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to Improved Mood but Impaired
Cognitive Performance
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Abstract

We examined whether appearance compliments, despite their flattery, undermine cognitive performance. In Study |, women
participants (N = 88 Israeli university students) who wrote about past situations in which they had received appearance
compliments (but not competence-related compliments) showed worse math performance than women in a control/no
compliment condition—especially if they scored high on trait self-objectification (TSO). In Study 2, men and women parti-
cipants (Nwomen = 73, Nimen = 75 Israeli university students) received bogus occupational evaluation feedback, which did or did
not include an appearance compliment. Although appearance compliments led to mood improvement among participants with
high TSO, they also undermined math performance among both women and men. Because receiving appearance compliments
is a common experience for women (whereas men are typically complimented for their competencies), our findings suggest
that appearance compliments serve as a mechanism that might subtly perpetuate gender inequality. For the promotion of
societal gender equality, it is important that the public is aware that appearance compliments, even if meant well, may create

sexist environments.
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Western societies place enormous value on women’s physical
attractiveness (e.g., Bartky, 1990; Rhode, 2010; Wolf, 1991)
and strongly reward women—through increased popularity,
marriage opportunity, economic benefits and, in some cases,
job market opportunities—for having desirable bodies and
looks (e.g., Buss & Shackelford, 2008; Hakim, 2010; Kwan
& Trautner, 2009; Rhode, 2010). Due to this emphasis on
women’s appearance, receiving comments, including compli-
ments, about their looks is a part of women’s daily lives
(Swim, Hyers, Cohen, & Ferguson, 2001). Indeed, women
receive many more appearance compliments than do men
(Eckert & McConnell-Ginet, 2003; Parisi & Wogan, 2006),
who typically receive skill compliments related to their abil-
ities and competence (Parisi & Wogan, 2006). Given the
strong incentives associated with good looks, it is perhaps
unsurprising that many women find appearance compliments,
which confirm their success in living up to their prescribed
gender role (Cejka & Eagly, 1999), to be pleasant and even
empowering (Moffitt & Szymanski, 2011; see also Liss,
Erchull, & Ramsey, 2011 for a discussion on women’s pos-
sible enjoyment of their sexual objectification). The goal of
our research was to examine the effects of receiving appear-
ance compliments on women’s cognitive performance—an

issue that has received relatively little attention in the social
psychology literature.

Previous scholars have shown that benevolent (i.e., see-
mingly kind and chivalrous; Glick & Fiske, 2001) manifesta-
tions of sexism might undermine women’s cognitive
performance. In one study (Vescio, Gervais, Snyder, &
Hoover, 2005), women who were treated patronizingly by
their male boss—who gave them much praise but few valued
resources—performed worse than women who did not
receive such praise, when solving quantitative and analytical
problems. In another study (Dardenne, Dumont, & Bollier,
2007), women who were offered unsolicited help by a man
job recruiter performed worse on subsequent problem-
solving and reading-span tests; overtly hostile sexist behavior
of a man recruiter did not lead to impaired performance. In
the current study, we tested our theorizing that appearance
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compliments, despite their flattery, might impair women’s
cognitive performance—similar to consequences of other
benevolently sexist behaviors. Appearance compliments may
serve as a subtle social mechanism that perpetuates gender
inequality because they ultimately undermine women’s
achievements.

Our hypothesis was based on experimental findings that
women showed impaired cognitive performance following
situations that induced them to think about their looks. Such
situations are said to divert women’s cognitive resources
away from the task at hand (Fredrickson, Roberts, Noll,
Quinn, & Twenge, 1998) and make them care more about
how they look than about how well they do (Quinn, Chaudoir,
& Kallen, 2011). In line with this argument, women partici-
pants who were asked to try on a swimsuit, as compared to a
sweater, and then look in the mirror performed worse on a
subsequent math test (Fredrickson et al., 1998) and on a
modified Stroop test (Quinn, Kallen, Twenge, & Fredrickson,
2006). Similarly, women who were “checked out” by a
trained male experimenter (Gervais, Vescio, & Allen,
2011), or whose body was photographed by a male experi-
menter (Gay & Castano, 2010; Guizzo & Cadinu, 2016),
showed impaired cognitive performance as evaluated by a
math test (Gay & Castano, 2010; Gervais et al., 2011); a letter
number sequence (LNS) test, which tests working memory
capacity (Gay & Castano, 2010); and a sustained attention to
response task, which tests the ability to sustain attention on
repetitive stimuli (Guizzo & Cadinu, 2016).

Women’s susceptibility to cognitive deficits in response to
situations that induce appearance-related thoughts may
depend on their trait self-objectification (TSO; Noll & Fre-
drickson, 1998). TSO refers to generally stable individual
differences in the extent to which women are chronically
preoccupied with their physical appearance (Aubrey, 2006;
Moradi & Huang, 2008). Fredrickson, Roberts, Noll, Quinn,
and Twenge (1998) define TSO as the extent to which women
think about their own body from a third-person perspective,
focusing on observable body attributes (“How do I look?”)
rather than on non-observable body attributes (“What am I
capable of?” or “How do I feel?””). According to objectifica-
tion theory (Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997), a woman’s TSO
reflects her internalization of the dehumanizing cultural mes-
sage that her value is determined by how attractive men find
her (i.e., “the male gaze”). Although high TSO does not mean
dissatisfaction with one’s body (e.g., women who post pic-
tures of themselves in swimsuits on Facebook may be high on
TSO yet feel proud and happy about their bodies), it is asso-
ciated with negative consequences for women’s emotional
well-being (Mercurio & Landry, 2008).

Of direct relevance to the present research, the results of
several studies revealed that women with high TSO, who, due
to their chronic preoccupation with their appearance, might
be more responsive to related situational cues, show greater
performance deficits in response situations that induce them
to think about their looks. For instance, Gay and Castano

(2010) found that women whose bodies were filmed by a man
(vs. a woman) confederate showed impaired performance on
a subsequent LNS test only if they were high on TSO. Other
researchers, however, did not find moderation by TSO. For
example, Fredrickson and colleagues (1998) found that
women’s impaired math performance in the swimsuit (vs. the
sweater) condition was not moderated by their level of TSO.
The evidence pertaining to the moderating role of TSO is thus
somewhat inconsistent. Despite this inconsistency, previous
research indicates that situations that induce appearance-
related thoughts may lead to impaired cognitive performance,
at least among some women.

A limitation of the existing studies, however, is that they
focused on situations that were unpleasant, as they facilitated
the experience of the discrepancy between the ideal and real
self (e.g., after trying on a swimsuit, women reported greater
body shame; Fredrickson et al., 1998) or apprehension of
negative evaluation by others (e.g., the man confederate who
videotaped their body; Gay & Castano, 2010). The question
remains whether inducing appearance-related thoughts
among women leads to impaired cognitive performance even
in more pleasant situations. Of particular interest is the com-
mon, daily situation that may induce appearance-related
thoughts in women—namely, when they receive appearance
compliments.

To date, only two studies have experimentally examined
the effects on women of receiving appearance compliments.
Fea and Brannon (2006) assigned women participants to
receive an appearance-related compliment (“You are a very
nice-looking person”), a character-related compliment (“You
sound like a nice person”), or no compliment from a woman
confederate. The authors found that receiving either
appearance-related or character-related compliments
decreased feelings of distress and sadness among women
high on TSO, but did not affect women with low TSO. In
Tiggemann and Boundy’s (2008) study, women participants
received either an appearance compliment (“I was just look-
ing and I really like your top”) or no compliment from a
woman confederate in an environment that was either stan-
dard or objectifying (i.e., encouraging participants’ view of
themselves from an external, third-person perspective). Spe-
cifically, in the objectifying condition, besides normal furni-
ture, such as desks and computers, the lab room contained a
set of bathroom scales, two full-length mirrors, and a small
display of fashion magazine covers. Regardless of environ-
ment condition or level of TSO, appearance compliments
resulted in decreased negative mood for all participants. In
addition, however, the appearance compliment led to heigh-
tened body shame among women with high TSO—a finding
that is consistent with correlational evidence that women’s
good feelings about receiving appearance compliments were
associated with heightened body surveillance and body dis-
satisfaction (Calogero, Herbozo, & Thompson, 2009).

Finally, in the study by Tiggemann and Boundy (2008),
receiving an appearance compliment did not affect
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participants’ cognitive performance, as assessed by a logical
reasoning and a spatial-orientation task. Although this latter
finding is opposed to our hypothesis, we suspected that the
null effect may have stemmed from the relatively weak
manipulation. The appearance compliment used by Tigge-
mann and Boundy related to the participant’s clothing rather
than to her face or body and was conveyed by a woman rather
than a man. We reasoned that stronger manipulations might
reveal that appearance compliments do interfere with
women’s cognitive performance.

The Present Research

The main goal of our research, consisting of two experiments,
was to test the prediction that appearance compliments from
men would undermine women’s performance on a subse-
quent math test. Also, because women high on TSO reported
that receiving appearance comments had a stronger psycho-
logical effect on them than did women low on TSO (Calogero
et al., 2009), we examined whether TSO would moderate the
effect of appearance compliments on performance.

In two studies, we manipulated appearance compliments
using complementary methodologies. In Study 1, we used a
recall procedure in which women participants wrote about
real-life situations in which they had received an appearance
compliment from a man. Recall procedures, which have been
used successfully in previous research within the framework of
objectification theory (e.g., Calogero, 2013; Loughnan, Bal-
dissarri, Spaccatini, & Elder, 2017), have the advantage of
inducing high personal involvement. In Study 2, participants
received feedback on their curriculum vitae (CV) from a (fic-
titious) vocational counselor who complimented their looks
based on the photograph attached to their CV. The advantage
of this procedure, which we developed for this research, is that
it tested the effect of compliments experienced “here and now”
(rather than relying on retrospective recall). Furthermore, this
manipulation is less explicit than the recall manipulation and
simulates women’s everyday experiences.

In Study 2, we extended Study 1 in two additional ways.
First, to shed light on whether appearance compliments,
despite their harmful effects to performance, are pleasant for
women, in Study 2, we tested the prediction that receiving
these compliments would have a positive effect on partici-
pants’ mood (consistent with Fea & Brannon, 2006). Second,
Study 2 tested the effect of appearance compliments on both
men and women participants. As explained in detail in the
introduction to Study 2, it was important to examine the
effect on men, given the contradicting findings (e.g., Fre-
drickson et al., 1998, vs. Hebl, King, & Lin, 2004) pertaining
to whether or not men’s math cognitive performance is
impaired following situations that induce them to think about
their appearance. To our knowledge, this is the first study to
experimentally test the effects of appearance compliments on
men (for correlational research on this topic, see Nowell &
Ricciardelli, 2008; Schuster, Negy, & Tantleff-Dunn, 2013).

In sum, the goal of our research was to test whether
appearance compliments, despite their uplifting mood effect,
impair women’s (and possibly men’s) math performance and
to examine whether TSO moderates this effect. Experimen-
tally demonstrating that this impairment occurs would pro-
vide strong empirical support for the claim that “appearance
compliments represent a seemingly innocuous type of inter-
personal feedback that may have detrimental consequences”
(Calogero et al., 2009, p. 120).

Study |

In Study 1, we first measured women participants’ TSO (Noll
& Fredrickson, 1998) and then assigned them to three experi-
mental conditions: an appearance-compliment condition, a
competence-compliment condition, or a control/no compli-
ment condition. Adapted from Calogero (2013), who used a
recall writing exercise to induce women participants with
state self-objectification (i.e., situational preoccupation with
their appearance), participants in the appearance-compliment
condition were asked to recall and write about a situation in
which a man complimented them on their looks. Because
responses to compliments vary depending on the particular
social context (e.g., the same compliment is interpreted in a
different light when conveyed by a colleague vs. a dating
partner; Koudenburg & Gordjin, 2011), we asked all partici-
pants to recall a situation in which the source of the appear-
ance compliment was a man with whom they were not in an
intimate relationship.

We focused on non-intimate relationships for two rea-
sons. First, within non-intimate relationships, appearance
compliments reflect the type of subtle social policing (rep-
resenting men’s “right” to evaluate women physically;
Quinn, 2002), the consequences of which we were inter-
ested in investigating, whereas appearance compliments
may also reflect mutually reciprocated attraction within
intimate relationships. Second, the implications of impair-
ment in math performance—the outcome variable of inter-
est—are more critical in contexts of non-intimate
relationships, such as organizational and academic envir-
onments, which are typically cognitively demanding, than
in contexts of intimate relationships.

In the competence-compliment condition, participants
were asked to recall and write about a situation in which they
had received a compliment about their competence, skills, or
intelligence from a man with whom they were not in an
intimate relationship. The purpose of this condition was to
show that compliments related to another domain would not
have the same detrimental effects (see Fea & Brannon’s,
2006, use of a three-cell design). Finally, participants
assigned to the control/no compliment condition were asked
to recall and write about a situation in which they had enjoyed
a nice view or landscape—a pleasant situation that did not
involve a compliment of any type.
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Following the assignment to the experimental conditions,
participants completed a short math test. We tested the
predictions that (a) participants’ test scores in the appear-
ance-compliment condition, but not in the competence-
compliment condition, would be lower than in the control/
no compliment condition and (b) this effect would be stronger
for participants with high TSO (i.e., a two-way interaction).

Method
Participants

Participants were undergraduate women students from a large
Israeli university, majoring in diverse disciplines including
finance and economy, life and brain science, psychology,
engineering, medicine, and exact sciences (i.e., math-based
sciences such as physics). We used a student sample due to
both feasibility concerns (the experiment was conducted in a
university laboratory) and theoretical considerations. Accord-
ing to objectification theory (Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997;
see also McKinley, 2011), young women find themselves in
“the objectification limelight.” For example, they are more
likely than older women to receive appearance-related com-
ments from men. Therefore, examining the effects of receiv-
ing appearance compliments on this particular population is
of theoretical interest. Also, the main dependent variable of
interest (i.e., cognitive performance) is of particular impor-
tance for members of the student population, who, more so
than members of the corresponding non-student population,
pursue career paths that require high cognitive performance.

A power analysis using the G*Power calculator (Faul,
Erdfelder, Buchner, & Lang, 2009) revealed that 92 partici-
pants had to be recruited to detect a medium effect size
( = .15) at a 5% two-sided significance level and power
of 80%. Due to overbooking, we ended up recruiting 95 par-
ticipants. Participants were recruited through advertisements
placed around the campus and online; students were compen-
sated by either course credit or money (30 NIS; US$8). As a
cover story, participants were invited to take part in “a lab
study about everyday experiences.” The final sample com-
prised 88 participants, Mo = 23.61, SD = 2.30, Mgy =
21.77, SD = 4.63, after the exclusion of seven outliers due to
a high Cook’s (1977) distance value—note that the key
appearance compliment (vs. control) condition x TSO inter-
action remained significant, p = —.27, #(89) = —2.05,
p = .044, when including all 95 participants. All participants
were Israeli and Jewish women; their native tongue was
Hebrew; 92% described themselves as heterosexual and the
rest as gay (1%), bisexual (4%), or not wanting to indicate
their sexual orientation (3%).

Measures

All the measures in Studies 1 and 2 were translated into
Hebrew by the first and second authors, who decided together
which translation was the most accurate in the case of

discrepancies. The measures were then back-translated into
English by a bilingual researcher with a master’s degree in
natural language processing and information extraction.
Comparisons were made between the original and back-
translated versions and, where discrepancies existed, the first
and second authors worked with the bilingual researcher to
resolve them.

TSO. We used Noll and Fredrickson’s (1998) self-
objectification questionnaire (SOQ) to assess participants’
tendency to self-objectify. The SOQ is a commonly used
measure to assess participants’ habitual self-objectification
(Calogero, 2011). It was shown (in a sample of U.S. women
college students) to be positively correlated with appearance
anxiety (r = .52) and body-size dissatisfaction (» = .46),
indicating that, as intended, these constructs are related yet
not overlapping (Noll & Fredrickson, 1998). Participants are
asked to rank the importance of 10 body attributes for their
physical self-concept from 0 (has the least impact on my
physical self) to 9 (has the greatest impact on my physical
self). Half of the attributes are related to observable physical
attributes (such as weight and sex appeal), and half are related
to non-observable physical attributes (such as health and
energy level). The sum of ranks given to the five non-
observable attributes is subtracted from the sum of ranks
given to the five observable attributes, such that higher dif-
ference scores represent higher levels of TSO. The possible
range for this measure is from —25 to 25, but the actual range
in our sample was from —23 to 25 (M = 3.23, SD = 11.23);
64% of participants’ scores were in the range between 1
standard deviation (SD) below and above the mean.

A limitation of the SOQ is that its rank-order format yields
ipsative data for which measures of internal consistency
cannot be calculated. Nevertheless, we chose not to use the
alternative measure of TSO developed by Lindner and
Tantleff-Dunn (2017), which yields interval data, because
we were concerned that its blatantly worded items (e.g.,
“How I look is more important to me than how I think or
feel”) might reveal the real purpose of the study. Also, in
order to conceal the study’s purpose, participants ranked
the relative importance of attributes related to their social
self-concept (e.g., sociability, leadership, popularity).

Math performance. Cognitive performance was assessed
using a math test similar to the math section of the Graduate
Record Examination (a standardized test required for admis-
sion into most graduate programs in the United States). The
difficulty level of this test was relatively high; we chose it
because situational effects on cognitive performance are
known to be particularly pronounced in difficult, cognitively
demanding tasks (e.g., Keller, 2007). This test was adapted
from a study by Shnabel, Purdie-Vaughns, Cook, Garcia, and
Cohen (2013), which examined the effect of self-affirmation
on stereotype threat and consequent math performance
among U.S. women undergraduates.
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The Hebrew version of this test was used in a pilot study
(unrelated to the present study) among 79 women and 72 men
Israeli undergraduates. Establishing that the test is tapping
into math ability, participants’ test scores were moderately
correlated with their score in the Israeli Psychometric Test
(the Israeli equivalent to the SAT), » = .41, p <.001, and their
final grade in the Bagrut math test, the Israeli matriculation
exam (the Bagrut grade is calculated as the product term of
the Bagrut exam score multiplied by the exam’s difficulty
level—the number of Yehidot, ranging from 3 to 5). Using
this product term is common practice in Israeli universities’
calculation of their entrance threshold, r = .44, p <.001.

The test’s final version consisted of 19 multiple-choice
questions (the test originally consisted of 20 questions but,
due to a technical display problem, one geometry question
was removed). Participants had 15 min to complete the test,
earning one point for each correct answer. An example item
is: “A farmer has two rectangular fields. The larger field has
twice the length and four times the width of the smaller field.
If the smaller field has area K, then the area of the larger
field is greater than the area of the smaller field by what
amount? (a) 2 K, (b) 6 K, (¢c) 7K, (d) 8 K, (¢) 12 K.” Correct

@ 9

answer is “c.

Procedure

All the instructions and procedures were computerized and
administered in Hebrew using the Qualtrics platform. To
avoid missing data, we used a forced-response format such
that, except for the math test, participants had to provide a
response to each question (otherwise, they could not pro-
ceed). Participants first completed the SOQ (Noll & Fredrick-
son, 1998) and were then randomly assigned to the three
experimental conditions. As described above, they were
asked to recall and write about a situation in their lives in
which a man with whom they were not in an intimate rela-
tionship had complimented their appearance (appearance
compliment condition), their academic or professional
achievements (competence compliment condition), or a situ-
ation in which they enjoyed a nice urban view or natural
landscape (control/no compliment condition).

An independent pilot study conducted prior to Study 1,
using different participants, confirmed that the appearance-
compliment condition that we used induced appearance-
related thoughts among women. Participants in the pilot
were 50 Israeli Jewish women volunteers, M,y = 32.82,
SD = 7.71, Mgy = 23.63, SD = 3.58, who were recruited
through snowball sampling to complete a web-based ques-
tionnaire and randomly assigned to three experimental con-
ditions (appearance compliment, competence compliment, or
control/no compliment). Following the experimental manip-
ulation, the pilot-study participants completed a modified
version of the body-surveillance scale (McKinley & Hyde,
1996), which assesses the situational monitoring of their
appearance using five 5-point items (e.g., “right now, I am

Table |. Means and Standard Deviations for Trait Self-
Objectification and Math Performance for the Three Experimental
Conditions (Study ).

Appearance  Competence Control/No
Compliment Compliment Compliment

Variables M (SD) M (SD) M (SD)

Trait self-objectification ~ 2.10 (11.09) 7.30 (8.76) 0.81 (12.52)
(TSO)

Math performance 255 (1.84) 274 (1.35) 3.25(1.70)

Note. N = 88 women participants. Despite randomization, the most
preferable categorization method (e.g., as compared to matching; Heckman,
Ichimura, Smith, & Todd, 1996), there was a marginally significant difference
in pre-existing levels of TSO between the experimental conditions,

F(2, 85) = 2.76, p = .069.

thinking about how I look™). The internal consistency relia-
bility for the pilot sample was high, o = .92, consistent with
previous reports (e.g., « = .95 in Breines, Crocker, &
Garcia’s, 2008, sample). Planned comparisons revealed that
participants’ appearance monitoring was significantly higher
in the appearance-compliment condition (M = 2.73,
SD = 0.82) than in either the competence-compliment con-
dition (M = 1.95, SD = 1.12), #(47) = 2.27, p = .028, or the
control condition (M = 1.62, SD = 0.88), #(47) = 3.62,
p = .001. The difference between the competence-compli-
ment and the control/no compliment conditions was non-
significant, #(47) = 1.01, p = .318. Thus, recalling situations
in which they had received appearance compliments had the
intended effect on participants’ appearance-related thoughts.
We chose to test the effect of the experimental manipulation
on participants’ appearance-related thoughts in a pilot study,
but not in Study 1 itself, due to our concern that including
this blatantly worded measure might expose the real purpose
of Study 1.

Participants in Study 1 completed the difficult math test
right after the experimental manipulation. Following the test,
participants provided their demographic information includ-
ing height and weight, which allowed us to calculate their
body mass index (BMI), which did not differ across experi-
mental conditions, F(2, 82) = 0.110, p = .896. The partici-
pants were then thanked and debriefed.

Results and Discussion

Data files for the pilots and Studies 1 and 2 can be accessed
either through the Open Science Framework (https://osf.io/
dfkvp) or upon email request from the first author. Table 1
presents descriptive statistics. To test our predictions, we
conducted a regression analysis with participants’ math score
as the dependent variable. The predictors were the experi-
mental condition (dummy coded into two contrasts, such that
the control condition was the reference category); TSO (stan-
dardized); and their two-way interactions (i.e., Appearance
Compliment vs. Control x TSO and Competence
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Table 2. Results of Regression Analysis on Math Performance (Study I).

Predictors B SE B t p sr AF R? AR?
Block |
Intercept 3.32 29 11.54 .000
Appearance compliment (vs. control) —0.78 42 —-.22 —1.88 .064 —.20
Competence compliment (vs. control) —0.74 46 =21 —1.62 .109 —.17
Trait self-objectification (TSO) 0.58 29 32 2.02 .047 21
1.26 .04 .04
Block I
Appearance Compliment x TSO —1.07 44 33 —24| 018 -.25
Competence Compliment x TSO —0.17 .53 —.04 —0.32 750 —-.03
3.06 A .07*
Note. N = 88 women participants. Model summary Block I: R = .21, Rgdi =.01, F(3,84) = 1.26, p = .293. Model summary Block Il: R = .33, dei =.05,F(2,82) =

2.02, p = .085. sr = semipartial coefficients.
*» = .052.

Compliment vs. Control x TSO). The two contrasts (between
the compliment conditions vs. the control condition) and
TSO were included in the first block, and the two 2-way
interactions were added in the second block. As Table 2
shows, neither the competence compliment condition nor
its interaction with TSO significantly affected participants’
math scores.

In contrast, and in line with predictions, participants in the
appearance-compliment condition tended to perform worse
than participants in the control/no compliment condition (see
Table 1). This marginal effect of the appearance compliment
condition was qualified by a significant Appearance Compli-
ment versus Control x TSO interaction. Interpreting this
interaction using Preacher, Curran, and Bauer’s (2006) online
tool revealed that appearance compliments led to impaired
math performance among women who were high in TSO (i.e.,
1 8D above average), B = —1.85 (SE = .63), p = .004, but not
among women who were low in TSO (i.e., 1 SD below aver-
age), B = 0.29 (SE = .59), p = .621. Figure 1 shows the
obtained pattern of results. In summary, consistent with our
predictions, appearance compliments impaired women’s
math performance, especially if the women had high
TSO—that is, if they were chronically preoccupied with their
physical appearance.

Study 2

In Study 2, we aimed to replicate Study 1 conceptually, as
well as to extend it in several ways. First, although the retro-
spective methodology used in Study 1 has the advantage of
reflecting diverse, real-life situations, it has two major limita-
tions. The first limitation is that the conclusions drawn from
the study may be limited to past situations that have been
thought about and processed. It is unclear whether the imme-
diate response to appearance compliments happening “here
and now” would be similar. The second limitation is that each
participant recalled and wrote about a different situation,
which compromised standardization. To address these

----- Low trait self-objectification —e— High trait self-objectification

4.5

4.0

3.5

2.5

Math performance

2.0

1.5

1.0

No compliment Appearance compliment

Figure |. Number of correct answers on the math test among
women participants with high (41 SD) and low (—1 SD) trait self-
objectification in the control/no compliment and appearance-com-
pliment conditions (Study I).

limitations, in Study 2, all participants assigned to the
appearance-compliment condition received the same appear-
ance compliment, conveyed by an ostensible vocational
counselor who allegedly read and responded to the partici-
pant’s CV, which included a photograph of the participant.
Study 2 also included both men and women participants.
Objectification theorists (Frederickson & Roberts, 1997)
would predict that the negative effect of appearance compli-
ments on cognitive performance should be unique to women,
who are “socialized in a culture that sexually objectifies the
female body” (Fredrickson et al., 1998, p. 280). Thus, expo-
sure to the “male gaze” would divert women’s attention from
the task at hand (e.g., by increasing preoccupation with
appearance-enhancement practices; Quinn et al., 2011) and
lead to impaired performance, whereas exposure to the
“female gaze” would not lead to a similar distraction among
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men. In line with this reasoning, Fredrickson et al. (1998)
found that trying on swim trunks impaired women’s, but not
men’s, math performance.

An opposing prediction, however, can be derived from
Green and colleagues’ (2014) findings that looking in a
full-length mirror (vs. exposure to neutral stimuli, such as
nature images) led to a prolonged “orienting response” (lower
mean heart rate, indicative of heightened cognitive process-
ing of a given stimulus; Graham & Clifton, 1966) among both
men and women. This finding suggests that when people are
placed in situations that induce them to think about how they
look, both men and women divert cognitive resources to their
physical appearance (Green et al., 2014), which should result
in impaired performance among both genders. In line with
this reasoning, Hebl, King, and Lin (2004) found that men
participants who tried on Speedo briefs experienced perfor-
mance impairment on a math test, similar to the correspond-
ing impairment observed among women participants who
tried on swimsuits. Given this inconsistency, it was important
to examine directly whether the detrimental effects of appear-
ance compliments on performance pertain to men as well as
women. [t should be noted, however, that even if appearance
compliments are found to impair performance among both
genders, the frequency of real-life exposure to such compli-
ments is much higher among women (Swim et al., 2001), for
whom these small instances might compound to larger neg-
ative outcomes.

Finally, Study 2 examined the effects of appearance com-
pliments on participants’ mood. Based on previous experi-
mental findings (Fea & Brannon, 2006; Tiggemann &
Boundy, 2008), we expected that appearance compliments
would have a positive effect on women participants’ mood.
In line with correlational findings that, among men, receiving
appearance compliments was associated with positive affec-
tive outcomes (Schuster et al., 2013), we expected a positive
effect on men’s mood as well. Demonstrating this ironic
“positive mood, negative performance” effect was important
for establishing that appearance compliments operate in a
subtle manner that is not overtly hostile or demeaning and,
as such, their detrimental consequences are likely to go unno-
ticed (see Calogero et al., 2009).

We used a 2 (Gender: Man, Woman) x 2 (Experimental
Condition: Control/No Compliment, Appearance Compli-
ment) design. As a cover story, we presented the study as a
two-session study about vocational selection. We used the
vocational context because this is precisely the social context
in which a person’s cognitive performance matters. In the
first session, participants completed a measure of their TSO
and had to upload a standard CV form that included a photo-
graph of themselves. In the second session, participants
received bogus feedback about their CV from a vocational
counselor. Women received feedback from a man who was
portrayed as a counselor and men received feedback from a
woman who was portrayed as a counselor. Depending on the
experimental condition, the feedback did, or did not, include

a compliment about their appearance, allegedly based on
their picture. Participants then reported their mood and com-
pleted a math test that they were told was commonly used in
vocational selections.

We tested the prediction that appearance compliments
would lead to better mood, especially among women and men
participants who score high on TSO (consistent with Fea &
Brannon, 2006). Appearance compliments were also expected
to have a negative effect on women’s math performance and to
have either a negative or no effect on men’s math performance.
Consistent with Study 1, the effects on math performance were
expected to be stronger among participants with high TSO.

Method
Participants

A power analysis using the G*Power calculator (Faul et al.,
2009) revealed that 151 participants have to be recruited to
detect a medium effect size ( = .15) at a 5% two-sided
significance level and power of 80%. Due to overbooking,
we recruited 156 participants. The final sample comprised 73
women and 75 men who were undergraduates majoring in
diverse disciplines, Mo, = 23.79, SD = 1.96, Mgy = 22.48,
SD = 3.24, after the exclusion of eight outliers based on their
Cook’s distance; the key main effect of the appearance com-
pliment condition remained significant, f = —.24, #(147) =
—2.21, p = .029, when all 156 participants were included. All
the participants were Israeli Jewish students whose native
tongue was Hebrew; 94% described themselves as heterosex-
ual and the rest as gay (4%), bisexual (1%), or not wanting to
indicate their sexual orientation (1%). Participants were paid
40 NIS (US$10) in return for their participation.

Measures

As in Study 1, participants filled out a measure of their TSO
(Noll & Fredrickson, 1998), range = —25 to 25; Myomen =
2.78, SDyomen = 13.57, Myyen = —4.40, SD e, = 12.45; 69%
of the participants’ scores fell in the range between 1 SD
below and above the mean. To conceal the study’s real pur-
pose, participants also completed various filler questionnaires
that related to other domains (see Study 1). Participants also
completed the same difficult math test as in Study 1. How-
ever, due to the low math scores observed in Study 1, parti-
cipants in Study 2 had 30 min (instead of 15) to complete the
test.

Manipulation check. To confirm that participants under-
stood the feedback as intended, they were asked to rate the
vocational counselor’s evaluation of their abilities on three
dimensions—cognitive skills, social skills, and looks (the
first two served as fillers)}—using 7-point Likert-type scales
(1 = the counselor’s evaluation was negative, 4 = the coun-
selor’s evaluation was either neutral or did not relate to this
dimension, 7 = the counselor’s evaluation was positive).
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Mood

We used the short version of the Positive and Negative Affect
Schedule (PANAS; Watson, Clark, & Tellegen, 1988), which
consists of positive and negative mood scales (e.g., “excited,”
“upset”). In a large probability sample (N = 2,651), the
PANAS was found to have good factor structure and factor
correlations across age (Mackinnon et al., 1999). Ben-Zur
(2002) translated the PANAS into Hebrew, demonstrating
similar psychometric qualities to those observed for the Eng-
lish version (e.g., the internal consistency reliabilities were
high for both the positive affect, o = .84, and the negative
affect, o = .91, subscales).

When completing the PANAS, respondents are asked to
rate the extent to which they are experiencing each feeling
“right now” (from 1= not at all to 5 = very much). Although
the PANAS includes both positive and negative affect scales,
the distinction between the two was not theoretically impor-
tant for our purposes. We, therefore, decided to treat the two
scales (which were significantly correlated, » = —.25,
p =.002) as a single variable by reversing the negative items.
A total PANAS score was calculated, such that higher scores
indicated a more positive mood; the internal consistency
reliability was acceptable (o = .75).

Procedure

The experiment was administered in Hebrew. As a cover
story, participants were invited to take part in “an occupa-
tional psychology study that examines new vocational selec-
tion tools.” The study included two sessions: The first session
was conducted online (participants completed it at their own
time and place of convenience) and the second took place in
the lab. In both sessions, all the materials (i.e., instructions,
manipulations, and measures) were computerized using the
Qualtrics platform and, to avoid missing data, we used a
forced choice format.

In the first session, participants filled out a standard CV
template and provided information on their education, aca-
demic achievements, occupational experience, and voca-
tional preferences (e.g., outdoor vs. indoor work, working
independently vs. in a team). They also added a photograph
of themselves that represented the way they “would show up
at a job interview.” As in Study 1, participants filled out a
measure of their TSO (Noll & Fredrickson, 1998), disguised
with filler items.

The second session of the study took place about 1 week
later. Participants came to the lab and received feedback on
their CV, ostensibly written by a vocational counselor, a man
for women participants and a woman for men participants,
who, participants were told, was serving as an intern at the
university career center and had read their CV. Our decision
to manipulate the gender of the person giving the appearance
compliments was based on previous studies that found that
among women, state self-objectification rose when

anticipating “a male gaze,” but not “a female gaze” (Calo-
gero, 2004; Guizzo & Cadinu, 2016). Moreover, Tiggemann
and Boundy (2008) found that an appearance compliment
conveyed by a woman confederate did not influence women
participants’ cognitive performance. Thus, we had the man
vocational counselor convey the appearance compliment to
women participants of Study 2, and a woman vocational
counselor convey the appearance compliment to men
participants.

The feedback that participants received on their CV was
administered via computer, to maximize standardization. We
intentionally avoided conveying the appearance compliment
by an in vivo confederate because we were concerned that the
confederate’s nonverbal behavior might vary unintentionally
in response to different participants. We used information
provided by the participant in the study’s first session to give
each person personalized feedback. Specifically, participants
read the following feedback: “Hello [participant’s name], I
read your résumé, and I can see that you majored in [partici-
pant’s major] in high school, studied [3/4/5] math units, and
prefer to work [independently/in a team] in an [indoors/out-
doors] working environment that has a [relaxed/dynamic]
nature.” The exact content, e.g., whether the participant pre-
ferred to work indoors or outdoors, depended on what he or
she had completed in the first session. For participants
assigned to the appearance-compliment condition (but not
the control/no compliment condition), the feedback also
included the sentence, “I can see from your picture that your
look is very presentable, and looking good is an advantage in
the employment market.” The compliment was intentionally
mildly worded, in order to seem natural within the given
context and not to raise suspicions regarding the study’s real
purpose.

After reading the feedback, participants completed the
manipulation check, a measure of their mood (using the
PANAS; Watson et al., 1988), and the difficult math test. Upon
completion, participants provided their demographic informa-
tion including height and weight—participants’ BMI did not
differ across the two experimental conditions, #(146) = 1.20,
p = .232. Due to our concern that they might talk among
themselves—specifically, a participant who completed the
study could tell her peer students who were about to participate
that it was actually not about vocational psychology—we did
not want participants to know what the real purpose of the
research was until the entire study had been conducted. Hence,
we debriefed the participants only after completion of the
whole study by sending them an e-mail describing its true
purpose and offering to answer further questions.

Results and Discussion
Manipulation Check

A regression analysis with the vocational counselor’s evalua-
tion of participants’ physical appearance as the dependent
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Table 3. Means and Standard Deviations for Trait Self-Objectification, Manipulation Check, Mood, and Math Performance by Gender and

Experimental Condition (Study 2).

Appearance Compliment Control
Variables Women, M (SD) Men, M (SD) Total, M (SD) Women, M (SD) Men, M (SD) Total, M (SD)
Trait self-objectification (TSO) 3.67 (14.15)  —2.48 (11.35) 0.56 (14.00) 1.76 (13.01) —6.60 (13.42) —2.48 (13.78)
Manipulation check—appearance 6.72 (0.51) 6.27 (0.72) 6.49 (0.66) 4.50 (0.86) 4.46 (0.95) 4.48 (0.90)
Manipulation check—cognitive skills 5.49 (1.25) 5.03 (1.10) 5.25 (1.19) 5.09 (1.03) 4.97 (1.27) 5.03 (1.15)
Manipulation check—social skills 5.15 (1.35) 5.02 (1.21) 5.09 (1.27) 4.94 (1.04) 5.06 (1.19) 5.00 (1.11)
Mood 4.04 (0.44) 3.90 (0.39) 3.97 (0.42) 3.89 (0.52) 3.99 (0.49) 3.94 (0.50)
Math performance 10.90 (3.09) 11.70 (2.39) 11.30 (2.77) 12.50 (3.03) 11.97 2.77) 1223 (2.89)
Note. N = 148 women and men participants. The difference in pre-existing TSO levels between the two conditions was non-significant, F(1, 146) = 1.88,
p=.172.
Table 4. Results of Regression Analysis on Mood (Study 2).
Predictors B SE B t p sr AF R? AR?
Block |
Intercept 3.88 .08 50.39 .00
Appearance compliment (vs. control) 0.15 NN A7 1.46 .146 12
Gender 0.08 11 .09 0.77 442 .06
Trait self-objectification (TSO) —0.17 .08 —.36 —2.07 .041 —.17
0.18 .00 .00
Block Il
Gender x TSO 0.05 1 .08 0.45 .652 .04
TSO x Condition 0.28 1 A3 2.59 0l 21
Gender x Condition —0.23 15 -.23 —1.55 123 —.13
4.36 .09 09
Block IlI
TSO x Condition x Gender —0.07 .16 -.07 —0.43 671 —.04
0.18 .09 .00

Note. N = 148 women and men participants. Model summary Block I: R = .06, RZdi = —.02, F(3, 144) = 0.18, p = .91 1. Model summary Block II: R = .30,
dei = .05, F(6, 141) = 2.27, p = .040. Model summary Block Ill: R = .30, dei = .04, F(7, 140) = 1.96, p = .064. sr = semipartial coefficients.

#p = 006,

variable and the condition, gender, and their two-way inter-
action as predictors was significant, R* = .64, F(3, 144) =
86.63, p <.001. As intended, participants in the appearance-
compliment condition rated the vocational counselor’s eva-
luation of their physical appearance as more positive than
participants in the control condition, B = .871, #(144) =
12.30, p < .001. The effects of gender and the Gender X
Condition interaction were non-significant, Bs < |.14],
ps > .116, suggesting that men and women understood the
manipulation in a similar way.

Participants’ perceptions of the vocational counselor’s
evaluations of their cognitive and social skills did not differ
across conditions. For cognitive skills, the regression model
failed to reach significance, R* = .03, F(3, 144) = 1.54,
p = .207. Neither the main effects nor the interaction was
significant, Bs < |.17|, ps > .148. For social skills, again, the
regression model failed to reach significance, R* = .01,
F(3, 144) = 0.19, p = .900, and neither the main effects nor
the interaction was significant, Bs < |.09], ps > .454. Thus,
the experimental manipulation was successful, exerting

influence on men and women alike for the physical appear-
ance dimension, without evidence of influence on the filler,
irrelevant dimensions.

Main Analyses

Table 3 shows means and SDs for all measured variables.
Our research hypotheses regarding the effect of appear-
ance compliments on participants’ mood and math perfor-
mance were tested using two regression analyses. The
predictors in the first regression model (see Table 4) were
the experimental condition (dummy coded), participant’s
gender (dummy coded such that woman was the reference
category), TSO (standardized), and their two- and three-
way interactions. Because the main purpose of standardi-
zation is to render zero a more meaningful value (i.e.,
average), we did not standardize TSO scores across the
whole sample, which would result in most women having
positive TSO scores and most men having negative TSO
scores. Rather, we conducted separate standardization for
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Table 5. Results of Regression Analysis on Math Performance (Study 2).

Predictors B SE B t p sr AF R? AR?
Block |
Intercept —3.98 3.52 —1.13 261
Psychometric score 0.02 0.01 .37 4.73 .000 .36
Appearance compliment (vs. control) —1.51 0.62 -.27 —2.44 .0l6 —.19
Gender —0.99 0.65 —.18 —1.54 .126 —.12
Trait self-objectification (TSO) 0.76 0.49 26 1.57 118 12
7.66 .18 .18%*
Block Il
Gender x TSO —0.72 0.65 —.17 —1.10 273 —.08
TSO x Condition 0.03 0.64 .01 0.04 .968 .00
Gender x Condition 1.40 0.87 22 1.61 A1 12
1.52 20 .02
Block Il
TSO x Condition x Gender 0.03 091 .00 0.03 976 .00

0.00 .20 .00

Note. N = 148 women and men participants. Model summary Block |: R = .42, R

2gj =15, F(4, 143) =7.66, p < .001. Model summary Block II: R = .45, R?

2, =16,

F(7, 140) = 5.07, p < .001. Model summary Block Ill: R = .45, Rgd] = .16, F(8, 139) = 4.41, p <.001. sr = semipartial coefficients.

*p <.001.

women and men, such that participants’ standardized TSO
scores reflected their level of self-objectification relative
to their own gender group.

The second regression model (see Table 5) was similar to the
first one, except that we included participants’ scores on the
Israeli Psychometric Test (the Israeli equivalent to the SAT),
which was added as a covariate to control for pre-existing dif-
ferences in math knowledge; on average, the percentage of men
high-school students in Israel who major in math is larger than
that of women (Ayalon, 2003). In both regression models, the
first order effects were entered in the first block, the two-way
interactions were entered in the second block, and the three-way
interaction was entered in the third block.

Mood and Math Performance

As Table 4 shows, the effect of TSO on mood was significant,
and it was qualified by a significant interaction with the
experimental condition. Interpreting this interaction revealed
that receiving an appearance compliment did not affect par-
ticipants scoring low on TSO (i.e., 1 SD under average),
B=—-0.13 (SE = .15), p = .403, but it significantly improved
the mood of participants with high TSO (i.e., 1 SD above
average), B = 0.44 (SE = .15), p = .005. Figure 2 illustrates
the obtained pattern of results.

As Table 5 shows, receiving appearance compliments sig-
nificantly worsened participants’ math scores. Except for parti-
cipants’ Psychometric Test score, which significantly predicted
a better math score, none of the other effects or interactions
reached significance. Thus, the interaction between condition
and TSO, observed in Study 1, failed to replicate.

In summary, receiving appearance compliments improved
mood in women and men participants with high TSO. At the
same time, however, appearance compliments impaired par-
ticipants” math performance (regardless of their gender and

- LOW trait self-objectification —e— High trait self-objectification
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No compliment Appearance compliment

Figure 2. Mood among women and men participants with high (+1
SD) and low (—1 SD) trait self-objectification in the control/no
compliment and appearance-compliment conditions (Study 2).

level of TSO). These findings are perhaps surprising in light
of the vast body of research showing that positive mood is
associated with improved, rather than impaired, cognitive
performance (Ashby, Isen, & Turken, 1999; Isen, 1999,
2001; Thompson, Schellenberg, & Husain, 2001). Yet our
findings are consistent with theorizing about the deceiving
nature (i.e., seemingly positive but potentially harmful) of
appearance compliments (Calogero et al., 2009).

General Discussion

Two studies, using different experimental manipulations—
recall of a past situation in which one had received an appear-
ance compliment and receiving an appearance compliment
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from a vocational counselor in the “here and now”—revealed
that appearance compliments undermined women’s math
performance. In Study 1, this negative effect was observed
among women with high TSO, whereas in Study 2 the effect
was general and did not depend on participants’ TSO. In
Study 2, we also found that appearance compliments led to
improved mood in participants scoring high on TSO and that
the impairment in math performance following an appearance
compliment generalized to men as well. Given the relatively
few experimental studies on the effects on men of exposure to
a “female gaze”, this is an important contribution of the pres-
ent research.

Nevertheless, the implications of the results obtained for
men should be interpreted cautiously. In Study 2, we did not
find a gender by condition interaction. In line with Hebl and
colleagues’ (2004) findings, the impairment in performance
following a situation that induced appearance-related
thoughts was not unique to women. However, although we
equalized their conditions in the lab, men’s and women’s
experiences outside of the lab are not equal, as women are
much more likely to receive appearance compliments than
men (e.g., Parisi & Wogan, 2006). Hence, the real-life cog-
nitive impairment observed in our research might occur much
more frequently among women than among men, potentially
culminating in substantial performance deficits.

Caution is also needed when interpreting our findings on
mood improvement among participants with high TSO. We
focused on this particular affective outcome because we
wanted to unravel the ironic “positive mood, negative
performance” effect. Previous researchers who have focused
on the full-blown affective response to appearance compli-
ments have shown that it is often somewhat ambivalent, com-
prising both positive and negative emotions. For example,
Tiggemann and Boundy’s (2008) experimental study found
that, in addition to the decrease in negative feelings such as
distress, women who were higher on TSO experienced heigh-
tened body shame following an appearance compliment. Cor-
relational studies with adult (Calogero et al., 2009; Herbozo,
Stevens, Moldovan, & Morrell, 2017) and adolescent (Slater
& Tiggemann, 2015) women also revealed that appearance
compliments are associated with negative affective out-
comes, such as increased body dissatisfaction. Among men,
appearance compliments were associated with less body dis-
satisfaction but also with a higher drive to muscularity (the
wish to improve one’s looks by becoming more muscular;
Nowell & Ricciardelli, 2008; Schuster et al., 2013). Thus,
despite the uplifting mood effect, the comprehensive affec-
tive and motivational response to appearance compliments
may be of a more ambivalent nature.

Limitations and Future Directions

The main limitation of the present research is that we did not
identify the exact psychological mechanism responsible for
the observed decrements in cognitive performance. Based on

previous studies (e.g., Fredrickson et al., 1998; Hebl et al.,
2004), we believe that the impairment of participants’ math
performance might reflect an experience of state self-objec-
tification—a form of self-consciousness characterized by a
temporary increase in the monitoring of one’s appearance
(Fredrickson et al., 1998). According to objectification theory
(Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997), this self-consciousness inter-
rupts the experience of “flow,” namely, complete immersion
in a demanding mental or physical task (Csikszentmihalyi,
1990), which leads to impaired cognitive performance
(Guizzo & Cadinu, 2016). Including a direct measure of state
self-objectification, such as Breines, Crocker, and Garcia’s
(2008) situational appearance—surveillance scale (see our
pilot study to Study 1), may throw light on the mechanism.
But, as explained above, we chose not to use such direct
measures, so as not to reveal the real purpose of the studies.

In the absence of a direct measure of state self-
objectification, a potential alternative mechanism through
which appearance compliments possibly exerted their nega-
tive effects on math performance might be women partici-
pants’ experience of stereotype threat. That is, they might
have been concerned about the possibility of confirming the
negative stereotype about their gender’s inferior math ability
(Steele, 1997). Accumulating evidence shows that stereotype
threat systematically undermines women’s math performance
(for a meta-analysis, see Walton & Spencer, 2009). It is pos-
sible that receiving an appearance compliment reminded
women participants of their gender identity and the stigma
associated with it, resulting in increased stereotype threat.
This threat—rather than the diversion of cognitive resources
to their physical appearance (Fredrickson et al., 1998)—pos-
sibly led to impaired math performance.

We believe, however, that stereotype threat is a less par-
simonious explanation than the experience of state self-
objectification because it cannot account for the performance
deficit observed among men (who are not subjected to stereo-
type threat when taking math tests). Also, stereotype threat
effects are known to be moderated by variables such as math
identification (Keller, 2007), or stigma consciousness (Pinel,
1999), but not by TSO (see Schmader, Johns, & Forbes,
2008). Nevertheless, we acknowledge that the two explana-
tions are not mutually exclusive: It could be the case that both
women and men participants experienced performance defi-
cits in the appearance-compliment condition because their
cognitive resources were diverted to their physical appear-
ance, but women participants in addition experienced decre-
ments due to stereotype threat.

Future research should disentangle the two mechanisms
and their role in impairing cognitive performance. Even
though clear identification of the mechanism awaits future
research, demonstrating that appearance compliments impair
cognitive performance is of great importance in itself.
Women’s success in cognitively demanding environments
(such as in math-related fields, in which women are under-
represented; e.g., Joy, 2000; Staniec, 2004) is critical for the
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achievement of gender equality (Xu, 2013). Hence, it is
important to identify potential psychological barriers that
might block women’s success in such environments.

Another limitation of the present research is that it focused
only on non-intimate relationships. In future studies, it may
be intriguing to examine the effects of appearance compli-
ments in intimate relationships. On the one hand, Carriere and
Kluck (2014) found that within heterosexual romantic rela-
tionships, receiving positive comments about their weight
and appearance from their partner predicted women’s greater
relationship satisfaction. On the other hand, it is possible that
giving many appearance compliments to their women part-
ners is associated with men’s endorsement of benevolent
sexism (Glick & Fiske, 2001)—that is, the admiration and
idealization of women who live up to their traditional gender
role (in this case, as “the fairer sex”). If so, appearance com-
pliments within heterosexual relationships might be associ-
ated with men’s behaving in ways that undermine their
partners’ sense of competence (e.g., provision of
dependency-oriented support; Hammond & Overall, 2015).

A third limitation of our study is that all the measures that
we used were originally developed in English, using U.S.
samples. However, the constructs assessed by these measures
may be culture-specific or, at the very least, culturally var-
iant—potentially leading to bias in measurement; items con-
veying the same literal meaning may in fact carry different
connotative meaning (Van de Vijver & Tanzer, 1997). For
example, women’s tendency to objectify themselves may be
influenced by the extent to which their culture encourages
social comparisons (see Gervais, Bernard, & Riemer, 2015)
and has been shown to be differentially associated with body
shame versus body monitoring in different cultures (Wollast,
Klein, & Bernard, 2017). More research among Israeli parti-
cipants is required to develop culturally equivalent measures
of the constructs used in our study. Finally, in this study, we
examined only the immediate effects of appearance compli-
ments on math performance. Future research should examine
the duration of this effect and whether it generalizes across
contexts. For example, it may be interesting to explore
whether receiving an appearance compliment from a voca-
tional counselor in a counseling setting translates into
impaired performance in another setting, such as a test admi-
nistered as part of a job selection battery. Researchers should
also examine the generalizability of our findings to other
cognitively demanding tasks—which could also shed light
on the question of the mechanism. In particular, exploring
whether appearance compliments impair performance in
non-stigmatized tasks (e.g., verbal tests) would support diver-
sion of attention, rather than stereotype threat, as the cause of
performance decrements.

Practice Implications

Our results demonstrate that receiving compliments on one’s
looks leads to short-term performance deficits. This

performance is critical for successes in cognitively demand-
ing environments such as schools, academia, and workplaces.
However, our findings also show that appearance compli-
ments can feel good. Indeed, they are sometimes actively
sought by women and girls, who learn from an early age that
they are evaluated by their appearance (McKinley, 1999). As
one school teacher puts it, “They pull you in. The little girls
come up to you with their frilly dresses and hair ribbons and
jewelry. ‘Look what I have,” they say and wait for you to
respond” (Sadker & Sadker, 2010, p. 56).

In this way, appearance compliments are substantially dif-
ferent from sexual harassment, which is experienced by
women as offensive (Street, Gradus, Stafford, & Kelly,
2007) and has been shown to be driven by men’s wish to put
“uppity women” (Berdahl, 2007, p. 425), namely, women
who exhibit assertiveness and independence, in their place.
Therefore, in our view, battling appearance compliments, as
opposed to sexual harassments, should be done not through
legislation but through raising awareness of their potential
negative consequences in cognitively demanding environ-
ments. The public—teachers and professors, bosses and co-
workers, and so forth—should realize that, in line with the
feminist saying that “the personal is political” (Hanisch,
1970), when mundane interpersonal interactions between
men and women become aggregated, they have the power
to reproduce traditional gender roles. Thus, seemingly trivial
and possibly well-intentioned appearance compliments might
undermine women’s achievements.

Conclusions

In her landmark book, The Velvet Glove (1994), sociologist
Mary Jackman argues that gender inequality is often perpe-
tuated through “sweet persuasion” (p. 2) rather than overt
oppression. In line with this, social psychology research on
sexism suggests that whereas manifestations of hostile sex-
ism (i.e., overt misogyny) raise women’s resistance, manifes-
tations of benevolent (i.e., chivalrous and seemingly kind)
sexism often make women behave in ways that perpetuate
patriarchal arrangements (Becker & Wright, 2011). To illus-
trate, exposure to benevolent sexism (but not to hostile sex-
ism) increased women’s appearance surveillance and their
plans to engage in appearance-management activities
(Calogero & Jost, 2011) and impaired their cognitive perfor-
mance (Dardenne et al., 2007). The present research demon-
strates that appearance compliments operate in a similar
manner: They are not overtly unpleasant to women. In fact,
many women endorse them with enthusiasm (Bartky, 2002).
Yet, feminist commentators have observed that, in the broad
societal context, appearance compliments subtly reinforce
women’s traditional role as sex objects whose appearance
is constantly policed (Wolf, 1991). Our findings further show
that appearance compliments have immediate detrimental
effects on individual women’s performance. We hope that
raising awareness of these adverse consequences will
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contribute to the removal of one of the many barriers to
gender equality.
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