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Contrast two theories of the formation of personal relationships. [22]  
This essay question is asking you to assess the ways in which two theories of relationship formation 
differ e.g. in their assumptions, methodology, results and conclusions. You will be expected to show an 
understanding of how each theory explains relationship formation in itself as well as how the theories 
are integrated. The two theories should be contrasted throughout the essay. 
 
A personal relationship is any close, intimate connection that 
involves a certain level of investment from both partners. 
Personal relationships have mainly been investigated by 
psychologists from the perspective of romantic love as this 
behaviour is one that is not only essential for the survival of 
the human race but it continues to pre-occupy writers, artists, 
musicians and poets as the main source of fascination and 
inspiration. This essay will contrast biological and cognitive 
theories as to why people form relationships, based on either 
evolutionary theory (biological) or a decision-making process. 
(cognitive). 
 
The biological explanation of attraction draws from the idea 
that physiological processes form the basis of why human 
beings form relationships. Evolutionary psychologists argue 
that the continuing survival of the species depends on clear 
differences in priorities for mate selection between men and 
women. Anisogamy, a concept popularised by Trivers (1972), 
is based on the idea that male and female sex cells require 
different levels of investment due to either their proliferation 
(e.g. the vast number of sperm produced in one ejaculative 
act) or their scarcity (e.g females produce one egg per 28-day 
menstrual cycle).  It is this difference in the value of zygotes 
(fertilised eggs) that has led evolutionary psychologists to 
conclude that females operate a system of ‘choosiness’ when 
it comes to sexual partners, preferring men who have 
resources and can therefore provide for them and their 
offspring. Males, on the other hand, will choose females who 
are young and fertile as this gives their genes a greater chance 
of being reproduced: particularly if they have multiple sexual 
partners.  
 
One study that supports the idea of anisogamy as a factor in 
mate selection is Buss (1989). This cross-cultural survey of 
10,047 participants from 33 countries asked questions about 
the participants’ age, religion, relationship status, mate 
preference, and used rating scales to indicate how highly 
certain characteristics, such as chastity, were valued. The 
participants were also asked to rank a selection of 13 
personality characteristics according to their ideas as to mate 
preference. The fact that Buss (1989) used a cross-cultural 
sample was due to the evolutionary approach he took to the 

A clear introduction that 
identifies the two theories to 
be explored in the essay and 
addresses the question as to 
what a personal relationship 
is. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
This paragraph introduces the 
theory of anisogamy, related 
to evolutionary psychology, 
and suggests that females are 
more choosy than males in 
terms of their sexual partners. 
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evolutionary theory of 
attraction. 
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topic of mate selection: if there are clear, shared preferences 
for mate selection that go beyond cultural boundaries then 
this shows support for an evolutionary explanation of 
behaviour.  In other words, such preferences must be innate, 
rather than learned, otherwise there would be marked 
differences in preference according to culture. 
  
Buss’s (1989) results showed that males valued youthful 
looks (which may signal fertility) whereas females prized 
characteristics indicative of resources and wealth. 
For example, 97% of the females in the study valued a future 
partner’s financial stability and prospects more highly than 
men did; 100% of the males in the study showed a preference 
for a younger female partner; males rated physical 
attractiveness more highly than females did. These results 
suggest an evolutionary explanation of attraction and due to 
the large sample size they could be viewed as reliable. The 
validity of the findings are, however, questionable as the 
researchers were not able to use the same type of questioning 
across all cultures due to issues such as illiteracy and 
unfamiliarity with particular types of questioning: so some 
participants may not have properly understood what they 
were being asked. Participants may  also have answered in 
the way they believed the researchers wanted them to 
(response bias) or to make themselves appear in a positive 
light (social responsibility bias).  
   
In contrast to a biological explanation of attraction, Walster 
(1966) presented a theory based on a cognitive construct: 
that people choose a romantic partner based on their 
perception of how attractive they think they themselves are. 
The ‘matching’ aspect of the theory is based on the idea that if 
you rate yourself as a ‘5’ you will look for a partner who is 
also a ‘5’ or as close to a ‘5’ as possible. The theory states that 
when looking for a partner an individual must balance the 
desirability of the potential match with the probability of 
obtaining the desired person. This is in contrast with 
anisogamy as it involves a conscious cognitive ‘weighing up’ 
of available information rather than behaviour stemming 
from instinctive drives. 
 
Feingold (1988) carried out a meta-analysis, comparing friend 
pairings with romantic pairings. Correlations were looked for 
between levels of self-reported attractiveness between same-
sex friends and romantic couples. This research method has 
the advantage of being quick and economical but its use of 
secondary data does pose some issues in terms of the 
reliability of the data. Meta-analyses do, though, mean that 
large samples can be accessed so that it is possible to see 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The results of the study are 
evaluated in terms of 
reliability and validity. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
This paragraph introduces a 
theory which contrasts with 
the one above. A first point of 
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patterns emerging in the data, which makes it easier to form 
conclusions. The validity of the findings is, though, less secure 
as this is a ‘detached’ form of data collection with participants 
being reduced to simple numerical scores: it is arguable that 
the topic of relationship formation is unsuited to such a 
quantitative method. 
 
The results showed that there was a 0.49 (medium to strong) 
correlation in levels of attractiveness for the romantic 
partners, while there was no significant correlation for same-
sex friends.. Romantic partners showed similar self-ratings of 
attractiveness which indicates some support for the matching 
hypothesis but this is not entirely definitive.  A lack of 
qualitative data means that there is no insight into the ratings 
given by the participants in the original studies: it leaves some 
questions unanswered, such as what the ratings are based on 
and why such ratings were awarded. This lack of insight 
means that the results lack validity and depth. 
 
So, in conclusion, while biological theories look at 
evolutionary pressures to improve the survival chances of the 
species by both proliferation of partners (males) and quality 
selection (females), in contrast, cognitive theories take a less 
deterministic approach, by emphasising the role of individual 
choice, based on the practical issue of similar attractiveness 
improving chances of successful partnerships.  Nether, of 
course can provide a full explanation for such a complex 
process.  
 
[998 words] 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Relevant study detail and a 
focus on methodological 
shortcomings of the research. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
A strong conclusion that 
explicitly addresses the 
question and also suggests a 
better approach to 
researching the topic. 

 
Examiner Style Comments: Mark Band 16-22 
 
This is a top mark band essay. It demonstrates a strong evaluative argument in response to the 
question and uses supporting research evidence well. It makes links to other areas of the 
specification such as evolutionary theory and the processes involved in decision-making.  
 
Psychological theory is clearly communicated and understood and there is a good range of 
knowledge that has been analysed in response to the demands of the question. Terminology is 
used confidently and specific study details are selected for their relevance to the question. Critical 
thinking is explicitly linked to the demands of the question, with an emphasis on finding points of 
contrast between the two theories. 
 
 
 
 


