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Abstract

Research has found that attractiveness has a positive “halo effect”, where people tend to attribute socially desirable 
personality traits to physically attractive individuals. Several studies have documented this “attractiveness halo effect”, 
with most research using western samples. This study sought to examine the “attractiveness halo effect” across 45 
countries in 11 world regions. Data was collected through the Psychological Science Accelerator and participants were 
asked to rate 120 faces on one of several traits. Results showed that attractiveness correlated positively with most of 
the socially desirable personality traits. More specifically, across all 11 world regions, male and female faces rated as 
more attractive were rated as more confident, emotionally stable, intelligent, responsible, sociable, and trustworthy. 
These findings, thus, provide evidence that the “attractiveness halo effect” can be found cross-culturally.
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Introduction

Research has demonstrated that we are able to make judge-
ments of people after only 100 milliseconds of exposure to 
their faces (Willis & Todorov, 2006). With such minimal 
information, participants are able to effortlessly and intui-
tively rate faces on a wide array of traits, such as attrac-
tiveness (Willis & Todorov, 2006). Being able to quickly 
perceive attractiveness may be adaptive since there is some 
evidence that it signals health and immunocompetence 
(Thornhill & Gangestad, 2006; White et al., 2013, but see 
Jones et al., 2021b).

Attractiveness has been said to have a positive “halo 
effect”, where people tend to attribute socially desirable per-
sonality traits to physically attractive individuals. Indeed, 
several studies have documented this effect. For example, 
more attractive individuals are rated as more extraverted 
(Albright et al., 1988) and friendlier (Dion et al., 1972).

Most of this research, however, has been conducted using 
western samples. Some studies have found cross-cultural 
agreement in judgements between western and non-western 
samples (e.g., Albright et al., 1997), but other research has 

found cross-cultural variation (e.g., Marcinkowska et al., 
2014). For instance, the relationship between attractiveness 
and masculinity in male faces has been found to vary depend-
ing on perceptions of violence (Borras-Guevara et al., 2017).

Therefore, this brief report aims to extend the cross-cul-
tural work on this topic and examine the “attractiveness halo 
effect” across 11 world regions. It was hypothesized that 
attractiveness would correlate positively with the socially 
desirable personality traits and negatively with the socially 
undesirable personality traits.

Methods

Data was collected across 45 countries, divided into 11 world 
regions (see Table 1). The decision to not combine the UK 
with Western Europe was made before data collection started 
since the Psychological Science Accelerator (Moshontz et al., 
2018) network could get a minimum number of participants 
in the UK (for details see Jones et al., 2021a).

The facial stimuli used consisted of the photographs of 
60 men and 60 women taken under standardized condi-
tions with neutral expressions from an open-access face 
image set (i.e., Ma et al., 2015). Of the 120 images, 30 
were Black (15 male, 15 female), 30 White (15 male, 15 
female), 30 Asian (15 male, 15 female), and 30 Latinx 
(15 male, 15 female). The same facial stimuli were used 
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in each testing site, with the instructions provided in the 
language appropriate for each country.

Participants (n = 11,570) were randomly assigned to rate 
one of 13 adjectives (i.e., attractiveness, aggression, car-
ingness, confidence, dominance, emotional stability, intelli-
gence, meanness, responsibility, sociability, trustworthiness, 
unhappiness, weirdness). Each of the 120 faces was rated 
from 1 (not at all) to 9 (very) in a randomized order. Each 
participant completed the ratings twice and the ratings from 
the first and second blocks were averaged for all the analy-
ses. Participants took the study in labs or online and data 
from those who did not rate all 120 faces in the first block, 
who provided the same rating for 75% or more of the faces, 
or who did not specify their region were excluded from the 
analyses (for details see Jones et al., 2021a).

Results

The code used for the initial analyses was preregistered and 
made publicly available: https:// osf. io/ kq8dz. Follow-up 
analyses during the review process were conducted using 
R (R Core Team, 2021) and all packages and outputs are 
summarized in Online Resource 1.

We first calculated the average trait score for each face. 
Correlations were then run between all of the measured traits 
(see top part of Table 2). Attractiveness correlated positively 
with all the socially desirable personality traits and nega-
tively with all the socially undesirable personality traits.

We then calculated the average trait score for each face 
per region. The data were then split by world region and by 
sex of facial stimuli. Correlations were then run between 
attractiveness and the other measured traits (see bottom 
part of Table 2). For both male and female faces across all 
11 world regions, individuals rated as more attractive were 
rated as more confident, emotionally stable, intelligent, 
responsible, sociable, and trustworthy as well as less weird. 

Additionally, across several world regions, attractiveness 
correlated positively with caringness and dominance and 
negatively with aggression, meanness, and unhappiness. For 
intelligence (z = 2.78, p = 0.005) and responsibility (z = 2.55, 
p = 0.011) the positive correlations with attractiveness were 
stronger for female faces than for male faces.

Discussion

The hypothesis that attractiveness would correlate positively 
with the socially desirable personality traits and negatively 
with the socially undesirable personality traits across world 
regions was largely supported. These results replicate pre-
vious findings of the “attractiveness halo effect” in west-
ern samples (e.g., Dion et al., 1972; Lucker et al., 1981) 
and suggest that the positive effect of attractiveness can be 
found cross-culturally. Moreover, some of the positive cor-
relations with attractiveness were stronger for female faces 
than for male faces. This finding is also in line with previous 
research which has found that the “attractiveness halo effect” 
is stronger for females (Kaplan, 1978).

That people tend to attribute socially desirable personal-
ity traits to individuals high in physical attractiveness can 
have real-world effects. For instance, in jury studies, it has 
been found that mock jurors are less likely to find physi-
cally attractive defendants guilty when compared to physi-
cally unattractive defendants (Mazzella & Feingold, 1994; 
Smith & Hed, 1979). If convicted, mock jurors, as well as 
real jurors, recommended less severe sentences for more 
attractive defendants (Mazzella & Feingold, 1994; Smith 
& Hed, 1979; Stewart, 1980). These effects could in part be 
explained by the findings presented here that more attractive 
faces are judged as more responsible and trustworthy.

This study is one of several secondary analyses (Forscher 
et al., 2020) that have begun to utilize large-scale cross-
cultural datasets to further our understanding of person 

Table 1  Countries where data 
was collected for each world 
region

World region Countries

Africa Kenya, Nigeria, South Africa

Asia China, India, Malaysia, Taiwan, Thailand

Australia and New Zealand Australia, New Zealand

Central America and Mexico El Salvador, Mexico

Eastern Europe Hungary, Lithuania, Poland, Russia, Serbia, Slovakia

Middle East Iran, Israel, Turkey

Scandinavia Denmark, Finland, Norway, Sweden

South America Argentina, Brazil, Chile, Colombia, Ecuador

United Kingdom England, Scotland, Wales

USA and Canada Canada, the USA

Western Europe Austria, Belgium, France, Germany, Greece, Italy, 
the Netherlands, Portugal, Spain, Switzerland

https://osf.io/kq8dz
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perception. Further work is still needed to better understand 
the influences surrounding the “attractiveness halo effect”. 
For instance, it would be interesting to examine whether 
level of access to the media affects the strength of the 
“attractiveness halo effect”. Nevertheless, the results from 
this study provide strong evidence that the “attractiveness 
halo effect” can be found cross-culturally.

Supplementary Information The online version contains supplemen-
tary material available at https:// doi. org/ 10. 1007/ s12144- 022- 03575-0.
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