
 

 
 
 
 
ASSOCIATION FOR CONSUMER RESEARCH 

 
Labovitz School of Business & Economics, University of Minnesota Duluth, 11 E. Superior Street, Suite 210, Duluth, MN 55802 
 
 
Familiarity Hijack: Imperceptible Celebrity Facial Cues Influence Trust and Preference

Robin Tanner, University of Wisconsin - Madison, USA 
Ahreum Maeng, University of Wisconsin - Madison, USA 

 
In this research we investigate the effect of morphing unfamiliar faces with those of well-known public figures. Across 4 studies,

using a variety of measures, participants show a clear preference for the morphed faces, despite a complete lack of conscious

recognition of the public figures in question.

 
 
[to cite]:

Robin Tanner and Ahreum Maeng (2011) ,"Familiarity Hijack: Imperceptible Celebrity Facial Cues Influence Trust and

Preference", in NA - Advances in Consumer Research Volume 39, eds. Rohini Ahluwalia, Tanya L. Chartrand, and Rebecca K.

Ratner, Duluth, MN : Association for Consumer Research, Pages: 277-278.

 
[url]:

http://www.acrwebsite.org/volumes/1010198/volumes/v39/NA-39

 
[copyright notice]:

This work is copyrighted by The Association for Consumer Research. For permission to copy or use this work in whole or in

part, please contact the Copyright Clearance Center at http://www.copyright.com/.

http://www.acrwebsite.org/volumes/1010198/volumes/v39/NA-39
http://www.copyright.com/


Advances in Consumer Research (Volume 39) / 277

them difficult to recognize or control. This talk explores the impact of 
appearance-based social inferences in two important decision-making 
domains: political choice (voting) and mate choice (dating).

In the first part of the talk, we briefly review evidence that politi-
cians who happen to possess faces that make them look competent 
enjoy greater electoral success, and describe recent modeling efforts 
to extract the physiognomic features that govern facial competence 
using multi-dimensional computerized facial stimuli. We then pres-
ent the results of a new study that further illustrates the surprisingly 
powerful influence of candidate appearances on elections. Participants 
in this study were shown photos of actual U.S. political candidates 
running for Senator or Governor. In particular, they were shown pairs 
of headshots representing the two rival candidates and asked to guess 
which one was the Republican (or Democrat). We find that the more 
a candidate looks like a Republican (i.e., the greater the proportion of 
participants who guessed that he/she was the Republican) the larger 
that person’s vote share in conservative states, regardless of his/her 
actual affiliation. In contrast, we found no such relationship in liberal 
states, suggesting that voting in those states is less influenced by candi-
date appearances. The relationship between looking conservative and 
electoral success in right-leaning states holds when we control for in-
cumbency status or candidate age differences, and even when we only 
consider elections involving Caucasian male candidates. Furthermore, 
we find that the looking conservative (vs. liberal) is unrelated to look-
ing attractive, competent, or trustworthy, suggesting that the apparent 
effect of facial conservatism/liberalism is unrelated to inferences of 
more basic personality traits. These results are particularly surprising 
when we consider the fact that candidate photos and their political 
party affiliations are provided on the voting ballots.

In the second part of the talk, we turn to the domain of mate 
choice (dating). We describe a pair of studies examining the im-
pact of first impressions on online matchmaking and speed dating 
success. Using two naturalistic data sets of real daters interacting 
through a major online dating site and at speed dating events, we ex-
amined the relationship between appearance-based personality trait 
inferences and romantic success (as measured by emails received 
and successful matches). Judges were shown photos obtained from 
the dating site or taken at the speed dating events and, using only 
these photos, rated daters along various personality dimensions. We 
find that these photo-based personality trait inferences significantly 
predict dater success in both the domains of Internet matchmaking 
and speed dating. Appearing fun and outgoing was positively related 
to success for both male and female daters (i.e., they we contacted 
by more online dating users and selected by more speed daters). In 
contrast, while appearing smart and serious was positively related 
to success for male daters, this relationship was reversed for female 
daters, so that women whose profile photos made them look more 
smart-serious attracted fewer male online dating site users. Most of 
these relationships remain significant when we control for attractive-
ness, ruling out the possibility that our results can be entirely ex-
plained as halo-effects of beauty. Furthermore, even after controlling 
for self-reported demographics and relationship preferences provid-
ed by daters in online profiles and speed dating questionnaires, per-
sonality trait inferences still significantly predict dater success. This 
suggests that photo-based first impressions can impact a decision 
to contact a potential mate, even when relevant information about 
the person is readily available. Finally, our unique data sets also al-
low us to measure the predictive impact of appearances in terms of 
other tangible dimensions. For example, we find that for male users, 
each standard deviation increase in how fun-outgoing one looks is 
equivalent to growing 7.57 inches (19.04 cm), receiving a $32,399 
raise, or to a 1.5 standard deviation increase in physical attractive-

ness. Whereas for female users, each standard deviation increase in 
how smart-serious one looks is equivalent to gaining 46.5 pounds 
(21.3 kg), receiving a $27,404 salary cut, or to a standard deviation 
decrease in physical attractiveness.

In sum, these results suggest that, in spite of the old adage warn-
ing us not to ‘‘judge a book by its cover,” people form opinions about 
the characteristics of others from single, static samples of their ap-
pearance and that these impressions, in turn, can even impact who 
they choose as leaders and lovers.

Familiarity Hijack: Imperceptible Celebrity 
Facial Cues Influence Trust and Preference

ExTENDED ABSTRACT
Social psychologists have long observed that individuals have 

a preference for people similar to themselves (Shanteau and Nagy, 
1979; Park and Schaller, 2005).  More recently, researchers interest-
ed in facial similarity have used new graphical technology to morph 
individual’s own faces into the faces of others. For example, Bailens-
on et al. (2009) created composite images by morphing the faces 
of politicians with the faces of experimental participants in a ratio 
of 65% politician, 35% participant. This ratio is significant as the 
authors demonstrate that it produces composite faces within which 
individuals could not perceive their own image, instead believing 
they were viewing unaltered pictures of the politicians in question. 
However, attitudes toward the composites reflected a different story, 
with participants consistently demonstrating stronger liking for the 
images containing 35% of their own face, despite reporting no con-
scious awareness of recognizing face in the composite images. 

This finding raises several interesting theoretical questions. In 
particular, it is not clear if liking for the composite faces was driven 
by similarity (as the authors argued) or familiarity since the two are 
essentially confounded when morphing an individual’s own face into 
a composite image. Furthermore, familiarity could itself encompass 
multiple possible mechanisms, including full implicit recognition 
(i.e. sufficient to report trait assessments of the minority face in the 
morph) or implicit recognition sufficient only to retrieve a high level 
valence judgment of him or her. The current work explores these is-
sues by examining the effects of morphing the faces of public figures 
into unfamiliar faces. Since the faces of public figures are familiar 
but not similar to the average individual, they provide us with a po-
tential method of teasing apart the previously confounded effects of 
similarity and familiarity. 

In Study 1 (N=109) participants rated the trustworthiness (a key 
component of source credibility) of two faces on a -5 to +5 scale. 
Face one (henceforth “Tiger morph”) consisted of a male neutral male 
face morphed with 35% of the face of Tiger Woods. Face 2 (“Control 
morph”) was the same neutral face morphed with 35% of the face 
of a stock model of similar age and attractiveness to Tiger Woods. 
Both composite images were pretested and found to be equally at-
tractive. However, participants rated the Tiger morph as being signifi-
cantly more trustworthy (M = 1.75) than the control morph (M=0.95; 
t(107)=-2.2, p < .03). This result pertained despite 100% of subse-
quently debriefed participants expressing no recognition of Tiger in 
the composite image. As such, these data support a familiarity expla-
nation as underlying the effect of facial morphing on preference, but 
are inconsistent with a pure similarity explanation.

Study 2 was a replicate of study 1 designed to explore whether 
the positive trust result accrued from participants being able to report 
specific trait information about Tiger (which implicit recognition 
might enable), or whether it was simply due to participants access-
ing general positive perceptions of Tiger. The study was identical 
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to study 1 except that a 1-10 scale was used, and participants were 
additionally asked to report their perceptions of the athletic ability of 
the individual pictured. Consistent with study 1, participants rated 
the Tiger morph (M = 5.33) as more trustworthy than the control 
morph (M = 4.0, t(31) = -1.9, p < .07). However, they perceived no 
difference between the athletic ability of the Tiger morph (M = 2.1) 
and the control morph (M = 2.4, p > 0.3). As such these data support 
the more general valence explanation as driving the positive effect on 
trust, and are inconsistent with an explanation based on full implicit 
recognition of the individual in question.

Study 3 (N=319) enabled us to further explore whether implicit 
perceptions of the the general valence of the celebrity in question 
drove our results to date. Participants rated their likelihood to buy (1-
10 scale) from one of two salesman. Face one (“control morph”) was 
a neutral salesman image morphed with 35% of the same control face 
used in studies 1 and 2,  while face two (“Tiger morph”) consisted 
of the salesman face morphed with 35% of the face of Tiger Woods. 
Rather serendipitously, data was collected in two tranches, both be-
fore - and at the peak of - the Tiger Woods scandal. Thus study 3 
was a 2 Familiarity (Tiger vs. control) X 2 Timing (pre-scandal vs. 
post scandal) design.  Results indicated no main effect of familiar-
ity or timing but a significant interaction between the two (F = 13.2, 
p<.001). While pre-scandal participants indicated they were more 
likely to buy from the Tiger morph (MTiger = 1.5, Mcontrol = 1.0) this 
pattern reversed post-scandal (MTiger = -.1, Mcontrol = 1.0). These 
results thus further support the idea that implicit recognition (of Ti-
ger) took place to a degree sufficient for an overall valence judgment 
to be reported to consciousness.

One problem with studies 1 to 3 was that in each task partici-
pants were instructed to make the relevant judgments based only on 
the face pictured. This leaves open the possibility that the morphing 
manipulations may have had little effect without our explicit direc-
tion to focus on the faces, which would clearly reduce the marketing 
implications of the findings. To address this issue, in study 4 (N=104) 
participants were simply asked to view an ad for the charity Doctors 
without Borders, and then to rate how likely they would be to donate 
to the charity (1-10 scale). The ad consisted of a logo, a supposed 
picture of the CEO Nicolas De Torrente, and a statement from him 
requesting a donation. In fact, in the morph condition the pictured 
face consisted of the actual face of De Torrente morphed with 35% 
of the face of Tom Hanks, while in the control condition that face 
pictured was genuinely De Torrente. Despite not being instructed to 
pay attention to the facial component of the ad, participants reported 
a greater likelihood of donation (M=3.7) in the Tom Hanks condition 
than in the control condition (M=2.8; t(102) = 2.3, p < .03).

Looking Into Future’s Mirror:  
How Representations of the Aged Self Impact Impatience

ExTENDED ABSTRACT
A great deal of research has attempted to explain people’s inter-

temporal choices, often by investigating how people think about the 
future in general, as well as their future needs and the future conse-
quences of their actions.  Recent research has suggested an equally 
important role of the way that people think of their future selves, spe-
cifically the degree to which a person feels connected to their future 
self (e.g. Parfit 1984, Ersner-Hershfield, Wimmer, & Knutson, 2009, 
Bartels and Urminsky 2010 ).  In Bartels and Urminsky (2010), for ex-
ample, participants who were manipulated (via informational or meta-
cognitive cues) to believe that the defining elements of their personal 
identity would remain more stable over time were then more willing to 
forego near-term consumption for long-term benefits.

In this paper, we argue that visualization plays a key role in how 
people feel about their relationship to the future self.  In particular, we 
propose that imagining one’s future self or seeing a representation of 
the future self will affect how people feel about their future selves.  
Given the automaticity with which people process facial information, 
we propose that thinking of one’s future self as having a more dissimi-
lar face will correspond to a reduced motivation to provide benefits for 
the future self.  In particular, we argue that it is the contrast between the 
current self and a dissimilar future facial representation of the self that 
reduces this motivation.

In the first phase of Study 1, we photographed participants’ faces 
and created two representations of their aged face.  The first picture 
merely used aging software to create a picture representing what the 
participant might look like when they were older.  The second pic-
ture first morphed the participants’ face with a generic gender and race 
matched face, and then applied the aging software with the same pa-
rameters.  Final corrections and adjustments for hair color were con-
ducted for both in Photoshop.  These pictures were then extensively 
pre-tested with a separate group of participants (at a separate location, 
unfamiliar with the first set of participants) to assure equivalence in 
estimated age, attractiveness and other factors across the two photos 
for each participant.

In the second phase, conducted a few weeks later, participants 
were invited to return to the lab.  They were asked to enter their current 
email address and then were shown one of the two pictures at random, 
either their merely-aged face (meant to represent minimal change) or 
their morphed-aged face (representing significant change while aging).  
Our hypothesis was that participants would spontaneously conflate 
visual facial change with change to personal identity and, based on 
prior connectedness research, would be more impatient when viewing 
the high-change picture.  We find that participants viewing the high-
change picture (vs. the low change picture) were willing to pay more 
in order to expedite a $100 gift certificate that they would otherwise 
receive in a year.

We find that participants in the merely-aged condition were more 
patient, and were not willing to pay as much to expedite the gift cer-
tificate, compared to participants in the morphed-aged condition.  This 
effect cannot be accounted for by the perceived attractiveness or com-
petence of the future self.

In Study 2, we use a similar methodology to replicate the effect 
with a new sample several months later.  In addition, we manipulate 
the degree of current self vs. future contrast by asking participants 
in the present-salient condition to type in their current email address 
(as in Study 1, emphasizing the present self) before being asked to 
consider a picture of their future self.  In the future-salient condition, 
participants did not enter their current email and were asked to direct 
their attention to picture of their future self.  We find that participants 
in the present-salient condition replicate the effects of Study 1, and 
are willing to pay less when shown a more dissimilar picture of their 
future self.  However, in the future-salient condition, the effect was 
reversed, such that participants were actually willing to pay more 
to expedite the future benefit when viewing the merely-aged face, 
consistent with viewing the more similar future self as sharing the 
same pool of resources.

Combining across the two studies, we find that participants who 
focus on the future picture are willing to spend more to speed up the 
gift certificate when looking at the more similar face ($42 vs. $27).  
In contrast, when participants’ attention is first directed to their cur-
rent self before looking at the future self picture, they are willing to 
spend less to expedite the gift certificate when the picture is more 
similar ($17 vs. $24, interaction p<.05).


