each on selectivity and desirability during speed dating.

Results and discussion

As a first test of the association between FOBS and judge-rated attractiveness, the

correlation in Table 2 was not significant. Likewise, the Bayesian inference on the

correlation indicated a Bayes factor of 4.60, reflecting moderate evidence for the null

hypothesis. We next conducted the same hierarchical models as Study 1 (see Table 3).

When judge-rated attractiveness was the dependent variable, there were no significant

main effects or interactions. In other words, FOBS was again not predictive of judge-

rated attractiveness.

As can be seen in the far right panel of Table 3, we next tested self-perceptions of

attractiveness as the dependent variable. While stronger FOBS was associated with

lower self-rated attractiveness at the bivariate level in Table 2, this association was not

significant in the hierarchical regression. Anxious attachment was also marginally

14 Journal of Social and Personal Relationships XX(X)



Table 4. Results of hierarchical linear regression models in Study 2 predicting selectivity and
desirability during speed dating.

Selectivity Desirability

b p CI95% b p CI95%

Model 1
Step 1

FOBS �.20 .02 [�.093, �.010] �.01 .88 [�.040, .034]
Anxious attachment .04 .62 [�.031, .052] �.14 .09 [�.069, .005]
Avoidant attachment .13 .08 [�.005, .073] .01 .90 [�.032, .037]
Gender .26 .001 [.027, .105] .32 <.001 [.037, .106]

Step 2
FOBS � Gender �.15 .08 [�.078, .005] .11 .18 [�.012, .061]
Anxious Attachment � Gender .13 .14 [�.010, .074] .11 .17 [�.011, .062]
Avoidant Attachment � Gender �.03 .74 [�.046, .032] .04 .57 [�.024, .044]

Model 2
Step 1

FOBS �.19 .02 [�.090, �.008] .02 .85 [�.031, .038]
Anxious attachment .06 .50 [�.027, .055] �.11 .17 [�.058, .010]
Avoidant attachment .12 .11 [�.007, .070] �.02 .83 [�.036, .028]
Gender .24 .002 [.022, .099] .27 <.001 [.028, .092]
Judge-rated physical

attractiveness
.15 .04 [.002, .075] .37 <.001 [.052, .113]

Step 2
FOBS � Gender �.14 .09 [.077, .006] .13 .10 [�.006, .062]
Anxious Attachment � Gender .11 .21 [�.015, .069] .07 .41 [�.020, .049]
Avoidant Attachment � Gender �.03 .69 [�.047, .031] .03 .67 [�.025, .039]

Model 3
Step 1

FOBS �.19 .02 [�.090, �.007] .02 .80 [�.030, .040]
Anxious attachment .06 .45 [�.026, .058] �.09 .29 [�.055, .016]
Avoidant attachment .14 .07 [�.003, .074] .02 .77 [�.028, .037]
Gender .27 .001 [.029, .106] .34 <.001 [.042, .107]
Self-rated physical attractiveness .13 .09 [�.005, .069] .32 <.001 [.041, .103]

Step 2
FOBS � Gender �.15 .07 [�.079, .003] .10 .21 [�.012, .056]
Anxious Attachment � Gender .13 .11 [�.008, .075] .13 .10 [�.005, .064]
Avoidant Attachment � Gender �.02 .78 [�.044, .033] .05 .46 [�.020, .044]

Model 4
Step 1

FOBS �.19 .03 [�.089, �.006] .03 .68 [�.026, .040]
Anxious attachment .07 .42 [�.025, .059] �.08 .32 [�.051, .017]
Avoidant attachment .13 .10 [�.006, .072] �.003 .97 [�.032, .031]
Gender .25 .002 [.024, .101] .29 <.001 [.033, .096]
Judge-rated physical

attractiveness
.12 .12 [�.008, .070] .29 <.001 [.034, .097]

Self-rated physical attractiveness .08 .29 [�018, .061] .22 .003 [.017, .081]

(continued)
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negatively associated with self-rated attractiveness in the regression, suggesting that

more anxiously attached individuals tended to have lower self-perceptions of their

attractiveness.

Next, we examined associations with speed-dating outcomes. Predicting selectivity in

Model 1 (see Table 4), results revealed that those with stronger FOBS were less selective

about their desired matches. Furthermore, a marginally significant interaction between

FOBS and gender suggested that among those with weaker FOBS (�1 SD), women were

significantly more selective than men, b ¼ .40, p < .001. However, among those with

stronger FOBS (þ1 SD), men and women were equally (un)selective, b ¼ .11, p ¼ .33.

Next, predicting desirability in Model 1, results revealed that FOBS was not associated

with the proportion of daters who requested matches with the participant. Both of these

findings directly replicate prior research on the dynamics of FOBS during speed dating

using a novel sample of speed daters, such that those who fear being single are less

selective, but not less desirable to others (Spielmann, MacDonald, et al., 2013). An

important extension to prior findings is that the effects of FOBS on selectivity and

desirability held even when accounting for judge-rated attractiveness (Model 2), self-

rated attractiveness (Model 3), and both judge- and self-rated attractiveness simultane-

ously (Model 4), at least when assessed with our single-item measure of attractiveness.

In other words, although those with stronger FOBS were less selective while speed

dating, this was not explained by lower self- or other-rated physical attractiveness.

Table 4 also reveals significant main effects of gender in each model, such that

women were more selective than men and were selected more frequently by fellow speed

daters (as is typically the case in speed-dating events, especially where men rotate from

date-to-date; Finkel and Eastwick (2009), even when accounting for their judge- and

self-rated physical attractiveness. There was also a significant effect of judge-rated

attractiveness predicting selectivity in Model 2, such that more physically attractive

participants were more selective during the speed-dating event. This same pattern of

results was marginally significant in Model 3 for self-perceptions of physical attrac-

tiveness, suggesting that those who perceived themselves as less attractive were mar-

ginally less selective during the speed-dating event. Furthermore, in Models 2, 3, and 4,

there were significant effects of judge- and self-rated physical attractiveness predicting

desirability to fellow daters, such that participants were more often selected by others

when judges had rated them as more attractive (Model 2) and when they had higher self-

perceived attractiveness (Model 3). Interestingly, when entered simultaneously

Table 4. (continued)

Selectivity Desirability

b p CI95% b p CI95%

Step 2
FOBS � Gender �.14 .08 [�.078, .004] .11 .13 [�.008, .058]
Anxious Attachment � Gender .12 .17 [�.013, .071] .12 .25 [�.014, .054]
Avoidant Attachment � Gender �.03 .73 [�.046, .032] .04 .56 [�.022, .040]

Note. FOBS ¼ fear of being single; CI ¼ confidence interval.
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(Model 4), both remained significant predictors of desirability. Therefore, the effect of

self-rated attractiveness on desirability is not merely an artifact of the strong correlation

between judge- and self-rated attractiveness, but rather there appears to be something

appealing to fellow daters about having confidence in one’s own attractiveness above

and beyond judge-rated physical attractiveness.

Finally, while not all models in Table 4 directly replicated previous research showing

that anxious attachment predicts lower desirability during speed dating (McClure et al.,

2010), there was a marginal effect in Model 1, and the bivariate correlation between

anxious attachment and lower desirability—which maps more closely to McClure et al.’s

analyses—was also marginally significant (see Table 2).

General discussion

The results across studies suggested that FOBS was not significantly associated with

lower evaluations of physical attractiveness from others. Findings were mixed, however,

with regard to the association between FOBS and self-perceptions of one’s own physical

attractiveness. They were negatively correlated in both studies (marginal for Study 1).

However, neither association was significant when accounting for covariates in the

regression models. Rather, the regression models suggested that self-rated physical

attractiveness was more strongly driven by anxious attachment, supporting prior research

on negative self-perceptions of attractiveness among those who are more anxiously

attached (Bylsma, Cozzarelli, & Sumer, 1997).

The nonsignificant association between FOBS and others’ ratings of attractiveness

suggests that FOBS likely does not develop due to repeated experiences of unrequited

romantic interest based on physical attractiveness. While we do not currently know the

antecedents of FOBS, the causes are likely multifaceted, and we should not presume that

any one predictor would account for the majority of variance in FOBS. While the present

studies were appropriately powered to detect relatively small effects, in the absence of

prior research providing an accurate estimate of effect size, it is possible that null results

between FOBS and physical attractiveness in the present research were due to insuffi-

cient power to detect the effect. One must always be cautious about the risk of com-

mitting a Type II error when interpreting null results.

Above and beyond the tested associations between FOBS and judge- or self-rated

attractiveness, the present research suggests these associations do not explain the rela-

tionship decisions made by those who fear being single during speed dating. One

strength of the present research was the ecological validity of studying FOBS within an

actual speed-dating event, allowing us to explore real-world dating decisions. Specifi-

cally, the present research replicated previous findings from Spielmann, MacDonald, et

al. (2013) that those with stronger FOBS tend to be less selective, but not differentially

desired by others, during speed dating. However, the present work extends previous

research by suggesting that the lower selectivity of those with stronger FOBS is not

explained by judge- or self-rated attractiveness. This is important because it suggests that

those with stronger FOBS are not necessarily settling for less during mate selection

because they assume that they cannot get a mate due to low attractiveness. These

findings suggest there are likely other factors influencing selectivity. While we cannot
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test alternative mechanisms with the present data, it is possible that those with stronger

FOBS perceive themselves (either accurately or inaccurately) as lower in mate value on

other important dimensions, such as personality, sociability, earning potential/resources,

social status, or fertility (Shackelford, Schmitt, & Buss, 2005). Another possibility is that

those with greater FOBS may be more vulnerable to internalizing prejudicial societal

messages about singles (DePaulo & Morris, 2006), which may make the goal of

attracting a partner—any partner—more chronically salient. Future research would

benefit from thorough qualitative exploration of the experiences and lay theories of those

who fear being single, such as why they believe such fears have developed, how they

envision their romantic future unfolding, what scares them about the prospect of

remaining single long term, and why they opt to engage in less selective dating strate-

gies. Such research would be foundational for future empirical tests of the mechanisms

promoting settling for less during mate selection among those who fear being single.

The generalization of the present results may be limited due to constraints imposed by

certain methodological choices made by the researchers. First, judges’ physical attrac-

tiveness ratings were generally constrained to facial attractiveness. Although facial

judgments are stronger predictors of overall physical attractiveness than body judgments

(Currie & Little, 2009), given the null effects of the present study, follow-up research

might benefit from also assessing physical features such as body mass (Koscinski, 2013)

or waist-to-hip ratio (Singh, 1993). Additionally, it is important to consider that we asked

judges to rate attractiveness on a broad, single-item measure (e.g., How physically

attractive would you rate this person?). The reliability of single-item measures is

unknown, and while judge-rated attractiveness had the benefit of multiple raters, our

measure of self-rated attractiveness did not. Future researchers should consider using

multiple items to assess physical attractiveness, particularly if attractiveness is a central

focus of their study. Additionally, we cannot speak to specific qualities of attractiveness

that judges may have been evaluating, such as specific desirable facial features like

prominent cheekbones or large eyes, or appealing choices in grooming/adornment

(Cunningham, Barbee, & Pike, 1990). We also ambiguously defined smiling in the

present research, with coders receiving no instruction on classifying a smile. While

interrater agreements in perceptions of smiling were high, a more thorough analysis of

genuine Duchenne smiles or specific muscle movements coded using the Facial Action

Coding System (Ekman & Friesen, 1978) might more reliably speak to the relative

attractiveness of our smiling targets.

Another important consideration is that stronger FOBS may predict more frequent

engagement in appearance-enhancing practices, similar to findings documented for

anxiously attached individuals (e.g., Davis & Vernon, 2002), since motivations to

enhance appearance are strongly affected by desires to attract and retain romantic

partners (Buss & Shackelford, 1997; Haselton, Mortezaie, Pillsworth, Bleske-Rechek, &

Frederick, 2007). While participants in Study 1 did not anticipate having their photo-

graph taken that day, most participants in Study 2 anticipated participating in the speed-

dating event at the convention. Although results generally replicated in the romantic and

nonromantic contexts in the present research, it is possible that those who fear being

single regularly prioritize physical appearance more than others due to a chronic focus on

attracting and retaining romantic partners. If that is the case, it could be that true
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differences in attractiveness associated with FOBS are more prominent than documented

here. Future research should explore how FOBS promotes appearance enhancement and

prioritizing physical appearance as a domain of self-worth to explore how this affects

judge-rated attractiveness ratings.

Finally, an important consideration in the generalization of the present results was our

choice of a comic convention as a speed-dating venue. Fans of comic and fantasy media

are often stereotyped as “the geek, the nerd, the dweeb, the loser” (Bennett & Booth,

2016, p. 1). However, scholars argue that these characterizations are not necessarily

accurate: “Fans are a compelling, ever-changing audience with multiple layers that are

often more dimensional than the overarching and limited ways they have been histori-

cally represented in media and popular culture” (Bennett & Booth, 2016, p. 1). It is worth

noting, however, that—as Table 1 presents—the convention sample did have lower

judge-rated attractiveness compared to students and had marginally greater FOBS.

While we did not collect broader demographics of this group to speak to the validity of

fan stereotypes, testing the links among FOBS, physical attractiveness, and less selective

dating strategies may be especially relevant within a group with more limited range in

attractiveness. An additional consideration of examining speed-dating behavior at a

convention is that we cannot be certain that a desire for a date’s contact information was

primarily a signal of romantic interest, and not also an interest in fostering friendship or a

business relationship over a shared interest. While arguably any speed-dating study may

have the limitation that matches signal general liking and not exclusively romantic

interest, the risk of this may increase as attendees gather with more predetermined shared

interests. However, even if expressions of interest in Study 2 were not exclusively

romantic, it is still noteworthy that those with stronger FOBS expressed their interest less

selectively. Future research would benefit from exploring whether FOBS predicts less

selective strategies more generally, such as with friendship or roommate selection, or

whether this is limited to romantic contexts.

In conclusion, it remains unclear exactly why some individuals experience heigh-

tened FOBS and why they settle for less during mate selection. The present findings

suggest that FOBS is not likely rooted in less desirable physical features or objective

difficulty in attracting a mate. Future research should continue to explore the antecedents

and psychological mechanisms associated with FOBS and unhealthy relationship

decisions.
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Notes

1. See https://www.ibm.com/support/knowledgecenter/en/SSLVMB_sub/statistics_mainhelp_

ddita/spss/advanced/idh_bayesian_pearson.html for more information.

2. For exploratory purposes, we also tested interaction terms between fear of being single (FOBS)

and attachment anxiety and avoidance, respectively. In Study 1, the interactions predicting

neither self-rated attractiveness (FOBS � anxiety: b ¼ .001, p ¼ .99 and FOBS � avoidance:

b¼ .06, p¼ .49) nor judge-rated attractiveness (FOBS� anxiety: b¼�.14, p¼ .12 and FOBS

� avoidance: b ¼ .04, p ¼ .65) were significant. In Study 2, the interactions were similarly

nonsignificant for judge-rated attractiveness (FOBS� anxiety: b¼�.30, p¼ .69 and FOBS�
avoidance: b¼ .09, p¼ .22), speed-dating selectivity (FOBS� anxiety: b¼�.01, p¼ .87 and

FOBS � avoidance: b ¼ �.03, p ¼ .67), and speed-dating desirability (FOBS � anxiety:

b ¼ .06, p ¼ .45 and FOBS � avoidance: b ¼ .08, p ¼ .29). For self-rated attractiveness, the

interaction between FOBS and anxiety was nonsignificant (b¼ .04, p¼ .56), but the interaction

between FOBS and avoidance was marginally significant (b ¼ .15, p ¼ .06). Simple effects

tests of this interaction suggested that while FOBS negatively predicted self-rated attractiveness

at 1 SD below the mean of avoidance (b ¼ �.23, p ¼ .04), this effect was buffered at 1 SD

above the mean of avoidance (b¼ .04, p¼ .72). However, this interaction should be interpreted

with caution as it did not replicate in Study 1.

3. Note that moderation results are the same if those who identify as “casually dating” are grouped

with singles.

4. For exploratory purposes, correlations in Studies 1 and 2 separated by gender can be found at

https://osf.io/r8tew/. While results remain largely similar as when aggregated across gender, it

is important to consider that these samples separated by gender are less powerful to detect

significant associations.

5. Note that compared to traditional speed-dating events, the convenience and social aspect of

participating in this speed-dating event at a comic convention may have encouraged more

participants to join even if not currently single. We did also run analyses excluding only those

who reported being in an exclusively dating relationship (but retaining those who were casually

dating, in an open relationship, other, or unreported), and while results generally remained the

same, there were significantly negative bivariate correlations between fear of being single

(FOBS) and judge-rated attractiveness, r(194) ¼ �.16, p ¼ .03, and self-rated attractiveness,

r(194) ¼ �.15, p ¼ .04. However, FOBS was not significantly associated with either judge-

rated attractiveness, b ¼ �.07, p ¼ .39, or self-rated attractiveness, b ¼ �.10, p ¼ .27, in the

hierarchical regression accounting for anxious and avoidant attachments, smiling in the photo,

and gender.

6. In both studies, we conducted exploratory factor analyses to identify raters whose ratings did

not load strongly (�.60) onto the same factor as other raters. No raters were excluded for this

reason in Study 1, while six raters (two women and four men) were excluded in Study 2.
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