
Interpersonal Attraction 

Human beings are social animals. Forming and maintaining intimate and long term 

relationships with others is a very crucial aspect of our social lives. Interpersonal attraction 

plays a key role in relationship formation. A very pertinent question is “How do we get 

attracted to others and how do we select mates?” There are many factors which determine 

interpersonal attraction. These can be divided into internal and external determinants and 

factors based on interaction with others. 

Internal determinants of attraction  

The need to affiliate:  

According to many researchers, the tendency to affiliate has a neurobiological basis. The 

need to affiliate with others is one of the main concerns of humans and is crucial to 

psychological well-being. This also has an evolutionary advantage since interaction and 

cooperation with others helps in leading a better life and secure life. The need of forming and 

maintaining a least quantity of interpersonal relationships among human beings is innately 

present. Therefore, unlike the Freudian view considering sexuality and aggressiveness as the 

major driving psychological forces, and the radical behaviouristic views that considered 

every new-born as a blank tablet „tabula rasa‟, the view of social psychologists is that human 

beings are driven naturally towards establishment and maintenance of belongingness. Hence 

the need to belong is found in some degree in all humans in all cultures, although there could 

be prevalence of individual differences in intensity and strength with individual and cultural 

variations in how people first express and then fulfil this need. This would be pretty difficult 

or totally not possible for any culture to remove the need of belongingness. This innate need 

presumably has an evolutionary basis. Development, formation and maintenance of social 

bonds have both survival as well as reproductive benefits. Many of the survival tasks like 

searching for food and defending oneself against foes can be best achieved by group work or 

team co-operation. 

Role of affect in attraction:  

Positive evaluations a person makes are led by positive affect while negative evaluation a 

person makes are led by negative affect. We tend to like people who make us feel good and 

dislike those who make us feel bad. Emotions also affect attraction indirectly. This is known 

as the associated effect of emotions. This happens when another person is simply present at 

the same time that when a person‟s emotional state is aroused by someone or something. We 

evaluate that person positively when we are in a good mood and negatively when in a bad 

mood. Examples of this phenomenon can be found in experiments on subliminal perception 

of pleasant versus unpleasant pictures. The explanation for this is based on classical 

conditioning. The relationship between affect and attraction also has implications for social 

influence. The attempts at persuasion use the strategy of arousing positive mood states 

whether it is the advertisers or salespersons who want us to buy a particular product, or 

politicians who want us to vote for them. 



External determinants of attraction 3.2.1 Proximity It is generally said that close proximity 

fosters liking. Two people are likely to be acquainted if there is physical proximity between 

them. Whether it is classroom seats, hostel rooms, residential flats or office desks, proximity 

is a very important factor in attraction. However, with the advent of internet and social media 

this may not stand to be very true but still it is a very important factor. Students sitting on 

adjoining chairs are more likely to become friends. According to Zajonc (1968) repeated 

exposure to a new stimulus results in an increasingly positive evaluation of that stimulus. 

Research by Moreland and Beach (1992) has shown that the more times a particular assistant 

attended class the more she was liked. With repeated exposure there is a decrease in negative 

emotions while an increase in positive emotions increase. However, it has been seen that the 

repeated exposure effect does not work when a person‟s initial reaction to the stimulus is 

negative. 

Physical attractiveness: 

 Physical attractiveness is a very powerful factor which determines our liking for others. It 

also influences interpersonal evaluations and mate selection. Researchers have found that 

most people assume that „what is beautiful is good‟. People have a strong tendency to 

attribute positive qualities to physically attractive people and negative qualities to physically 

unattractive people. Attractiveness is generally associated with positive traits, good 

interpersonal skills and high self-esteem. This could be because such characteristics are 

developed because of the way other people have reacted to their appearance. That physical 

attractiveness is linked to positive traits is not always the case. In some cases, physical 

attractiveness is also linked with negative assumptions for eg., Beautiful women are 

perceived as materialistic. Physical attractiveness is perhaps the most important predictor of 

interpersonal attraction. In a pioneering demonstration of this effect, college students 

attended a dance party with a randomly assigned partner they had not met previously 

(Walster et al., 1966). The major predictor of attraction was the individual‟s objectively 

coded physical attractiveness. Neural evidence has shown that reward circuitry in the brain is 

activated in response to viewing physically attractive faces. People tend to be attracted to 

physically attractive others even in friendships and platonic relationships and even three 

month-old babies prefer to gaze at the faces of attractive others. 

Other factors related to appearance that influences attractiveness: 

Apart from the main factors affecting interpersonal attraction, there are many other factors. A 

very important factor that affects attractiveness is clothing. Other important factors are 

neatness, clothing colour, perceived age, height, body type, modesty etc. Another very 

important determiner of attractiveness is a person‟s first name. Since physical appearance 

plays such an important role in interpersonal attraction, people make a lot of efforts to 

enhance their physical appearance. Even physically attractive people worry about their 

appearance. Most people experience appearance-rejection sensitivity. They worry about their 

appearance and fear that they might be rejected by others. 

 



Factors based on interaction with others  

Similarity: 

 Similarity plays a very important role in interpersonal attraction. There is a famous saying 

that states “birds of same feather flock together”. This finding was also confirmed in many 

studies. There is another saying that opposites attract. But there is strong evidence that 

similarity and not complementarity is the basis of attraction. It has been found that similar 

attitudes predict subsequent liking between students. Many researches have shown that 

attraction is determined by proportion of similarity, that is, when the number of topics on 

which two people have similar views is divided by the total number of topics on which they 

have communicated, the resulting proportion is put in a simple formula – the higher the 

proportion of similarity, the greater the liking (Byrne & Nelson, 1965). Rosenbaum (1986) 

proposed the „repulsion hypothesis‟ as an alternative to this. According to this hypothesis, 

information about similarity has no effect; people are repulsed by information about 

dissimilarity. Many researches have been done on similarity-dissimilarity in relation to 

physical attractiveness; self-concept; religious practices and the findings indicate that 

similarity is a very important determinant of attraction. 

The effect of similarity-dissimilarity on attraction can be explained by the following 

theories:  

a. Balance theory (Newcomb, 1961; Heider, 1958) - According to this theory, when two 

people like one another and find out that they are similar to each other in some way, this 

leads to a state of balance which is emotionally pleasant. Whereas, when two people like one 

another and find out that they are dissimilar to each other in some way, this leads to an 

unpleasant emotional feeling which is also a state of imbalance which is emotionally 

unpleasant. In this case, they try to achieve balance by trying to change oneself or the other 

person, either by misperceiving the dissimilarity or by disliking each other.  

b. An explanation as to why similarity is important is given by social comparison theory 

given by Festinger (1954). According to this theory, we compare our attitudes and beliefs 

with others because the only way to judge the accuracy of the attitudes and beliefs is when 

others agree with us. Therefore, we turn to others to obtain consensual validation. 

 c. Adaptive response to potential dangers (Gould, 1996) - According to this theory, we have 

strong inherited tendencies to fear and hate anyone who is different from us. This is important 

from an evolutionary perspective since it helps in survival and reproductive success but it 

may also become the basis of prejudice, discrimination and hate crimes. 

Reciprocity: 

Scholars have explored the reciprocity effect ever since Backman and Secord (1959) 

published their landmark study. Reciprocity effect refers to the tendency where people tend to 

be attracted towards others who tend to like them. In the 1950s, researchers argued that 

people are attracted to each other on the basis of complementarity of needs. According to this 

principle, we tend to like those who like us and dislike those who dislike us. This emphasis 



on the reward potential of being liked by others is emphasized by interdependence theory and 

social exchange theory which states that the social approval of others is a “generalized 

reinforcer.” In one set of studies, Walster and colleagues (1973) sought to demonstrate that 

men tend to be attracted to women who “play hard to get” but their conclusion based upon six 

studies was that men are attracted to women who are easy for them to get but hard for other 

men to get. The above findings suggest only if the liking makes them feel special, people tend 

to be attracted to others who like them. 

Familiarity: 

When people come across a novel situation, they try to assess the extent to which it signals 

danger. This helps in ensuring survival and well-being. The preference for familiar others is 

hence adaptive. Additional evidence in support of the attraction-promoting effects of 

familiarity comes from research on the mere exposure effect, which suggests that people tend 

to experience greater attraction to familiar stimuli, including familiar people, than to 

unfamiliar stimuli (Zajonc, 1968). This effect cannot be explained by other factors frequently 

confounded with familiarity, such as the quality of the direct experience, and it emerges even 

when the perceivers are not aware about gaining familiarity. In one interesting demonstration, 

female research assistants posed as students in a lecture course. By random assignment, they 

attended 0, 5, 10, or 15 of the 40 lectures (Moreland & Beach, 1992). Although these women 

did not interact with the students in the course, those students rated the women as more 

attractive as the number of classes the women attended increased, despite having no 

recollection of having ever seen the women. One of the main reasons why familiarity 

promotes attraction is that the humans have an inbuilt need to bond with others. In one of the 

studies, pairs of completely unknown strangers had an experience of greater attraction toward 

one other when they were randomly assigned to stare into eyes of each other for at least two 

minutes than if they were assigned to stare at one other‟s hands or were engaged in 

asymmetric eye contacts(Kellerman, Lewis, & Laird, 1989). The results of this give an idea 

that experience of brief intimate moments with the other individual causes sense of attraction 

towards that individual even if the choice of the individual was to not interact with the other 

individual. 

Interdependent relationships 

 A very important feature of close relationships is interdependence. Interdependence refers to 

an interpersonal association between two people who consistently influence each other‟s 

lives. According to Ryff and Singer (2003), “quality ties to others are universally endorsed as 

central to optimal living.”  

 Family  

The interaction between parents and children is of utmost importance because they are 

usually the first contact of the child. The reciprocal interaction between the baby and the 

parents results in a positive educational experience for both. Close relationships are also 

crucial since they influence the nature of later interpersonal relationships. Bowlby (1969) 

studied the relationship between mothers and their children and developed the concept of 



attachment style. It refers to the degree of security an individual feels in interpersonal 

relationships. On the basis of his earliest interactions with adults, the individual acquires two 

basic attitudes. The first is an attitude about the self, called self-esteem. The behaviour and 

the attitudes of the caregiver give information to the child whether he is important and valued 

or unimportant and unloved. The second attitude is interpersonal trust. This is based on 

whether the caregiver is perceived as trustworthy and dependable or untrustworthy and 

undependable. On the basis of these attitudes, a person Secure can have either of the four 

attachment styles: 

a. attachment style- a person with secure attachment style is high in both self-esteem and 

interpersonal trust. Such individuals are able to form long lasting and satisfying relationships 

throughout their lives.  

b. Fearful-avoidant attachment style- a person with fearful-avoidant attachment style is low in 

both self-esteem and interpersonal trust. They tend not to form close relationships. Even if 

they do have relationships they are usually unhappy ones.  

c. Preoccupied attachment style- a person with this attachment style has a negative self-image 

and high interpersonal trust. They readily form relationships. They cling to others but expect 

to be rejected because of their negative self-image.  

d. Dismissing attachment style- such individuals are high in self-esteem but low in 

interpersonal trust. They fear closeness with others but they believe that they deserve good. 

An attachment style once formed remains constant throughout life. However, some 

researches suggest that some relationship experiences can lead to a change in attachment 

style. 

  Relationships with other family members  

Apart from relationships with the mother, relationships with other members of the family are 

also important. Research has shown the importance of fathers, grandparents and others in 

one‟s life. These relationships help the individual in further developing his interpersonal 

skills. The presence of other members can affect the individual in many ways. For instance, 

the sadness felt due to the absence of the father can be overcome by the presence of a loving 

grandfather.  

 Relationships between and among siblings 

 Most of the people grow up in a family with at least one sibling. Sibling interactions 

contribute in learning about interpersonal behaviour. Sibling relationships often involve a lot 

of feelings like affection, hostility and rivalry. It has been found that children with no siblings 

are less liked by their classmates and are more aggressive. This could be due to the lack of 

interpersonal learning experiences.  

 Friendships  



During early childhood most of us have casual friendships which generally begin on the basis 

of proximity. Many a times such friendships can blossom into a mature close friendship. 

Close friendship is a relationship in which two individuals spend a lot of time together and 

provide mutual emotional support. Women generally have more close friends as compared to 

men. 


