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Will Mozart make my baby smart?

the Most reMarkable process

Aided by little more than a bottle of wine, a Barry White tune and 
an agreeable mood, a woman and a man can create a truly extraor-
dinary being. A single fertilised egg in the womb will divide and 
then divide again and again on an explosive but controlled trajectory, 
along the way creating some of the most exquisite machines the 
world has ever known – the lungs, heart, brain, kidneys, skin, and 
even the humble pancreas will boggle your mind with their com-
plexity – such that, by the time that ball of cells comes squawking 
into the world, it is able to move, breathe and think all by itself.

As if that isn’t amazing enough, the next five years are arguably 
even more astounding. Over that time, the child will learn to sit, 
crawl, stand, walk and run – and will have progressed from gargling 
coos to chattering babbles, single words, and fluent language. This 
human, which was little more than a ball of cells a few years ago, 
will have moved from a state of complete dependence, to being able 
to get dressed, eat breakfast and tell a joke all at the same time.

As a clinician, I’ve marvelled at child development every time 
two little legs have scampered through my clinic door. As a scientific 
researcher, I’ve drawn breath with every new discovery about how 
intricate and down-right awe-inspiring the whole process of creating 
a human really is. 

There are many big questions about pregnancy and child 
development. 
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How much alcohol during pregnancy can affect the developing 
baby? Is child-care bad for infants? Does too much time in front of 
the TV lead children to a life of obesity?

This book will keep as far away from these questions as possible. 
This book is about the wonders of human development and the 

mysterious questions that surround it. This book poses the questions 
that make you gasp, snigger and ponder all at once; the questions that 
may have rattled around your brain on an idle Tuesday but you’ve 
never quite solved; the questions that you have thrown around over 
coffee with friends but just can’t agree on an answer. 

This book is about the old wives’ tales of pregnancy and child-
hood, and whether research has found them to be true or false. This 
book is about making sense of stories like that of Nicole Leszczynski.

Nicole Leszczynski and her husband, Marcin, had just made the 
decision of a lifetime to move their young family from California 
to Hawaii. It was November of 2011, and Nicole was thirty weeks 
pregnant with their second child.

Two weeks after arriving in Honolulu, Nicole and Marcin 
ventured out with their two-year-old daughter, Zofia, to stock up 
on groceries. They were still getting their bearings in the new city, 
and after taking a bus and wandering around the wide streets, it 
quickly dawned on them that they were hopelessly lost. Nicole was 
famished and feeling dizzy, so the three of them headed for a Safeway 
supermarket they spotted further down the street. As they roamed 
the aisles selecting their groceries, Nicole could contain her hunger 
no more and picked up two sandwiches and started eating them, 
with the full intention of paying for the goods at the register later.

But when they got to the cash register, they paid for the $50-
worth of groceries in their trolley and made their way out of the store. 
The two devoured sandwiches had completely slipped their mind.
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Nicole and Marcin had barely reached full stride before store 
security stopped them and asked for their receipt. Sure enough, it 
made no mention of the two sandwiches, and the young family was 
ushered to a back room of the Safeway store. Nicole quickly became 
flustered at her mistake, appealing that she had been feeling faint, 
and that she had simply forgotten to pay for the sandwiches, that 
she had been holding on to the wrappers so that the barcodes could 
be scanned at the register later. ‘It was just a slip, a mummy-brain 
moment, I guess’, she later told Associated Press. 

Nicole and Marcin offered to pay for the sandwiches, but the 
store had a well-established policy of prosecuting shoplifters and 
had no intention of quickly resolving the dispute. Four hours later, 
the police arrived, handcuffed them both and drove them separately 
to the Honolulu Police Department main station, where they were 
searched, questioned, and had their mugshot taken. Following the 
protocol for when both parents of a child had been arrested, the 
police phoned Child Welfare Services and Zofia spent the night in 
protective custody. After being charged with fourth-degree theft 
– theft of property or services of any value not in excess of $100 – 
Nicole and Marcin posted bail and found their way home in a state of 
shock. ‘We basically stared at each other all night’, Nicole recounted 
to Associate Press. ‘We woke up at the crack of dawn and called [the 
state child welfare office].’

But the Leszczynskis also took action. Nicole posted her experi-
ence on an on-line chat forum and, at their lawyer’s behest, took 
her story to the media. The public backlash was immediate and 
furious, with radio airwaves and internet forums backed up with 
women retelling stories of their own forgetfulness around the time 
of a pregnancy. They grumbled loudly about the gross miscarriage 
of justice in which Nicole was persecuted for the normal biological 
phenomenon of ‘mummy brain’.

Several petitions sprung up in the blogosphere calling for a 
national boycott of Safeway, collecting thousands of signatories within 
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a few days. Sensing a public-relations disaster, Safeway released a 
statement within twenty-four hours saying that they would not press 
charges against Nicole and Marcin Leszczynski, and apologising to 
the family for the whole experience. 

The story of the Leszczynski family is not merely a tale of a victory 
for people power, it is also a story about the folklore surrounding 
pregnancy and childhood. ‘Mummy brain’, ‘baby brain’, ‘preg head’, 
or the even more inventive ‘mumnesia’, are a variety of terms that 
describe the short-term memory problems that women experience 
during, or just after, a pregnancy. Pregnancy guidebooks counsel 
women about an increase in memory lapses during these times, and 
friends pass on their own stories of how they left their wallet on the 
roof of the car and then drove off.

Media commentators and celebrity doctors too have jumped on 
board the baby brain train, proclaiming that hormone surges (‘fifteen 
to forty times more progesterone and estrogen marinating the brain 
during pregnancy’, they proclaim), brain changes (‘the pregnant 
woman’s brain shrinks up to as much as 3 per cent’, is an oft-quoted 
statistic), and even evolutionary reasons (‘memory impairment is 
helpful so that women will forget about everything else except for 
their child’, we are told) are behind this inescapable part of mother-
hood. Mumnesia has become so much part of common lore that a 
supermarket would pardon a pregnant shoplifter.

but just hoW factual is MuMnesia?

Science is a marvellous thing. Not only does it enable us to observe 
the myriad wonders of our world, but it also allows us to make sense 
of it. We can take those questions that we may have thrown around 
at the pub, make predictions based on our thoughts, and test these 

Whitehouse backup.indd   4 27/08/13   4:31 PM



will mozart make my baby smart?

5

for their accuracy. Science doesn’t take away from the beauty and 
mystery of the world, it enhances the wonder by providing answers 
and offering even more questions. Most importantly, when science is 
conducted properly, it is blind. Science doesn’t care about the trends 
of the day, common lore, or what your best friend swears is correct 
after their third pint of beer. Science is the ultimate killjoy and 
the supreme validator wrapped into one. Frustrating, maddening, 
exhilarating.

In 2010, an Australian research team sought to get to the bottom 
of mumnesia. The researchers recruited 1,241 women aged between 
twenty and twenty-four years and assessed their cognitive ability, 
including every sort of memory test that you could possibly imagine. 
The women were tested two more times at four-year intervals, with 
the aim to determine whether women become more forgetful after 
a pregnancy or the arrival of a newborn. The study found that 
women’s memory ability – at least when assessed using psychological 
tests – was no different according to whether they were footloose-
and-fancy-free, pregnant, or with a newborn.

At first glance, this may appear to be a boring result. But I assure 
you that science is often at its most exciting when the findings are 
bland. In this case, the findings shot out of the water the long held 
but rarely tested belief that women’s memories decline during and 
just after pregnancy. The science showed that mumnesia simply 
doesn’t exist. 

Why, then, do women swear black and blue that they are far 
more forgetful around the time of pregnancy? This is likely to be 
due to a combination of two factors. First, new motherhood is a 
time of huge life change. When you combine shopping for a new 
baby and maternity clothes, with the frequent doctors’ appointments, 
the remodelling of the house, and a huge dose of sleep deprivation, 
then you have a ready-made recipe to forget a few things. Second, 
because mumnesia is so well-known, when an inevitable moment 
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of forgetfulness occurs, we are much more likely to attribute this 
lapse to the pregnancy. This is the same way that we tend to believe 
that air travel is more dangerous than car travel, even though we 
are around eighty-nine times more likely to die in a car crash. We 
simply pay more attention to plane crashes when they occur.

The old wives’ tales that we examine in this book trace the full 
process of creating a human life, right from the very beginning of 
physical attraction between a man and a woman. We will look at 
whether tight shorts and mobile phones reduce a man’s sperm count, 
and whether babies born in winter are different to babies born in 
summer. We will find out if babies really can hear music in the 
womb, and whether childhood play preferences provide a hint of 
future sexual orientation. We will examine birth order, imaginary 
friends and violent videogames, all the while keeping our eye on 
the ball of science. This book will also explore the origin of these 
tales – touring ancient Greece, Victorian England and twentieth 
century America, to name but a few – as history turns out to be just 
as important as the answers that science has provided.

But first, a confession: I write from a rather unorthodox position 
in that I am yet to have children of my own. I have seen hundreds, 
perhaps thousands, of children throughout my clinical and research 
career, but as any parent will tell you: no one is an expert until they 
have cleaned up an explosive nappy, with a full-load of washing 
rumbling away and dinner on the stove, all on two-hours sleep 
(and even then…). However, this position does provide me with 
the advantage of being able to write from a slightly detached point 
of view, not influenced by the goings on in my own household. It 
also allows me to tell you stories like the one of Nicole Leszczynski 
without the ever-present fear of a clip behind the ear from a heavily 
pregnant partner.
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At the business-end of each chapter, we will come out with 
a conclusion of whether the old wives’ tale is a myth or reality. 
Scientists are inherently sceptical creatures, and we require a suf-
ficient ‘body of proof’ before we unclench our collective butt-cheeks 
and agree that any given effect is real.

In science, one study does not a conclusion make. It is entirely 
possible that a research team may design the most rigorous study that 
includes all of the necessary checks and controls, and the result is still 
a fluke. Replication of study findings is just as important as the initial 
result. Without replication of a scientific finding, it’s unlikely you’ll 
see me accepting an old wives’ tale as true.

The conclusions in this book are based on the science that is 
current as of the date of publication. The science, and perhaps even 
the conclusions, will change – sometimes quickly, often slowly – as 
new methods and techniques are discovered. This is precisely why I 
have presented the history of each myth, so that you can understand 
the full evolution of the tale, and make up your own mind.

Some of the tales you were sure were correct are not, and some 
of those you were sure were fibs are spot on. This book is about the 
wonders of creating and nurturing human life, and how history and 
science intersect to create some of the best debates going around.

so, Will Mozart Make your baby sMart?

The origin of this claim is a 1993 study conducted by Frances 
Rauscher and colleagues at the University of California, Irvine. The 
researchers asked thirty-three college students to sit in a room on 
three different occasions, each for ten minutes at a time. On the first 
occasion, they sat in silence. On the second occasion, they listened to 
a relaxation tape. The third time, they listened to the first movement 
of Mozart’s Sonata for Two Pianos in D major, KV 448. At the end 
of each ten-minute session, the participants completed one of three 
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subtests from an IQ assessment. The stunning finding was that, 
when each participant’s IQ was measured after they had listened to 
the Mozart piece, it was 8 to 9 points higher than when measured 
after they sat in silence or listened to a relaxation tape. Mozart, it 
seemed, had made the college students smarter.

This finding left the scientific community and the popular 
media agog. Soon, dozens of companies had sprung up spruiking 
the brain-boosting powers of Mozart to parents eager to give their 
child the best start to life. The fad reached its zenith in 1998 when 
the Governor of Georgia, Sell Miller, issued a budget that set aside 
money for every mother of a newborn to receive a free CD of clas-
sical music to promote their child’s intelligence. 

The problem, however, soon emerged when the findings 
proved incredibly difficult to replicate. Study after study repeated 
the methods of Rauscher and colleagues, with only few reporting a 
similar IQ-boosting effect of listening to Mozart. 

In 2010, a group of Austrian researchers reviewed in detail all of 
the studies that had ever been conducted in this area – a whopping 
thirty-nine studies that included over 3,000 participants. One of the 
key findings that emerged from the review was that Mozart was not 
the only music that seemed to increase IQ scores. Numerous studies 
had found that exposure to country and western, rock’n’roll, and 
other classical music also led to a small boost in IQ.

And this where the answer lies. Certain forms of music have 
an amazing ability to grab our attention and influence our mood. 
Increased levels of attention and arousal will almost always lead 
us to perform better when we undertake certain tasks. There was 
nothing special about Mozart, and there was no increase in actual 
intelligence. It was just that the engaging music had made people 
more attentive to the demands of the IQ test. 

First myth busted. And there’s still a whole book left.
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Do beautiful people make better babies?

Of all the bright ideas conceived by the human mind, Charles 
Darwin’s theory of evolution by natural selection has to be among 
the very best. The story is so famous that a retell is very close to 
redundant, but still...

Born into a wealthy Shrewsbury family in 1809, teenage Darwin 
was sent to Edinburgh to study medicine, but threw in the towel 
when he found the lectures dull and the surgery all too gruesome. 
His father moved him to Cambridge University to study divinity 
with the aim of guiding him to become an Anglican parson. Darwin 
didn’t much like this either, and instead took to the rather pecu-
liar hobby of beetle collecting, befriending the university’s Botany 
Professor John Henslow along the way.

At the conclusion of his final examinations in divinity in 1831, 
Henslow recommended him for a spot on a British Navy survey 
vessel, the HMS Beagle. The ship’s captain, Robert FitzRoy, was 
wary of the loneliness that descends on a sailor after months at sea 
and was after a gentleman companion to help ease this burden (for 
purely platonic reasons, I assure you). The Beagle itself was ninety 
feet long and housed seventy people, and had a mission to chart the 
coastline of South America.

The vessel set sail from Plymouth on 27 December 1831, and 
didn’t return to Britain for a tick under five years. Darwin spent 
most of that time on land investigating the geology of the foreign 
soil and collecting plant and animal samples. He kept meticulous 
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notes of his observations, and periodically sent these along with 
specimens back to his family in Britain. 

Upon returning to Britain, Darwin set to work examining his 
extensive collection, eventually publishing The Voyage of The Beagle 
in 1839, the same year that he married, Emma Wedgwood. Emma, 
it should be said, was also his first cousin, which was a fact that didn’t 
stop them producing ten children. Among the gentleman class of 
the mid-nineteenth century, Darwin was already a celebrity, and his 
wealth enabled him to retreat to Down House in Kent and devote 
himself to his scientific pursuits. It was here that he started scribbling 
down short notes that would eventually lead to the publication in 
1859 of his magnum opus, On the Origin of Species by Means of Natural 
Selection.

Darwin’s game-changing idea was that each species had come 
to be through a gradual and non-random process that he dubbed 
‘natural selection’. Scrawled throughout the notes he made on the 
Beagle was the observation that each species contained variations in 
certain physical traits. Darwin believed that some of these variations 
may assist with survival and reproduction, and are thus more likely 
to endure within that species.

Consider an example of a population of grass-dwelling beetles. 
The beetles are typically red in colour, but suppose that there is a 
random mutation that has led to some beetles being born green. The 
great thing for these mutant beetles is that their greenness helps them 
to blend into the background of the leaves. This makes them less 
likely to be eaten by birds and more likely to survive long enough 
to reproduce. Because of their newfound survival advantage, the 
mutation that led to green beetles endures in the population, while 
the red beetles become fewer and fewer as they continue to get eaten 
by birds. Over time, the population of red beetles will become a 
population of green beetles. 

The idea that all species, including humans, evolved through 
natural selection was a severe challenge to the theological orthodoxy 
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of the day that faithfully recited the Genesis version of events that all 
of the earth’s creatures came about during one hectic week of God’s 
creation. In the late nineteenth century, the church was an extraor-
dinarily powerful entity and Darwin was criticised ad nauseum until 
his death in 1882.

However, Darwin’s ideas outlived him, and with the now 
heaving weight of scientific evidence in favour of the theory of 
evolution by natural selection, he is rightly lauded as one of the 
greatest scientists who ever lived. 

Charles Darwin. Father of evolutionary theory and possessor of phenomenal beard.
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evolution of the Mind

While evolution by natural selection has been an accepted truth in 
the biological sciences for close to 100 years, it is only recently that 
researchers in the psychological sciences have started to incorporate 
evolutionary principles into their understanding of why we think the 
way we do.

Psychology is a discipline concerned with how the mind works. 
For much of the history of psychology, the mind was thought to be a 
general-purpose ‘thinking engine’, which was shaped almost entirely 
by the culture in which we live. 

But in the 1970s a new paradigm emerged, which saw the 
principles of evolution and psychology join forces. The developing 
belief was that natural selection sculpted not only our bodies, but also 
our minds. The new field that formed – evolutionary psychology – 
proposed that our thinking processes are psychological adaptations 
designed to solve problems that helped the survival and reproduction 
of our ancestors.

Human language, for example, was proposed to have devel-
oped the way it did because words and sentences provide a survival 
advantage over grunting and pointing for communicating complex 
thoughts. Similarly, our love of sugar and fat was claimed to be 
due to our ancestral need to consume these high-calorie foods for 
survival.

In essence, evolutionary psychology provided a framework not 
just for understanding how we think the way we do, but also why 
we do this. And it is in this context where the journey of this book, 
as with the creation of new life, begins – with one our strongest 
motivations of all: physical attraction. 

physical attraction based on evolution

For most of human history, there has been a view that attractiveness 
was shaped solely by personal preferences and the cultural ideals 
of the time. After all, beauty is in the eye of the beholder, isn’t 
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it? Certainly, there are differences in what is considered ‘attrac-
tive’ between cultures (the Kayan people in Burma are famous 
for stretching their necks with an ever increasing number of metal 
rings), eras (upper-class women in Elizabethan England would dust 
their face with a white pigment, which unfortunately was made 
from the highly poisonous ceruse, or white lead), and personal tastes 
(I don’t think the brunette-blonde debate has ever been concluded).

An alternative view championed by evolutionary psychologists 
is that attraction is innate, and all humans are hard-wired to find 
certain characteristics of faces desirable.

The argument goes that all humans have evolved an attraction 
to certain facial characteristics because these features provide some 
sort of survival advantage. One idea is that the facial characteristics 
that make us view people as attractive may actually indicate an 
underlying biological quality that would support the survival and 
reproduction of our own genes into future generations. To say the 
same thing using scientific parlance: attractive people may have 
greater ‘reproductive fitness’. Just like peacocks strut around with 
their glittering plumage in the hope of attracting pea-hens to their 
superior biological quality, it is possible that the human face contains 
indicators that gives prospective mates a subtle hint that the future of 
their genes is in safe hands. 

Two aspects of faces that are thought to influence our level of 
attraction are facial ‘symmetry’ and facial ‘averageness’. This chapter 
will look at whether our attraction to these facial features is related 
to reproductive fitness. 

facial syMMetry

Symmetry is the extent to which one half of an object is the same 
as the other half. With regards to faces, symmetry is judged by how 
similar one side of a person’s face is to the other side. 

There is now a wealth of evidence that we find more sym-
metrical faces more attractive. One of the most interesting studies 
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involved thirty-four pairs of young adult identical twins. Photos 
were taken of each twin and the level of symmetry in each of the 
faces was judged by undergraduate university students.1 An unrelated 
group of undergraduate students were then asked to identify which 
twin from each pair was the most attractive, and also rate how attrac-
tive each face was on a scale ranging from 1 (extremely unattractive) 
to 7 (extremely attractive).

On average, the twin adjudged to have the greatest facial sym-
metry was also deemed to be the more attractive of the two. The 
size of the difference in symmetry between twins was also highly 
related to the perceived differences in attractiveness. In essence, the 
degree of facial symmetry was a key feature that distinguished the 
attractiveness of the two identical twins.

Interestingly, the symmetry of our bodies has also been linked 
to how people judge our attractiveness. Randy Thornhill and 
Steven Gangestad measured in slightly unnerving detail the bodies 
of sixty-two female and sixty male undergraduate students from the 
University of New Mexico. The left and right sides of seven physical 
characteristics – feet breadth, ankle breadth, hand breadth, wrist 
breadth; elbow breadth, ear breadth, and ear length – were measured 
to the nearest 0.1 cm. These measurements enabled the researchers 
to calculate an overall index for how symmetrical each body was. 
The students were then asked the age at which they first had sexual 
intercourse, and also the number of sexual partners they had had in 
their lifetime.

The researchers found a significant negative correlation between 
the degree of body symmetry and age at first intercourse, and a 
positive correlation with the number of lifetime sexual partners. 
Those with greater symmetry not only had sex earlier, they had 

1 Undergraduate students are the favourite guinea pigs of research psychologists. The 
advantage of studying undergraduates is that they are often keen to learn the ins and outs 
of science, and therefore eager to participate in research. It also helps that students get 
course credit for taking part in the experiments of their Professors. The downside is that 
undergraduate students represent a unique subset of the wider population, and it therefore 
limits our ability to generalise the findings to all of humanity.
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also partaken in the horizontal cha-cha with more people since. 
Thornhill and Gangstaed interpreted this finding to mean that those 
with greater symmetry were more attractive to the opposite sex. (Of 
course, a less charitable reading of the findings could be that the 
more symmetrical among us are perhaps more sexually liberated 
than other people).

The weight of scientific evidence suggests that we find faces and 
bodies with greater symmetry to be more attractive. The question 
that then rattles around the scientific brain is why this may be 
the case. According to the evolutionary argument, if humans are 
attracted to symmetry – that is, if we are motivated to mate with 
people who have symmetrical features – then symmetry must be 
an indicator of some kind of survival advantage. But what is the 
evidence for this?

syMMetry as an indicator of reproductive fitness

A number of studies have examined whether symmetry is a vis-
ible measure of our underlying physical health. The theory here is 
that perfect face and body symmetry is the optimal developmental 
outcome for humans – in essence, we are meant to be perfectly sym-
metrical. However, humans don’t develop in a vacuum, and there are 
all sorts of environmental nasties that can reduce the extent to which 
our faces and bodies are symmetrical. Symmetry, therefore, may be 
a visible sign to our potential mates of how much our genes can 
stand up to the rigours of life. The more robust the genetic quality 
of our mate, the more we are attracted to these people. A beautiful 
and elegant theory.

Unfortunately, many beautiful and elegant theories don’t always 
stand up to scientific scrutiny, and so it is the case here. The vast 
majority of research in this area has found no evidence that physical 
symmetry is an indicator of underlying physical health. An example 
of a study finding no association comes from Gillian Rhodes and 
colleagues at the University of Western Australia. The researchers 
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first examined facial symmetry in the photographs of 316 seventeen-
year-olds. Following this, they scoured the medical history of the 
young adults in the photographs. Based on what they found, they 
gave each person a rating on their overall level of health, ranging from 
1 (poor health) to 5 (good health). No matter how the researchers 
examined the data they collected, there was no inkling that people 
with greater facial symmetry were more healthy. 

A variation on this theory is that face/body symmetry may be 
a more specific indicator of aspects of reproductive health, such as 
the quality of the sperm or egg. According to this theory, we are 
attracted to people with symmetrical faces and bodies not because 
their genes can stand up to the rigours of life, but because mating 
with these people is more likely to result in successful conception, 
and thus the continuation of our genes. Another elegant theory. 

John Manning and colleagues in the UK investigated this idea by 
measuring the finger length of fifty-three men who were attending 
an infertility clinic in Liverpool. A measure of hand asymmetry was 
calculated for each man based on the difference in finger length 
between the right and left hands. A semen sample was also obtained 
from the men and later examined for several parameters of sperm 
health.

Stunningly, the degree of symmetry in the men’s hands was 
found to be related to the health of their sperm. In particular, men 
whose left and right hands were closely similar in size and shape 
had a higher concentration of sperm in their ejaculate. Men are, 
of course, more likely to conceive when they have a higher sperm 
count, and therefore this study provides evidence for a relation-
ship between physical symmetry and reproductive fitness in males. 
Importantly, the findings from this study have since been replicated 
in an investigation of Australian men, raising the tantalising prospect 
that men’s hands really do provide a window to their soul (or at least 
their testicular function!). 

The relationship between symmetry and reproductive health 
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in women has also been investigated. Anders Møller and colleagues 
measured the maximum circumference of the left and right breasts 
in 172 Spanish and 50 American women. Intriguingly, women who 
had given birth to a child at any time in their life had more sym-
metrical breasts than woman who had never given birth to a child. 
The age of the women, and also whether the women with children 
had breast-fed, did not appear to have any influence on the findings.

The problem with this study is that its underlying assumption 
– that all childless women can’t have children because of fertility 
difficulties, and therefore they have poor reproductive fitness – is 
not true in all circumstances. Many women have excellent fertility, 
but simply choose not to have children. It is also entirely possible, 
perhaps even likely, that any fertility difficulties experienced by a 
couple are more down to problems on the part of the male partner 
rather than the female. Unfortunately, because of these problems, it 
is difficult to conclude too much from the findings of the study. 

At this stage, there is no scientific evidence that face/body sym-
metry is related to our physical health. While there are preliminary 
reports of a link between symmetry and reproductive health, the 
evidence is yet to reach the standard where we can definitively 
conclude one way or the other.

facial averageness

Another characteristic of faces that humans find attractive is 
‘averageness’.

The first scientist to identify a link between ‘average’ facial 
dimensions and attractiveness was Francis Galton (a cousin of Charles 
Darwin, and a man who we will meet again in chapter 7). Galton 
came upon this discovery by creating what is called a ‘composite 
face’, which is when multiple faces are combined to create a single 
face. Composite faces are usually made by measuring the dimensions 
of multiple faces, averaging these dimensions, and then creating a 
new face based on the measurements. 
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In 1878, Galton and Herbert Spencer (the man who coined 
the term ‘survival of the fittest’) took the photographs of convicted 
violent criminals and blended these into a series of composite faces 
using transparent paper and a mechanical tracing instrument. After 
studying the composite faces, they noted:

…that the features of the composites are much better looking 

than those of the components. The special villainous irregulari-

ties in the latter have disappeared, and the common humanity 

that underlies them has prevailed. They represent, not the 

criminal, but the man who is liable to fall into crime. All com-

posites are better looking than their components, because the 

averaged portrait of many persons is free from the irregularities 

that variously blemish the looks of each of them.

What Galton and Spencer observed was the curious phenomenon 
that humans often find faces with average dimensions to be highly 
attractive. Average, it seems, is beautiful.

Technology has progressed a fair way since the late nineteenth 
century and we now have computers with fancy-schmancy software 
that can create digital blends of multiple faces with the click of a 
button. This has enabled the more rigorous study of ‘average’ faces 
and why we perceive these to be attractive. 

One interesting study was by Judith Langlois and Lori Roggman 
at the University of Texas at Austin, who took photographs of 
ninety-six undergraduate university students posing with ‘a pleasant, 
but neutral closed mouth expression’. A different group of students 
who didn’t know the people in the photographs were then shown 
the photos and asked to rate the attractiveness of the faces on a 
scale ranging from 1 (very unattractive) to 5 (very attractive). The 
individual faces tended to be rated in the middle of the scale, with 
an average attractiveness score for male faces of 2.51 and an average 
attractiveness score for female faces of 2.43.
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The researchers then created a number of composite faces by 
digitally averaging multiple photos. Several composite faces were 
made by averaging different numbers of faces: two faces, four faces, 
eight faces, sixteen faces and thirty-two faces. Undergraduate stu-
dents were again asked to rate these composite faces for attractiveness 
on the same scale ranging from 1 (very unattractive) to 5 (very 
attractive).

The rather compelling finding was that composite faces that 
were made by averaging a large number of faces were rated as being 
the most attractive. Female composite faces made up of two indi-
vidual photos were rated by males in the middle of the attractiveness 
scale, an average score of 2.87. However, the attractiveness ratings for 
composites of four, eight, sixteen and thirty-two faces rose steadily 
from 2.84 to 3.03, 3.06, and 3.25, respectively. Similarly, for female 
ratings of male faces, as the composite became made up of more and 
more faces, the ratings of attractiveness increased from 2.34 to 3.27. 

More ‘average’ faces – that is, composite faces that represent the 
average dimensions of a larger number of people – were deemed to 
be the most attractive. 

Composite faces. Average, it seems, is beautiful. Image courtesy of Dr Martin Gründl.
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facial averageness and reproductive fitness

So how does evolutionary psychology explain our lust for the aver-
age? Again, the argument all comes down to reproductive fitness, 
and that peculiar faces – that is, faces that deviate markedly from 
the ‘average face’ – may be an indicator of some kind of biological 
abnormality that could harm the chances of our genes being carried 
into future generations. ‘Average’ faces, on the other hand, may be 
an indicator to prospective suitors that an individual is free of any 
underlying biological defect, and thus mating with these people 
would be a good bet for the survival of our genes. 

This idea was examined by Gillian Rhodes and colleagues. Just 
over 300 American seventeen-year-olds had their photos taken, and 
their faces were rated for ‘distinctiveness’ – that is, how much each 
face was perceived to be different from an average face. Greater 
facial distinctiveness was found to be related to poor childhood 
health in males, and poor current health in females. In essence, more 
unique faces were related to poorer health, which is exactly what the 
evolutionary psychologists hypothesise.

The whopping great problem is that the findings are yet to be 
replicated. As we know, replication is an essential step for scientists to 
progress an idea from theory to reality. In the absence of replication, 
we must conclude that, at this time, facial averageness is not a proven 
indicator of reproductive fitness. 

Myth or reality?

The spark of attraction between a man and woman is (ideally!) 
where the long and winding path of child development all begins. 
Science has been a marvellous tool in understanding what it is about 
the physical appearance of certain people that catches our eye, and 
there is good evidence that symmetry and averageness are in decent 
supply among good-looking people.

What evolutionary psychology seeks to provide is an answer 
to why we are attracted to these traits. The poet in me loves the 
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idea that we have the hots for someone because we subconsciously 
recognise that they are our best chance to carry our genes forward 
into future generations. But the scientist in me needs more evidence 
before this can be considered proven.

verdict

It is true that we are attracted to people with more symmetrical and 
‘average’ faces. But there is not yet enough proof to claim that these 
characteristics represent underlying reproductive fitness.
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