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Hair length, facial attractiveness, personality attribution:
A multiple fitness model of hairdressing

TAMAS BERECZKEI and NORBERT MESKO

Multiple Fitness Model states that attractiveness varies across multiple dimensions, with each feature represent-
ing a different aspect of mate value. In the present study, male raters judged the attractiveness of young females with
neotenous and mature facial features, with various hair lengths. Results revealed that the physical appearance of
long-haired women was rated high, regardless of their facial attractiveness being valued high or low. Women rated
as most attractive were those whose face displayed neotenous features in the center of the face (large eyes, small
nose) and sexual maturity features, such as long head hair at the periphery. Furthermore, desirable psychological and
social traits were attributed to individuals with different hairstyles: male raters associated long hair with the image of
a determined, intelligent, independent, and healthy individual, whereas short hair was associated with characteristics
such as honest, caring, emotional, and feminine. The possible relationships between attractiveness ratings of scalp
hair and perceived social and psychological traits are discussed.
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Although facial attractiveness has been intensively stud-
ied within the framework of evolutionary psychology, the
effect of head hair on attractiveness judgments is rarely ex-
amined. Yet, hair on the scalp seems to deeply influence in-
dividuals’ physical appearance, beauty, and mate value (Be-
reczkei, Voros, Gal, & Bernath, 1997). Even children value
and praise long hair and attribute positive features to it,
such as vitality, power, and cheerfulness. A recent study has
revealed that long-haired girls are more successful in pri-
mary school than are short-haired girls and boys; they have
more friends, are regarded as more popular, and considered
more attractive (Baktay-Korsos, 1999). Young adult males
also prefer long head hair in women (Cunningham, Rob-
erts, Barbee, Druen, & Wu, 1995). Using a computer tech-
nique for altering hairdressing, Mesko and Bereczkei (2004)
found that long and medium-length hairstyles had a signifi-
cant, positive effect on women’s attractiveness, whereas
other hairstyles (short, bun) did not significantly influence
the values of physical beauty. Additionally, male raters val-
ued blonde as more attractive and feminine than other hair
colors (Cunningham, Barbee, & Philhowwer, 2002; Rich
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& Cash, 1993), and blond-hair preference was prevalent
among primary school girls (Baktay-Korsos, 2000).

Several evolutionary studies have attempted to explain
the salience of hair length and hair color in mate choice.
Many of these explanations may belong to the Multiple
Fitness Model according to which attractiveness varies
across multiple dimensions, with each feature representing
a different aspect of mate value (Cunningham et al., 1995;
Cunningham, Druen, & Barbee, 1997; Cunningham et al.,
2002). They distinguished five dimensions (neonate, sexu-
ally mature, senescence, expressive, grooming), each relat-
ed to specific properties of individuals’ conditions. Further-
more, each has a considerable effect on discrete perception
categories. Several studies have revealed that we attribute
positive or negative psychological traits to individuals with
different levels of attractiveness. These include social and
intellectual competence, dominance and personality traits
such as honesty, competitiveness, friendliness, etc. (Pau-
nonen, Ewan, Earthy, Lefave, & Goldberg, 1999; Rhodes &
Zebrowitz, 2002). Since we examined female attractiveness
in this study, we will now focus on features and dimensions
that influence women’s attractiveness.

Neotenous features such as large eyes, high forehead,
and small nose convey such desirable qualities as youthful
vivaciousness, open-mindedness, honesty, warmth, friendli-
ness, and submissiveness (Paunonen et al., 1999; Zebrow-
itz, 1997). These babyish features are linked to judgments of
youth and cuteness, and thus may display a healthy repro-
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ductive future, and also may elicit nurturance, care-taking,
and resource investment in males. Neotenous features are
decisive in attractiveness judgments about females; wom-
en with a high, even extremely high neonate quality were
regarded as the most beautiful (Jones, 1995), and babyish
characteristics are preferred across cultures (Cunningham
et al., 1995). Not only facial traits, but also other bodily
attributes contribute to the image of baby-face. Cunning-
ham and his colleagues (1997) regarded fair hair as a cue to
neoteny; assuming that it conveys a message of young age.
Blondes were rated as more attractive, feminine, emotional,
and pleasure-seeking, whereas brunettes were seen as more
intelligent. Our prior results suggested that short hair may
play a role in mate choice that is similar to neotenous facial
traits, and conveys submissiveness and femininity (Mesko
& Bereczkei, 2004).

Sexual maturity is conveyed by features that exagger-
ate the difference between adults and children, and between
males and females. These features emphasize the sexually
dimorphic nature of development, and may demonstrate
fertility, dominance, social influence and status (Keating,
2002; Grammer, Fink, Moller, & Thornhill, 2003). Although
investigations clearly show that the connection between
maturity signals and social influence is stronger for males
than for females (Zebrowitz, 1997), several studies reported
that male raters highly valued higher and more pronounced
cheekbones, and full lips on female faces (Cunningham et
al., 1997). Males also prefer long hair and bun (as a particu-
lar style of long hairdressing) to short hair in females that
can be interpreted as a preference for maturity features (Cun-
ningham et al., 1995; Mesko & Bereczkei, 2004). Further
evidence suggested that sexually mature features were asso-
ciated with perceived health. In accordance with the above,
women’s self-rated health was found to correlate with the
length and quality of their head hair (Hinsz, Matz, & Pa-
tience, 2001). In a recent study, long and medium-length
hairstyles were shown to improve the male raters’ evalua-
tions of the female subjects” health status; they caused larger
change in the health ratings than in other attributes of attrac-
tiveness (sexiness and youthfulness) (Mesko & Bereczkei,
2004). The authors interpreted this result in the framework
of the Good Genes Sexual Selection Model that states that
attractive features on the face and body are honest signals of
phenotypic and genetic quality. Sexually dimorphic features
are influenced by hormone levels at puberty and imply ener-
getic (and immunological) costs that only individuals with
good genetic condition can afford.

Senescence features are believed to convey social ma-
turity, a non-threatening form of dominance, and wisdom.
In males, graying hair and baldness may be adaptive for the
bearers because they induce social maturity. Bald men were
judged less attractive as romantic partners but more attrac-
tive as mentors (Muscarella & Cunningham, 1996). Facial
hair signals sexual maturity and dominance, males with
beard were perceived as more aggressive, older, and less
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appeasing than those with clean-shaven faces (Muscarella
& Cunningham, 1996). However, we know relatively little
of the relations between senescence character of hair and
female attractiveness.

Expressive features that facilitate nonverbal expressions
may also contribute to the attractiveness of the face. Large
smile, dilated pupil, raised eyebrow, etc. are particularly
desirable in females because they may convey excitement,
arousal and receptivity, but also friendliness and warmth.
Although hair length and styles are not expressive features
in strict sense, they may modify the perception of facial
expressiveness. Hair bun was found to enhance feminin-
ity, especially among women with less facial attractiveness
(Mesko & Bereczkei, 2004). Certain hairstyles may suggest
happiness and kindness; others may convey self-assurance
or extravagancy (Morris, 1985).

Grooming features indicate successful adaptation,
group-membership, and status through a selective modifi-
cation of physical appearance (Cunningham & Shamblen,
2003). Makeup, for example, may be used to enhance the
size of the eyes, smoothness of the skin, prominence of the
cheekbones, and fullness of the lips, thereby conveying neo-
teny and sexual maturity. Clothing also provides informa-
tion about the wearer’s age, gender, status, and it can capture
attention and cultural fitness. Hair can easily be changed in
order to increase expressiveness and attractiveness. Hair-
cuts and dying can modify the perceived age and various
personality traits associated with facial appearance. Short
and blond head hair elevates the appearance of neoteny,
whereas long and brown hairs convey maturity and health
(Cunningham et al., 1995; Mesko & Bereczkei, 2004). Vari-
ous hairstyles (short, long, knot, disheveled) deeply influ-
ence attractiveness judgments in terms of youth, femininity,
and sexual interest. For example, hair worn in bun increased
the perceived age in females, compared to long hair, and
increased the perceived femininity, compared to short hair
(Mesko & Bereczkei, 2004). Full, shiny, well-kept bair may
convey health and vitality, whereas disheveled, unkempt
hair is likely to decrease women's facial attractiveness, es-
pecially her perceived health.

The attractiveness of face depends on the harmonious
presence of these different aspects of physical appearance.
People prefer mates possessing an optimal combination of
the basic qualities (Cunningham et al., 2002). For example,
Keating (2002) has stated that human faces were selected to
display feature configurations optimally combining social
status messages and thus conveying power and warmth. In
a study that aimed at investigating the relationship between
leadership and physical attractiveness, the category of char-
ismatic females included baby-faced women displaying
submissive behavior and mature-faced women expressing
dominance.

For high value in global physical attractiveness the in-
dividual needs to achieve high scores on all of the major
facial and body features. More specifically, highly preferred
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women are those displaying a specific combination of fea-
tures that simultaneously convey neoteny and sexual matu-
rity, and communicate positive psychological traits such as
friendliness, youthfulness, health, etc. (Cunningham et al.,
2002). The particular combinations of these characteristics
differ for males and females: studies have found that the
opposite-sex raters prefer fewer maturity characteristics and
more neotenous traits in female than in male faces (Keating,
2002; Grammer, Fink, Juette, Ronzal, & Thormhill, 2001).
As a matter of fact, attractive female phenotypes generally
have more babyish characteristics than do male phenotypes
(large eyes, full lips, thin and arched brows, smaller noses,
smaller chin, more rounded jaws). However, maturity fea-
tures, especially at the periphery of face such as pronounced
cheekbones and long hair, have also a positive effect on the
perceived attractiveness.

This study aims at investigating several adaptive fea-
tures of cranial hair that have received little attention previ-
ously. Our main interest refers to the differences between
facial traits and hairstyles in how they influence physical
attractiveness and interplay in shaping physical appearance,
and to personality traits associated with various hair lengths.
Our assumptions are organized in three hypotheses and pre-
dictions.

Hypothesis 1. Rhodes, Hickford, and Jeffery (2000)
state that each facial and bodily signal has a relatively inde-
pendent effect on attractiveness. These are likely to define
different types and directions of attractiveness, although one
quality may be more fundamental than others (Zebrowitz
& Rhodes, 2002). Individuals assess each ornament sepa-
rately, and combine the different aspects of physical appear-
ance into a “global” impression of a mate value. Cranial hair
is, therefore, expected to have a specific, separate effect on
facial attractiveness. Former studies have shown that com-
pared to short hair, long hair is taken as a signal of better
health state and is highly valued by men in potential female
partners (Cunningham et al., 1995; Mesko & Bereczkei,
2004). Combining these findings, the following prediction
can be made:

Prediction 1. Independent of facial beauty, long and me-
dium-length hair is more likely to increase rated women'’s
attractiveness than short hair. In other words, long hair en-
hances attractiveness, regardless of the proportion of neote-
nous or maturity characters of female faces displayed with-
out visible head hair.

Hypothesis 2. The Multiple Fitness Model suggests
that the most attractive male and female faces contain both
highly neonate and highly sexually mature qualities. More
specifically, Cunningham et al. (1995, 2002) proposed that
an attractive female face has neonatal features in the center
of the face (large eyes, small nose) and sexual maturity fea-
tures at the periphery (prominent cheekbones). Regarding
long hair as a signal of sexual maturity (Cunningham et al,
1995; Mesko, & Bereczkei, 2004), and considering hair-
dressing as a feature at the periphery of the face, the follow-
ing prediction can be made:

Prediction 2. Women with large eyes and small chin
combined with long hair are expected to be judged as the
most attractive. Individuals with less neonatal character and
short hair are expected to be rated as the least attractive. All
the other qualities are to be placed on a continuum.

Hypothesis 3. Facial appearance and hairstyles are ex-
pected to influence attractiveness in different dimensions,
and are associated with specific psychological traits. Facial
features can directly or indirectly determine the personality
characteristics that people attribute to others (Paunonen et
al., 1999; Rhodes & Zebrowitz, 2002). Research has shown
that baby-faced adults are perceived as being relatively sub-
missive, weak, dependent, and honest (Zebrowitz & Mon-
tepare, 1992). Individuals with pronounced maturity traits
are likely to be seen as power, influential, and competitive.
Hair length is also expected to signal personality traits that
are associated with neotenous and mature qualities.

Prediction 3. Male raters associate long hair with the
image of health, dominance, self-assurance, and intelli-
gence, whereas short hair is associated with youth, honesty,
care and emotion.

METHOD

Facial attractiveness

Facial measurements were made on 10 most attractive
and 10 less attractive female faces, using Scion Image (ver-
sion 4.0.2. Beta). A fix set of points was marked on each
face using the mouse. These points indicated the shape and
position of internal features that were similar to those used
in other studies. Next we measured the size of the follow-
ing facial traits: eye width (EW), length of forehead (LF),
length of chin (LC), and face height (FH). We selected only
these facial traits because they can possibly be covered by
the head hair, and are thus visibly modified by the differ-
ent hairstyles, For the analysis below we have divided each
of the first three measures by face height (FH), to correct
for differences in sizes of faces. Thus three indices of facial
proportions were produced: relative eye width (EW/FH),
relative length of forehead (LF/FH), and relative length of
chin (LC/FH). The high value of the former features and the
low value of the latter were regarded as signals of neoteny.

Hairdressing and attractiveness judgments

The investigation was implemented as a part of the ex-
periments described in Mesko and Bereczkei (2004). 77
female subjects were recruited from the university’s under-
graduate population. Their mean age was 21.9, with a range
between 18 and 29. We took photo portraits of all the female
subjects and these were scanned into a computer. For the
photographs, the subjects were asked to pull their hair back
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