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Abstract
Research reported that men interact with women wearing high heels more readily
than with the same women wearing flat heels. However, the effect of heels on the
judgment of women by both men and women has received little attention. Male and
female participants viewed two photographs of the same woman’s body profile; the
woman wore high heels in the one and flat heels in the other, although her shoes and
feet were not visible. Participants were asked to select one photograph of the woman
on several dimensions of body attractiveness. A significant greater number of male and
female participants selected the target with high heels as the sexier, the prettier, and
the more elegant, with the more attractive legs and buttocks. The same target was also
perceived as the younger person and the photograph that would be preferred by oth‑
ers and the more appropriate for a photo album. The findings support the assumption
that high heels could act as secondary sexual characteristics that increase the attrac‑
tiveness of women to men.
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Introduction
The scientific literature has indicated that across all cultures, men care more about
physical features in potential opposite-sex mates than women (Buss 1989; Kenrick et al.
1993; Shackelford et al. 2005). Women’s physical attractiveness is important to men, and
research has shown that features of clothing appearance are an important factor to judge
the physical attractiveness of women.
Women’s clothing cues and attractiveness to men

Research has shown that men judge women differently depending on their clothing
appearance. Abbey (1987) observed that men judge the appearance of a woman wearing
a low-cut top, shorts, tight jeans, and no bra as an indication of her sexual receptiveness. Similarly, Koukounas and Letch (2001) reported that an actress wearing revealing
clothing was perceived by male observers as having greater sexual intent whereas no difference was reported with female observers. Studies have indicated that female targets
who wore revealing clothing were rated by men as more seductive and sexier than targets wearing non-revealing clothing (Abbey et al. 1987). Suggestive clothing also appears
to influence men’s behavior. Guéguen (2011) asked two female confederates (one wearing suggestive clothes and one wearing more conservative clothes) to sit in a tavern and
© 2016 Guéguen et al. This article is distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License
(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/), which permits unrestricted use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium,
provided you give appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the source, provide a link to the Creative Commons license, and
indicate if changes were made.

Guéguen et al. Fash Text (2016) 3:6

observed the behavior of nearby men. Findings showed that the time the men took to
approach the women was significantly shorter in the suggestive clothing condition and
that men rated their chances to have a date and to have sex significantly higher in that
condition.
Research has also shown that one single cue of clothing appearance, such as the color
red, can influence the perceived attractiveness of women to men. Guéguen (2012)
observed that women hitchhikers wearing a red tee-shirt obtained a higher response in
the number of male drivers who stopped to offer a ride; the color, however, had no effect
on female drivers. Pazda et al. (2012) found that men perceived women wearing red as
more sexually receptive. Niesta Kayser et al. (2010) observed that men who viewed an
ostensible conversation partner in a red as opposed to a green shirt chose to ask her
more intimate questions, and they chose to sit closer to a woman wearing a red shirt
rather than a blue shirt.
Overall, the studies mentioned above show that men’s behavior and judgment of
women are related with women’s clothing appearance. Our objective was to evaluate
an aspect of clothing appearance that has received little interest in the literature: shoes
and shoe heels in particular. Popular magazines have frequently associated high-heeled
shoes with female sex-appeal and attractiveness. Adult magazines and films have also
used a host of models with high-heeled shoes.
Women’s high heels and attractiveness to men

Several studies have warned that wearing high heels can cause pain, long-term foot
damage, and risk of accidental trauma (Cronin et al. 2012; Saltzman 1998; Smith 1999).
Nevertheless, many women worldwide wear high-heeled shoes. For Smith (1999) and
Smith and Helms (1999), high heels could act as secondary sexual characteristics that
could increase the attractiveness of women to men. Wearing high heels could emphasize the physical attractiveness of a woman, and psychosocial studies have consistently
shown that men judge and react differently toward women according to their clothing
appearance (Guéguen 2012; Pazda et al. 2012; Niesta Kayser et al. 2010). Recent studies examining the effect of women’s heel length on men have confirmed that high heels
increase women’s attractiveness to men. Morris et al. (2013) recorded women walking
in flat shoes and high heels, but their study participants viewed only point-light videos
of the women walking. The authors reported that the participants evaluated the gait of
the targets in the high-heel condition as significantly more attractive than that of the
women in the flat-heel condition. The authors also analyzed the biomechanical changes
produced by heel length on women’s gait and found that heels altered the women’s gait,
reducing stride length and increasing pelvis tilt and hip rotation.
Morris et al. (2013) and Smith and Helms (1999) stated that women probably use high
heels to artificially increase their femininity and to become more attractive to men. Field
studies recently conducted confirmed that men approach women wearing high heels
more readily (Guéguen 2015; Guéguen and Stefan 2015). In a series of studies conducted
by these authors, women confederates wearing shoes with 0-, 5-, or 9-cm heels asked
men for help in various circumstances (asking men to participate in a survey, dropping
a glove and apparently unaware of the loss, etc.). Findings showed that men’s helping
behavior increased with the increase of heel length of the confederates, but that heel

Page 2 of 7

Guéguen et al. Fash Text (2016) 3:6

length had no effect on women’s helping behavior. In a further study, it was al observed
that men smiled more often to women with high heels they passed in a street and that
they spontaneously approached women more quickly in a bar when the latter wore highheeled shoes. Guéguen and Stefan (2015) stated that change in gait, foot-size judgment,
and misattribution of sexiness and sexual intent could explain men’s behavior.
Rationale of the study and hypothesis

These first studies examining the effect of women’s shoe heels on men have thus consistently shown that high heels increase women’s attractiveness to men. The purpose of this
study was to increase understanding of how women wearing high heels are perceived in
order to explain why men’s behavior changes depending on the presence of high heels on
women’s feet. In this experiment, the same woman was presented with or without high
heels (although her shoes were not visible), and the participants were asked to evaluate
which target they preferred on several dimensions associated with physical appearance.
It was hypothesized that the target with high heels would be perceived as the attractive
one more often.

Method
Participants

The participants were 51 men and 59 women. The average age of the participants was 20,
ranging from 18 to 22 years of age. Both male and female participants were undergraduate students in business who were enrolled in the same course, in the same university
team, and who came from the same geographical area of the south-west Atlantic coast in
France. All were Caucasian.
Material

Two photographs of the same 20-year-old woman were used as targets in this experiment. The woman wore a black tee-shirt and a short skirt; on the one photograph, she
wore shoes with 9-cm heels (high-heel condition) whereas on the other one, she wore
flat shoes (flat-heel condition). Her posture, position, and the place where the photographs were taken remained the same. Only the body profile of the woman target
appeared, from the top of her shoulder to the middle of her calf. The photographs were
printed in black and white on white paper.
Procedure

A laboratory assistant went to the university library and asked students to participate
in an experiment whereby they would view two photographs of the same woman and
select the photograph that was the most representative on several dimensions. If the students agreed, they received a sheet of paper with the two photographs printed on the
top half of the sheet. One of the photographs was labelled “A,” and the other was labelled
“B.” The order of the photographs varied for each participant. On the bottom half of the
sheet, there were several questions associated with the evaluation of the target’s physical appearance: sexiness, beauty, leg attractiveness, buttock attractiveness, elegance.
The participants were also asked to determine which of the targets was the younger.
These questions were used because most of the studies examining features of physical
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appearance of women used such items to evaluate the targets [i.e., (Graham and Jouhar
1981; Swami and Barrett 2011)].
For each question, the participant was instructed to select which of the photographs
showed the woman who was the sexier, the more elegant, and so on for each dimension.
Three responses were offered: A, B, or “no difference.” Two more questions were added,
asking which of the photographs would be preferred by other individuals and which of
the photographs the participant would choose for a photo album. After responding, the
participants were asked what they thought the purpose of the study and the masked difference between the two photographs were. Only one man mentioned the shoe heels,
and his data were not used in the analysis.

Results and discussion
The participants’ target choices by gender are shown in Table 1.
With all the measures, a Chi square goodness-of-fit test was performed in order to
assess whether there was a significant difference or not between the three possible
choices offered to the participants. The results of the tests conducted with both male
and female participants showed a highly significant effect on all the dimensions measured. A greater number of participants selected the target with high heels as the sexier,
the prettier, and the more elegant, with the more attractive legs and buttocks. The same
target was also perceived as the younger person and the photograph that would be preferred by others and the more appropriate for a photo album.
Table 1 Models selected by the participants
Measure

High heels

Flat heels

No difference

Statistical difference

Sexiness
Male participants

88.2 %

5.9 %

5.9 %

Female participants

81.4 %

5.1 %

13.6 %

Male participants

62.7 %

13.6 %

28.8 %

Female participants

57.6 %

9.8 %

27.5 %

Male participants

54.9 %

9.8 %

35.3 %

Female participants

55.9 %

1.7 %

42.4 %

Male participants

88.2 %

5.9 %

5.9 %

Female participants

91.5 %

1.7 %

6.8 %

Male participants

80.4 %

5.9 %

13.7 %

Female participants

67.8 %

5.1 %

27.1 %

Male participants

68.6 %

11.8 %

19.6 %

Female participants

62.7 %

5.1 %

32.2 %

Male participants

86.3 %

5.9 %

7.8 %

Female participants

89.8 %

6.8 %

3.4 %

Male participants

86.3 %

7.8 %

5.9 %

Female participants

78.0 %

6.8 %

15.3 %

Prettier legs

Prettier buttocks

More elegant

More good-looking

Younger

Selected by others

Selected for an album

χ2 (2) = 69.18, p < .001
χ2 (2) = 61.86, p < .001

χ2 (2) = 22.24, p < .001
χ2 (2) = 17.73, p < .001
χ2 (2) = 15.65, p < .001
χ2 (2) = 28.20, p < .001
χ2 (2) = 69.18, p < .001
χ2 (2) = 90.14, p < .001
χ2 (2) = 51.29, p < .001
χ2 (2) = 35.83, p < .001
χ2 (2) = 29.06, p < .001
χ2 (2) = 29.42, p < .001
χ2 (2) = 64.35, p < .001
χ2 (2) = 84.85, p < .001
χ2 (2) = 64.35, p < .001
χ2 (2) = 53.53, p < .001
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All the results reported were observed with both male and female participants, and the
results of a statistical analysis examining the effect of participant gender on the choices
of the targets showed participant gender to be non-significant. This non gender effect in
the evaluation was congruent with the findings found by Morris et al. (2013) who presented women walking in flat shoes and high heels with the help of point-light videos of
the women walking. The authors reported that both male and female participants evaluated the gait of the targets in the high-heel condition as significantly more attractive
than the women in the flat-heel condition.
Our findings clearly show that the profile of the woman target photographed when she
was wearing high heels was selected as the more attractive physically by both male and
female participants. Significantly, the participants were not conscious of the difference
between the two photographs used in this experiment.
Such results are in line with the findings reported by Guéguen (2015) and Guéguen
and Stefan (2015) who observed in several studies that men approached a woman
wearing high heels more readily. Our results were also congruent with the findings
of Morris et al. (2013) who reported that women wearing high heels were perceived
as more feminine. However, in these studies, most of the women targets were walking, and research has shown that the nonverbal behavior of women, including gait,
was associated with variations in men’s judgments of attractiveness and behavior
(Guéguen 2010; Moore 1985; Moore & Butler 1989; Walsh & Hewitt 1985). It has also
been found that the attractiveness of gait varied with the target’s age (Montepare &
Zebrowitz-McActur 1988), with younger walkers rated higher in sexiness and happiness. High heels could have influenced the women’s gait or posture, which in turn
influenced their attractiveness to men. However, the present study findings regarding
a static target show that a change in the gait is clearly not the only factor that could
explain why women are perceived as more attractive when wearing high heels. Fessler
et al. (2005) reported that the small foot size of female targets increased their attractiveness to men, but in our study, the target’s feet were not visible. Men’s preference
for women with morphological traits associated with youthfulness (Buss 1994; Symons
1995) is confirmed in our study, as the target with high heels was perceived as younger
than the target with no heels, which suggests that heels could increase the perceived
youthfulness of women.
Thus, overall, these new findings expand those reported by Morris et al. (2013),
Guéguen (2015), and Guéguen & Stefan (2015). We also found that the legs and the buttocks of the woman were perceived more positively when she was wearing high heels. It
thus seems that the appearance of the body profile, and not only the gait, becomes more
attractive when a woman wears high heels. This positive effect on body judgment was
also found with the female participants.
Smith (1999) and Smith and Helms (1999) stated that high heels act as secondary
sexual characteristics that could increase the attractiveness of women to men. Even if
high heels do increase the femininity of the gait, our findings show that other aspects of
body appearance are also affected by shoe heels, even when the heels are not seen. After
analyzing the cover photographs of pornographic magazines, Dietz and Evans (1982)
reported that over 50 % of the female models wore high heels. Thus, men could falsely
attribute sexual intent to women wearing high heels. Since in our study the target’s shoe

Page 5 of 7

Guéguen et al. Fash Text (2016) 3:6

heels were not visible, this connotation or misattribution of sexual intent cannot account
for our findings.
While Morris et al. (2013) showed that the gait of women wearing high heels is perceived to be more feminine, our findings suggest that high heels also increase the attractiveness of women’s morphological and body traits. Previous studies examining posture
and judgments of attractiveness have reported that postural appearance influenced judgment. Gitter et al. (1982) instructed participants to examine drawings of male physiques
manipulating five somatic and postural dimensions of appearance (abdomen, shoulder,
neck, head, and body shape). They reported that the abdomen factor was responsible for
the largest percentage of the variance; a protruding abdomen was associated with negative ratings, whereas its absence was associated with the most positive ratings. Osborn
(1996) also examined color photographs of Caucasian women with slumped, normal, or
military attention-style standing posture. This author observed that the slumped target
was perceived to have more medical problems, to be less fertile, less likely to have an
extramarital affair, and less attractive physically. In this study as in our own study, the
target was static, which could suggest that wearing heels is associated with changes in
women’s posture that are perceived more positively in a large range of dimensions.
Hence, the impact of heels appears to be twofold: first, heels change the gait of a woman,
hence change judgments of her attractiveness when she walks; second, heels also change
her posture and body when she remains static. This could explain why men approach
women with high heels more readily, and why women wear high heels even if back or foot
damage is associated with walking in high-heeled shoes (Cronin et al. 2012; Saltzman 1998;
Smith 1999). Wearing high heels could be an element of mate selection for women who
thus increase their attractiveness to men and decrease the competition with other women.

Conclusion
In conclusion, the findings reported in this study showed that a woman wearing high
heels was selected as the sexier, prettier, younger, the more elegant and with the more
attractive legs and buttocks. These results was reported even if the participants could
not see her shoes and feet. The same pattern of findings was reported both with male
and female participants suggesting that wearing high heels increased overall attractiveness of the target. Such findings also support the assumption that high heels could act as
secondary sexual characteristics that increase the attractiveness of women to men.
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