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People are much harsher when they see outcomes biased by gender or race than by physical 
attractiveness, largely because attractiveness bias often goes unnoticed, according to research published 
in Journal of Personality & Social Psychology.

Discrimination is widely recognized as unfair, but detecting it in everyday life is not always 
straightforward. People rarely witness explicit prejudice; instead, they often infer discrimination from 
patterns in outcomes, such as who gets hired, promoted, or punished. When certain groups are 
consistently overrepresented or underrepresented, these statistical imbalances can signal bias. Prior 
research shows that people readily interpret such patterns as unfair when they involve well-known 
forms of discrimination, such as race or gender.

Bastian Jaeger and colleagues were motivated by a puzzling gap in both research and public discourse: 
despite strong evidence that physically attractive individuals receive systematic advantages in domains 
like hiring, pay, and legal outcomes, “lookism” attracts far less moral outrage than race- or gender-
based discrimination. The authors asked whether this apparent tolerance reflects genuine acceptance of 
attractiveness-based bias, or whether people simply fail to notice it in the first place.

The present research consisted of six primary studies and two supplemental studies examining how 
people judge the fairness of statistically biased decision outcomes. Across all studies, a total of 3,591 
participants were recruited from the United States and the Netherlands, primarily through Prolific and 
university subject pools, with several of the samples recruited to be broadly demographically 
representative.

In most studies, participants were presented with realistic decision scenarios in which they first viewed 
a pool of individuals that was explicitly balanced on gender, race, and physical attractiveness. 
Participants were told that all individuals were equally qualified for the relevant decision, such as 
hiring for a job or determining guilt in a legal case, ensuring that outcome patterns, and not merit 
differences, were the sole basis for judgments.

In Studies 1 and the two supplemental studies, participants evaluated hiring decisions in which selected 
candidates were either unbiased or strongly biased along one dimension: gender, race, or attractiveness. 
These studies varied whether bias type was manipulated between or within participants and also varied 
how clearly the contrast between selected and nonselected candidates was displayed.

Study 2 built directly on this design by intensifying the attractiveness manipulation, using highly 
attractive versus unattractive AI-generated faces to test whether more extreme attractiveness differences 
would elicit stronger fairness concerns. Study 3 extended the paradigm beyond hiring to a criminal 
sentencing context, where participants evaluated the fairness of verdicts that disproportionately 
convicted individuals based on race or physical attractiveness, allowing the authors to test whether the 
pattern generalized from rewarding to punitive decisions.

The remaining studies focused on attention and awareness. Study 4 measured spontaneous detection of 
bias by asking participants to freely describe what stood out about a hiring decision, with responses 
coded for references to attractiveness, gender, or race. Study 5 manipulated awareness by explicitly 



informing participants, via a neutral algorithmic message, that a statistical imbalance favoring attractive 
or White candidates had been detected, while holding the visual information constant.

Finally, Study 6 tested attentional constraints by comparing judgments of attractiveness-biased 
outcomes when candidate pools varied on gender and race versus when all candidates were White 
women, making attractiveness the only possible source of bias. Together, these designs allowed the 
authors to isolate not only how people judge biased outcomes, but also whether they notice those biases 
in the first place

Across Studies 1 through 3 and the supplemental replications, the same overarching pattern 
consistently emerged. Outcomes that were biased by gender or race were judged as substantially less 
fair than unbiased outcomes, whereas outcomes biased by physical attractiveness were judged as only 
slightly less fair or, in some cases, no less fair at all.

This pattern held across different experimental formats, across both photographic and AI-generated 
stimuli, and even when attractiveness bias was extreme, such as when only highly attractive individuals 
were hired or only unattractive individuals were convicted. Importantly, this muted response to 
attractiveness bias generalized across domains, appearing both in hiring decisions and in criminal 
sentencing judgments.

Study 4 revealed a critical asymmetry in attention that helped explain these findings. When participants 
were asked to describe biased outcomes in their own words, the majority spontaneously identified 
gender discrimination in gender-biased outcomes and race discrimination in race-biased outcomes. In 
contrast, only a small minority mentioned attractiveness when outcomes favored attractive individuals, 
despite the bias being equally strong and visible. This demonstrated that attractiveness bias is far less 
likely to be noticed spontaneously, even when it objectively structures the outcome.

Studies 5 and 6 showed that this lack of awareness plays a central causal role in fairness judgments. 
When participants’ attention was explicitly drawn to attractiveness-based disparities, their fairness 
ratings dropped sharply, and this reduction was substantially larger than the effect of highlighting race 
bias.

Although race-biased outcomes remained somewhat more negatively evaluated even after awareness 
was equalized, the large shift in responses to attractiveness bias demonstrated that much of its apparent 
acceptability stems from failure to detect it. This conclusion was reinforced in Study 6, where 
attractiveness-biased outcomes were judged more negatively when gender and race were held constant, 
freeing participants’ attention to focus on attractiveness alone.

Together, these findings suggest that the apparent social tolerance of attractiveness discrimination 
stems less from moral approval and more from a systematic blind spot in how people scan outcomes 
for bias.

Participants were recruited from the United States and the Netherlands. Future research is needed to 
test whether these findings generalize across cultures and with culturally specific stimuli.

The research “Social Bias Blind Spots: Attractiveness Bias Is Seemingly Tolerated Because People Fail 
to Notice the Bias” was authored by Bastian Jaeger, Gabriele Paolacci, and Johannes Boegershausen.
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