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Abstract

The halo effect refers to a cognitive bias whereby the overall impression of a person affects how we feel and think about their character. A person who does one positive deed is assumed to be a good person whereas one with a few bad characters is perceived to possess bad character. This study aimed at investigating how men rated the positive qualities of a woman who was described as attractive in a positive, negative or no written description. The male students in our class were given different questionnaires with a similar image of a woman and similar questions. They answered the questions and from data analysis, most of the male students rated the woman as a very attractive lady. The number of negative descriptions was quite minimal in describing the attributes of the woman. Therefore, from this results, it was concluded that a negative description reduces a woman’s attractiveness. 
The halo effect

This is one of the oldest psychological phenomena which is hardly known to many individuals. It is described as the influence on evaluation of personal attributes based on the first impression an individual creates. As we mostly judge people based on the little attributes or experience we have with them, the halo effect is deducted from an implicit personality theory, whereby nice people are perceived to have appealing attributes whereas less nice people are perceived to possess very few nice attributes (Shinanda & Yamagishi, 2014). For example, when we meet someone for the first time, the way they dress, how they communicate and their non-verbal communication skills influence the attributes that we attach to them as their personality.  This mostly applies in job interviews whereby the interviewers have a formed perception of the interviewee as he or she walks into the room and answers the first two questions. However, there are other instances whereby the halo effect plays a great role in determining the outcomes of a given subject. The halo effect is not only based on the influence of presumption of attributes. It is also dependent on the judgements we make about attributes based on independent assessment after interaction. 

Various researchers have studied the influence of attractiveness on the halo effect. Besides attaching an image of an individual, the researcher also attached a brief description of the individual and some questions interrogating the attributes of the person in the image (Townsed & Khan, 2014). In our research, we use this criterion whereby an image of an attractive woman is used, a brief positive and negative description or no description is given and we evaluated the findings. 

Method

Participants

20 male students from my classroom served as the participants for this study. They were approximately 21-25 years of age, as per the ages they indicated in their questionnaires. All these participants were treated as per the requirements of the code of conduct of the ethical research in the American Psychological Association. 

Materials

Questionnaires were issued to the participants at the same time. Each questionnaire had an image of a woman; the image was similar for all the participants, printed in black and white. Besides the image, there was a negative description, positive description or no description. 

In the positive description, the woman was described using the words: this woman is a very joyful and loving woman. She is always willing to help others and has made a lot of sacrifices to see that those around her succeed. In the negative description, we wrote: this woman is a very sad and unloving woman, hardly does she help others even when she is in a position to offer help. Her joy is always in the failure of other people. 

After this description, we attached 15 questions evaluating the attributes of this woman. The questions were close ended whereby upon description of an attribute, the participant was expected to rate his opinion as very true, true, false, or very false.  The participants were also asked about how the description of the woman influenced their perception of the attractiveness of the woman. Unlike Pollock (2012) who used five questions, we used 15 questions in order to increase the accuracy of our results. The questions we asked revolved around the personal attributes; aggression, friendliness, decision-making prowess success, introversion and extroversion as well as likability by the society. 

Design

The study followed a casual design whereby the conditional statement if the woman is attractive with a negative description, the possibility of having many negative attributes is high was put to test.  By changing the description of the woman as either negative, positive or no description, the effect of written description on perception of attractiveness is determined. The independent variable was attractiveness while the dependent variable was the description and outcomes of subsequent variables. 

Procedure

The participants were selected on a first come basis whereby joining the participation was voluntarily. They were assembled into one lecture hall and given consent forms to sign. After this, they were read for all instructions of the process and the same instructions were projected on a white board. The participants were then given an opportunity to choose numbers at random and the number a participant selected determined which seat he or she would sit and find a questionnaire to fill. The seats had been labelled and forms placed on the tables before the process began. All the participants were given an equal amount of time- 20 minutes- to fill in the questionnaire after which the questionnaires were collected for data analysis. 

Results


There were 7 participants in the negative description, 6 in the no description and the other 7 were in the positive description.  Using the Multivariate Analysis of Variance, the data results from the 15 questions were analyzed. There was a significant effect of the written description on the perception that men had about the attractive woman.  All the male participants were affirmative of the woman’s attractiveness and her pleasant feminine features. However, when it came to the results collected about the personal attributes of the woman from the 15 questions, there were quite different opinions about the woman. The ratings the woman got from the no description and positive descriptions were very high whereas the negative description ratings were low and they did not differ greatly from the ratings of the no description. In this case, all p values were less than 0.4

Discussion

The results from the study strongly support the phenomena in the halo effect; whereby they approve that a strong first impression affects the perception of an individual. The results are in correspondence with the earliest findings of Thorndike (1920), who stated that the halo effect does not only represent the effect of presumptions. Rather, it also represents the inability of individuals to resist an image that first impression has already created. The findings are also in line with the research results of Landy and Sigall (1974) who clearly stated that even with an independent assessment of the qualities of an individual; the power of first impression can never be erased. It will always influence the thoughts individuals have about others. 

The description of an individual influences their perception as a good or less good person. A positive description gives an individual more positive rating whereas a negative description gives an individual more negative rating. When looking at the attributes collected from the participants who had a negative description, they were negative as compared to those of the positive description. Thus; this allows us to accept our hypothesis. However, the positive ratings did not influence the positive ratings of the photo due to a ceiling effect. The positive description confirmed that the attractiveness of the halo effect is biased. According to Apaolaza, Hartmann, Lopez, Barrutia & Echebarria (2014), people tend to be positive for things and people that appear pleasing to the eye and on little incitement, they believe that further positivity can be achieved. 

One main limitation of our study is that we only used undergraduate men who belonged to a similar classroom. This may have prompted our findings to be biased. This is because, we did not study women opinion, the existence of a similar age bracket may have also brought about bias because elderly people may have a different opinion based on their wide experience on earth. Lastly, some questions which we asked are prone to be questioned on whether they are positive qualities or they are simply terms that appeared enticing to the young men in our participant group. This is because during our study, the participants had a similar opinion about the attractiveness of the woman in the picture. Hence, it is advisable that when other researchers engage in a similar topic, they should consider eliminating these limitations.
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