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ABSTRACT

The following study with 113 participants analyzes the evaluation bias effects that happen when people are confronted with a typical profile of a

online dating service that contains a false photo, i.e. a photo that obviously does not portray the profile owner. It is known that profile photos

have a great impact how the profile owner is judged. As predicted by the attractiveness halo effect, an attractive photo leads to better evalua-

tions of the displayed person than an unattractive photo. The results of this study show that even if the evaluator knows that the photo does

not actually portray the profile owner, he is nevertheless influenced by the perceived attractiveness of the displayed person. But this is only the

case for men judging women. Women seem to be more resistant against this automatic evaluation bias. The findings are fully in line with other

empirical findings that support an evolutionary perspective, namely that men ascribe a higher value to physical attractiveness in judging

women than women do in judging men.

1 Introduction

Nowadays social networks (SNS) like MySpace, Facebook,
LinkedIn, or online dating services are used by millions of
people. In 2010 Facebook already has more than 400
million active users (according to its own data, see
http://www.facebook.com/press/info.php?statistics). The
primary purposes of such online services is socialising and
engaging in communication with friends (e.g.,
www.facebook.com), to establish business relevant con-
tacts (e.g., www.linkedin.com) or to initiate completely
new contacts and friendships (www.parship.com). In
Germany, Austria and Switzerland, in 2007 more than 7
Million people used already online dating platforms
(Pflitsch & Wiechers, 2008). Social network sites or dating
services allow individuals to construct a more or less pub-
lic profile that represents themselves, to invite other users
as friends or contacts, and to look at the profiles of other
users (for an overview see Boyd & Ellison, 2006). For this
reason, users typically generate personal profiles including
descriptors such as age, sex, hobbies, various prefer-
ences, interests, location, or professional background.
Photos can also be added to the profile. Because photos
(mostly of faces) are often displayed at a prominent place
and faces generally attract attention automatically (e.g.,
Vuilleumier, 2000), they play a crucial role in forming the
desired online self representation (e.g., Fiorie, Taylor,
Mendelsohn, & Hearst, 2008; Young, 2009), a process
that is known elsewhere as impression management
(Goffman, 1959/1990). On the one hand, users can de-
scribe themselves in a favourable but also authentic way
(e.g., Ellison, Heino, & Gibbs, 2006), accentuate their
strengths, and represent themselves in a manner they

think will attract attention. On the other hand, what the
perceiver finds out about a person is not only a matter of
all the information in the profile but instead which infor-
mation is processed primarily. First sight information
strongly influences what is perceived later in the profile.
This phenomenon is called halo effect (Behrscheid & Wal-
ster, 1974; Kanning, 1999; Kelly, 1955; Thorndike,
1920). In online dating sites, where photos are an impor-
tant source of impression formation, biased profile evalua-
tions due to the occurrence of halo effects could be cru-
cial.

1.1 The Attractiveness Halo Effect

The halo effect refers to the cognitive bias that the first
feature we recognize in another person influences how we
perceive that person later. Because visual cues are mostly
the first we recognize (Bar, Neta, & Linz, 2006), they are
important for such a halo effect. On basis of these visual
cues, not only the visual attractiveness is obviously ap-
parent, but inferences are also drawn with respect to the
person’s traits (Hassin & Trope, 2000; Kanning, 1999).
Online profile photos provide such visual cues that give
users the very first impression about profile owner’s,
weight, skin colour, hair colour, and eyes (Alley, 1988;
Hermann, Zanna, & Higgins, 1986; Rhodes & Zebrowitz,
2002) and his attractiveness in general that will later
influence the impression formation about the target per-
son. It has often been shown that perceived attractive-
ness leads to a halo effect. People with attractive faces
are judged more positively in general, are perceived as
socially more competent, powerful, more intelligent, and
even healthier (Eagly, Ashmore, Makhijani, & Longo,
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1991; Langlois, Kalakanis, Rubenstein, Larson, Hallam, &
Smoot, 2000; Zebrowitz, Hall, Murphy, & Rhodes, 2002;
Zebrowitz & Rhodes, 2004). In light of these results, it
follows that people in SNS are very conscious about se-
lecting the right photo (e.g., Ellison, et al., 2006), espe-
cially if the desire is to get to know potential new friends
or partners. Also, from an evolutionary perspective this
makes perfect sense. It has been shown elsewhere that
physical (facial) attractiveness is an important cue for
mate choice (e.g. Walster, Aronson, & Abrahams, 1966),
because it signals mate qualities such as health and intel-
ligence (e.g., Rhodes, 2006; Zebrowitz, et al., 2002).
Young (2009), for example, showed that SNS members
mostly select “good- looking” photos or photos that ex-
press important personal attributes (see also Mikkola,
2008). Also, it is recommendable to select the best-
looking photo if you expect to be contacted. This is com-
pletely in line with the results of Wang, Moon, Kwon, Ev-
ans, and Stefanone (2010) who recently demonstrated
that both male and female subjects were more willing to
initiate friendships with opposite-sex profile owners who
had attractive photos. These results suggest that on the
one hand, the more one is interested in serious new rela-
tionships, the more attractive but also authentic should be
the generated profile including the photo. On the other
hand, online dating sites give users not only the possibility
to express themselves, but also the possibility to experi-
ment with different identities (Whitty, 2007) or various
forms of deception (e.g., Doring, 2000; Gonzales & Han-
cock, 2008; Hancock, Toma, & Ellison, 2007; Toma, Han-
cock, & Ellison, 2008), e.g. false or enhanced photos
(e.g., Hancock & Toma, 2010; Toma & Hancock, 2010) or
gender switching (e.g., Utz, 2005). It becomes clear that
while playing with different roles and identities, different
profiles and profile photos, e.g., celebrity photos are used
to experiment with, namely what photos could be more
successful in attracting others’ attention (Whitty, 2007).
In the face of these “identity games,” the question arises
if and how a false photo can also elicit attractiveness halo
effects, i.e., if an attractive profile photo leads to a better
evaluation of the profile owner than an unattractive photo.
This could be hypothesized if one takes into account that
impression formation processes are biased through halo’s
and are seen as effortless and are more or less automatic
(e.g., Greenwald & Banaji, 1995; Nisbett & Wilson, 1977).
In this case, also the false photo should automatically
generate a biased perception by the target person.

1.2 Sex Differences in Valuing Attractiveness

There is some empirical evidence that there are sex dif-
ferences with respect to the impact of attractiveness on
evaluation of a target person which requires specifying the
general assumption of an attractiveness halo when per-
ceiving false photos. Kaplan (1978) for example found
that the attractiveness halo does not occur for male target
persons (see also Lucker, Beane, & Helmreich 1981).
These results are in line with findings that men much
more than women desire partners who are good looking
and physically attractive (e.g., Buss, 1989; 2006; Fein-

gold, 1991). Todd, Penke, Fasolo, & Lenton, 2007 assume
that for men all women above a certain attractiveness
threshold can be proposed as a mate. Also, this can be
due to evolutionary causes, because attractiveness
judgements also reflect biological criteria (e.g., reproduc-
tion). Therefore, men should focus more than women on
physical criteria when they judge potential partners
(Jankowiak, Jill, & Donovan, 1992; Trivers, 1972). As
Buss (2007) pointed out, men have a greater desire for a
variety of sex partners than do women do: “The evolu-
tionary logic for this sex difference is straightforward -
men who succeeded in securing sexual access to a variety
of women would have achieved greater reproductive suc-
cess than men who did not. Ancestral women, in contrast,
could not increase their reproductive output by having sex
with many men” (Buss, 2007, p. 511). Newer brain
physiological findings support this notion. Hamann, Her-
man, Nolan, and Wallen (2004) found generally more
responsiveness to visual, sexually arousing stimuli for
men than for women. Using the functional resonance
imaging (fMRI) procedure, the authors found that the
amygdale and hypothalamus were more activated in men
than in women when viewing sexual stimuli (see also van
Hooff, Crawford, & van Vugt, 2010). Fisman,
Ilvengar, Kamenica, and Simonson (2006) demonstrated
in a Speed Dating — experiment that women put greater
weight on the intelligence of the potential partner, while
men respond more to physical attractiveness (see also
Todd et al., 2007). Based on these findings, the hypothe-
sis could be rendered more precisely, namely that a false
but attractive photo lead to an attractiveness halo but
especially for female target persons when judged by men
and not for male target persons when judged by women.
The following study was conducted to test this hypothesis
in an online dating environment.

2 Methods and Data

2.1 Participants

A sample of college students at the Fresenius University of
Applied Sciences in Cologne, Germany was recruited. A
total of 113 students completed the survey (59 Males, 54
Females). The mean age for the sample was 24.4 years
(SD = 4.30); participants age ranged from 18 to 40 years.

2.2 Materials

A typical female and male online dating profile was cre-
ated, indicating e.g., age, sex, hobbies, a short self-
description, preferred literature, cooking preferences,
nationality, eye colour, hair colour (blond), weight and
height. Besides, profile photos of an attractive and an
unattractive man (black haired) and an attractive and an
unattractive woman (black haired) were chosen from the
publicly accessible website Beautycheck
(http://www.beautycheck.de/; see Braun, Grundl, Mar-
berger, and Scherber, 2001). These morphed photos are
composites from various real people’s photos and tested
for their attractiveness. The female profile was once com-
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bined with a photo of an attractive or unattractive woman,
the mal profile with a photo of an attractive or unattrac-
tive man.

Furthermore, eight unmistakably positive valenced and
eight unmistakably negative valenced trait items were
used to measure respondent’s evaluation of the profile
owner (see Appendix 1). These attributes were taken from
the norm list of 908 common German adjectives (Hager,
Mecklenbrauker, Moller, & Westermann, 1985; Moller &
Hager, 1991) with mean valence scores of 55.38 for posi-
tive and -59.38 for negative attributes. Responses ranged
from 1 (strongly agree) to 7 (strongly disagree). One item
was used to find out, if the participants were willing to get
to know the profile owner better (“Would you like to get to
know the profile owner better?”). Responses were “Yes”,
“No”, “Maybe”.

2.3 Procedure

Participants were invited to take part in the experiment
via e-mail that included a link to the online survey. They
were told that the study was to investigate a new partner-
ship portal and they would be asked to consider a person’s
profile. Men would evaluate female profiles and women
male profiles. Also participants were informed that they
would see a profile photo that would for reasons of data
privacy not show the profile’s owner but a randomly as-
signed photo. It was also obvious that the profile descrip-
tion of hair colour (blond haired) did not match the hair
colour of the displayed person (black haired). Participants
were then exposed to one profile (either with an attractive
or unattractive photo) and asked to answer an online
questionnaire, comprised of different personality traits
measuring their impression of the profile owner and their
willingness to initiate contact with the profile owner. Men
and women were randomly assigned to one of two ex-
perimental (attractive vs. unattractive photo) conditions.

3 Results

3.1 Wish to get to know the target person

Primarily, the wish to get to know the profile owner de-
pending on owner and participant’s sex was analyzed (see
Table 1).

Table 1: Percentage of participants who want to get to know the
profile owner (“Would you like to get to know the profile
owner better?”).

Women Men

Yes No Maybe Yes No Maybe
Unattrac- 14.29 62.86 22.86 15.00 57.50 31.03
tive
photo
Attractive 20.69 37.93 41.38 37.93 31.03 31.03

photo

As can be seen in Table 1, there is quite a difference in
the willingness to get to know a profile owner with an

attractive respectively unattractive photo. Especially for
men, the attractive photo heightened the desire to contact
the target person. Females seem to be more cautious.
Only a few of them have in face of the attractive photo
the desire to initiate contact with the target person, but
they answered much more “maybe” at least.

3.2 Attractiveness halo

To analyze the attractiveness halo a 2 (face attractive-
ness: attractive, unattractive) x 2 (evaluator sex: mal,
female) x 2 (trait valence: positive, negative) ANOVA was
conducted for the ratings of the profile owner. Before,
ratings for positive traits and those for negative traits
were aggregated. The significant trait valence effect
(F(1,109) = 77.35, p < .001) shows that positive traits
were generally more attributed than negative traits. This
effect was also more prominent within the attractive face
condition indicated by the significant interaction effect of
face attractiveness and trait valence (F(1,109) = 10.10, p
< .01). More important, there is an interaction effect of
face attractiveness, trait valence and evaluator sex
(F(1,109) = 5.75, p < .05). Separate analysis for female
and male participants showed that whereas male partici-
pants evaluated the profile owner more positive and less
negative when the photo showed an attractive woman in
contrast to an unattractive woman (F(1,57) = 16.50, p <
.001), there is no such effect for the female participants
(F(1,52) < 1; n.s.; see Figure 1).
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Figure 1: Profile evaluations for attractive and unattractive profile

photos. Low values (ranging from 1 to 7) represent
higher agreement.

4 Discussion

The goal of this study was to explore biased evaluation
effects that can occur in an online dating environment
triggered by photos that were explicitly marked as false
photos, a fact that is not unusual. Based on many empiri-
cal findings, it was assumed that photos of human faces
attract attention and automatically elicit an attractiveness
halo effect. But, because there is some evidence, that
physical attractiveness is evaluated differentially by men
and women, it was hypothesized, that this bias should be
stronger for men judging a woman than for women judg-
ing a man. The results fully confirmed the hypothesis. For
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male participants, an attractive female photo led to a
greater desire to get to know the profile owner and to
more positive and less negative evaluations. For female
participants, judging the male profile this was not the
case. In sum, the results support the notion that the at-
tractiveness halo occurs primarily for female target per-
sons (Kaplan, 1978; Feingold, 1991) and that attractive-
ness judgements reflect biological criteria as proposed
(Buss, 2006, 2007; Jankowiak et al., 1992). As the study
of Wang et al. (2010) showed, men and women are
equally influenced by an attractive profile owner, but the
present research let us assume that for men in contrast to
women, perceived physical attractiveness automatically
overrides all other information available, also the informa-
tion that the photo does not belong to the profile owner.
Women apparently take this “male bias” into account
when selecting a photo for their profile as suggested by
the results of Siibak (2009) who found that girls in con-
trast to boys select primarily “good-looking” photos (see
also Hancock & Toma, 2010).

It is a clear limitation of the present research that the
participants were not online daters but a student sample.
Therefore we do not know if the same effects will be ob-
servable in true online dating communication. Also we do
not know which evaluation processes are initiated that
could contaminate our results when information about the
false photos are given. Further research should take these
limitations into account and also take recourse to the
findings of Buss (1989) who showed that men valued
reproductive capacity more than did women, and women
valued resource acquisition more than did men. From this
perspective it could be interesting to investigate if women
show an analogous evaluation bias if they perceive such a
resource as for example potential earnings as do men if
they perceive the physical attractiveness from the profile
owners photo.

To sum up, the results of the present study shows the
manipulative power of physical attractiveness deduced
from online profile photos, especially for men even if it is
obviously clear that the displayed information is com-
pletely false. The practical implication seems to be clear:
male users of online dating platforms should be more
carefully when judging a female profile showing a very
attractive woman. But because each online platform has
its own communication rules and is used for different
reasons it remains an open question if the presented re-
sults even holds for every SNS or only in the online dating
environment.
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6 Appendix 1

Sex differences in the Attractiveness Halo Effect

List of trait attributes used to describe the profile owner

Negative

Positive

Indecisive (unentschlossen)
Inactive (trage)

Lonely (einsam)

Pessimistic (pessimistisch)
Egoistic (egoistisch)

Finical (pingelig)

Sparkish (angeberisch)
Avaricious (geizig)
Arrogant (arrogant)
Bourgeois (spieRig)

Humprous (humorvoll)
Attractive (attraktiv)
Perceptive (einfuhlsam)
Sociable (kontaktfreudig)
Successful (erfolgreich)
Interesting (interessant)
Warmhearted (warmherzig)
Intelligent (intelligent)
Sympathetic (sympathisch)
Helpful (hilfsbereit)




