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In their Target Article, Davis and Arnocky (2020) clearly 
articulate, and provide abundant evidence illustrating, robust 
links between men’s and women’s mating efforts and the 
forms, frequency, and effectiveness of their appearance 
enhancement behaviors. We strongly agree that traditional 
sociocultural perspectives have much to gain by viewing 
appearance enhancement through a functional lens. To be 
sure, we believe that any attempt to understand these behav-
iors in the absence of evolutionary logic would represent 
a fatal flaw. However, by focusing (nearly) exclusively on 
appearance enhancement as a means of increasing one’s 
mate value (i.e., for the sole purpose of mate competition, 
attraction, and retention), the Target Article overlooks an 
important feature of women’s appearance-enhancement 
strategies that largely has been neglected within the empiri-
cal evolutionary literature. Namely, it ignores the utility 
of women’s appearance enhancement outside of mating 
domains (e.g., in professional and social settings that lack 
direct implications for long-term or short-term mating suc-
cess). Here, we highlight functional reasons for women to 
enhance their physical attractiveness that extend beyond 
mere mate competition and attraction. Specifically, we 
review research illustrating the benefits women obtain from 
an attractive appearance and, thus, from their appearance 
enhancement efforts. These benefits include direct access 
to resources and indirect access to resources via increased 
social status and influence. In addition, we propose avenues 
for future evolutionarily informed research into women’s 
appearance enhancement as a means of competition for 

resources and status. This proposal serves as a complement 
to existing research into women’s appearance enhancement 
as a means of competition for mating opportunities and mate 
retention.

Beauty Is Beneficial Outside of Mating 
Domains: Women’s Access to Resources

Abundant research conducted by psychologists, sociolo-
gists, and economists has firmly established that the ben-
efits of an attractive appearance extend beyond interactions 
directly relevant to human mating. Results from causally 
informed experiments, naturalistic cross-sectional research, 
and large-scale longitudinal studies converge on the idea that 
an attractive appearance increases one’s access to resources, 
either directly or indirectly through increased status. Women 
who vary in physical attractiveness are perceived, treated, 
and thus fare differently across laboratory-based economic 
games, various professional settings, and non-romantic social 
interactions, all with implications for their resource access 
(Langlois et al., 2000). In the laboratory, for instance, more 
(versus less) attractive women are more likely to be selected 
as interaction partners and to earn higher sums of money in 
economic contests (Mulford et al., 1998; Rosenblat, 2008; 
Solnick & Schweitzer, 1999). In hypothetical decision-mak-
ing tasks, attractive individuals are favored across job-related 
outcomes, including those related to hiring, retention, promo-
tion, and performance evaluations (Commisso & Finkelstein, 
2012; Hosoda et al., 2003). Favorable perceptions revealed 
within laboratory-based experiments seem to forecast pro-
fessional success in the real world. For example, more (ver-
sus less) attractive professors are evaluated more favorably 
by students (Liu et al., 2013), and attractive female servers 
earn more tips from customers than do less attractive female 
servers (Parrett, 2015). On average, attractive women (and 
men) attain higher levels of education, enjoy higher occu-
pational prestige, earn higher salaries, and achieve higher 
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socioeconomic status across their lifetimes than do their less 
attractive counterparts (Benzeval et al., 2013; Dossinger 
et al., 2019; Judge et al., 2009; Umberson & Hughes, 1987).

In addition to clear and direct economic benefits, attractive 
women experience more favorable interactions with people 
they encounter across a variety of social settings (includ-
ing, but not limited to, professional contexts and mating 
domains). People tend to prefer attractive others as friends, 
with more attractive females often enjoying enhanced popu-
larity with peers (Lemay et al., 2010; Lerner et al., 1991; 
Rosen & Underwood, 2010). Attractive women are also more 
likely to receive various forms of help from strangers (Ben-
son et al., 1976; Bhogal et al., 2016). Although evolutionary 
psychologists often (understandably) emphasize the value of 
women’s attractive appearance due to the mating benefits it 
provides, increased resource access, status among peers, and 
desirability as a social interaction partner all are evolutionar-
ily relevant benefits more often reaped by beautiful women. 
As such, it is an oversimplification to restrict our focus to the 
mating benefits that women’s attractiveness provides.

Beautification Is Beneficial Outside 
of Mating Domains (and Women Know This)

If beauty provides women with benefits not directly rele-
vant to heterosexual mating outcomes, then, by extension, 
enhancing one’s appearance should be an effective strategy 
for women to increase their access to social support, coop-
eration, professional success, and other culturally relevant 
resources. Again, the empirical literature generally bears 
this out (with some exceptions noted below). As reviewed 
in Davis and Arnocky’s (2020) Target Article, cosmetics are 
one option for women who desire to appear more facially 
attractive. This mode of appearance enhancement has been 
shown to be an effective way for women to increase their own 
resource access. For instance, for women working in sales, 
those whose attractiveness had been enhanced by wearing 
cosmetics received more favorable customer service ratings 
and sold more products compared to when they were not 
wearing cosmetics (Kulesza et al., 2014). In another study, 
female targets were rated as having higher earning poten-
tial when they were pictured wearing (versus not wearing) 
cosmetics (Nash et al., 2006). Finally, women report an 
increased desire to enhance their appearances in order to 
obtain resources through professional (in addition to mat-
ing) channels, especially when experiencing concerns related 
to economic scarcity (Netchaeva & Rees, 2016). Consistent 
with strategic appearance enhancement extending beyond 
mating motivations, cosmetics use is observed among indi-
viduals who are not explicitly attempting to attract either 
short-term or long-term mates for reproductive purposes, 

including (though not limited to) adolescent females and 
postmenopausal women (Clarke & Bundon, 2009; Gentina 
et al., 2012).

Because women are aware of the benefits associated with 
physical attractiveness and thus appearance-enhancement 
behaviors, another woman’s own enhancements may signal 
that she is attempting to gain an advantage in competing for 
resources, status, or social connections. In turn, a woman who 
has enhanced her appearance may evoke indirect aggression 
from same-sex others, even when explicit mating motivations 
are not operating. Consistent with this idea, our previous 
work identified a “strategic beautification penalty” in non-
mating domains (DelPriore et al., 2018), with women indicat-
ing they would be less interested in affiliating with female 
co-workers who had noticeably enhanced their appearances 
(compared to those who had not). It stands to reason, how-
ever, that the benefits accrued from such behaviors are suf-
ficient to outweigh these context-specific costs.

Appearance Enhancement also Enhances 
Women’s Status

In addition to competing for resources (e.g., via professional 
success), Davis and Arnocky (2020) acknowledge in their 
Target Article that status is an important and underappreci-
ated aspect of women’s intrasexual rivalries; we agree with 
this claim. Much of the literature on women’s intrasexual 
competition has ignored, dismissed, or misinterpreted wom-
en’s competition for status. Men and women similarly benefit 
from—and thus are similarly motivated to attain—social sta-
tus (reviewed in Anderson et al., 2015). Some research even 
suggests that women are more motivated to attain status in 
the workplace than are men (Hays, 2013). Other work shows 
that adolescent girls are more sensitive to status differences in 
same-sex peers than are adolescent boys (Benenson & Benar-
roch, 1998). Moreover, both men and women compete with 
same-sex others for status, albeit in different ways (Benenson 
& Abadzi, 2020). Given that high status is associated with 
positive outcomes across a multitude of evolutionarily rel-
evant domains (e.g., accessing resources, forming alliances, 
controlling rivals, and providing for offspring) for both men 
and women (Benenson, 2013; Kenrick et al., 2010), it would 
be surprising (and costly) if women did not compete with 
each other over status. However, the Target Article largely 
dismisses the idea that, in addition to—or perhaps instead 
of—pursuing mates, there are times when women’s appear-
ance enhancement behaviors may be motivated by the pursuit 
of status.

It is becoming increasingly obvious that intimate relation-
ships exist between women’s physical attractiveness, appear-
ance enhancement efforts, and social status. Although high 
attractiveness is related to social status for both men and 
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women, a recent cross-cultural investigation indicated that 
attractiveness was more closely associated with women’s sta-
tus (Buss et al., 2020). One way in which attractiveness can 
increase a woman’s status is by making it more likely that 
she will marry a high-status man (Elder, 1969). However, 
attractiveness also provides a status benefit to women within 
their same-sex interactions. Research finds a relationship 
between women’s attractiveness and acceptance into groups 
composed of high-status women (Krendl et al., 2011). For 
example, higher attractiveness predicted increased likelihood 
of potential female pledges receiving a bid in high-status 
sororities. While physical attractiveness allows women to 
join high-status peer groups, it is also thought to enable 
women to enact competitive strategies to maintain social sta-
tus (Vaillancourt & Krems, 2018). Research supporting this 
idea finds that, among adolescent females, greater physical 
attractiveness was associated with greater use of aggressive 
tactics (Sell et al., 2016). Other work examining interaction 
patterns between dyads of adult women found that more 
attractive women exerted greater control over conversations 
than did less attractive women, an indicator of their higher 
status (Haas & Gregory, 2005). Together, this work suggests 
that physical attractiveness is closely linked to females’ social 
status.

Given the relationship between their attractiveness and 
status, women should be able to increase their status (and 
access to benefits conferred by high status) by enhancing 
their appearance. Indeed, research supports this idea. For 
instance, compared to barefaced women, women shown 
wearing cosmetics were perceived to be more likely to have 
high-status jobs (Nash et al., 2006). The status effects of cos-
metics differed based on whether the raters were male or 
female (Mileva et al., 2016). That is, female raters evaluated 
women wearing cosmetics (vs. barefaced) as having more 
dominance, while male raters evaluated the same targets as 
having more prestige. These findings mirror previous work 
on the status benefits of women’s attractiveness, illustrating 
that women’s appearance enhancement may similarly allow 
them to exert authority over same-sex peers and garner favor 
from other-sex peers.

Appearance enhancement via sexualization also carries 
potential status benefits. Research on elementary school chil-
dren has shown that sexualized (vs. non-sexualized) girls 
were rated as more popular by their peers (Stone et al., 2015). 
Other research in adults has found that sexualized (vs. non-
sexualized) women were perceived to have higher levels of 
dominance, a characteristic related to social status (Infanger 
et al., 2016). While research with nonhuman primates finds 
that female dominance carries a multitude of fitness benefits 
(Majolo et al., 2012), there is relatively less work examin-
ing the benefits of dominance specifically in human females. 
Some work has shown that dominance carries evolutionary 
benefits, such as the ability to exert influence over one’s 

group, for both men and women (Cheng et al., 2013). Other 
work, however, suggests that explicit dominance behaviors 
(e.g., demands) carry negative connotations for women, par-
ticularly in the workplace (Williams & Tiedens, 2016). These 
contradictory findings highlight the need for future research 
regarding the benefits of women’s dominance, and whether 
women might express dominance differently than do men. 
Regardless, the current work suggests that through appear-
ance-enhancement behavior, women can increase their status 
and reap the myriad of benefits that high social status offers.

Varied sources support the reasoning that women’s sta-
tus motives sometimes drive their appearance-enhancement 
behavior. Consumer research provides evidence that status 
motives underlie women’s purchase and usage of cosmetics 
(Ajitha & Sivakumar, 2017; Chao & Schor, 1998). Moreover, 
experiments have shown that women’s self-sexualization in 
the face of high levels of income inequality was driven by 
concerns over their place in the status hierarchy (Blake & 
Brooks, 2019). Although these findings are reviewed in the 
Target Article, they were misrepresented. That is, Blake and 
Brooks found that the relationship between income inequal-
ity and self-sexualization was not accounted for by anxiety 
over same-sex competitors but rather by an attempt to garner 
status.

Further support for the idea that women enhance their 
appearances to gain status comes from research examining 
women’s reactions to high-status, same-sex others. Compared 
to women who have low levels of status aspirations, women 
who have high levels of status aspirations reported greater 
body dissatisfaction after being exposed to images of same-
sex others who were thin and successful (Smith et al., 2011). 
Related work has found that, after being exposed to profiles 
of high-status same-sex others (who were neither highly 
attractive nor especially thin), women reported greater body 
dissatisfaction and more restrictive eating attitudes compared 
to women exposed to profiles of low-status same-sex others 
(Li et al., 2010). While this finding was originally interpreted 
as evidence of female competition for mates, a reasonable 
alternative (or even complementary) interpretation is that 
women are competing over status and using attractiveness to 
do so. In short, women’s appearance-enhancement behaviors 
may be better understood as being motivated by status attain-
ment rather than (or in addition to) pursuit of mates.

It is important to reiterate here that the argument that 
women engage in appearance enhancement in the pursuit 
of resources and status is both consistent with an evolution-
ary theoretical perspective and does not diminish the fact 
that women also enhance their appearances to attract mates. 
However, interpreting women’s appearance enhancement 
solely through the lens of mate attraction is far too narrow 
and reductionist. Women have faced numerous adaptive prob-
lems outside of the mating domain, and women’s attractive-
ness carries benefits across many of these contexts. As such, 
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women’s appearance enhancement represents an effective 
solution to a variety of adaptive challenges, including, but 
not limited to, resource acquisition and climbing the status 
hierarchy. The idea that women’s appearance enhancement 
is not always directly aimed at gaining access to mates may 
be surprising to some, but the evidence nevertheless supports 
this reasoning. As agentic beings, women are capable of stra-
tegically altering their appearance to garner benefits or avoid 
costs (Krems et al., 2020). Future evolutionary research on 
women’s appearance enhancement behaviors would benefit 
from considering a more expanded perspective on women’s 
motives for enhancing their appearances.

Suggestions for Future Research

Future research into the multiple potential benefits associ-
ated with women’s appearance-enhancement behaviors could 
(and should) incorporate a variety of research methodolo-
gies. For instance, qualitative research could be conducted 
wherein women are explicitly asked to provide their reasons 
for enhancing their appearances. Considering the differ-
ent contexts (e.g., workplace and social contexts) in which 
women choose to enhance their appearances would also be 
useful, as this would help to delineate the extent to which 
women are enhancing their appearances in the pursuit of mat-
ing vs. non-mating benefits. Furthermore, it may be useful to 
examine the functions that appearance enhancement serves 
across the lifespan, as benefits (and thus motives) are likely to 
vary at different ages. For example, young adult women may 
enhance their appearances primarily to access mating-related 
benefits, whereas older women beyond their reproductive 
years may enhance their appearances to access status-related 
benefits, especially as increasing their indirect fitness (e.g., 
through parental or grandparental investment) becomes a 
more central focus. Additionally, we encourage researchers 
who agree that this is an interesting and important topic to 
include a wider span of participants in their investigations. 
With a few exceptions, much of the research on women’s 
appearance-enhancement behaviors has been conducted on 
college-aged, heterosexual participants from Western socie-
ties. Considering the function of appearance-enhancement 
behavior in other groups (e.g., mothers, non-heterosexual 
individuals, etc.) and across cultures promises to provide a 
more nuanced, and complete, perspective.
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