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Many different factors influence how one is perceived in pictures, specifically through social media. Past research 

has shown that varying social contexts can enhance an individual’s perceived attractiveness. This study 

hypothesized that individuals would be perceived as more attractive when they are pictured with a dog than when 

pictured alone. Participants were divided into two groups where one group was presented with pictures of models 

with a dog while the other group was presented with pictures of models by themselves. After viewing the pictures, 

participants rated the attractiveness of each model. The results showed that when a person is pictured with a dog, 

it did not have a significant effect on perceived attractiveness, which suggests that it has no significant impact on 

how one is perceived in the real world. 
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The revolution of cellphones has undergone drastic 

changes in the past decade. Flip phones have now been 

replaced by smartphones. The growing popularity and easy 

accessibility of smartphones have induced substantial usage of 

popular social media apps such as Facebook, Twitter, and 

Instagram. About 67% of those who have internet access use 

social media sites (Duggan, 2013). With online dating 

becoming more popular, the rise in social media has also 

contributed to the increase of online dating apps such as 

Tinder, Zoosk, Bumble, Grindr, Hot or Not and many others. 

Among the numerous dating apps, Tinder has become the most 
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common and popular. About 10 million users are active 

everyday on Tinder and a majority of them are of late 

adolescent age (Ligtenberg, 2015). The appeal behind Tinder is 

that it allows individuals to be more selective of whom they 

wish to “match” with depending on how much interest they 

have in another user. This interest is usually influenced by the 

other user’s profile description and the few profile pictures they 

choose to best display them. A study done by Whitty and Car 

(2006) on general online dating revealed that a majority of both 

men and women found physical attractiveness to be a key factor 

in judging an individual’s online dating profile.  

Previous studies have tested a variety of factors that 

could influence the physical attractiveness of an individual in a 

picture. A recent study tested how the presence or absence of a 

woman’s smile influences her physical attractiveness (Wang, 

Montgomery, Leon, & Chiang, 2015). The results revealed 

that there was no significant change in men’s perceptions of 

physical attractiveness of the woman in both conditions. This 

study was based on a previous study where the results showed 

that there was a positive correlation between women smiling in 

their yearbook pictures and their physical attractiveness (Ellis 

& Das, 2011).  

Recent research has tested the how various social 

contexts (i.e., being with friends of the same or opposite 

gender and socio-economic status) can alter the perceived 

attractiveness of men and women in pictures. One study 

showed that both genders were perceived as more attractive 

when pictured with another person of the opposite gender 

(Gouda-Vossos, Dixson, & Brooks, 2016). Interestingly, other 
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research also showed that individuals were considered more 

attractive if they were pictured with a same gender friend who 

was also attractive (Little, Caldwell, Jones, & DeBruine, 

2011). Other social contexts such as being pictured with 

luxurious possessions or being pictured wearing high-end 

clothing—indicating a higher economic status—have also shown 

men but not women to be perceived as more attractive (Dunn & 

Hill, 2014). This gender difference was also seen in another 

study where only the males were rated as significantly more 

attractive when presented alongside a Silver Bentley 

Continental GT (high status car) versus a Red Ford Fiesta ST 

(neutral status car). The women in this study did not show any 

significant difference in their attractiveness when presented 

alongside the high status car versus the neutral status car (Dunn 

& Searle, 2010). 

The relevant research of social contexts has shown the 

effects social aspects can have on perceived attractiveness. 

Other social aspects such as the tendency to form bonds with 

pets or domestic animals may have an influence on how one is 

perceived. For example, if an individual is pictured with a pet, 

they may be perceived differently than if they were pictured 

alone. The presence of a pet could elicit positive feelings in the 

viewer, given the human tendency to bond with animals, which 

could also impact his or her perception of the person in the 

photo. The tendency to bond with pets could be because of the 

biological response humans have towards infantile (cute) faces. 

For example, it’s been hypothesized that infantile features of 

pets such as their round face and big eyes trigger a biological 

tendency in humans to elicit affectionate and caring behavior 

(Borgi & Cirulli, 2016). The infantile face hypothesis 

originated from Lorenz’s notion that the faces of babies follow 

a baby schema (i.e., large head, round face, bigger eyes etc.) 

where the structure of the baby’s face induces a caring and 

affectionate response from humans (Lorenz, 1943). One study 

manipulated the faces of adults to give them more infant-like 

features and the results showed that these baby-like features 

were perceived as attractive and cute (Little, 2012). The results 

also suggested that attraction to baby-like features is not limited 

to just the faces of infants.  

Studies have shown that humans have a tendency to 

form bonds with pets by eliciting caring and affectionate 

behavior in response to the animals’ infantile faces. It is 

possible that the cuteness of these faces in the presence of 

another individual may or may not have a positive influence on 

the perceived attractiveness of the individual. Not many studies 

have explored this possibility, however. The social context of 

owning a pet or being perceived as a person who loves 

domestic animals may also exhibit similar findings of the 

studies previously mentioned where various social contexts can 

have a positive influence on an individual’s perceived 

attractiveness (Dunn et. al, 2014; Little et. al, 2011; Gouda-

Vossos et. al, 2016).  Not enough research has been done to 

test whether individuals pictured with pets or domestic animals 

are perceived as being more or less attractive. This study’s aim 

is to test whether or not the appearance of a dog can increase 

an  individual’s  attractiveness  when  the  individual is pictured  
 

      
 

FIGURE 1.  Left, Condition 1: Picture with the dog.  Right, Condition 2: 

Picture without the dog. 

 
 

with a dog. A rating scale for measuring attractiveness was 

made for this study. Attractiveness will be measured based on 

of a rating scale of 1-10 where a rating of 1 is considered the 

least attractive, 5-6 is average and 10 is the most attractive.  

 

METHOD 

 

Participants 

A total of 37 participants were selected for this study 

through convenience sampling. These participants were 

undergraduate students from the University of Minnesota and 

were taken from two class sections of a Research Methods 

class. The participants consisted of 23 females and 14 males 

and their ages ranged from 19-22 years old. Fifty-seven percent 

of the participants identified as Caucasian, 27 percent identified 

as Pacific Islander/Asian, six percent identified as Hispanic, 

five percent identified as African American, and five percent 

identified as other. Participants were not given any 

compensation for completing this study.  

 

Materials 

 Participants in both conditions were given a 

questionnaire that was split up into three sections (see 

Appendix). The first section gave a description of the study 

(without revealing the purpose of the study), instructions, and 

an operational definition of which score was considered to be 

the least and most attractive. In the second section, participants 

were given questions pertaining to their demographic 

background (i.e., age, gender, and race). The third section 

contained the attractiveness rating scale of 1 to 10 for each of 

the eight models. 

Two different sets of photos were created for the two 

conditions in which participants were either shown photos of 

each individual model pictured with the dog or were shown 

photos of each individual model pictured without the dog (see 

Figure 1 for an example). All of the pictures were taken at one 

place on the University of Minnesota campus. The models in 

this  study consisted  of four females  and four males who were  
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FIGURE 2.  Total mean ratings of attractiveness for all models in each 

condition. The blue bar represents the condition of the presence of the 

dog with the model. The orange bar represents the condition of no 

presence of the dog with the model. Error bars represent standard 

deviations. 

 

 

students at the University of Minnesota. The researchers chose 

models from among people they knew and who were willing to 

participate in the study as models. None of the models were 

part of the Research Methods class. All eight of the models 

were pictured in both conditions wearing their own clothes and 

their outfits remained the same for each condition. The 

manipulated condition contained the set of the photos of each 

individual model pictured with the dog while the other 

condition contained the set of photos of each individual model 

pictured without the dog. The same dog was used for all of the 

photos in the manipulated condition. Each set of photos was 

displayed through a slideshow that was projected onto a screen 

in two different classrooms. Data were collected through the 

questionnaires given to the participants in which they all wrote 

down a rating of attractiveness from 1-10 for each model using 

the scale created for this study.  

 

Procedure  

The study was performed in a specific timeslot and all 

of the students in each class section during that time period 

were asked to participate. An informed consent paragraph was 

read to the participants at the beginning of the study. They 

were informed about the confidentiality of their answers in the 

questionnaire and were also informed about the option to 

withdraw from the study at any time. Both conditions were run 

concurrently in different classrooms and under different 

experimenters. Pictures of models in both conditions were 

displayed onto a large projector screen in each classroom.  

Participants who were a part of the condition that had 

the presence of the dog were given a slideshow. Each slide 

displayed a picture of each model with the dog. The first four 

models shown were males while the last four models shown 

were females. The participants were then asked to write down 

the ratings of attractiveness for each of the models on the 

questionnaire. Participants in the other condition that didn’t 

have the  presence of  the  dog underwent  the same procedure.  

 
 

FIGURE 3.  Mean ratings of attractiveness for each model. Blue bars 

represent the condition of the presence of the dog with the model. 

Orange bars represent the condition of no presence of the dog with the 

model. Error bars represent standard deviations from the mean of each 

model’s rating of attractiveness. 

 

 

They were given a slideshow where each slide displayed a 

picture of each model without the dog. The models were 

presented in the same order in both conditions. The participants 

were then asked to write down on the questionnaire the ratings 

of attractiveness for each of the models. A debriefing session 

was held at the end of the experiment and the purpose of the 

study was revealed to the participants.  

 

RESULTS 

 

A one-tailed independent-groups t-test was performed 

to compute if there was a statistical increase in the mean ratings 

of attractiveness for the models who were pictured with the dog 

in comparison to the same models who were not pictured with 

the dog. Level of attractiveness was measured through 

participants’ ratings of each model on a scale of 1-10 in both 

conditions. Average ratings of each model in both conditions 

were calculated and then summed to produce a total overall 

average for each of the conditions (see Figure 2). Overall, the 

analysis showed that there was no significant increase in ratings 

of attractiveness for the models with the dog (M = 46.12, SD 

= 8.85) versus the models without the dog (M = 43.25, SD = 

10.37), t(35) = 0.90, p = 0.188. A majority of the models did 

show a trend of a slight increase in attractiveness when pictured 

with the dog (see Figure 2) but the increase in the ratings was 

too small to reach statistical significance. Only model 3 showed 

a significant increase in levels of attractiveness (see Figure 3) 

when he was pictured with the dog (M = 7.47, SD = 1.28) 

compared to being pictured without the dog (M = 5.20, SD = 

2.21), t(35) = 3.73, p = 0.001. 

 

DISCUSSION 

 

The results showed that there was no significant 

increase in an individual’s attractiveness when they were 

pictured with a dog compared to when they were not pictured 
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with a dog. This was based on the ratings of attractiveness 

participants gave for each model in both conditions. We reject 

the hypothesis that individuals are perceived as more attractive 

when pictured with a dog than when they are pictured alone 

because the total average rating score for the manipulated 

condition did not significantly increase from the normal 

condition, 

 These results do not reveal the same statistically 

significant findings that previous studies have had in terms of 

various social contexts having an influence on perceived 

attractiveness of individuals. The study done by Gouda-Vossos 

et al. (2016) showed that individuals of either gender were 

perceived as more attractive when pictured with another person 

of the opposite gender. Even being pictured with an attractive 

friend was also shown to increase an individual’s attractiveness 

(Little et al., 2011). Other social contexts such as being 

pictured with luxurious items have shown to increase the 

attractiveness of males in another study (Dunn et al., 2014).  

 The sample size was quite limited for this study. Only 

37 participants were conveniently sampled by just two of the 

lab sections of the Research Methods class. A larger sample 

size could have produced significant results since model three 

did display a significant increase when he was pictured with the 

dog. The significant increase in model three however, could 

have occurred by chance. The sample size was also not 

representative of the general population of the university which 

holds a wide range of students of several races. The majority of 

the participants were either Caucasian or Asian. There was also 

little variation between the races of the models who for the 

majority of were Caucasian. It could be that the lack of 

diversity among the models and the participants led to 

insignificant results.  

 Another limitation that could have caused our results 

to be insignificant was how broad our definition of 

‘attractiveness’ was. The results may have differed had we 

operationally defined the rest of the scores in the scale instead 

of just defining 1 and 10. Attractiveness in general is quite 

broad and many factors—not just physical looks—contribute to 

it, therefore the 1-10 scale may not have been precise enough 

to allow valid measurement. Had we incorporated other kinds 

of scales to measure attractiveness, our results could have been 

different. For example, we could have also measured some 

factors of attractiveness by asking the subjects to rate how 

charming each model looked, how much they would want to be 

friends with the model, how popular or well liked each model 

looked, and how pleasing was each model’s appearance. These 

other factors would have broaden the definition of 

attractiveness and perhaps would have produced significant 

results similar to model 3. 

 Other minor factors that could have affected our 

results were how the models were pictured and presented. The 

pictures were taken outside and each model had small to large 

variations of light from the sun which may have affected the 

exposure of the picture, thus affecting the quality of each 

picture. Pictures were not taken at the same angle or the same 

distance away from the model, however these two factors were 

not substantially different for each shot.  The way the models 

smiled may have played a minor role in how they were 

perceived. Some of the models smiled with their mouth closed 

and others smiled with their teeth. While showing the pictures 

to the subjects, the male models were presented first followed 

by the females. This may have had ordering effects on the 

results.  

 This study explored a social context that was far 

different from the other social contexts of previous studies 

(Dunn et al., 2014; Little et al., 2011; Gouda-Vossos et al., 

2016). Previous studies tested whether being pictured with a 

human of the opposite gender or with an attractive human of 

the same gender would increase an individual’s perceived 

attractiveness whereas this study hypothesized that a dog (non-

human) would increase an individual’s perceived attractiveness. 

Because the results were insignificant and the study took a far 

different approach of social context, it could be that our 

hypothesis has no real-world effect. In other words, being 

pictured with a dog may not really have an influence on an 

individual’s perceived attractiveness at all in the real world. 

This should not be conclusive, however, because there’s still a 

lack of research behind this hypothesis.  

 More studies should be done to test if being pictured 

with other common pets such as a cat or guinea pig could 

significantly increase the attractiveness in individuals since our 

study did not produce significant results with dogs. The studies 

could test to see if the effects of infantile faces from pets could 

positively impact the perceived attractiveness of the person 

who’s pictured with them. Previous studies have shown the 

infantile faces of pets elicit caring and affectionate behavior in 

humans (Borgi et al., 2016; Lorenz et al., 1943). These studies 

should include a larger and more diverse sample size as well as 

offer more operationally defined ways to measure 

attractiveness.  

Future studies should explore other social contexts that 

could influence an individual’s perception of attractiveness. For 

example, further studies could test if individuals are perceived 

as more attractive if they are pictured with a large group of 

friends versus a small group. Another study could test if 

individuals are perceived as more attractive if they are 

perceived as adventurous in pictures where they are in located 

in exotic places of the world. Gender differences also seem to 

play a role in perceived attractiveness for men and women, 

particularly in the social context of socioeconomic status. Past 

studies by Dunn et al. (2014) and Dunn et al. (2010) have both 

shown that men are more likely than women to be found as 

more attractive when they are perceived as having a higher 

SES. Future research should be done to see if occupations 

associated with a higher SES (e.g., doctor, engineer etc.) have 

a stronger positive influence over perceived attractiveness than 

just being presented with higher SES items or possessions.  

 Although this study failed to show a significant 

increase in perceived attractiveness of individuals pictured with 

a dog, other social contexts such as being pictured with the 

opposite gender or with an attractive person of the same gender 

have both shown to increase an individual’s attractiveness. 
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Being pictured in different social contexts can have a positive 

impact on how individuals are perceived. More studies should 

test which kinds of social contexts can increase an individual’s 

perceived attractiveness. This could be beneficial for frequent 

users of online dating websites and apps who wish to have 

more success in attracting other users to their profile. Online 

dating has become more common today and because of that, 

the results of these kinds of studies could reach out to a large 

population of people who are part of the online dating 

community. Factors that have a positive influence on how one 

is perceived in pictures on his or her dating profile could spark 

more interest in others as well as increase their chances of 

meeting more people online. 

 

APPENDIX 

 

Directions: 

In this experiment, you will be looking at pictures of eight different people and 

rating them based on general attractiveness on a scale of 1-10; 1 being the least 

attractive and 10 being the most attractive. You will be given an assessment 

sheet to record your ratings as well as some basic information about yourself. 

This is an individualized procedure, so please do not talk with your neighbor 

during the experiment. After you are finished with the procedure, please hand 

in your assessment sheet.  

 

1. Age:  

 

2. Gender (circle one): 

a. Male 

b. Female 

c. Other 

 

3.  Race *optional (circle one): 

a. Caucasian 

b. African - American 

c. Asian/Pacific Islander 

d. Hispanic 

e. Other  

 

Model 1 Level of Attractiveness (1-10): 

Model 2 Level of Attractiveness (1-10): 

Model 3 Level of Attractiveness (1-10): 

Model 4 Level of Attractiveness (1-10): 

Model 5 Level of Attractiveness (1-10): 

Model 6 Level of Attractiveness (1-10): 

Model 7 Level of Attractiveness (1-10): 

Model 8 Level of Attractiveness (1-10): 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

REFERENCES 

 
Borgi, M., & Cirulli, F. (2016). Pet face: Mechanisms underlying human-

animal relationships. Frontiers in Psychology, 7, 298. http://doi.org/ 

10.3389/ fpsyg.2016.00298 

 
Duggan M, & Brenner J. The demographics of social media users, 2012. Pew 

Research Center’s Internet & American Life Project; 2013. Retrieved 

from: http://www.pewinternet.org/2013/02/14/the-demographics-of-

social-media-users-2012/. 

 
Dunn, M. J., & Searle, R. (2010). Effect of manipulated prestige-car 

ownership on both sex attractiveness ratings. British Journal of 

Psychology, 101, 69–80. doi: 10.1348/000712609X417319 

 
Dunn, M., & Hill, A. (2014). Manipulated luxury-apartment ownership 

enhances opposite-sex attraction in females but not males. Journal of 

Evolutionary Psychology, 12(1), 1–17. doi: 10.1556/jep.12.2014.1.1 

 
Ellis, L., & Das, S. (2011). Sex differences in smiling and other photographed 

traits: A theoretical assessment. Journal of Biosocial Science, 43, 345-35. 

doi: 10.1017/S0021932010000659 

 
Gouda-Vossos, A., Dixson, B.J., & Brooks, R.C. (2016). Sexual conflict and 

gender gap effects: Associations between social context and sex on rated 

attractiveness and economic status. PLOS ONE, 11(1). doi: 10.1371/ 

journal.pone.0146269 

 
Ligtenberg, L. (2015). Tinder, the app that is setting the dating scene on fire: 

A uses and gratifications perspective (Master’s Thesis) University of 

Amsterdam, Amsterdam, Netherlands. 

 
Little, A.C., Caldwell, C.A., Jones, B.C., & DeBruine, L.M. (2011). Effects 

of partner beauty on opposite-sex attractiveness judgments. Arch Sex 

Behavior, 40(6), 1119–27. doi: 10.1007/s10508-011-9806-5 pmid:WOS: 

000296731000012 

 
Little, A.C. (2012). Manipulation of infant-like traits affects perceived cuteness 

of infant, adult and cat faces. Ethology, 118, 775–782. doi: 10.1111/ 

j.1439-0310.2012.02068.x 

 
Lorenz, K. (1943). Die angeborenen Formen mo¨glicher Erfahrung (The 

innate forms of potential experience). Zeitschrift fu¨r Tierpsychologie, 5, 

233–519. 

 
Wang, X., Montgomery, M., Leon, J., & Chiang, F. (2015). The effect of 

smiling on men’s perceptions of women’s attractiveness. Sentience, 12, 

14-16. 

 
Whitty, M., & Carr, A. (2006). Cyberspace romance: The psychology of 

online relationships. Basingstoke, England: Palgrave Macmillan. 


