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ABSTRACT
IMPRESSION RATING VIA SPEED-DATING:
HOW A SINGLE COMMUNICATION EVENT CAN ALTER
PERCEPTIONS OF ANOTHER INDIVIDUAL
by Andrew Clayton Dix
May 2012

The central purpose of this experiment is to scientifically test whether
interpersonal communication influences individual perceptions in a dating environment.
This study uses interaction appearance theory (IAT) as an empirical foundation for
understanding the relationship between communicative outcomes and personal opinions.
According to IAT, cognitive impressions of aesthetic appearance are highly fluid and
vulnerable to the results of multiple social interactions (Albada, Knapp, & Theune, 2002).
While most empirical investigations have provided additional support for this theory, no
studies have tested whether IAT applies to various other social constructs. As such, this
investigation was designed to address this gap in the literature as it explores the variables
of physical attractiveness, intelligence, attitudinal similarity, and background similarity
within an attraction-relevant atmosphere.

A total of 104 undergraduate students at a large southeastern university engaged
in speed-dating in order to ascertain if individual perceptions changed from pre-test to
post-test. Study participants were recruited via numerous channels that included but were
not limited to campus advertisements, class visits, and the student newspaper. Upon
arrival, participants completed a 19-item blended scale that was created by the principal
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investigator. Next, study participants socially interacted with multiple opposite-sex
speed-daters for a time period of three minutes per person. Before departure, the same 19-
item blended scale was re-administered to all study participants. The collected data was
then subjected to a series of statistical tests that included reliability analyses and 2 x 2 x 2
mixed factorial ANOVAs.

Four central conclusions were drawn based on the evidence that emerged from the
proposed hypotheses and research questions. First, interpersonal communication can be
strategically used by females to increase their level of physical attractiveness. Second, a
positive social interaction can make another person appear more intelligent. Third,
perceptions of attitudinal similarity are influenced by a mere 180 seconds of
communicative behavior. Fourth, the interaction appearance theory of communication
can be applied to a single social interaction as well as to multiple other dependent and
independent variables. When taken together, these results advance our practical

understanding of both interpersonal attraction as well as cognitive processes.
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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION

When asked to reflect on the courtship of a former girlfriend, acclaimed New
York Times bestselling author Neil Strauss (2005) stated the following:

When talking to a woman, I could recognize the specific point

when she became attracted to me, even if she was acting distant

or felt uncomfortable. I knew when to talk and when to shut up;

when to push and when to pull; when to tease and when to be

sincere. (p. 212)
Although the preceding account depicts the experiences of just one individual, it does
present a unique illustration of the process of attraction. On a similar note, it is especially
important to be able to decode indications of interest because they can enhance or deter
romantic relationship development. Along this line, the introduction of this paper defines
interpersonal attraction and discusses the empirical foundations that underlie this
multifaceted yet charming phenomenon.

The Many Hats of Interpersonal Attraction

Interpersonal attraction refers to “the affectional component of social
relationships” (Huston, 1974, p. xv). Stated differently, this topic area addresses a
multitude of positive emotional responses that occur between strangers, friends, and
romantic partners (Berscheid & Walster, 1969; Duck, 1977; Huston, 1974). For example,
individuals can be interpersonally attracted to physical attributes such as the facial
appearance or body physique of a dyadic partner (Huston, 1974). On the other hand,

psychological features including demeanor and “attitudes toward a limited number of



topics” (Huston, p. 10) can also produce feelings of desirability. In short, interpersonal
attraction encompasses a host of diverse physical and mental characteristics.

Initial empirical research on interpersonal attraction yielded three conceptual
definitions. First, Berscheid and Walster (1969) suggested interpersonal attraction was a
multidimensional construct that was predicated on attitudes towards another individual. A
short time later McCroskey, Larsen, and Knapp (1971) claimed interpersonal attraction
was concentrated on “judgments about whether we ‘like’ another person, whether we
desire to associate with or spend time with him, whether we ‘feel good’ in his presence”
(p. 38). Finally, Huston (1974) extended the multidimensionality argument and posited
that attraction was comprised of evaluative, cognitive, and behavioral components. When
taken together, these conceptualizations indicated that interpersonal attraction is a
complex social construct that involves liking for another individual.

Early communication scholarship devoted to interpersonal attraction examined
how individuals convey romantic interest. For instance, Kirkendall (1961) reported that
men tactically discuss their social prowess before attempting to steer the conversation
towards intimate discussion. In terms of nonverbal channels, premier communication
studies reported that interpersonal attraction was expressed through smiling (Argyle,
Alkema, & Gilmour, 1972), gazing (Cook & Smith, 1975), and displaying an open
posture (Mehrabian, 1969). The seminal work of these scholars was beneficial because it
identified expressive functions, yet other social scientific research has been advantageous
because it has produced unique insight on the theoretical underpinnings of interpersonal

attraction.



Empirical Foundations of Liking

There are two philosophical approaches that are vital to the present research. First
and foremost, interaction appearance theory (IAT) suggests that social interactions can
positively or negatively influence judgments about the physical appearance of a dyadic
partner (Albada, Knapp, & Theune, 2002). In terms of the relationship between
communication and interpersonal attraction, AT declares:

In order to effect a positive change in one’s perceptions of a partner’s

physical attractiveness, continued social interaction is essential.

Social interaction may continue for any number of reasons, and it

may occur over a relatively short or long period of time. Ultimately,

if the satisfaction with the interaction is assessed significantly higher

than the initial perception of physical attractiveness, one’s desire for

romantic involvement should be activated. (p. 12)
Thus, one of the central tenets of IAT is that source attractiveness is not always a static
variable. Instead, theory advocates assert that perceptions of physical appearance are
vulnerable to multiple social interactions. While IAT represents a contemporary means
for understanding desirability, a classic attraction principle continues to yield novel data
on interpersonal liking.

The second philosophical approach inherent to this study is the similarity-
attraction hypothesis. The basic premise behind this well-established theoretical
foundation is the claim that individuals are naturally attracted to similar others (Byrne,

1961). Historically speaking, the empirical roots of this axiom can be traced back to the



Athenian empire some 350 years before Christ. In fact, it was the renowned Greek
philosopher Aristotle (translated in 1932) who famously proclaimed:

And they are friends who have come to regard the same things as

good and the same things as evil, they who are friends of the same

people, and they who are enemies of the same people . . . . we like

those with whom we wish to be friends, if they show the same

inclination . . . .we like those who resemble us, and are engaged

in the same pursuits. We like those who desire the same things as

we. (pp. 103-105)
In other words, interpersonal liking correlates with perceived similarity. While the
opening pages of Chapter II further highlight the fruitful nature of the similarity-
attraction hypothesis, it should be noted that one independent variable has failed to
support the robust foundation of this particular paradigm. Specifically, Bell and Wilford
(2008) reported that attraction did not develop between individuals who shared similar
levels of intelligence. In that particular study, researchers concluded “those who were
more similar to the intelligent individuals described were not significantly found to be
more attracted to them” (Bell & Wilford, 2008). As such, additional investigation into
how perceived intelligence functions in an attraction-relevant context is certainly
warranted.
The Central Purpose of this Dissertation

The present study is being guided by the aforementioned chief maxim of IAT. In
essence, the role of IAT in the present investigation is two-fold. First, IAT provides an

empirical foundation on which this doctoral dissertation is being grounded. Second, this



study attempts to extend the underlying attraction mechanism that represents the heart of
IAT. In order to accomplish this objective, this study is scientifically testing if a brief
date can impact judgments of physical attractiveness, similarity, and intelligence. As
alluded to previously, IAT nicely illustrates how perceptions of dyadic partners change
over long periods of time. However, IAT and other extant literature do not address
whether a single social interaction has the power to affect feelings of desirability. Thus,
this study has been designed to address this gap in the literature as the central question
being examined is: can a single communication event influence perceptions of physical
attractiveness?

This dissertation is comprised of five separate chapters. The opening chapter
begins by defining the central topic and discussing independent variables. The second
chapter reviews the existing literature devoted to interpersonal attraction in potentially
romantic relationships. More specifically, this section of the paper illustrates the
pervasiveness of similarity research, examines how intelligence influences desirability,
describes how propinquity mediates liking, and evaluates the impact of first impressions.
The second chapter concludes by identifying several examples of positive
communication, highlighting the effects of negative social interactions, and proposing
several hypotheses as well as a research question. It is in the third chapter of this text that
the author outlines methodological considerations. Once completed, the fourth chapter
presents the results of this experiment. Lastly, the fifth and final chapter concludes by
discussing study findings, identifying limitations, and suggesting directions for future

research.



CHAPTER 1
REVIEW OF LITERATURE
Early Theory and Methodology

Two schools of thought dominate the theoretical landscape of interpersonal
attraction. First, the attraction paradigm suggests individuals experience high amounts of
attraction for similar others (Byrne, 1971). That is, people prefer interpersonal partners
who possess comparable attitudes (Byrne, 1961). As archetype founder Don Byrne
(1971) summarizes:

Several different kinds of evidence indicate that interpersonal

attraction is related to similarity and dissimilarity of attitudes. If,

however, we wish to initiate a research paradigm, it is necessary to

consider that apparent relationship as simply the starting point for a

program of basic research. (p. 47)

Indeed, the similarity-attraction foundation has been fruitful as subsequent research
indicated that a strong relationship existed between interpersonal attraction and similarity
(Berscheid & Walster, 1978; Bochner, 1984; Duck, 1976). Stated differently, early
empirical observations on interpersonal attraction dispelled the famous adage that
opposites attract.

The second empirical foundation of interpersonal attraction research is commonly
referred to as the goal-oriented perspective. Scholars who embrace this philosophical
approach argue that interpersonal attraction is influenced by individuals who desire
healthy, positive, and stable communication atmospheres (Sunnafrank, 1983; Sunnafrank

& Miller, 1981). As communication researcher Michael Sunnafrank (1984) stated:



“Participating in normal, nonthreatening, get-acquainted conversations provides the
individuals with a mutually experienced stable, predictable, and controllable
environment” (p. 374). He also added the following:

This experience should lead individuals to perceive that future

contact is likely to proceed in a manner that will satisfy these

goals. This goal satisfaction, both as experienced in the

communicative past and perceived in the future, should lead to

high levels of attraction, regardless of the similarity state. (p. 374)

In other words, interpersonal attraction develops as a result of comfortable interactions in
the past and because of the potential for pleasant interactions in the future. Thus, the
goal-oriented perspective supports uncertainty reduction axioms (Berger & Calabrese,
1975) and also explains the relationship between communication and attraction in
upcoming interactions.

The longstanding dispute between the goal-oriented and similarity-attraction
camps resulted in some academics adopting a middle-of-the-road perspective. For
example, Duck and Barnes (1992) asserted that similarity has some, but not exclusive
control over interpersonal attraction. While they argued, “the concept of similarity is
actually fundamental to the study of communication” (p. 199), they nevertheless
maintained that goals are related to both attraction and communication. In a similar vein,
Bochner (1991) stated that individuals communicate to attain goals, determine attitude
similarity, and assess potential for interpersonal bonding. Even though advocates of a

blended approach haggle about the fundamental underpinnings of each philosophical



camp, these same scholars frequently embrace diverse methodologies for studying
interpersonal attraction.

Initial quantitative research on interpersonal attraction produced two prominent
measures. First, Byrne (1971) constructed the interpersonal judgment scale, which
suggested attraction was based on intelligence, knowledge of current events, morality,
adjustments, personal feelings, and working together. A year later McCroskey and
McCain (1972) simplified desirability research when they introduced the interpersonal
attraction scale, which measured social, physical, and task attraction. Taken together,
these scales offered researchers an efficient means for systematically studying example,

Additional studies used factor analysis to quantitatively examine interpersonal
attraction. For instance, Triandis (1964) found that five independent factors represented
about 60% of the variance in his study of interpersonal attraction. Moreover, the Triandis
investigation identified a socio-emotional and task category of interpersonal attraction. In
a related study, Kiesler and Goldberg (1968) found additional empirical support for the
notion that interpersonal attraction was comprised of at least a task and liking dimension.
As a direct result, one of their final conclusions was that “factor analysis might be a very
useful tool in the study of interpersonal attraction” (p. 703). In summary, both of these
studies provided support for the claim that interpersonal attraction was multidimensional
in nature.

Early qualitative research on interpersonal attraction normally involved
participant interviews. For example, Kirkendall (1961) conducted interviews with 200
college-aged men in order to assess their motivation, communication, protective

measures, attitudes, and self-evaluations of romantic partners. When interview participant



number 52 (referred to as M) was asked about interpersonal attraction, Kirkendall
summarized his sentiments by stating, “There are certain things which he finds are good
indications as to whether or not the girl will become a willing partner” (p. 109).
Kirkendall goes on to summarize:

He also thinks it is indicative if a girl begins to flatter a boy. If

she tells him he is a big wheel, or smooth guy, it means that she

is impressed, and will accept advances from him when she might

not from other fellows. (p. 110)
One of the main findings from the Kirkendall interviews was that men frequently
developed communication strategies for building attraction. While this finding was
empirically intriguing, the majority of subsequent attraction research focused less on
strategy and more on similarity.
The Role of Similarity in Interpersonal Dyads

The relationship between interpersonal attraction and similarity can be evaluated
in a myriad of different contexts. Most notably, Byrne (1961) reported that individuals
had significantly more positive feelings for similar strangers than dissimilar strangers.
Results also indicated that individuals viewed similar strangers as more intelligent, better
adjusted, and more ethical than their dissimilar counterparts. When examined
collectively, these conclusions were instrumental because they provided a solid
foundation for later similarity-attraction research.

One of the more intriguing studies devoted to the similarity-attraction hypothesis
was conducted by Byrne and Nelson (1965). The central hypothesis of this study was that

feelings of attraction would increase as proportions of similar attitudes increased. As
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hypothesized, ratings of attraction between individuals did improve when similar
attitudes increased. Put differently, this finding indicated that a strong linear relationship
existed between attraction and proportions of similar attitudes. Notably, this Byrne and
Nelson study was one of the first investigations to offer empirical evidence of a positive
correlation between similarity and attraction.

Numerous other social scientists have further developed the relationship between
interpersonal attraction and similarity. For example, Byrne, Clore Jr., and Worchel (1966)
found that individuals reported more attraction for strangers who shared similar economic
statuses in comparison to people who were financial opposites. Likewise, Zander and
Havelin (1960) claimed that individuals felt increased attraction for persons who shared
similar amounts of confidence. Back in the laboratory, Zimbardo and Formica (1963)
demonstrated that participants preferred to affiliate with individuals who maintained
similar emotional states. Although these studies revealed that attitudinal similarity was
positively associated with interpersonal attraction, subsequent research focused on the
conceptualization of similarity.

Interpersonal attraction scholars have squabbled over the relative importance of
perceived and actual similarity. Most studies have indicated that perceived attitude
similarity is more indicative of liking for another than actual similarity (Byrne, 1969;
Lindzey & Byrne, 1968). In terms of perceived similarity, Klohnen and Luo (2003)
reported that similarity to an ideal self was a strong predictor of interpersonal attraction.
With regard to actual similarities, Werner and Parmelee (1979) suggested that individuals
preferred acquaintances that enjoyed similar activities to acquaintances that shared

similar attitudes. While these results empirically demonstrated that strangers are drawn to
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commonplace similarities, other investigations reported that individuals are attracted to
less traditional characteristics.

Additional social scientific literature devoted to interpersonal attraction and
similarity has found that individuals are enticed by unconventional similarities. For
instance, Jones, Pelham, Cavallo, and Mirenberg (2004) claimed that individuals
experienced elevated levels of attraction for others simply because they shared similar
surnames. Moreover, Jones and colleagues also found that participants experienced more
attraction for people who were given arbitrary numbers that closely matched their
individual birthday. Similarly, scholars argued that individuals are more likely to report
feelings of closeness for individuals who actually do share a birthday, regardless of
whether conversational similarities existed (Miller, Downs, & Prentice, 1998). When
taken together, these findings indicated that individuals fail to make a distinction between
chance similarity and genuine similarity that often emerges in conversation.

Communication scholarship is heavily focused on the correlation between
similarity and interpersonal attraction. A study by Buller, LePoire, Aune, and Eloy (1992)
indicated that similarity between the speech rates of speakers and listeners resulted in
increased levels of attractiveness. On the other hand, research has demonstrated that
speech rate dissimilarity caused diminished perceptions of social attractiveness (Street &
Brady, 1982). In addition, Wheeless and Reichel (1990) reported that similarity in
communication style was a strong indicator of attraction for another interlocutor. As
these communication studies focused on speech rate and style, separate investigations

examined theoretical considerations related to attraction and similarity.
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Communication accommodation theorists evaluated interpersonal attraction,
similarity and a possible link to convergence. Empirical work by Giles, Mulac, Bradac,
and Johnson (1987) suggested convergence occurred when “individuals adapt to each
other’s speech by means of a wide range of linguistic features, including speech rates,
pauses and utterance length, pronunciations and so on” (p. 14). In the same report, they
argued that individuals who converged their speech were more likely to be seen as
likable. In a similar vein, Fortman (2003) argued that “the more similar the attitudes, the
greater the attraction and the more likely accommodation will occur” (pp. 107-108).
Therefore, the findings from these studies empirically demonstrated that a strong
correlation existed between communication accommodation and feelings of interpersonal
attraction.

Attributional communication scholars evaluated whether a correlation existed
between attraction, similarity, and attributions. For instance, Berger (1973) developed
two hypotheses to test whether a relationship existed between attributions and
interpersonal attraction. First, he hypothesized that individuals who successfully
completed a word anagram would attribute their success to internal factors. Second, he
theorized that individuals would experience increased attraction for those individuals who
made the same attribution regarding task completion. Indeed, results suggested that
individuals who made similar attributions were more likely to experience interpersonal
attraction in comparison to sources that made dissimilar attributions.

Studies dedicated to similarities in persuasive communication and interpersonal
attraction have yielded inconsistent results. In one investigation of young adults,

Burleson and Samter (1996) reported that similarity in communication skills consistently
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predicted attraction except in a persuasive skills condition. In contrast, Waldron and
Applegate (1998) found that similarity in persuasive tactics was positively correlated
with increased social attraction during argumentative conversations. While Waldron and
Applegate attribute the contradictory findings as a function of different methodologies,
other scholars such as Spitzberg, Canary, and Cupach (1994) maintain that feelings of
ambivalence during conflict can result in both feelings of attraction and dislike. Either
way, the relationship between attraction and similarities in persuasive communication
remains decidedly unclear.

Humorous communication scholarship evaluated whether humor impacts
attraction and similarity. Cann, Calhoun, and Banks (1997) tested the relationship
between humorous communication and interpersonal attraction by having an attitudinally
similar or attitudinally dissimilar stranger relay a humorous message over an intercom.
They found that participants reported more attraction to dissimilar strangers who
appreciated the joke in comparison to attitudinally similar strangers who felt neutral
about the humorous message. Comparable research by Murstein and Brust (1985)
examined students who rated humorous stimuli in a similar manner. Results indicated
that humor rating similarity was positively correlated