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This study aims to examine the effect smiling has on men’s perceptions of women’s attractiveness. Two versions 

of a questionnaire were created, both with a picture of a female and questions on her attractiveness, work ethic, 

sociability, helpfulness, and adventurousness, although we focus only on the attractiveness ratings. Male 

participants were randomly given one of the two versions, either with a smiling picture or a not smiling picture. 

The results suggested that women who smile are not perceived to be more attractive to males than women who do 

not smile. 
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A good impression is the start of everything. 

Understanding the factors that lead an individual to be 

perceived as more attractive is the first step in making a good 

impression. Research studies have examined multiple aspects of 

leaving good impressions in life: emotions (Mehrabian, 1997), 

bodily capital, the value generated from appearance, 

attractiveness, and physical ability (Hutson, 2013), appearance 

(Park & Harwin, 2010), female facial beauty (Cunningham, 

1986), and components of facial attractiveness (Terry & Davis, 

1976).  

If popular culture is to be believed, smiling leads to 

better first impressions. However, research has not 

conclusively indicated that smiling has an influence on social 

impressions, the impressions that others have on an individual 

based  on  his or  her bodily  capital, appearance, or  emotions, 
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etc. (Hutson, 2013; Park & Harwin, 2010; Mehrabian, 1997). 

Additionally, the impacts of gender and race have not been 

examined in relationship to the effects of smiling on 

attractiveness. Despite the prevailing general consensus that 

smiling makes people appear more attractive, more research is 

necessary to understand the exact nature of the relationship.  

Several studies have been performed to examine the 

physical elements of a face that could possibly make individuals 

appear more attractive. Overall ratings of attractiveness were 

found to have a positive correlation with individual ratings of 

attractiveness of the parts of the face. The mouth seemed to 

have the greatest influence, followed by the eyes, the hair, and 

the structure of the face (Terry & Davis, 1976). The greatest 

influence of mouth on the perceived level of attractiveness 

suggested that smiling might be a critical factor of the 

perceived attractiveness.  

Rodrigues and colleagues (2009) examined 

participants’ perceptions of smile attractiveness based on the 

exposure of teeth when smiling. The researchers showed 

participants photographs and asked them to evaluate the 

attractiveness of different kinds of smiles, which varied in the 

degree of exposed teeth; they also showed participants a picture 

of the smiling teeth instead of a picture of a smiling face to test 

if the framing of photographs matters. The results indicate that, 

with the exception of the smile with a diastema, which is a 1-

mm-wide gap between the two front teeth, all smile types 

received positive ratings. Also, showing participants either the 

face or the smile had no effect on the attractiveness ratings of 

the smile. Given the result of this study, we designed our 

experiment to further examine the effect of smiling on the 

attractiveness ratings.  
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Ellis and Das (2011) conducted a study on gender 

differences in the amount of smiling and the perceptions of 

smiles in males and females. They examined a large sample of 

high school yearbook photographs and gathered ratings on 

several physical traits of students, their physical attractiveness, 

and assessed the degree of smiling. The results indicated that 

females not only smile more than males do when being 

photographed, it also indicated that women’s smiling was 

positively correlated with physical attractiveness. This study 

concluded that gender influences the relation between smiling 

and physical attractiveness; however, it was unclear which 

gender gave the ratings on physical attractiveness. 

Existing research fails to examine the effect of smiling 

on women’s perceived attractiveness as rated by male 

participants. Our study aims to address this gap in the literature 

by investigating the impact of a smile on male participant’s 

perceptions of a woman’s attractiveness.  We hypothesize that 

women, when smiling, are perceived to be more attractive by 

men.  

 

 

METHOD 

 

Participants 

Thirty participants, all males, were involved in this 

study. All participants were recruited from a Psychology class 

at the University of Minnesota using convenience sampling. 

The ages of the participants ranged from 18 to 26. Among the 

30 participants, 66.7% of them identified themselves as white, 

30% as Asian or Pacific Islander, and 3.33% as other. The 

study was offered as one of several for-credit options in the 

students’ psychology class, and those who participated were 

thanked for their time spent in the study. 

 

Materials 

The surveys included three parts: instructions 

explaining the task, one of the two photographs, and a 

questionnaire about participants’ opinions of the photo 

provided. (The questionnaire is shown in the Appendix.) 

The photographs were selected from A Photo Series 

That Captures a Range of Human Emotions on Lifehack.org. 

The photographs were both the identification photo of the same 

female with the same haircut, same make-up and same gesture; 

one was taken when she was smiling, the other one when she 

was not smiling.  

There were two versions of questionnaires that 

participants could receive. Version I was a questionnaire and a 

photo of the smiling female, while Version II was the same 

questionnaire and a photo of the non-smiling female. In order 

to prevent the participants from making biased decisions about 

the photo, our research group created the questionnaire with 

one target question and four irrelevant questions to conceal the 

true nature of the study. There were five questions in the 

questionnaire, one of which was “on a scale from 1-5 how 

attractive do you think this person is?” and provided five 

choices from 1 being “not at all attractive”, to 5 being “very 

attractive”. The rest of the questions asked participants to rate 

the female in the photo on her work ethic, sociability, 

helpfulness, and adventurousness.  

In this way, the only difference between two versions 

of the questionnaires was the photo with or without a smile. 

Every other thing being held constant, we want to see if 

smiling does make the female in the photo receive a higher 

rating on attractiveness.  

 

Procedure 

To recruit participants, we asked students in the 

Research Methods class at the University of Minnesota if they 

would be willing to participate in the study. The students who 

agreed were randomly given either Version I of the survey or 

Version II of the survey.  

The instructions were placed on the on the top of the 

surveys, directing participants to answer five questions 

regarding the photograph of the woman. Participants then saw 

the picture of the female and the questionnaire underneath it. 

Participants then were asked to provide basic demographic 

information, including age, gender, ethnicity, and student 

status.  

 

 

RESULTS 

 
The dependent variable – the rating of the women’s 

attractiveness – was measured by one of the questions in the 

questionnaire. A one-tailed independent-groups t-test was 

performed to compare the mean attractiveness ratings of the 

groups that saw the smile and no-smile pictures. 

 Analyses showed that the attractiveness ratings of the 

group receiving the picture of the women with a smiling face 

(M = 3.33, SD = 0.90) were not significantly higher than the 

group that received the picture of the woman with a neutral 

face (M = 3.00, SD = 0.76), t(28) = 1.10, p = 0.281.   

 

 

 

DISCUSSION 

 
The results of this study indicate that there is no 

significant difference between men’s perceptions of females’ 

perceived attractiveness in the two conditions, as measured by 

the questionnaires we created. Thus, we reject our hypothesis 

that smiling women are perceived to be more attractive to 

males.  

Our results are not consistent with the findings of 

previous studies. Rodrigues et al. (2009) showed that many 

types of smiling were positively correlated with people’s 

ratings of attractiveness.   

The failure to replication previous results might be due 

to too few photographs of models. Characteristics of the 

photographs such as the race of the model were not varied. 

Using photographs of a female in another race group could lead 

to different results.  
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Moreover, in their study on the gender differences in 

perceived attractiveness, Ellis and Das (2011) suggested that 

gender moderates the relation between smiling and physical 

attractiveness. Since our study indicated that women who were 

smiling and not smiling were perceived to be equally attractive 

to men, but did not examine the effect of a smile on women’s 

perception of men’s attractiveness, it is possible that the 

presence of a smile has an effect on men’s attractiveness. 

Another reason for our insignificant result might be 

the specific sample we had. First, a sample of 30 participants 

might be too small to represent the true variance of the 

population. Second, as this experiment was conducted using a 

convenience sample of undergraduate students from a 

psychology class, it is possible that the ratings of this sample 

were biased in one way or the other.  

The third limitation we had was that only one question 

was used to evaluate the level of attractiveness. The experiment 

might produce a more generalizable and potentially robust 

result if we were to use multiple questions assessing the level 

of attractiveness of the model. Thus, a more rigorous and 

holistic scale could be adopted to examine the relationship 

between smiling and perceived attractiveness.  

Further studies are needed to explore the exact nature 

of the influence of smiling on perceived attractiveness. For 

example, more studies can be done to examine if smiling makes 

males appear more attractive to females. Alternatively, it would 

also be interesting to see how smiling would change the 

perceived attractiveness of females towards females, or the 

perceived attractiveness of males towards males. Also, a larger 

and more generalizable sample is desired in future studies. 

What is more, a more holistic scale to measure the perceived 

attractiveness of the model could be developed.  

In conclusion, although we failed to show the effect of 

smiles on the perceived attractiveness of women as rated by 

men, leaving a good impression is still essential in most 

situations in life. Thus, the factors leading to desirable 

impressions are of high interest. Smiling, as a known factor of 

attractiveness (Rodrigues et al., 2009), should be studied more 

extensively to explore its relationship with good impressions. 

With more studies devoted to examining this relationship, we 

could then discover the role smiling has in making a good 

impression in critical situations in life. 

 

APPENDIX 

 
Please answer the following questions about the person on the photograph. 

Circle your answer. 

 

On a scale from 1-5 how attractive do you think this person is? 

1                   2                   3                   4                   5 

       not at all                                                                          very 

       attractive                                                                      attractive 

 

On a scale from 1-5 how hardworking do you think this person is? 

1                   2                   3                   4                   5 

       not at all                                                                          very 

    hardworking                                                                  hardworking 

 

 

On a scale from 1-5 how sociable do you think this person is? 

1                   2                   3                   4                   5 

       not at all                                                                          very 

        sociable                                                                        sociable 

 

On a scale from 1-5 how helpful do you think this person is? 

1                   2                   3                   4                   5 

       not at all                                                                          very 

        helpful                                                                          helpful 

 

On a scale from 1-5 how adventurous do you think this person is? 

1                   2                   3                   4                   5 

       not at all                                                                          very 

     adventurous                                                                  adventurous 
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