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In this study we examined whether elderly people would show the typical halo effect of 
attributing more desirable personality traits to those individuals who have attractive faces 
(Dion, Bercheid, & Walster, 1972). It was predicted that age should bring wisdom, 
leading to the elimination of this judgmental bias in older people. Fifty-two females 
(aged 65 or above) were required to match photographs of stimulus persons 
(attractive or unattractive) with descriptive paragraphs (positive or negative).  
Contrary to predictions, the usual halo effect occurred: positive personality 
characteristics were attributed more frequently to the attractive individuals, indicating 
that this bias occurs across the lifespan, from childhood to old age. Also, female 
faces were judged more positively than male faces.  
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In their classic study of judgmental bias, „What is beautiful is good‟, Dion, 

Berscheid and Walster (1972) asked participants to choose which personality 

traits applied to pictures of attractive and unattractive people. Their results 

showed that more positive traits were ascribed to the attractive individuals, as 

compared to the less attractive individuals. This bias, or halo effect, was 

obtained consistently over a wide range of rated traits and personal qualities.  

In many further studies this bias has been found to operate (e.g., Kalick,  

1988; Saladin, Saper, & Breen, 1988; Walster, Aronson, Abrahams, & Rottman,  

1966), with participants consistently indicating their belief that more attractive 

persons possess superior personal qualities. Nearly all these studies have used 

young adults as participants, although this type of stereotyping has been found as 

young as 3-6 years (Dion, 1973), or 7-11 years (Rumsey, Bull, & Gahagan, 

1986). However, in no studies in the literature was the age of the participants  
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extended above adulthood, save that Singh (1995) observed that older women 

showed a positive bias toward males with waist-to-hip ratios in the normal 

range, when judging their suitability for a relationship.  

It is a common cultural belief that age brings some measure of wisdom and a  

reluctance to be swayed by inessentials. Harris (1975) found that 64% of 

Americans thought the elderly were “very wise from experience” (as cited in 

Kennedy, 1978). More objectively, Maylor (1994) has found that older adults 

scored higher than young adults on a test of general knowledge, a finding 

similar to that of Salthouse (1993).  

In the present study we tested whether the halo effect still operates in a 

group of elderly individuals who were asked to make judgments of the person-

ality characteristics of individuals who differed in their facial attractiveness. It 

was predicted from the above studies that the responses of such participants 

would show them to be immune to the biasing effects of beauty.  
 

METHOD  
 
PARTICIPANTS  

For pretest ratings of stimulus pictures, eight elderly men and 10 elderly women 

(65 and older) were used. Fifty two elderly female participants were employed in 

the main study, all aged 65 or over. About three quarters were anglophones, the 

remainder francophone; all testing was conducted in the participant‟s mother 

tongue. All participants lived in a residence for the elderly.  
 

MATERIALS  

The stimuli were 12 black and white photographs (35 x 55 mm) of male  

and female high school students wearing graduation gowns. These were head  

and shoulders views; none showed a person wearing glasses. Also, 24 short 

personality descriptions were employed (average length about 50 words), where 

half were positive and half were negative. These were constructed by the 

authors, using adjectives which have been judged as likable or dislikable in 

previous studies (Anderson, 1968; Sears, Freedman, & Peplau, 1985). 

Examples of positive and negative descriptions follow:  

“Wendy is energetic. She is 19 years old, self-confident, yet she is also 

modest in her actions. Her thoughtfulness is what generally makes her 

such a good person to be with.”  

“Wendy is loud-mouthed. She is 19 years old, a snob, and is often 

faultfinding. Her materialistic ways often anger others, especially when 

the image she portrays is a phony one.”  
 

PROCEDURE  

The pretest participants were asked to rate a pool of 72 photos for 

attractiveness on a 5-point scale (1 = very attractive, 5 = unattractive). The six 
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most attractive and the six least attractive photos were then selected to form 

the 12 experimental stimuli, with three of each gender in both cases.  

The experimental participants were then given a test booklet, containing 12 

photos, each linked with two character descriptions (one positive, one negative)  

for the person shown. Verbal explanation of the task was also given. For each  

photo, the participants were asked to select which of the two descriptions they 

found most appropriately described the individual in the picture. Participants 

repeated this task for all 12 photos. The order of presentation of the 

descriptions was randomized.  
 

RESULTS 
 

The dependent variable was the number of positive character descriptions 

chosen by the participants when viewing a photo (0-3 for each participant, in 

each treatment combination). Table 1 shows the means and standard deviations 

for the number of positive choices under each experimental condition.  
 

TABLE 1 
MEAN NUMBER OF POSITIVE CHARACTER DESCRIPTIONS ASSIGNED TO ATTRACTIVE AND 

UNATTRACTIVE STIMULUS PERSONS (MALE OR FEMALE) 

 

                                                                                  Attractiveness of photo  

              Attractive Unattractive 
Sex of photo    M          SD   M           SD 

 

Male 2.00 .86 1.44 1.13 
Female 2.31 .80 1.92 .93 

 
Note.  Maximum possible score is 3. All N = 52. 

 

A 2 x 2 (sex of photo, attractiveness of photo) repeated measures ANOVA 

was performed on these data. This analysis indicated that the attractive 

individuals received more positive character descriptions than were given to the 

unattractive individuals, F(1, 51) = 10.20, p < .001. Also, female photos 

overall produced more positive choices than did male photos overall, 

F(1, 51) = 13.22, p < .001. No interaction was found between sex of photo 

and attractiveness of photo, F(1, 51) = 0.42.  
 

DISCUSSION 
 

The present data show a clear judgmental bias, in that more positive 

personality descriptions were attributed to attractive people, whether male or 

female. In the present study we employed a forced-choice response, which may 

be more clear cut than the usual method in previous studies of having the 
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participant check off traits from a list, and provides a direct conceptual replication 

of the halo effect as found by Dion et al. (1972) and subsequent investigators.  

As Alcock, Carment, and Sadava (1991, p. 295) observe, “It seems somehow 

superficial, even undemocratic, to judge a person by his or her physical features”. 

One would hope that if any group would be immune to this bias, it would be the 

elderly. And yet the present study shows the typical halo effect. Age evidently 

does not bring wisdom, at least in this regard.  

Interestingly enough, most participants, on first being instructed concerning 

the nature of the task, would smile and say that the task was going to be very 

difficult since every individual possesses mostly good traits. But in practice, 

although they may have had some awareness that we should not be swayed by 

surface features, they still behaved like the younger participant populations that 

have been used in previous studies.  

The higher ratings given to females, compared to males, could represent 

either a same-sex bias, or a cultural belief that females are in general „nicer‟ 

than males.  
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