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Previous research has indicated that physical attractiveness can 

“radiate” or spill over onto an interaction partner. This study 

examined the possible radiating effect of a newly discovered social 
stereotype, religiousness. Males (n = 56) and females (n = 119) 

college students initially rated the religiousness of a male target and 

then each subject read one of five scenarios describing the male’s 

dating  partner’s religious background. The female’s religious 

background was described in four ways: 1) Always religious, 2) Recent 

religious convert, 3) Recent religious heretic, 4) Never religious, and a 

fifth control condition which omitted information on the female’s 

religious background. Following presentation of the scenarios, 

subjects again rated the boyfriend’s religiousness. Analysis of pre- vs. 

post-scenario  change scores indicated the boyfriend’s religiousness 

increased following knowledge of the girlfriend’s long-term or recent 
religious involvement (positive radiation effect) but decreased 

following knowledge of the girlfriend’s long-term or recent 

nonreligious involvement (negative radiation effect). It was concluded 

that the radiation effects identified can serve to further expand our 

understanding of the interpersonal perceptions people hold of the 

religious and nonreligious. 

 

A physical attractiveness stereotype (Dion, Berscheid & Walster, 

1972) has been identified which assumes that physically attractive 
individuals are the possessors of other social desirable characteristics, 

such as intelligence and trustworthiness, and that such individuals 

deserve the best life has to offer (e.g., better jobs, bigger homes, and 
better mental and physical health). An interesting interpersonal  
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dynamic of the physical attractiveness stereotype is that a less 

attractive person can garner some of the personal and social benefits of 

an attractive partner by merely being associated with the attractive 
partner. Sigall and Landy (1973) have referred to this “spilling” over 

of physical attractiveness to a less attractive partner, as a “radiation” 

effect. 

Bailey and associates have recently identified another significant. 
social stereotype operating in social life – religiousness. Bailey and 

Garrou (1983) reported that, compared to a nonreligious person, 
college students preferred social interaction with a religious person, 

and they judged a religious person to be more intelligent, more moral, 

more trustworthy, and to possess better mental and physical health. 
These investigators labelled the personal and social benefits associated 

with active religious involvement, as the religious “halo” effect. 

Public individuals who express religious beliefs in their professional 
lives (e.g., a TV personality, a college professor, and an accountant) 

have been shown to benefit from the religious halo effect (Bailey & 

Doriot, 1985). 

There are, however, some potential social risks associated with 
public religious involvement. Bailey and Young (1983) discovered that 
the religious halo can be quickly shattered if a person fails to live up to 

widely held standards of religious conduct, such as failing to help a 

needy person. In fact, a “boomerang” effect may occur, wherein a 

noncharitable religious person is evaluated more negatively and more 
disliked than a noncharitable nonreligious person. 

The present study further examined the interpersonal perceptions 
and evaluations college students have of religious persons. Specifi-

cally, the investigation sought to determine if the religious background 

and history of a person could “radiate” or spill over onto an interaction 
partner, such as a dating partner. Following the themes of prior work 

on the religious halo, it was hypothesized that a person’s active 

religious life (either Always Religious or a Recent Convert to religion) 
would positively radiate to a partner’s religiousness, and, conversely, 

that a person’s inactive religious life (either Never Religious or a 

Recent Heretic) would negatively radiate to a partner’s religiousness. 

Moreover, it was felt that positive or negative radiation would be more 
pronounced in religiously active subjects than in religiously inactive 

subjects and more pronounced in the Convert and Heretic conditions 

than in the Always and Never religious conditions. 

 

METHOD 

SUBJECTS 

Subjects consisted of 56 male and 119 female introductory 
psychology students attending East Tennessee State University. The 

modal subject was 18 years old. 
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MEASURES AND PROCEDURE Subjects were initially classified as 

either religiously active or religiously inactive according to a self-

report of their monthly church participation and/or participation in 

campus-related religious activities. After subjects completed an 
informed consent sheet summarizing the general nature of the study, 

they were shown a life-size slide (from the waist up) of a white 

college-aged male. They viewed the slide for 15 seconds and then 

rated him on a number of dimensions, including the principal 
dependent variable, his religiousness. Next, a slide of a college-aged 

female was projected on the screen and subjects were told to imagine 

the female was a steady dating partner of the male presented earlier. 
An identical written description of the female’s social and academic 

background was presented in all booklets, but each booklet had a 

different insert describing the female’s religious background. 

The female’s religious background, the principal independent 
variable manipulated in the study, was examined at five experimental 
levels. In an Always Religious condition, the female was described as 

having a life-long religious commitment who had been a regular 

churchgoer while in college. In a Recent Convert condition, the female 

was described as not having a history of religious involvement prior to 
coming to college, but having experienced a religious conversion she 

was now an active churchgoer. In a Recent Heretic condition, the 

female was described as having a life-long religious commitment, but 
while in college she recently had rejected her traditional religious 

beliefs and had discontinued participating in religious activities. In a 

Never Religious condition, the female was described as never 
participating in religious activities and she had maintained this 

uninvolved stance in college. And, finally, a Control Condition was 

included where a group of subjects received a scenario which made no 

reference to the female’s religious background. 

After reading one of the five scenarios, a subject rated the 
boyfriend’s perceived religiousness a second time. Perceived 

religiousness of the boyfriend was expressed along a 7-point Likert 

scale, anchored at one end within the phrase “Not Very Religious” (1) 

and anchored at the other end with the phrase “Very Religious” (7). A 
perceived religiousness change score was obtained for each subject by 

algebraically summing his or her religiousness rating of the boyfriend 

before and after presentation of the girlfriend’s religious background 
scenarios. 

 

RESULTS 

A 2 (Religiously Active vs. Religiously Inactive Ss) x 5 
(Girlfriend’s Religious Background) independent-groups factorial was 
computed on the perceived religiousness change scores. Cell sizes 
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were unequal, but proportionality was achieved between the religiously 

active and religiously inactive subjects. 

No statistically significant differences were found between the 
mean change scores (F = .40) for the religiously active subjects  

(X = .00) and the religiously inactive (X = +.05) subjects, nor for the Ss 

x Religious Background interaction (F = 1.50). However, a statistically 

significant effect (F = 7.88, p < .05) was found for the girlfriend’s 
Religious Background. Perceived religiousness mean change scores for 

the five experimental groups were as follows: Always Religious  

= +.49, Recent Convert = +.66, Recent Heretic = -.74, Never Religious 
= -.37, and Control condition = +.09. A Newman Keuls posthoc testing 

procedure revealed the following significant pair-wise mean 

differences: the Recent Convert condition (X = +.66) differed from the 

Recent Heretic condition (X = -.74) and the Never Religious (X = -.37) 
condition; also the Always Religious condition (X = +.49) differed 

from the Recent Heretic condition (X = -.74). 

 

DISCUSSION 

Prior research (Bailey & Garrou, 1983) has demonstrated that 
college students’ perceive a religiously active person more favorably 

than a religiously inactive person (i.e., religious “halo” effect). 

Moreover, it appears that a religious person is more vulnerable to a 
“boomerang” effect if he or she fails to behave in accordance with 

widely held standards of religious conduct (Bailey & Young, 1983). 

The present study extended the understanding of how people perceive 
the religious and nonreligious by identifying yet a third perceptual 

phenomenon, the “religious radiation” effect. 

Elsewhere Bailey & Doriot, (1985), have proposed that the “Who is 
beautiful is good” stereotype identified by Dion, Berscheid, and 

Walster (1972) may be supplemented by another widely held 
stereotypic belief, which assumes “Who is religious is good.” In other 

words, to be perceived as religious means others attach to that person 

greater social significant and more personal benefits (e.g., greater 

intelligence, greater trustworthiness, greater academic promise and 
professional success, and better mental and physical health). The fact 

that radiation may accompany the religious halo now suggests that a 

person can obtain some of the personal and social benefits of the “Who 
is religious is good” stereotype by mere association with a religious 

partner. But negative radiation can occur as well as positive radiation, 

and the “Who is not religious is not good” stereotype likewise can spill 

over to diminish a role partner’s perceived social value. Interestingly, 
the magnitude of positive or negative radiation in this study appears to 

be moderated by the nature and recency of the person’s religious 

commitment. As predicted, radiation was more pronounced in 
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situations where a person had recently “seen the light” of religion or 

recently “sold out” a life-long religious commitment.  

The findings reported here on the religious radiation effects, as well 
as prior work on the religious “halo” and religious “boomerang” 

effects, must be considered research in progress. Replication is needed 
of these interpersonal perceptions of religious persons, particularly 

with subjects outside of the Bible Belt region of the south-eastern 

United States. Still, the presence of positive and negative radiation in 

religiously inactive as well as religiously active college subjects is 
encouraging and suggests future research has promise. Future 

investigations, however, should utilize noncollege populations and 

employ research strategies that more closely mimic real-life 
interpersonal situations. 
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