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Chapter 3 

 

 

 

The Status-size Association 

How different dimensions of social status influence estimations of 

physical size in human males 
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One of the most salient features of a person is their body size, which is shaped by their height, 

muscle mass, and body fat. Particularly height has been the focus of much previous research, 

and is correlated with various indicators of social status, especially in Western societies (e.g. 

Judge & Cable 2004; Case & Paxson, 2008). One possible explanation for height’s advantage is 

that taller individuals are seen as more dominant and intimidating (Sell et al., 2009; Fessler, 

Holbrook, & Snyder, 2012). This is consistent with findings from animal studies linking 

physical size to one’s position in the dominance hierarchy (Johnson 1987; Hayley, Deutsch, & 

LeBoeuf, 1994). However, status hierarchies in humans are often not based on dominance, and 

therefore there may be other reasons for the status-height association. In addition, previous 

research has ignored the distinction between height and another size cue, muscularity, which 

perhaps more strongly signals dominance. Whereas those in high status and leadership positions 

tend to be taller (Egolf & Corder, 1991; Stulp, Buunk, Verhulst, & Pollet, 2013), there is no 

evidence they are also more muscular.   

In the current research I aim to investigate more closely the relationship between cues of 

social status and perceptions of size, paying particular attention to the role of different status 

attainment strategies. Social status is defined here as someone’s position in a hierarchy which 

affects their privileges in terms of access to resources, and the literature suggests that status can 

be obtained through either dominance or prestige (Henrich & Gil-White, 2001). A strategy 

based on dominance utilizes force, intimidation, and threat to move up the hierarchy. Others in 

the group afford the dominant individual a high status position out of fear; not behaving 

submissively could result in physical harm or deprivation of resources. Prestige-based status is 

characterized by having others voluntarily defer to you – free deference from others is likely to 

occur when the prestigious individual has the ability to provide benefits to other group 

members, for instance in the form of sharing valuable cultural knowledge or skills. Thus, while 

status is a position in a hierarchy, dominance and prestige can be conceptualized as different 

strategies individuals can use to gain or maintain that status position. While these strategies can 

lead to the same outcome (Cheng, Tracy, Foulsham, Kingstone, & Henrich, 2013), dominance 

and prestige presumably evolved in response to different selection pressures, and might thus be 

linked to distinct evolved psychologies (Cheng, Tracy, & Henrich, 2010).   

A large body of research on humans and non-human animals shows that physical size 

and status are inextricably linked – a phenomenon which I will refer to as the status-size 
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association. This chapter will elaborate on how the two different status attainment strategies– 

dominance and prestige – differentially affect perceptions of height and muscularity. Data from 

two experiments are presented which test how social status influences our perceptions of human 

height and muscularity. I focus on the estimated size of males, rather than females, because 

height and muscularity are highly sexually dimorphic traits (Gallagher et al., 1997; Janssen, 

Heymsfield, Wang, & Ross, 2000; Wells, 2012) and physical formidability has been of 

particular importance in the evolution of human males (Puts, 2010).  

 

The Status-Size Association 

 

An array of cues affects how men are perceived in terms of social status, or proxies of status 

such as power, authority, or leadership. These cues include voice pitch (Puts, Hodges, Cárdenas, 

& Gaulin, 2007), body posture (Cashdan, 1998), nonverbal emotional expressions (Tiedens, 

2001; Shariff & Tracy, 2009), facial appearance (Keating & Doyle, 2002), and height – taller 

men (and, to some extent, women) are perceived as more typical leaders than their shorter 

counterparts (Blaker et al., 2013). Vice versa, an individual’s status affects how others perceive 

them on a number of different traits. For instance, compared to low status individuals, high 

status individuals are perceived as more competent (Young & French, 1998; Fiske, Cuddy, 

Glick, & Xu, 2002), and are expected to express more pride and anger (Tiedens, Ellsworth, & 

Mesquita, 2000). Some studies found that people’s status influences perceptions of their height.  

Dannenmaier and Thumin (1964) showed that when nursing students were asked to estimate the 

height of people in different status positions in their school (assistant director, instructor, class 

president, or fellow student), higher ranking staff were estimated taller than lower ranking staff. 

Wilson (1968) showed that academic status affects how tall a person is estimated – professors 

were estimated taller than lecturers or students. More recent research shows that when asked to 

draw a typical citizen versus a leader of a nation, people draw the leader taller than the ordinary 

citizen (Murray & Schmitz, 2011).  

The link between status and perceived height is reasonable given the findings that height 

is actually related to status and proxies of social status in several domains. For instance, 

research has shown that an individual’s stature is positively related to income (Judge & Cable, 

2004), military rank (Mazur, Mazur, & Keating, 1984), and educational attainment 
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(Silventoinen, Kaprio, & Lahelma, 2000). People in managerial professions are taller than those 

in non-managerial positions (Egolf & Corder, 1991), and height is also an asset in elections 

(McCann, 2001; Stulp et al., 2013). Unlike height, few studies have studied the relationship 

between muscularity and social status. There are some findings linking Fat-Free Muscle mass 

(FFM) to higher wages for both males and females – this is mostly attributed to health benefits 

of increased FFM (Böckerman, Johansson, Kiiskinen, & Heliövaara, 2010; Wada and Tekin, 

2010; Bozoyan & Wolbring, 2011). Recent research among the Tsimane’ in Bolivia showed 

that their elected leaders tend to be physically stronger than the average male population (von 

Rueden, Gurven, Kaplan, & Stieglitz, 2014) – yet it is unknown if this finding extends to other 

populations. Finally, male muscularity is associated with greater physical attractiveness and a 

higher number of reported sexual female partners (Frederick & Haselton, 2007).  

Considering these findings on male height and muscularity, I hypothesize that men of 

higher status in general should be estimated as both taller and more muscular than lower status 

men.  

 

Size Perceptions of Dominant Individuals 

 

As reviewed above the literature distinguishes between two strategies to attain status, 

dominance and prestige (see Cheng & Tracy, 2014 for review). The main thesis of this chapter 

is that size perceptions may be affected differently by information on how status is obtained.  If 

someone’s status is obtained by dominance this indicates that someone may be particularly 

physically formidable, which is echoed by the animal literature. In several species a larger 

physical size contributes to physical formidability and thereby increases dominance. For 

instance, an association between size and dominance has been found in baboons (Johnson, 

1987), elephant seals (Hayley et al., 1994), and moorhens (Petrie, 1984), among others. In 

human males, height and muscularity both positively contribute to physical strength and 

fighting ability, and perceivers use height and particularly muscularity to assess physical 

formidability in others (Sell et al., 2009).  

Previous research has indicated that height and muscularity are indeed linked  to 

dominance in humans. There is some evidence that taller individuals have more dominant 

personality traits (Melamed, 1992), and also that both height and muscularity predict dominant 
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behaviour (e.g. Price, Kang, Dunn, & Hopkins, 2011; Stulp, Buunk, Verhulst, & Pollet, 2015). 

Furthermore, taller individuals are perceived by others as more dominant (Montepare, 1995; 

Blaker et al., 2013). Von Rueden, Gurven, and Kaplan (2008) showed that among people of a 

small-scale society in Bolivia (the Tsimane’), physical size predicts dominance displays, such 

as winning a fight or getting one’s way in the group. Also, larger size is associated with 

perceived dominance from a very young age, occurring in infants as young as 13 months 

(infants act more surprised when a smaller shape dominates a larger shape than vice versa; 

Thomsen, Frankenhuis, Ingold-Smith, & Carey, 2011). Finally, research has shown that as an 

individual perceives a target male to be more of a threat, the perceived height and muscularity 

of that target increases – this is argued to be an adaptive response to avoid potential physical 

harm (Fessler et al., 2012; Fessler & Holbrook, 2013a, Fessler & Holbrook, 2013b; Fessler, 

Holbrook, & Gervais, 2014). Since a male using a dominant strategy could be considered 

threatening, his height and muscularity may be overestimated as a result.  

On the basis of these previous findings I expect that when a male has attained high 

status through dominance he will be estimated more muscular and taller than a low status male.    

 

Size Perceptions of High Prestige Individuals 

 

What about when status is attained through prestige, how does that affect size 

perceptions? Prestige is a more flexible status strategy than dominance as it depends on which 

traits, skills, or knowledge are desired by any given group in any given situation (Henrich and 

Gil-White, 2001; Chudek, Heller, Birch, & Henrich, 2012; Price & Van Vugt, 2014).  Taller 

individuals may be seen as more prestigious generally because height conveys a number of 

desirable traits which are deemed valuable such as a higher income (e.g., Loh, 1993; Judge & 

Cable, 2004; Heineck, 2005; Kortt & Leigh, 2010), higher levels of education (e.g., Magnusson, 

Rasmussen, & Gyllensten, 2006), career success (Schumacher, 1982), leadership (Blaker et al., 

2013), and intelligence (Silventoinen, Kaprio, & Lahelma, 2000; Silventoinen, Posthuma, Van 

Beijsterveldt, Bartels, & Boomsma, 2006).   

In contrast, high prestige may not be readily associated with a muscular physique.   

Being especially muscular may even be a liability towards gaining prestige as muscular men are 

known to show inegalitarian behaviour towards others (Price, et al., 2011), and behave in a 
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more self-interested manner (Petersen, Sznycer, Sell, Cosmides, & Tooby, 2013). Also, 

muscularity is associated with elevated levels of testosterone (Griggs et al., 1989) – testosterone 

is positively correlated with trait dominance but not prestige (Johnson, Burk, & Kirkpatrick, 

2007) – which may increase an individual’s desire to dominate and exploit others. All in all, a 

male using a prestige strategy to attain high status may thus be estimated taller than a low status 

male but not necessarily more muscular.    

 

Overview of Studies and Hypotheses 

 

 I present data from two studies to test the hypotheses. In each study, I manipulate a 

target male’s status position (low or high), and status strategy (prestige or dominance), and 

subsequently measure the expected height and muscularity of the target person. There are a 

number of predictions concerning how status position and strategy affect expectations of height 

and muscularity. First, I predict two main effects: (1) high status males will be estimated as 

taller than low status males (regardless of whether status has been obtained through dominance 

or prestige) and (2) high status males will be estimated to be more muscular than low status 

males. I also predict an interaction effect: (3) high status males will be rated as more muscular 

when status has been obtained through dominance than through prestige.  

 

Study 3.1 

Method 

  

Participants and design. Participants were recruited at VU University Amsterdam in return for 

course credit or a financial reward (2 euros). The final dataset consisted of 74 participants 

(74.3% female, Mage= 21.49 years, SDage = 4.47 years). The experiment had a mixed 2 x 2 

design; target “Status Level” was manipulated within participants (low, high) and target “Status 

Strategy” was manipulated between subjects (dominance, prestige – serves as a moderator). 

Participants were thus all exposed to the same low status condition but the high status condition 

varied (half of the participants were exposed to the high dominance condition and half were 

exposed to the high prestige condition). The dependent measures were estimated height of the 

target, and estimated muscularity of the target (continuous measures, analyzed separately).  
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Procedure and Materials. The experimenter led each participant to an individual cubicle with a 

computer, where the experiment was conducted via an online survey website (Qualtrics). 

Participants read a scenario about two people who work in the parliament building of the 

fictional country “Isilia”. One of the employees was described as a 44-year old Isilian man 

working as an administrative assistant in the parliament building (lower status), who was 

responsible for managing people’s schedules and for managing incoming mail. The other 

individual was described as a 43 or 45 year-old man who worked there as a member of a 

political party in government (higher status). In the prestige condition, the high status individual 

had worked his way up and managed to become a member of the ruling political party because 

others recognized his competence and skills and looked up to him. In the dominance condition, 

the high status individual had worked his way up to a position in a ruling party by intimidating 

others who fear him, and think it is better to give him his way rather than to go against him. 

Following each scenario participants were asked to give their first impression of the 

described target. For height, participants chose a silhouette from a lineup of 7 male silhouettes 

differing in height (see Figure 3.1), and responded to “Compared to the average male, how tall 

do you think this person is?” (1 = very short, 4 = average, 7 = very tall). The height item with 7 

silhouettes was made up of seven identical copies of a clip-art of a male silhouette, “growing” 

vertically at a 7% increment with each scale point. The silhouettes were also adjusted very 

slightly (0.5% increments) in width with each scale point to avoid an unnaturally stretched-out 

appearance. All adjustments were made with Adobe Photoshop. For muscularity, participants 

responded to the item “Compared to the average male, how muscular do you think this person 

is?” (1 = not at all, 4 = average, 7 = very much), and chose a torso from a line-up of seven 

torsos, evenly increasing in percentage of muscle mass with each scale point. The free software 

Make Human was used to create the torsos (see Figure 3.2). The two height items were 

combined and averaged to form the dependent variable height (r = .74, M = 4.57, SD = 0.67), 

and the two muscularity items were combined and averaged to form the dependent variable 

muscularity (r = .75, M = 3.92, SD = 0.76).  The four main height and muscularity items were 

accompanied by several distracter items, such as “What is this person’s eye colour?”, “What is 

this person’s salary?”, “What is this person’s hair colour?”, “What kind of weight is this 

person?” (1 = underweight, 4 = average, 7 = overweight), and “How positive do you feel 
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towards this person”? (1 = not at all, 7 = very much). The study lasted approximately 10 

minutes, and ended with debriefing and paying the participant.   

 

 

Figure 3.1.  Line up of silhouettes for the dependent variable ‘Height Estimation’ used in Study 3.1 and 

Study 3.2.  

 

 

Figure 3.2. Line up of torsos differing in muscularity used in study 1. In the actual experiment the 7 

torsos were presented on a single line. 
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Statistical analysis. Mixed effect modeling was used (GLMM, see McCulloch & Neuhaus, 

2001). Specifically, the linear mixed effect (lme) models function in the “nlme” R package 

(Pinheiro, Bates, DebRoy, Sarkar, & R Core Team, 2015) was used, following the guidelines 

provided by Field (2014). This allows for testing of linear mixed models by means of a 

multilevel regression method which takes into account dependency between observations from 

repeated measures – the within subjects factor is added to the model as a random effect within 

participants. I report χ² tests for main effects and interactions, and t-tests (from fixed effects 

tables) for specific contrasts. The χ² statistic indicates whether the log likelihood of a model is 

significantly improved by adding a fixed effect. I included participant age (as a covariate, mean 

centered) and participant gender as control variables. Additional information (Akaike 

Information Criterion (AIC) and Bayesian Information Criterion (BIC)) on the mixed linear 

models reported in this chapter can be found in Appendix B of this dissertation.  

 

Results 

 

Manipulation checks. After reading the scenario and answering the questions about the target’s 

appearance, participants were shown the three possible descriptions of targets (low status, high 

status prestige, high status dominance), and asked to indicate which one they just answered 

questions about. Two participants were excluded from data analysis for failing to answer this 

question correctly.   

 

Estimated height. Results showed that there was a significant main effect of Status Level (χ2 = 

28.49, p < .001), as the high status targets (M = 5.03, SD = 1.07) were rated taller than the low 

status targets (M = 4.11, SD = 0.96) (B = 0.91, SE = .16, t (73) = 5.11, p = <.001, r = .54). This 

result did not change without the control variables in the model. There was no main effect of 

Status Strategy (χ2 = 1.25, p =.264).2 Participant gender significantly affected height estimation 

(χ2 = 5.10, p = .024) but participant age did not (χ2 = 0.02, p = .885). On average across all 

conditions, female participants estimated targets to be taller (M = 4.69, SD = 0.60) than male 

                                                           

2 The main effect of Status Strategy compares the mean of the low and high status target in the dominance 
condition with the mean of the low and high status target in the prestige condition – although it does not test 
any meaningful prediction in itself it has to be included in the model to subsequently test for an interaction 
with Status Level. 
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participants did (M = 4.22, SD = 0.76) (B = 0.44, SE = .20, t(70) = 2.14, p = .036, r = .25).  

 Finally, there was no significant interaction between Status Strategy and Status Level (χ2 

= 0.20, p =.652), and a t-test confirmed that the high dominance target was not rated as 

significantly taller than the high prestige target (B = 0.06, SE = .12, t(71) = .47, p = .638, r = 

.06) See Figure 3.3a for an illustration of estimated height across conditions. The high status 

male was thus estimated to be taller than the low status male, regardless of status attainment 

strategy. 

 

Estimated muscularity. The effect of status on muscularity was analyzed in the same way as 

height. Again, there was a significant main effect of Status Level as expected (χ2 = 57.57, p < 

.001), and not of Status Strategy (χ2 = 1.07, p = .301). On average the high status target (M = 

4.63, SD = 1.16) was rated as more muscular than the low status target (M = 3.21, SD = 0.97) (B 

= 1.42, SE = .17, t(73) = 8.28, p = <.001, r = .70). This result remains virtually unchanged 

without the control variables in the model. Participant gender also had a main effect on height 

estimation (χ2 = 5.97, p = .015), as female participants rated the targets as more muscular (M = 

4.07, SD = 0.63) than the male participants did (M = 3.49, SD = 0.94) (B = 0.60, SE = .17, t (70) 

= 2.84, p = .006, r = .32). Participant age did not affect muscularity estimation (χ2 = 0.53, p = 

.467).  

Finally, there was no significant interaction between status level and status strategy on 

estimated muscularity of the target (χ2 = 2.86, p = .091), illustrated in Figure 3.3b. The high 

dominance target was estimated more muscular than the high prestige target, though this 

difference was only marginally significant (B = 0.23, SE = .12, t (71) = 1.90, p = .062, r = .21). 

However, the difference was significant without the control variables in the model (B = 0.28, 

SE = .12, t (71) = 2.25, p = .028, r = .26). To summarize, the high status male was estimated 

taller than the low status male, regardless of the strategy used. However, the high dominance 

male was estimated marginally significantly more muscular than the high prestige male. 

 

 



Figure 3.3a-b. Means (and SDs) with error bars of 95% CI of Estimated Height and Muscularity per 

Status Level (low, high) and Status strategy (prestige, dominance) in Study 1. 
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physical size, but results concerning muscularity’s differential relationship to high dominance 

and prestige were inconclusive. Study 

politicians rather than actual status differences, and its design ignored differences between men 

particularly low in dominance and men particularly low in prestige. Furthermore, participants 

were mostly women and all of similar age. Therefore, this second study aims to replicate the 

findings in Study 3.1 with a more varied sample and an adjusted design, where status is 

represented by the relative amount of valuable resources an individual accumulates in 

The same statistical analyses as in Study 
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Amazon MTurk. The final dataset consisted of 141 participants. Participants who had not 
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Means (and SDs) with error bars of 95% CI of Estimated Height and Muscularity per 

Status Level (low, high) and Status strategy (prestige, dominance) in Study 1.  

Study 3.2 

The results from our first study clearly showed an association between status an

physical size, but results concerning muscularity’s differential relationship to high dominance 

and prestige were inconclusive. Study 3.1’s effects could have been shaped by stereotypes of 

politicians rather than actual status differences, and its design ignored differences between men 

particularly low in dominance and men particularly low in prestige. Furthermore, participants 

women and all of similar age. Therefore, this second study aims to replicate the 

1 with a more varied sample and an adjusted design, where status is 

represented by the relative amount of valuable resources an individual accumulates in 

The same statistical analyses as in Study 3.1 are performed for Study 3.2.   

Data were collected online from participants in the United States using 

Amazon MTurk. The final dataset consisted of 141 participants. Participants who had not 

 

 

Means (and SDs) with error bars of 95% CI of Estimated Height and Muscularity per 

The results from our first study clearly showed an association between status and 

physical size, but results concerning muscularity’s differential relationship to high dominance 

1’s effects could have been shaped by stereotypes of 

politicians rather than actual status differences, and its design ignored differences between men 

particularly low in dominance and men particularly low in prestige. Furthermore, participants 

women and all of similar age. Therefore, this second study aims to replicate the 

1 with a more varied sample and an adjusted design, where status is 

represented by the relative amount of valuable resources an individual accumulates in a group. 

 

Data were collected online from participants in the United States using 

Amazon MTurk. The final dataset consisted of 141 participants. Participants who had not 
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completed the experiment and participants who failed to answer a simple question correctly 

(“This is to check whether you are reading the questions. Please answer “5” below”) were 

deleted from the dataset. This experiment had a 2x2 mixed design, with Status Level as within 

subjects factor (low status, high status) and Status Strategy as between subjects factor (prestige, 

dominance). All participants (60% female, Mage= 34.63, SDage = 11.86 years) rated a low and a 

high status individual, but half of the participants rated two people attempting a dominant 

strategy (one failing and ending up with low status, one succeeding and ending up with high 

status), and the other half rated two individuals attempting a prestige-based strategy (again, one 

failing and ending up with low status, one succeeding and ending up with high status). 

Dependent measures (continuous) were the estimated height and muscularity of targets 

described in scenarios. 

 

Materials and procedure. Potential participants read on MTurk’s website that it was a 10 

minute experiment about first impressions of people, with a compensation of $0.40. They 

clicked on the Qualtrics survey link and read and agreed with an informed consent statement 

before starting the experiment. Participants read a description of a fictitious game played by 

teams of four men aged 25-30, referred to as the “players” during the experiment. Participants 

were asked to give their first impression of two of the players based on their performance in the 

game. The described goal of the players in the game was to collect as many tokens (which were 

allegedly worth money) as possible by performing ten rounds of short tasks (for instance 

completing puzzles or completing a ring toss game); both how many tokens the individual 

player earned as well as how many tokens the group earned in total would be financially 

rewarded. The tokens could also be exchanged among the players, and a player’s tokens could 

be given away (to skilled, prestigious players) or taken away (by dominating players). After 

participants read a description of the game, they were shown how many tokens each player had 

earned, and read a quote by the player describing their strategy for earning tokens. One player 

used a prestige-based strategy and earned a relatively low amount of tokens (Low Prestige 

condition), one player used a prestige-based strategy and earned a relatively high amount of 

tokens (High Prestige Condition), one player used a dominance strategy and earned a relatively 

low amount of tokens (Low Dominance Condition), and finally one player used a dominance 



strategy and earned a relatively high amount of tokens (High Dominance Condition) (see Figure 

3.4).  

 

 

 

Figure 3.4. Descriptions of the four target players. 

dominance (player 2), high prestige (player 3), and low dominance (player 4).

 

 

Figure 3.5. Dependent measure for “

and Peplau, 2007.  
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strategy and earned a relatively high amount of tokens (High Dominance Condition) (see Figure 

Descriptions of the four target players. These represented low prestige (player 1), high 

dominance (player 2), high prestige (player 3), and low dominance (player 4). 

Dependent measure for “estimated muscularity” used in Study3. 2 – adapted from Frederick 

 

strategy and earned a relatively high amount of tokens (High Dominance Condition) (see Figure 

 

These represented low prestige (player 1), high 

adapted from Frederick 
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After reading the description of the game and reading how all four players performed, 

participants rated two of the players on expected height and muscularity (one low status 

individual and one high status individual, using either prestige or dominance-based strategies). 

Expected height of the player was measured with the same silhouette line-up as in Study 3.1 

(Figure 3.1; M = 4.14, SD = 0.87), and expected muscularity was measured using illustrations of 

torsos varying in muscularity (M = 2.52, SD = 0.94) from the UCLA Body Matrices II 

(Frederick & Peplau, 2007; see Figure 3.5). Along with these two questions a few distracter 

items were included (see Study 3.1) which were not analyzed as part of these studies.  

 

Results  

 

Manipulation checks. Two items were included to ensure that the four conditions were 

perceived as the intended status level and status strategy. One item described a prestigious 

individual (“Others respect and admire him, and value his opinion. He is considered an expert in 

his field and his talents and skills are recognized by others”, 1 = Doesn’t describe him at all, 7 = 

Describes him very well). The other item described a dominant individual (“He tends to control 

others, and usually gets his own way. He tends to have a forceful and dominant personality, and 

others are afraid of him and know it is better to let him have his way.” 1 = Doesn’t describe him 

at all, 7 = Describes him very well). The content of these prestige and dominant descriptions 

were based on an existing trait dominance and prestige scale (see Cheng, Tracy, and Henrich, 

2010). The individual in the high status dominance condition (M = 5.88, SD = 1.29) was rated 

more dominant than the individual in the low status dominance condition (M = 2.09, SD = 

1.36), t (68) = 16.28, p < .001, and was also rated higher on dominance than on prestige (M = 

3.32, SD = 1.65), t(68) = 9.63, p < .001. Furthermore, the individual in the high status prestige 

condition (M = 5.87, SD = 0.925) was rated as more prestigious than the individual in the low 

status prestige condition (M = 2.86, SD = 1.45), t(68) = 14.23, p < .001. Finally, in the prestige 

condition the high status individual was rated higher on prestige than on dominance (M = 2.80, 

SD = 1.69), t(68) = 12.09, p < .001. Both status level and status strategy were thus successfully 

manipulated. 
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Estimated height. There was a main effect of Status Level on estimated height (χ2 = 95.02, p < 

.001). As expected, the higher status individuals (M = 4.91, SD = 1.05) were on average 

estimated taller than the lower status individuals (M = 3.37, SD = 1.39) (B = 1.55, SE = .15, t 

(140) = 10.58, p < .001, r = .67) – this effect remained virtually unchanged without the control 

variables in the model. No main effect of Status Strategy was found (χ2= 2.62, p = .11). There 

was no main effect of participant gender (χ2 = 0.87, p = .350), or of participant age (χ2= 1.60, p 

= .206).  

Finally, there was an unexpected interaction between Status Level and Status Strategy 

on estimated height (χ2 = 4.17, p = .041). The high prestige individual and the high dominance 

individual were rated approximately the same height (B = 0.03, SE = .10, t(138) = .29, p = .775, 

r = .02). I performed the analysis again with a different planned contrast (estimated height of 

low prestige vs. low dominance) – results showed that the interaction was driven by a difference 

in the low status condition. Participants rated the low dominance target shorter than the low 

prestige target (B = -.27, SE = .10, t(138) = -2.58, p = .011, r = .21). See Figure 3.6a for a 

depiction of the interaction including the means per condition. To summarize, the high status 

male (dominance and prestige) was rated taller than the low status male. The low dominance 

male was additionally estimated to be shorter than the low prestige male.    

 

Estimated muscularity. As expected, we found a main effect of Status Level on estimated 

muscularity (χ2 = 82.85, p < .001). Overall, the high status males (M = 3.24, SD = 1.40) were 

estimated to be more muscular than the low status males (M = 1.80, SD = 1.10) (B = 1.44, SE = 

.14, t(140) = 10.18, r = .65). This effect was almost identical without the control variables in the 

model. There was no main effect of Status Strategy (χ2 = 2.43, p = .119). Participant gender (χ2 

= 1.72, p = .190) and participant age (χ2 = 0.37, p = .546) did not affect muscularity estimation. 

 There was a significant interaction (χ2 = 8.40, p = .004), and as expected the high 

dominance male was rated significantly more muscular than the high prestige male (B = 0.32, 

SE = .10, t(138) = 3.08, p = .003, r = .25). Figure 3.6b shows the means across conditions, and 

an illustration of the interaction. A high status male was thus seen as more muscular when that 

status was obtained by means of dominance than when his status was based on prestige.  

 



Figure 3.6a-b. Means (and SDs) with error bars of 95% CI of Estimated Height and Muscularity per 

Status Level (low, high) and Status strategy (prestige, dominance) in Study 

 

 

 

The main aim of the current research was to examine how status attainment affect

perception of size. Based on the evolutionary psychology literature, I distinguished between two 

different status attainment strategies, dominance and prestige, and two different component

physical size, height and muscularity, to develop hypothe

hypothesis, high status males were rated as taller than low status males across both studies. This 

replicates previous research on biased height estimations of individuals with low and high status 

(e.g., Dannenmaier & Thumin, 1964; Wilson, 1968; Murray & Schmitz, 2011). Furthermore, 

the studies in this chapter showed a similar perceptual bias concerning muscularity, confirming 

the second hypothesis: High status males were estimated more muscular than low status males 

across the two studies. Taken together, my findings thus offer support for the thesis that people 

use status cues to make judgments about the height and muscularity of men. 

I further aimed to contribute to existing research by differentiating between statu

obtained via prestige versus dominance. In Study 

dominance was estimated more muscular than the male who gained status through prestige. 
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Means (and SDs) with error bars of 95% CI of Estimated Height and Muscularity per 

Status Level (low, high) and Status strategy (prestige, dominance) in Study 3.2 

Discussion 

The main aim of the current research was to examine how status attainment affect

perception of size. Based on the evolutionary psychology literature, I distinguished between two 

different status attainment strategies, dominance and prestige, and two different component

physical size, height and muscularity, to develop hypotheses. As expected by the first 

hypothesis, high status males were rated as taller than low status males across both studies. This 

replicates previous research on biased height estimations of individuals with low and high status 

Thumin, 1964; Wilson, 1968; Murray & Schmitz, 2011). Furthermore, 

the studies in this chapter showed a similar perceptual bias concerning muscularity, confirming 

the second hypothesis: High status males were estimated more muscular than low status males 

cross the two studies. Taken together, my findings thus offer support for the thesis that people 

use status cues to make judgments about the height and muscularity of men. 

I further aimed to contribute to existing research by differentiating between statu

obtained via prestige versus dominance. In Study 3.2, the male who obtained high status by 

dominance was estimated more muscular than the male who gained status through prestige. 

 

 

Means (and SDs) with error bars of 95% CI of Estimated Height and Muscularity per 

The main aim of the current research was to examine how status attainment affects the 

perception of size. Based on the evolutionary psychology literature, I distinguished between two 

different status attainment strategies, dominance and prestige, and two different components of 

ses. As expected by the first 

hypothesis, high status males were rated as taller than low status males across both studies. This 

replicates previous research on biased height estimations of individuals with low and high status 

Thumin, 1964; Wilson, 1968; Murray & Schmitz, 2011). Furthermore, 

the studies in this chapter showed a similar perceptual bias concerning muscularity, confirming 

the second hypothesis: High status males were estimated more muscular than low status males 

cross the two studies. Taken together, my findings thus offer support for the thesis that people 

use status cues to make judgments about the height and muscularity of men.  

I further aimed to contribute to existing research by differentiating between status 

2, the male who obtained high status by 

dominance was estimated more muscular than the male who gained status through prestige. 
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This same pattern was found in Study 3.1 yet these results were marginally significant (the 

predicted difference was only significant without participant gender and age in the model). 

Concerning estimated height, there was no difference between males high in prestige and high 

in dominance. In accordance with the third hypothesis this suggests that dominance leads to 

stronger associations with muscularity than with prestige, while both dominance and prestige 

lead to associations with perceived height. The finding that status attainment via dominance 

leads to increased perceptions of height and muscularity echoes previous work showing that 

height and muscularity estimations increase as a result of perceived threat (Fessler et al., 2012; 

Fessler & Holbrook, 2013a; Fessler & Holbrook, 2013b; Fessler et al., 2014).  

Some findings were not entirely expected or predicted a priori. First, both studies 

consistently showed that high status based on prestige is associated with a more muscular 

physique. Muscularity is related to perceived physical attractiveness (Frederick & Haselton, 

2007), and a muscular physique is judged more favorably than a lean body type or a body with a 

higher fat percentage (Kirkpatrick & Sanders, 1978) – these previous findings may partially 

explain my results. I expect that the relationship between prestige and muscularity is somewhat 

flexible, and may not have been found if certain details in the scenario were different. For 

instance, muscularity is perhaps even more a typically masculine characteristic than height, and 

may thus in general be particularly associated with prestige in male, but not female individuals. 

Especially upper body muscularity is highly sexually dimorphic in humans (Puts, 2010). A 

muscular physique might clash with a feminine stereotype, and could possibly even be 

associated with lower prestige in females – as muscularity is seen as a very masculine trait 

(Krane, Choi, Baird, Aimar, & Kauer, 2004). Additionally, the environmental context may 

affect whether the association between muscularity and prestige holds. Perhaps a description of 

a highly competitive situation would result in a stronger muscularity-prestige association than a 

situation where the need for cooperation is salient. In general, competition seems to be 

associated with more masculine features whereas cooperation is associated with more feminine 

features (Spisak, Dekker, Krüger, & van Vugt, 2012).   

Second, in Study 3.2, I found an unexpected interaction between status level and 

strategy on height ratings, which was driven by the low status males. This finding showed that 

failure to gain status through dominance leads to expectations of short stature, in comparison to 

failing to gain status by means of prestige. The predictions in this chapter focused on 
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differences between the high status individuals using a certain strategy, rather than differences 

between low status individuals who had attempted a strategy but failed to gain status. However, 

this finding might mirror research showing that there is not only a premium for being taller, but 

that there is also a penalty for being shorter (e.g., Jackson & Ervin, 1992). Attempting but 

failing to be dominant appears to be accompanied by a higher “penalty” in estimated height, 

compared to attempting but failing to gain high prestige.  

Social status – be it dominance or prestige – likely elicits a variety of bodily 

associations, including increased height and muscularity. An interesting follow up would be to 

test whether people spontaneously report details about a high status individual’s height and 

muscularity, or if there are others associations which are stronger and more readily available – 

from these findings, I cannot draw conclusions about how salient a status-size association 

would be in people’s daily lives. An additional step is to see to what degree the status-size 

association works both ways: Are more muscular males afforded more dominance and are taller 

males afforded more prestige? Much previous research on positive perceptions of tall 

individuals across several types of domains suggest that stature would generally enhance 

perceived prestige, though perhaps muscular individuals may mostly be afforded more prestige 

in specific situations where physical formidability is relevant. Also, associations of size with 

prestige may be affected by individual differences: there is likely much variation across 

individuals concerning what they consider prestigious. For example, an individual who 

personally puts high importance on maintaining a muscular physique may afford more prestige 

to other more muscular individuals, whereas someone who puts more importance on success in 

other domains will be more likely to afford prestige to others successful in those specific 

domains (for instance mastering a certain skill).   

A few limitations should be mentioned. First, I used scenario studies, which may harm 

the generalizability of the results. Secondly, these findings should be considered specific to 

Western samples (the Netherlands and U.S.), and specific to male targets. Until further testing, I 

cannot draw conclusions about non-WEIRD populations (Western Educated Industrialized Rich 

Democratic; see Henrich, Heine, & Norenzayan, 2010) and about how status attainment strategy 

affects perceptions of women. Also, the stimulus materials were computer generated images – 

especially regarding muscularity, real photos showing realistic variations in muscularity would 

be advisable to use in follow up studies, to increase ecological validity. Furthermore, the four 
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conditions in Study 3.2 could have been controlled more carefully on a number of aspects. The 

difference in obtained points of the targets in the low and the high prestige conditions were 

respectively 17 and 95, while the difference in obtained points of the targets in the low and the 

high dominance conditions were respectively 15 and 97. This means that the perceived status 

difference in the dominance condition may have been slightly larger (a difference of 82 versus 

78), though the difference between the two conditions was only 4 points (on a scale of 100). 

Also, the content of the four messages given by the target in each condition in Study 2 could 

have been matched more carefully, in order to discount any other differences between the 

messages influencing results. The messages from the dominance targets could have made them 

less likable to the participants, compared to the prestige targets.    

This research supports many previous findings linking social status to indicators of 

physical size – specifically those associated with physical formidability. The findings extend 

previous studies by showing that perceptions of high status individuals are best looked at 

separately for dominance and prestige. Finally, estimations of muscularity differ from 

estimations of height, particularly concerning dominance. Though high prestige is associated 

with muscularity, the relationship is weaker than the association between dominance and 

muscularity. This suggests that how men climb the social hierarchy in society may importantly 

affect the way they are being judged and how people respond to them.   

 

  


