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ABSTRACT

Objective: This study examines the link between physical attractiveness and partnership outcomes among a group of young
male refugees, drawing on Social Exchange Theory, which posits that individuals exchange valued traits—such as attractive-
ness—for higher status in other domains.

Background: A large influx of predominantly young, unmarried men from Syria and Afghanistan led to skewed sex ratios
within their communities in Germany, heightening refugees’ difficulties in forming partnerships.

Method: The study uses PARFORM data, which is based on a stratified probability sample of male refugees from Syria and
Afghanistan who arrived in Germany in 2014-2018 (N=1742). Employing linear probability models with sample selection cor-
rection and multiverse analysis, it examines how multiple dimensions of attractive physical appearance are associated with
partnerships involving women of higher education or women holding German citizenship.

Results: Having an athletic physique and—Iess consistently—possessing an attractive physical appearance are associated with
a higher likelihood of forming partnerships with women holding German citizenship and higher education than a respondent
among Afghan—but not Syrian—refugees. In contrast, being well-groomed shows no significant association with any partner-
ship outcomes.

Conclusion: The findings suggest that athletic appearance is associated with improved (Afghan) refugees’ chances of entering
partnerships that could offer socio-economic and legal advantages. The study highlights a novel dimension of social exchange by
showing how refugees' physical traits might be associated with greater legal security in the host country.

1 | Introduction attractiveness—a well-established determinant in the partner-

ship formation process (Carmalt et al. 2008; Schunck 2017).

In 2015-16, Germany experienced a significant influx of young,
unmarried men from Middle Eastern and Central Asian coun-
tries, particularly Syria and Afghanistan. This migration wave
resulted in skewed sex ratios within their ethnic communities
in Germany, creating potential challenges for these young refu-
gees in finding romantic partners. One factor that may be asso-
ciated with refugees’ success in forming relationships is physical

Particularly among Muslim immigrant men, including refugee
migrants—a group often subject to negative stereotypes (Kotzur
et al. 2019; Wigger 2019)—attractiveness may be especially
advantageous, as it can serve as a signal of atypicality within
minority communities (Hellyer 2024). In light of this, the paper
examines how physical attractiveness is linked to partnership
outcomes among male refugees in Germany.
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Our study builds on the framework of Social Exchange Theory
(SET) (Davis 1941; Merton 1941), which has been widely used
to explain patterns of racial intermarriage in the United States,
with a particular emphasis on gendered beauty-status exchanges
(Gullickson and Fu 2010; Kalmijn 2010; Qian 1997). This theo-
retical framework suggests that individuals engage in partner-
ships that maximize their social and personal gains through the
exchange of valued resources such as physical attractiveness,
educational attainment, and social status. While much of the ex-
isting literature focuses on racial minorities in the U.S., research
applying SET to particularly vulnerable groups, such as refugee
populations, remains notably absent. This study addresses this
gap by examining whether physical attractiveness among male
refugees in Germany is associated with upward social mobil-
ity in the context of romantic relationships, particularly across
dimensions such as education or legal status. Considering both
dimensions is important because they capture distinct forms
of resources and opportunities, such as economic security and
access to residence rights. In particular, incorporating legal sta-
tus extends existing research by highlighting an institutional
dimension of partner status that is especially consequential in
refugee contexts.

Earlier research has shown that in the US, international mar-
riages—where migrants marry US citizens before migrating or
migrate for the purpose of marriage—often exhibit significant
age imbalances, with migrants, particularly women, being nota-
bly younger than their spouses (Balistreri et al. 2017; Levchenko
and Solheim 2013). In our study, we measure physical appear-
ance using multiple indicators, including physical attractiveness,
well-groomed appearance, and athletic physique, paralleling the
multidimensional approach applied to partnership outcomes.
Prior research has identified all three indicators—attractive
facial features (Grammer and Thornhill 1994; Thornhill and
Gangestad 1999), a muscular body type (Dixson et al. 2003;
Frederick and Haselton 2007), and certain forms of facial hair
(e.g., stubble or full beards) (Dixson and Brooks 2013)—as de-
sirable traits in evaluations of male attractiveness in mating
contexts.

Our study is guided by the key question of whether physical
attractiveness among male refugees is associated with having
higher-status female partners. It makes several contributions to
the literature. First, it applies SET to a new empirical context of
male refugees—a population that has been largely overlooked in
prior research. Second, this research broadens the scope of part-
nership outcomes beyond traditional socio-economic indicators
to incorporate a legal dimension such as a partner’s citizenship.
Third, it shifts the analytical focus from gendered beauty-status
exchanges that predominantly concern women to an exploration
of how male physical attractiveness potentially operates as an
exchangeable asset.

The scientific relevance of this study lies in its application of the
beauty-status exchange framework. By focusing on a very spe-
cific group of male refugee migrants in constrained partnership
markets, this study contributes to the literature by applying SET
to new empirical contexts (Fu 2001; Gullickson 2017; Gullickson
and Fu 2010; Hou and Myles 2013; Kalmijn 1993; Qian 1997;
Schunck 2017). Prior research remains contested, with evidence
for status exchange shown to be sensitive to modeling choices

(Rosenfeld 2005) and potentially driven by unobserved assor-
tative matching (McClintock 2014, 2017). Furthermore, re-
search on beauty-status exchange has predominantly focused
on women, with relatively few studies examining how phys-
ical attractiveness influences men's social mobility (Carmalt
et al. 2008; Sassler and Joyner 2011). In Germany, studies such
as that of Schunck (2017) provide evidence for beauty-status
exchange, though much of this research relies on indirect
measures of physical attractiveness, such as body mass index
(Franzen and Hartmann 2001; Schulz et al. 2010).

From a societal perspective, this study has potential implica-
tions for the integration of male refugees in Germany. Given the
legal vulnerabilities associated with refugee status, romantic re-
lationships may serve as a pathway to greater social and legal
stability. Understanding how physical attractiveness is associ-
ated with these partnership dynamics sheds light on refugees’
social trajectories and the broader processes of social inclusion.

2 | Theoretical Framework

Romantic partnership formation is a complex social process
influenced by both individual preferences and characteristics,
as well as broader societal structures—such as pressures from
third parties to select similar partners and the opportunity
structures that facilitate meeting potential in-group partners
(Kalmijn 1998). Prior research consistently finds that partners
tend to match on many characteristics—a phenomenon known
as assortative mating—which results in partner homogamy
(Domanski and Przybysz 2007; Dribe and Lundh 2011; Fu 2001;
Furtado 2012; Qian 1997; Qian and Lichter 2007; Rosenfeld 2005,
2008; Schwartz and Mare 2005). However, for “consensually
ranked traits” (McClintock 2014:577), such as education or phys-
ical attractiveness, individuals may prefer partners who surpass
them in these domains rather than those of equal standing.
Similarly, third parties may be less likely to object to differences
in physical appearance, and there are generally no structural
barriers preventing contact between individuals with varying
levels of physical attractiveness (McClintock 2014).

Therefore, for these ranked traits, matching may not be the
predominant mechanism in partnership formation. Instead,
partners may engage in a cross-trait exchange, as posited by
Social Exchange Theory (SET). Originally derived from stud-
ies of the Hindu caste system, Davis (1941) and Merton (1941)
independently introduced the concept of status-caste exchange,
later termed Social Exchange Theory. This theory suggests that
individuals may trade their higher status in one dimension for
a partner's higher status in another (Chappetta and Barth 2022;
Fu 2001; Gullickson and Fu 2010; Kalmijn 2010; Qian 1997;
Thomas 2020). Applied to relationships across ethnic or ra-
cial lines, the theory proposes that individuals from less privi-
leged ethnic, racial, or other minority groups with high status
in one domain may form partnerships with individuals from
more privileged groups who possess lower status in that same
domain. This exchange allows members of underprivileged
groups to achieve upward social mobility. Conversely, individu-
als from privileged groups seek compensation for their partner's
lower ethnic status by valuing other desirable traits (Lundquist
et al. 2024).
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SET is rooted in the principle of hypergamy (Davis 1941),
which asserts the existence of a widely accepted hierarchy of
desirable partner characteristics. In prior research, traits such
as socioeconomic status, education, physical attractiveness,
and ethnic or racial identity have been identified as valuable
characteristics (Fu 2001; Kalmijn 1993; Qian 1997). Although
there is debate about whether ethnic or racial status is orga-
nized hierarchically or horizontally (Fu 2001), there is con-
sensus that refugees hold an inferior legal status compared to
the majority population.

Despite its prominence, SET faces several conceptual and em-
pirical challenges. Nakonezny and Denton (2008) question the
universality of status hierarchies, arguing that perceptions of
“high” and “low” status vary across social contexts, making it
uncertain whether individuals systematically evaluate costs and
rewards in partner selection. Rosenfeld (2005) raises method-
ological concerns, arguing that evidence for status exchange
often relies on log-linear models, whose results are highly sensi-
tive to model selection and specification (Lundquist et al. 2024).
However, subsequent replications of Rosenfeld's models have
found empirical support for status exchange (Gullickson and
Fu 2010; Kalmijn 2010).

According to McClintock (2014), the co-occurrence of beauty
and status within individuals can produce an artificial cross-
partner correlation between these traits. Consequently, a ten-
dency to focus on men's status and women's beauty may result
in mistakenly interpreting assortative matching as trait ex-
change. This suggests that prior findings attributed to social
exchange may instead reflect unobserved matching processes.
Furthermore, matching and exchange are not mutually exclu-
sive. Some couples may engage in matching while others engage
in exchange, and even within a single relationship, partners
may match on some dimensions while exchanging on others.
For example, Schunck (2017) does not find consistent evidence
for status homogamy. While homogamy appears prevalent for
certain characteristics, processes of exchange between physical
attractiveness and status are also observable.

Prior research highlights the gendered dynamics of physical
attractiveness and status exchange. Women are more likely to
exchange physical attractiveness for a partner's higher socio-
economic status (Elder 1969; Franzen and Hartmann 2001;
McClintock 2014; Taylor and Glenn 1976; Udry 1977).
Although men prioritize physical attractiveness more strongly
in their partner preferences, it remains a factor for women
as well (Buss et al. 2001; Buston and Emlen 2003; Franzen
and Hartmann 2001; Howard et al. 1987; Schulz et al. 2010;
Wiederman and Allgeier 1992). Evidence also suggests that men
may exchange their physical attractiveness for their female part-
ner's socioeconomic status (Carmalt et al. 2008; Schunck 2017).
This could also apply to the analyzed population of this study—
young male Syrian and Afghan refugees in Germany.

3 | The Setting: Syrian and Afghan Refugees in
Germany

Germany has long been an immigration country, and by 2023
every third resident was either an immigrant themself or the

child of at least one foreign-born parent (BIM and BAMF 2025).
About two-thirds of this population are born abroad, while the
rest are born in Germany to families with migration histories,
many tracing their roots to the guest-worker agreements with
European Mediterranean countries, Turkey, and the former
Yugoslavia. First-generation migrants comprise both movers
from within the European Union and individuals who fled con-
flict or poverty in other regions.

Between 2014 and 2018, Germany emerged as the leading
destination for refugees from Syria and Afghanistan among
Western nations, measured in absolute numbers (OECD 2017).
During this period, almost three quarters of those who ap-
plied for asylum in Germany were below the age of 30 (num-
bers for 2016 (BAMF 2016, 2017)). Moreover, the majority
of these asylum applicants were men, which was especially
pronounced within the younger age groups between 16 and
30 (BAMF 2017). The distinct gender and age characteris-
tics of this refugee population emerged from the dangerous
migration routes many of the refugees had to take in order
to reach Europe (Bekyol and Bendel 2016; Kofman 2019).
Such dangers make young men more likely to undertake the
journey, resulting in high numbers of refugees arriving in
Germany alone.

Additionally, many refugees arrived with limited formal edu-
cation or vocational training, and only a small proportion held
tertiary qualifications (Briicker et al. 2020; Guichard 2020;
Sporlein et al. 2020). These educational gaps, combined with
language barriers and challenges in recognizing foreign creden-
tials, created significant obstacles to entering the labor market
and posed challenges in refugees’ social and economic integra-
tion into German society.

Certain groups of refugees faced particular difficulties (Briicker
et al. 2020). While Syrian refugees generally had faster asylum
processing times, better access to integration programs, and were
more likely to receive secure protection status, Afghan refugees
often faced years of legal uncertainty, more restricted access
to employment and training opportunities, and lower chances
of receiving long-term residence permits (BAMF 2017, 2024;
Kosyakova and Brenzel 2020; Kosyakova and Briicker 2020).
These disparities significantly shaped their prospects for social
and economic inclusion.

Legal and protection status played a central role in deter-
mining access to work, education, and mobility. Refugees
with recognized protection status (e.g., asylum or subsidiary
protection) could work without restrictions, attend language
and integration courses, and leave Germany without jeop-
ardizing their right to return (BAMF 2021; Kosyakova and
Brenzel 2020). These benefits, however, were not available
to asylum seekers still in the application process or to those
whose applications had been rejected—even if they received
temporary suspension of deportation or a short-term residence
permit.

Importantly, these institutional and legal constraints also af-
fected the private sphere. Refugees with insecure legal status
often experienced prolonged uncertainty, which impeded their
ability to form stable romantic relationships and long-term
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partnerships. Relationship formation was further complicated
by restrictions on mobility, residence requirements, and limited
access to social settings where romantic connections might typ-
ically develop. Evidence from other contexts also suggests that a
lack of legal status undermines asylum seekers' capacity to form
intimate relationships (Birger and Peled 2017).

Amid significant efforts to accommodate refugees and prog-
ress made in this regard (Briicker et al. 2024; Kosyakova
et al. 2023), systemic challenges in the early stages of integration
in Germany continue to shape refugees' experiences over time,
likely affecting both socio-economic opportunities and personal
relationships.

4 | Hypotheses

Physical attractiveness is a consensually ranked and universally
desirable trait (Rosar et al. 2014; Schunck 2016) that may serve
as a valuable asset for forming partnerships. In contexts of social
inequality, exchanging physical attractiveness for a partner's so-
cioeconomic status or host-country citizenship, may facilitate
upward social mobility for underprivileged groups (Elder 1969;
Merton 1941; Sassler and Joyner 2011; Taylor and Glenn 1976;
Udry 1977).

Research has clearly demonstrated the advantages of partner-
ships with host-country residents for newcomers' upward socio-
economic mobility. Such partnershipsyield labor-market benefits
(Chi 2015; Dribe and Nystedt 2015; Furtado and Song 2015;
Furtado and Theodoropoulos 2009), with legal status premia
representing one mechanism that can improve employment
prospects (Chi and Drewianka 2014). Additional mechanisms
include immediate access to host-country resources—such as
language skills, social capital, and spousal support in navigat-
ing host-country institutions and cultural practices (Elwert and
Tegunimataka 2016; Rodriguez-Garcia et al. 2015). Moreover,
immigrant partners in intermarried families can often maintain
higher reservation wages and invest more in their human cap-
ital, further contributing to their socio-economic advancement
(Meng and Gregory 2005).

We argue that the beauty-status exchanges should be rele-
vant also for the male refugee population. Through cross-
trait exchange, refugees may improve their social standing by
trading their physical attractiveness for a partner's legal or socio-
economic advantages. Exchanging physical attractiveness for a
partner's higher educational attainment may alleviate the socio-
economic challenges refugees face, including unstable financial
resources and limited job opportunities due to insufficient lan-
guage proficiency, unrecognized educational credentials, and
potential labor market discrimination. Having a partner with
German citizenship may help refugees secure a more stable res-
idence status in the longer run.

Therefore, we expect that also within the male refugee
population:

H1. There is a positive association between an individual's
physical attractiveness and the educational level of their female
partner.

H2. There is a positive association between an individual's
physical attractiveness and the likelihood of their female partner
holding German citizenship.

Given differences in legal status between Syrian and Afghan
refugees—and the correspondingly greater relative benefits
of physical attractiveness for Afghan refugees—we expect
that refugees’ origin moderates the associations proposed in
Hypotheses 1, 2.

H3. Associations between physical attractiveness and partner’s
education and citizenship should be stronger for Afghan than
Syrian refugees.

5 | Methods
5.1 | Data

For our analyses we use data from the first wave of the novel
PARFORM (Partnership Formation in the Context of Recent
Refugee Migration) study, which examines different-sex part-
nership formation among young male refugees from Syria and
Afghanistan in Germany. Data were collected in 2022 and 2023,
encompassing refugees’ currentand previous partnerships, along
with a broad set of demographic and socio-economic character-
istics. The survey sample consists of Syrian and Afghan men
born between 1984 and 2002, who arrived in Germany between
2014 and 2018 as unmarried individuals no older than 30 (total
N=3412). A random sample of addresses was drawn from 67
municipalities with a high share of Afghan and Syrian refugees
in 14 out of 16 German federal states. Addresses were obtained
via municipal registers and the Central Register of Foreigners
(Ausldnderzentralregister (AZR), provided by the Research
Data Centre of the Federal Office for Migration and Refugees
(Forschungsdatenzentrum des Bundesamts fiir Migration und
Fliichtlinge (BAMF))2023: Sample from the inventory of the AZR
from 31st July 2023 (BAMF-Forschungsdatenzentrum 2021)).
Data collection employed a combination of computer-assisted
personal face-to-face interviews (CAPI) and web-based surveys
(CAWI). As many as 1139 (33.38%) individuals participated in
the CAPI and 2273 (66.62%) in the CAWI mode (for further de-
tails see the technical reports by Gerber et al. (2024) and Kogan
et al. (2025)). The data contain weights to ensure representative-
ness of the surveyed sample for the overall young male refugee
population originating from Syria and Afghanistan in Germany.

5.2 | Measures

The key independent variable in our analysis is respondent's
physical appearance, captured using three indicators on a
seven-point scale (ranging from 1 (not at all) to 7 (very)): (1)
how attractive the respondent is, (2) how well-groomed he is,
and (3) how athletic his physique appears. All three indica-
tors—attractiveness, well-groomed appearance, and athletic
figure—are identified in the literature as key attributes for as-
sessing male physical appearance. The correlation between the
indicators in our data—0.50 between attractiveness and athletic
figure, 0.47 between well-groomed appearance and athletic fig-
ure, and finally, 0.67 between attractiveness and well-groomed

4
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FIGURE1 | Histogram of the physical appearance dimensions. Scale (1-7) for the combined measure of physical appearance, attractiveness, well-

groomed appearance, and athletic figure is on the X-Axis. Means and standard deviations in parentheses. Source: PARFORM wave 1, pre-publication

version v2.0. Weighted unimputed data.

appearance—allows us to build a mean score out of all three in-
dicators, labeling it a combined measure of physical appearance.

In the CAPI mode, assessments of physical appearance were
made by specially trained male interviewers, whereas in the
CAWI mode, they were self-reported by the respondents.
Potential differences between the interviewer assessment and
the self-assessment of individual attractiveness are reported
in the literature (Greitemeyer 2020; Pozzebon et al. 2012; Re
et al. 2016). Therefore, we show the distribution of the dependent
variables for the combined CAPI and CAWI cases in Figure 1
and separately by the mode in the Supporting Information. All
four variables—and particularly, well-groomed appearance—
show some left skewness in Figure 1. Figure OA1 (Supporting
Information) presents the distributions for the CAPI interviews
(Panel a), the CAWI interviews (Panel b), and the subsample
of respondents who are currently in a partnership (Panel c).
Notably, interviewer assessments of attractiveness and athletic
figure (CAPI mode) tend to be higher on average than corre-
sponding self-assessments in the CAWI mode (see Figure OA1
(Supporting Information), Panels a and b respectively).
Furthermore, the distributions of the attractiveness dimensions
appear more strongly left-skewed in the CAPI mode (Panel a in
Figure OA1 (Supporting Information)) than in the CAWI mode
(Panel b in Figure OA1 (Supporting Information)). In contrast,
the distributions of the physical attractiveness variables are
rather similar across all partnerships (Figure 1) and current
partnerships (Figure OA1 (Supporting Information), Panel c).

The key outcome variables are having a partnership in which
(1) the woman has a higher level of education than the refugee
and (2) the woman holds German citizenship, regardless of eth-
nic or national origin. We run two sets of analyses, where the
first one considers both current partnerships and, for those not

currently in a relationship, their most recent previous partner-
ship in Germany, provided that it ended within the past two
years and started after their arrival. The inclusion of the most
recent previous partnership is justified by the short observation
period (mean time since immigration is less than 8years) and
a generally limited variability in physical attractiveness over
time (Pittenger et al. 1989; Tatarunaite et al. 2005; Zebrowitz
et al. 1993). Excluding previous relationships would result in
considerable underrepresentation of intergroup partnerships,
particularly with German citizen women, since intergroup part-
nerships are more likely to dissolve (Brown et al. 2018; Kalmijn
et al. 2005; Milewski and Kulu 2014; Smith et al. 2012). While
26% of current partnerships of the refugees in our data are with
German citizen partners, this share rises to 55% among previ-
ous partnerships. The difference is smaller for partnerships with
more highly educated women (44% in current partnerships and
50% in previous partnerships). The second set of analyses con-
siders only respondents’ current partnerships.

A list of control variables, likely to confound the relationship
between physical attractiveness and the partnership outcomes,
includes information on the respondent, his third parties, and
the characteristics of his partnership. Respondent's character-
istics, likely to be associated with both individual physical at-
tractiveness and partnership outcomes, include refugee's origin
(Syrian or Afghan), religion, religiosity, education, age (and age
squared), potential years of dating in Germany, which equals
years since arrival or since age 14 (if arrived before this age),
socio-economic status in the origin country during childhood,
urban origin, monthly income, physical health, mental health,
Big 5 personality traits, values regarding partnerships, and alco-
hol consumption. Third parties’ characteristics, also potentially
associated with both physical attractiveness and partnership
outcomes, capture the presence of parents in Germany, the
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importance of ethnic/national homogamy in respondents’ part-
nerships for parents and the education of parents.

To capture potential confounding between the characteristics
of the partners in the analyzed partnership, we additionally ac-
count for the difference between some of the respondent’s and
the partner's characteristics, such as whether the partner has
a lower BMI than the respondent and who of the partners is
older. To properly test SET, we would need measures of partners’
physical attractiveness that are comparable to those available
for the respondent. Unfortunately, the dataset does not provide
such information. However, the dataset contains information
on how the respondent described his partner's figure, with the
following categories: 1 (very slim), 2 (slim), 3 (average), 4 (over-
weight), 5 (strongly overweight). Additionally, the PARFORM
data include the respondent's height and weight, which allows
us to calculate his BMI. Using the following scheme, we trans-
formed the respondent's BMI into the corresponding classifi-
cation available for their partner: 1 (strongly overweight; BMI
>30), 2 (slightly overweight; 25<BMI<30), 3 (normal weight;
20<BMI<25), 4 (slightly underweight; 18 <BMI<20), and 5
(strongly underweight; BMI<18). This is a slightly modified
version of the World Health Organization's (WHO 2025) clas-
sification, adjusted to align with our categorization of partners’
body figures. Using these values, we construct a variable repre-
senting the difference in the figure between the respondent and
his partner, which is included in each model. Similarly, because
younger individuals are generally perceived as more attractive,
controlling for age differences allows us to account for physical
attractiveness related to age. At the same time, an older partner
might be associated with more maturity, status and social net-
works, which might be beneficial for the respondent (Balistreri
et al. 2017; Levchenko and Solheim 2013). Therefore, we include
a categorical variable of the partner being older than the respon-
dent, younger than the respondent, or both being of the same
age. In the models pertaining to an educational differential be-
tween the respondent and the partner (Outcome 1), we addition-
ally account for the German citizenship of the partner. In the
models pertaining to the legal characteristics of the partnership
(Outcomes 2), we additionally control for whether the partner
has a higher level of education than the respondent.

Finally, we control for the mode of data collection, the type of
partnership (marital vs. non-marital), the duration of the part-
nership, and whether the reported partnership is current or pre-
vious. We also include interviewer fixed effects. For the full list
of variables, including their description and descriptive statis-
tics, see Table Al in Appendix A below.

5.3 | Analyses

To address potentially non-random selection into partnerships,
we run a two-step Heckman selection model. In the first step,
we estimated a weighted probit regression model, with the out-
come variable coded as 1 (having a current/previous partnership)
and 0 (not having a current/previous partnership). This first-step
model contains a unique variable pertaining to the respondent’s
dating behavior before arrival in Germany. All other predic-
tors—including the attractiveness measures—were the same
as those described above, apart from the variables capturing

partner differences and partnership characteristics. This first-
stage estimation yields the predicted probability of reporting any
partnership, which represents selection into partnerships. In the
second step, we include the Inverse Mills Ratio (IMR), derived
from the first-step model, in the main outcome models to ac-
count for selection into partnerships. For the analyses of current
partnerships, the IMR was calculated from the models estimat-
ing selection into a current partnership. Sensitivity analyses fur-
ther include models estimated without applying the Heckman
selection correction.

The main analyses therefore exclude observations who did not
report any partnership (N=1214; 40%) and are consequently
based on the sub-sample of respondents who reported a current
or previous relationship. This excluded group of respondents,
who did not report any partnership, differs systematically from
those included in the analytical sample. Compared to part-
nered respondents, those who did not report any partnership
in Germany are considerably less attractive on all dimensions
analyzed; for instance, their mean score on the combined mea-
sure of physical appearance is 4.72 as opposed to 5.02 in the an-
alytical sample. They are slightly more likely than respondents
who reported a partnership to be Afghan rather than Syrian,
are on average about one year younger, but have spent a similar
amount of time in Germany. They are substantially less likely to
be university educated (12% versus 20%) and are more likely to
originate from rural areas, although childhood socioeconomic
status appears comparable. Excluded respondents also report
slightly lower current monthly incomes (by approximately €60)
and are somewhat more likely to be highly religious, abstain
from alcohol, and hold less liberal values. Overall, this pattern
suggests that respondents without reported partnerships are
somewhat more conservative and disadvantaged in terms of so-
cioeconomic resources and physical appearance.

Overall, from the initial sample of 3412 respondents, 45 were
dropped because their reported date of marriage was before ar-
rival in Germany. Furthermore, we dropped 249 respondents
whose partnerships were established before their arrival in
Germany. This concerned 124 respondents in current partner-
ships and 125 in previous partnerships, although it cannot be
determined with complete certainty that the reported previous
partnership was the same one that was already established be-
fore arrival in Germany. We also dropped 162 respondents for
whom the reported previous partnership ended more than two
years prior to the survey. This restriction was applied to en-
sure that reported previous partnerships were not too far in the
past and to minimize potential changes in respondents’ attrac-
tiveness since the partnership ended. For the analyses of any
partnership, 1214 respondents were dropped since they did not
report a partnership in Germany, resulting in the final sample
(and also the sample used for the descriptive statistics) of 1742
respondents. For the analyses of the current partnerships, 366
cases with previous partnerships were dropped, resulting in the
final sample of 1376 respondents.

In the main analyses, we run weighted linear probability models
(LPM) including IMR for each measure of attractiveness and each
outcome. To systematically assess the robustness of our results,
we explore a wide range of plausible analytic decisions pertain-
ing to the inclusion of different control variables. The resulting
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distribution of outcomes (the multiverse) reveals how robust the
findings are depending on our analytical decisions (Simonsohn
et al. 2020; Steegen et al. 2016). The control variables and their
combinations included in the multiverse analysis are detailed in
Table OALl in the Supporting Information. The multiverse anal-
ysis includes models accounting for selection via inclusion of
IMR and models without. The multiverse analysis is based on
code from Hellyer et al. (2023), developed by Reinhard Schunck
(published on OSF: https://osf.io/tr7q5/). In the Supporting
Information, we further present additional analyses for various
subgroups of the sample and alternative model specifications.

To address item nonresponse, we apply multiple imputation via
chained equations (van Buuren 2012), generating a dataset with
25 imputed observations per respondent for all used variables,
including outcomes and predictors. All observations were in-
cluded in the imputation procedure; however, cases with miss-
ing information on the dependent variables and the physical
attractiveness variables were excluded from the analyses, which
means that N differs between the analyses based on the number
of missing values in the dependent and main independent vari-
ables of the respective model (MID method; Von Hippel 2007).

6 | Results

We tested Hypotheses 1-2 using LPM models, with the corre-
sponding b-coefficients reported in Table 1 (see Table OA2 in
the Supporting Information for the full list of estimates for the

combined measure of physical appearance). The results in the first
column (Model 1) indicated that the combined measure of physi-
cal appearance was positively associated with partnerships with a
more highly educated woman, thereby supporting Hypotheses 1.
The point estimate indicated that a one-point increase on the
physical attractiveness scale was associated with a 4 percentage-
point increase in the probability of having a partner with higher
education. This implied an approximately 24 percentage-point
difference between respondents with the lowest and highest at-
tractiveness ratings. However, because very few respondents fell
into the lowest categories, a more meaningful comparison was be-
tween those rated 3 and those at the highest level, which yielded
a difference of up to 16 percentage points in this probability. This
represented a substantial difference—greater than, for example,
the coefficient associated with the importance of religion (see
Table OA2 in the Supporting Information). The results in the sec-
ond column (Model 2) showed no significant association of ref-
ugees' physical attractiveness in terms of the combined measure
and their likelihood of having a German citizen partner.

Turning to the individual dimensions of physical appearance,
attractiveness and a well-groomed appearance were not signifi-
cantly associated with the partnership outcomes examined. In
contrast, having an athletic figure was significantly positively
associated with the likelihood of having a more highly educated
partner and a German citizen partner. Taken together, the find-
ings provided partial support for Hypotheses 1 only, depending
on the indicator used; we return to these nuanced results in the
discussion.

TABLE 1 | Coefficients from linear probability models for three dimensions of physical appearance and the combined measure, and several
categories of partnerships; All partnerships; Joint models and separate models for Syrian and Afghan refugees.

Hypothesis # 1 2 3: Syrian refugees 3: Afghan refugees
With a With a With a
woman woman woman
With a more holding With a more holding With a more holding
highly educated German highly educated German highly educated German
Outcome woman citizenship woman citizenship woman citizenship
Model @ ) (1a) (2a) (1b) (2b)
Combined 0.04* (0.02) 0.03 (0.01) 0.02 (0.02) 0.01 (0.02) 0.08* (0.03) 0.07* (0.03)
measure
of physical
appearance
N 1440 1487 899 927 541 560
Attractiveness 0.03 (0.01) 0.02 (0.01) 0.02 (0.02) 0.01 (0.01) 0.05* (0.02) 0.04 (0.02)
N 1436 1481 898 926 538 555
Well-groomed 0.01 (0.01) 0.01 (0.01) —0.00 (0.02) 0.01 (0.01) 0.03 (0.03) 0.03 (0.02)
appearance
N 1428 1474 893 921 535 553
Athletic figure 0.03** (0.01) 0.02* (0.01) 0.02 (0.02) 0.01 (0.01) 0.05* (0.02) 0.06%+*
(0.02)
N 1435 1482 897 925 538 557

Note: b-coefficients and standard errors in parentheses, Models 1, 1a and 1b control for the German citizenship of the partner, Models 2, 2a and 2b control for

differences in partners' education. *p <0.05, **p <0.01, ***p <0.001.

Source: PARFORM wave 1, pre-publication version v2.0. Imputed and weighted data.
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https://osf.io/tr7q5/

TABLE 2 | Coefficients from linear probability models for three dimensions of physical appearance and the combined measure and several
categories of partnerships; Current partnerships; Joint models and separate models for Syrian and Afghan refugees.

Hypothesis # 1 2 3: Syrian refugees 3: Afghan refugees
With a With a With a
woman woman woman
With a more holding With a more holding With a more holding
highly educated German highly educated German highly educated German
Outcome woman citizenship woman citizenship woman citizenship
Model 3) @ (3a) (4a) (3b) (4b)
Combined 0.03 (0.02) 0.01 (0.02) 0.02 (0.02) —0.01 (0.02) 0.04 (0.03) 0.06* (0.03)
measure
of physical
appearance
N 1135 1162 710 720 425 442
Attractiveness 0.02 (0.02) 0.00 (0.01) 0.01 (0.02) —0.01 (0.02) 0.03 (0.03) 0.03 (0.02)
N 1131 1156 709 719 422 437
Well-groomed 0.00 (0.02) 0.00 (0.01) —0.00 (0.02) —0.01 (0.02) 0.02 (0.03) 0.02 (0.03)
appearance
N 1123 1149 704 714 419 435
Athletic figure 0.02 (0.01) 0.02* (0.01) 0.02 (0.02) 0.00 (0.01) 0.02 (0.02) 0.06%**
(0.02)
N 1130 1157 708 718 422 439

Note: b-coefficients and standard errors in parentheses. Models 3, 3a and 3b control for the German citizenship of the partner; Models 4, 4a and 4b control for

differences in partners’ education. *p <0.05, **p <0.01, ***p <0.001.

Source: PARFORM wave 1, pre-publication version v2.0. Imputed and weighted data.

The robustness of the presented models was tested in a multiverse
analysis, with the full list of model specifications documented
in Table OA1 of the Supporting Information. Corresponding
b-coefficients from the multiverse analysis were visualized in
Figure OA2 (Supporting Information) for the combined mea-
sure of physical appearance as well as for attractiveness, well-
groomed appearance, and for athletic figure. The multiverse
analysis indicated that the significant coefficients reported in
Table 1 were highly robust, with effect sizes generally on the
lower end of the distribution. Hence, the multiverse analyses
supported the findings presented in Table 1 and even suggested
a rather robust positive association of all physical attractiveness
measures, with the exception of well-groomed appearance, and
the likelihood of having a more highly educated partner and a
German citizen partner.

Finally, to test the third hypothesis, we estimated models sepa-
rately for Syrian and Afghan refugees. Results in columns 3-6
of Table 1 indicated that the patterns described above held pri-
marily for Afghan refugees (Models 1b-2b), with larger effect
sizes. Two notable differences from the main analysis found in
Table 1 emerged: the combined measure of physical appearance,
as well as the dimensions of attractiveness and athletic figure,
appeared to be relevant for Afghan refugees' partnerships with
both women holding German citizenship and with more highly
educated women.

Table 2 presented the results of analyses restricted to current
partnerships. In the analyses for both refugee groups (Models

3-4), we found no significant associations between refugees'
physical appearance and the likelihood of having a more
highly educated partner or a partner with German citizenship.
However, having an athletic figure was significantly positively
associated with the likelihood of having a partner with German
citizenship. Multiverse analyses indicated that the coefficients
presented in Table 2 (Models 3-4) were generally on the lower
end of the distribution (see Figure OA3 in the Supporting
Information). Overall, these results showed that all measures
of physical attractiveness—except for well-groomed appear-
ance—were positively associated with the likelihood of having a
more highly educated partner and a partner who was a German
citizen. Finally, consistent with the results for all partnerships
among Afghan respondents (Table 1, Models 1b-2b), the coeffi-
cients for current partnerships were larger and statistically sig-
nificant when looking only at Afghan refugees with respect to
the dimension of an athletic figure and the combined measure
of physical appearance.

7 | Sensitivity Analyses

In the following, we reported results from several sensitiv-
ity analyses. First, we estimated separate models for mar-
ital and non-marital partnerships (see Table OA3 in the
Supporting Information). Prior research has suggested that
individuals tend to pay less attention to their appearance
once married, often gaining weight—a pattern particularly
relevant for women due to childbearing (Syrda 2017; The and
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Gordon-Larsen 2009). Our analyses revealed that the main
findings held only for the non-marital relationships. These re-
sults suggested that the advantages of physical attractiveness
in social exchange may be temporary, as such partnerships
may be less likely to culminate in marriage or endure over
time. This interpretation was consistent with the differences
observed between the models including all partnerships and
those restricted to current partnerships.

Second, we ran logistic regressions on the sample of all partner-
ships for all respondents without the Heckman correction (see
Table OA4 in the Supporting Information), replicating Models
1-2 from Table 1 and Models 3-4 from Table 2. The results re-
mained consistent with the main findings.

Third, we ran LPM analyses on the sample of all partnerships
separately for all respondents and for Afghan respondents, ex-
amining the outcome of having a German citizen partner once
controlling for the partner's German origin (see Table OA5 in
the Supporting Information). Having a partner of German ori-
gin and having a partner with German citizenship were strongly
correlated (r=0.70). We therefore assessed whether the partner's
German citizenship was associated with the outcome beyond
their origin status. This seemed to be the case for the subsample
of Afghan refugees, but not for the full sample, mirroring the
findings of the main analyses.

8 | Discussion

The study of partnership formation has long been central to re-
search on social exchange, stratification, and integration. The
present study contributes to the literature by applying Social
Exchange Theory (SET) to understand the partnership forma-
tion patterns of young male refugees in Germany—a popula-
tion that has been largely overlooked in prior research. SET has
been employed to analyze how individuals maximize social and
personal gains through exchanges of valued resources such as
physical attractiveness, education, and social status (Davis 1941;
Merton 1941). While previous research has predominantly fo-
cused on racial minorities in the United States and often em-
phasized gendered beauty-status exchanges involving women
(Gullickson and Fu 2010; Kalmijn 2010; Qian 1997), our study
makes a novel contribution by shifting the focus to male refu-
gees (from Syria and Afghanistan), a population that faces legal
insecurity and challenges of socio-economic integration in the
host society. The study further broadens the scope of the liter-
ature on beauty-status exchange in Germany (Franzen and
Hartmann 2001; Schulz et al. 2010; Schunck 2017) by focusing
on refugee populations and examining the relationship between
physical attractiveness and partnership outcomes in a multidi-
mensional manner.

Using data from the PARFORM study—covering young male
refugees from Syria and Afghanistan who arrived unmarried
in Germany between 2014 and 2018—this paper examined
whether physical attractiveness is associated with partnering
with a more highly educated woman or a German citizen, and
thus whether it potentially functions as an exchangeable asset for
upward social mobility through romantic partnerships. A dis-
tinctive feature of our study is that both physical attractiveness

and exchange outcomes are measured in a multidimensional
way. We investigated the extent to which physical attractive-
ness, well-groomed appearance, athletic figure, and a combined
measure of all three indicators (labeled physical appearance)
are associated with a higher likelihood of forming partnerships
with women possessing higher education than the respondent
or German citizenship. This approach expands the traditional
socio-economic lens on partnership outcomes to include the
legal dimension, reflecting the distinctive challenges refugees
face in their integration processes.

The findings revealed several important patterns. First, the
combined measure of physical appearance was significantly
associated with one outcome in the sample of all partner-
ships—partnering with a woman with a higher level of edu-
cation than the respondent. This provides partial support for
Hypotheses 1 and no evidence for Hypothesis 2. Analyses of
the Afghan subsample revealed the above-described associ-
ation as well as an additional association between the com-
bined measure of physical appearance and partnering with a
woman with German citizenship in the sample of all partner-
ships. This is consistent with Hypothesis 3, which predicted
a stronger association for Afghan refugees and a weaker one
for Syrian refugees; however, we found no such association for
the latter. The comparatively more insecure status of Afghan
refugees may render the advantages associated with more at-
tractive physical appearance particularly consequential in the
partner market.

Second, among the three dimensions of physical appearance,
athletic appearance was most consistently associated with
forming relationships with women who are more highly edu-
cated than the respondents and with women who hold German
citizenship. The first association remained robust in the Afghan
subsample. The second association—between athletic figure
and having a partner with German citizenship—was robust
in the sample of current partnerships among all respondents
and among only Afghan respondents. These findings suggest
that athleticism may be a particularly salient dimension of at-
tractiveness not only in the general population but also in male
refugees, potentially signaling health, vitality, or partnership
desirability, particularly among those with fewer resources
and less secure legal status (Dixson et al. 2003; Frederick and
Haselton 2007).

Third, attractiveness appeared to be associated with a higher
likelihood of partnering with a more highly educated woman
among Afghan refugees. However, this association as well as
the one involving the combined measure of physical appearance
was largely driven by already dissolved unions, indicating that
physical attractiveness may play a greater role in the formation
of relationships than in their maintenance. Overall, our results
suggest that the dimensions of physical appearance—particu-
larly attractiveness and athleticism—are significant predictors
of non-marital partnership formation, highlighting their impor-
tance during the early, more flexible stages of relationship for-
mation, when appearance-based cues are most salient (Frederick
and Haselton 2007). In contrast, for longer-term partnerships
that may involve marriage and offspring, other factors—such as
economic stability or cultural compatibility—might play a more
decisive role.
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Finally, a well-groomed appearance was not significantly associ-
ated with partnership outcomes, suggesting that grooming may
be a less relevant dimension in the German context or in social
interactions between refugees and German residents. Moreover,
grooming encompasses several aspects—such as hairstyle, fa-
cial hair, and the neatness of dress—each of which could have
different associations with partnership outcomes, highlighting
the need for more detailed and differentiated investigation in
future research.

This study has several limitations. Most notably, we were un-
able to directly measure the attractiveness of respondents’
partners—a common challenge in partnership research—and
instead relied on proxy indicators such as age and body shape.
While these proxies may be less closely aligned with attractive-
ness and well-groomed appearance, they do closely reflect the
dimension of athletic appearance. Additionally, the distribution
of the variable of well-groomed appearance was notably more
skewed than other variables, which may have led to larger stan-
dard errors. Future research could enhance measurement preci-
sion of both measures of physical appearance and of partnership
outcomes as well as incorporate partner characteristics more
directly. Omitted variable bias remains a further concern, pre-
venting causal inference regarding the effect of physical attrac-
tiveness. For instance, although personality traits are captured
through the Big Five, controlling for self-confidence would also
be important, as it may confound the association between phys-
ical attractiveness and partner characteristics—more confident
individuals may not only invest more in their appearance but
also possess stronger interpersonal skills that facilitate partner-
ship formation. Finally, it is important to acknowledge that our
analyses do not directly examine the process of partnership for-
mation, as we observed the characteristics of refugees’ existing
or recently dissolved partnerships at the time of the survey. As
a result, we cannot directly assess partner selection processes
or the dynamics through which individuals enter partnerships.
Although our theoretical expectations are informed by SET, the
available data and analytical design do not allow for a conclu-
sive test of this framework. Rather, our findings should be in-
terpreted as descriptive associations that are broadly consistent
with expectations derived from SET, while alternative explana-
tions cannot be ruled out.

Nevertheless, this study makes an important empirical con-
tribution by demonstrating how physical attractiveness might
function as a valuable resource for male refugees—particularly
those with fewer socio-economic resources and legal status
opportunities—navigating partner markets in Germany. The
study's findings also have important theoretical and practical
implications. Theoretically, this study extends SET by show-
ing that male refugees’ athletic appearance is associated with
greater legal security through partnership formation. Physical
attractiveness and, above all, athletic appearance thus func-
tion not only as social status markers but also as a resource
that may help refugees navigate structural barriers linked to
their status, highlighting a dimension largely overlooked in
prior beauty-status exchange research. These findings further
imply that, from a societal perspective, promoting physical ac-
tivity could enhance refugees’ well-being and facilitate their
social integration, given the influence of athleticism on social
outcomes.
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