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ABSTRACT. Previous research investigating the influence of perceived physical attractive-
ness on student evaluations of college professors has been limited to a handful of studies. In
this study, the authors used naturally occurring data obtained from the publicly available Web
site www.ratemyprofessors.com. The data suggested that professors perceived as attractive
received higher student evaluations when compared with those of a nonattractive control
group (matched for department and gender). Results were consistent across 4 separate uni-
versities. Professors perceived as attractive received student evaluations about 0.8 of a point
higher on a 5-point scale. Exploratory analyses indicated benefits of perceived attractiveness
for both male and female professors. Although this study has all the limitations of natural-
istic research, it adds a study with ecological validity to the limited literature.
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OUR PURPOSE IN THE PRESENT STUDY was to investigate whether college
professors perceived as physically attractive received higher student evaluations
compared with colleagues that were perceived as nonattractive. To begin investi-
gating this topic, we reviewed some relevant literature.

First, research results indicate that a variety of factors influence student eval-
uations of college professors (for pertinent reviews, see Cashin & Downey, 1992;
Greenwald & Gillmore, 1997; Marsh & Roche, 1997; McKeachie, 1997). For
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example, in the Dr. Fox studies (Naftulin, Ware, & Donnelly, 1973; Ware &
Williams, 1975), a professional actor (whose character was called Dr. Fox) was
videotaped using high and low levels of expressiveness. When students viewed the
taped lectures, Dr. Fox received higher evaluations when using the expressive
style. Likewise, Williams and Ceci (1997), in a naturalistic study using an experi-
enced professor who taught identical courses in the fall and spring semesters (a
large section of Developmental Psychology), found an enthusiastic teaching style
(while presenting the same course content) resulted in much higher student eval-
uations. Radmacher and Martin (2001), using hierarchical regression with a wide
range of variables (professor’s age and extraversion traits; student’s current grades,
gender, enrollment status, ACT scores, and age), found that professors’ extraver-
sion was the strongest predictor of midterm student evaluations of teaching effec-
tiveness. However, students’ enrollment status, current course grade, and age were
also positively correlated with midterm student evaluations.

In addition, Freeman (1994), using three written descriptions of hypotheti-
cal professors (feminine, masculine, androgynous), found that students preferred
both male and female professors who possess androgynous characteristics. Also,
positive personality characteristics (e.g., caring, enthusiasm, sense of humor)
were associated with higher student evaluations when undergraduates were asked
to describe their best college professor (Basow, 2000; Waters, Kemp, & Pucci,
1988). Research results also indicate that perceived learning, prior interest in the
subject (Marsh & Roche, 2000), students’ expectations of grades (Greenwald &
Gillmore, 1997; Millea & Grimes, 2002), nonverbal behavior (Ambady & Rosen-
thal, 1993), course workload (Marsh & Roche, 1997), and student motivation
(Cashin & Downey, 1992) also influence student evaluations. In summary, the
current evidence suggests that an array of factors, not just the quality of the
course, impact student evaluations of their college professor.

Second, research results indicate that being perceived as physically attractive
is associated with a wide range of positive outcomes (Bloch & Richins, 1992;
Hosoda, Stone-Romero, & Coats, 2003; Langlois et al., 2000). For example, indi-
viduals perceived as attractive are more likely to receive help from strangers than
are persons perceived as unattractive (Benson, Karabenick, & Lerner, 1976). In
both simulated (Mazzella & Feingold, 1994) and real judicial trials (Stewart, 1980),
defendants perceived as attractive were more likely to receive a more lenient pun-
ishment if found guilty of a crime. Researchers have also demonstrated that per-
sons perceived as attractive (a) were viewed as more socially competent (Eagly,
Ashmore, Makhijani, & Longo, 1991), (b) were viewed as having greater acade-
mic potential by teachers (Ritts, Patterson, & Tubbs, 1992), (c) were more persua-
sive communicators (Chaiken, 1979), and (d) were preferred by voters in political
elections (Budesheim & DePaola, 1994; Sigelman, Thomas, Sigelman, & Ribich,
1986). Researchers have shown that individuals perceived as attractive receive
higher incomes than co-workers perceived as unattractive (Frieze, Olson, & Rus-
sell, 1991; Hamermesh & Biddle, 1994). Hosoda et al.’s (2003) meta-analysis
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demonstrated that individuals perceived as attractive obtain better outcomes for a
variety of job-related issues (e.g., hiring, promotion, performance evaluation).
Although some factors, such as concern for others and integrity, have not demon-
strated an influence of perceived attractiveness (Eagly et al.), the overall literature
has indicated a wide variety of positive outcomes. In fact, Myers (2005) summa-
rized this literature as, “Good looks are a great asset” (p. 432).

It is important to note that an individual’s physical attractiveness is not an objec-
tive variable like heart rate or weight that can be measured with precise accuracy.
Although there is general agreement about who is attractive both within and between
cultures (Langlois et al., 2000), evaluating physical attractiveness is partially a sub-
jective judgment (Eagly et al., 1991; Monin, 2003). Thus, individual raters can per-
ceive and evaluate physical attractiveness somewhat differently. Furthermore, “there
seems to be no agreed-upon criteria for defining physical attractiveness in attrac-
tiveness research” (Hosoda et al., 2003, p. 457). For the present study, the classifi-
cation of “attractive” and “nonattractive’ groups (i.e., professors) based on the per-
ceptions of the majority of raters (i.e., students).

Moreover, rating attractiveness is not solely influenced by the physical
appearance of the target (e.g., the professor) and individual preferences of the
perceiver (e.g., the student), but additional influences can contribute. For exam-
ple, the target’s personality characteristics (Gross & Crofton, 1977), similarity
of attitudes between perceiver and target (Klentz, Beaman, Mapelli, & Ullrich,
1987), the perceived familiarity of the target (Monin, 2003), the perceiver’s
sense of self (Horton, 2003), and the dating status and commitment to a part-
ner in close relationships of the perceiver (D. J. Johnson & Rusbult, 1989;
Simpson, Gangestad, & Lerma, 1990) all influence perceptions of attractive-
ness. Furthermore, in the majority of the physical attractiveness literature,
researchers have relied upon first impressions. However, differences may exist
between initial impressions compared with those following repeated exposures
when the perceiver has additional information about the target (Eagly et al.,
1991; Hosoda et al., 2003).

Research also indicates that other factors, such as the gender of the perceiver
and the clothing of the target, also influence the perception of physical attractive-
ness (Abbey, Cozzarelli, McLaughlin, & Harnish, 1987; Buckley, 1983; Workman
& Orr, 1996). For example, Williamson and Hewitt (1986) found that males per-
ceived female models as more attractive in sexually alluring clothing, whereas
women rated the female models as more attractive in neutral attire. Likewise, in
studies investigating sexual harassment (K. P. Johnson & Workman, 1992) and
acquaintance rape (Cassidy & Hurrell, 1995; Workman & Freeburg, 1999; Work-
man & Orr), researchers have also shown that clothing (e.g., skirt length) and gen-
der of the perceiver can influence the perceptions of a target (i.e., the victim). Also,
marketing researchers have demonstrated that adornments (e.g., makeup, hairstyle,
jewelry) can also alter perceptions of physical attractiveness (Bloch & Richins,
1992; Mack & Rainey, 1990). In summary, the evaluation of who is perceived as
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physically attractive is not simply an objective variable, but is partially a subjective
judgment that can be influenced by multiple inputs.

Currently, we are aware of only four studies (Ambady & Rosenthal, 1993;
Buck & Tiene, 1989; Goebel & Cashen, 1979; Hammermesh & Parker, in press)
in which researchers have attempted to investigate the influence of perceived
physical attractiveness on student evaluations of college professors. In an initial
study, Goebel and Cashen used 10 college freshmen to classify black-and-white
photographs as attractive or unattractive. Twenty different freshmen subsequent-
ly judged presumed teaching effectiveness from the photographs. Results showed
the photos judged as attractive received higher ratings. Buck and Tiene modified
Goebel and Cashen’s study with 42 undergraduate seniors by attaching a written
statement about teaching philosophy (authoritarian or humanistic) to photos
judged as attractive or unattractive. Results indicated no main effects of attrac-
tiveness on perceived competence, but interaction effects indicated that attractive
female authoritarian photos received higher ratings compared with those of male
(both attractive and unattractive) and unattractive female authoritarian photos.
However, results of both studies have limited generalizability because the authors
relied upon presumed (as opposed to real) student evaluations.

In the first study investigating the influence of perceived physical attractive-
ness using actual student evaluations, Ambady and Rosenthal (1993) primarily
focused on the influence of nonverbal behavior. The authors asked two female
undergraduates to rate attractiveness (5-point scale) from a still video clip of 13
graduate teaching fellows (6 women) who were teaching sections for undergrad-
uate courses. The authors subsequently correlated perceived attractiveness ratings
with real end-of-semester evaluations (comprised of the mean ratings from the
students in the section). Perceived attractiveness was not statistically related to
student evaluations (r = .32, ns), perhaps because of the low statistical power asso-
ciated with the small sample size (n = 13). The results of that study are not only
limited because of the small sample size of the teaching fellows, but have limit-
ed generalizability because perceived attractiveness was judged by only two
female raters.

The most comprehensive investigation of this topic was recently performed
by Hamermesh and Parker (in press). Six undergraduate students (3 women) rated
the perceived attractiveness of 94 professors by using photographs posted on
departmental Web sites. Physical attractiveness ratings (10-point Likert scale)
were compared with the professors’ real end-of-semester evaluations (number of
students who completed student evaluations ranged from 5 to 380). Regression
analysis indicated a strong influence of perceived attractiveness on student eval-
uations. Professors rated as attractive were more likely to receive higher evalua-
tions. Subsequent analysis indicated that the influence of perceived attractiveness
was stronger for male as compared with female professors. However, the results
of that study were limited by the small number of students who rated perceived
attractiveness.
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In summary, the aforementioned literature on perceived physical attractive-
ness and student evaluations of college professors not only is restricted to a hand-
ful of studies, but is limited with respect to ecological (i.e., real-world) validity
in several important ways. First, previous researchers did not use both the rank-
ings of professors’ perceived attractiveness and evaluations by students who were
enrolled in the course. In addition, researchers who used real end-of-semester
evaluations relied on very small numbers of students to rate attractiveness. Rely-
ing on ratings from a handful of undergraduates who were not enrolled in the
course is potentially problematic and may have limited generalizability because
evaluating attractiveness is partially a subjective judgment with multiple inputs
(Eagly et al., 1991; Monin, 2003). Furthermore, previous researchers have relied
upon perceptions of still images, which may differ from perceptions obtained by
face-to-face interaction (Eagly et al.). As Buck and Tiene (1989) have noted, rely-
ing on a still image measures an initial impression. However, student evaluations
are typically given at the end of the college semester after students have been
repeatedly exposed to the professor. Thus, the perceiver may have different inputs
for rating attractiveness between initial impressions and repeated exposures over
time (Eagly et al.), a limitation that extends to most research on attractiveness
(Hosoda et al., 2003).

Our purpose in the present study was to add to the limited literature by exam-
ining perceived physical attractiveness and student evaluations in a naturally occur-
ring database of concurrent ratings. The universities shown in Table 1 have large
numbers of student evaluations (as of June 1, 2004, ranging from 20,131 to 36,312)
on the Internet Web site www.ratemyprofessors.com. A public Web site designed
for students, www.ratemyprofessors.com posts anonymous and voluntary evalua-
tions of college professors (the Web site is not university sponsored). Although our
study has all the limitations of any research using naturalistic data (e.g., a poten-
tially biased sample, lack of experimental control, the potential of multiple ratings),
it adds to the literature a study with ecological validity. In this study, we compared
professors rated as attractive with a nonattractive control group matched for depart-
ment and gender. Furthermore, we performed multiple replications to determine if
the results were statistically reliable (Riniolo & Schmidt, 2000). On the basis of the
literature demonstrating that attractiveness is associated with many positive out-
comes, we predicted that professors perceived as physically attractive would receive
higher evaluations compared with colleagues perceived as nonattractive.

Method

Participants

In this study, we used student evaluations of professors from the Web site
www.ratemyprofessors.com. We obtained evaluations on June 1, 2004, using the
four schools with the most ratings (see Table 1). We selected the most rated



24 The Journal of General Psychology

TABLE 1. Descriptive Statistics From www.ratemyprofessors.com

Grand Valley
State University* University of Delaware®
Category n % M SD n % M SD
All professors 1,714 2,000
Total ratings 6,312 27,756
All professors® 522 331
Total ratings 25,590 15,599
Student
evaluations 3.56 0.82 3.50 0.86
Attractive® 80 45
% attractive
professors 15 14
Student
evaluations 4.22 0.46 4.11 0.74
No. of ratings 49.6 20.8 39.2 14.7
Hotness total/
no. of ratings 25 0.17 25 0.16
Nonattractive® 442 286
Student
evaluations 3.44 0.82 3.41 0.84
No of ratings 48.9 23.8 48.4 27.8

2Allendale, MI. "Newark, DE. °San Diego, CA. “Harrisonburg, VA. ¢> 25 ratings.

schools because (a) large numbers produced more precise estimates and have
greater statistical power than smaller samples do (Cohen, 1988), (b) the large
number of evaluations indicates that the Web site is well known and actively being
used by students, and (c) replication is the best method for determining whether
results are statistically reliable (Riniolo & Schmidt, 2000). Also, because just a
single student rating will include a professor in the database, we limited data for
subsequent statistical analysis to professors that had received at least 25 student
evaluations. Researchers have demonstrated high reliability between class-aver-
age responses with at least 25 ratings (Marsh & Roche, 1997).

Descriptive information about the full pool of professors is provided in
Table 1. Subsequent statistical comparisons between attractive and nonattrac-
tive groups (see description of matched analysis in a later section) included 156
professors (50 women, 32%) from Grand Valley State University, 90 profes-
sors (48 women, 53%) from the University of Delaware, 106 professors (32
women, 30%) from San Diego State University, and 48 professors (14 women,
29%) from James Madison University. Table 2 shows the number of depart-
ments represented.
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San Diego James Madison
State University© University?
n % M SD n % M SD
2,205 1,214
26,921 20,131
285 275
12,175 11,621
3.48 0.91 35 0.89
56 30
20 11
4.14 0.56 439 042
47.5 28.1 38.0 139
34 0.23 0.27 0.15
229 245
332 0.90 3.41 0.88
41.5 16.9 42.6 16.3

Given the naturalistic context of this study, limitations are evident, especially
with regard to the ratings from which we took our data. In particular, the ratings
made at the Web site are anonymous. Table 3 shows relevant information about
undergraduate student populations of the four universities used in this study (i.e.,
the assumed populations). All have similar numbers of male and female students
(range = 58%—-60% female), but differences exist, such as percentage of minority
and out-of-state students and scores on standardized tests (i.e., ACT and SAT).

Measures

On the Web site, raters calculate a professor’s overall quality on a 5-point Lik-
ert-type scale (5 indicating the highest rating) by averaging how the instructor
scores on helpfulness and clarity. Definitions of helpfulness and clarity are pro-
vided if raters “click” to receive further information. Helpfulness is defined on the
Web site as: “This category rates the professor’s helpfulness and approachability.
Is the professor approachable and nice? Is the professor rude, arrogant, or just plain
mean? Is the professor willing to help you after class?” Clarity is defined as: “How
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well does the professor convey the class topics? Is the professor clear in his pre-
sentation? Is the professor organized and does the professor use class time effec-
tively?” Perceived attractiveness (note that photos of professors do not appear on
the Web site) is calculated from an optional appearance question. The Web site
notes that this question is “just for fun,” asking students whether their professor is
“hot” or “not.” The Web site calculates a hot, or not hot, rating (defined as a hot-
ness total). Those with an equal or negative balance are assigned a zero rating (i.e.,
nonattractive), whereas positive balances are displayed (i.e., attractive). For group
comparisons, those professors with a positive hotness total were classified as
attractive (i.e., a majority who answered this optional question on the Web site per-
ceived the professor as physically attractive). This attractiveness marker resulted
in about 15% of the professors (with at least 25 ratings) being classified as attrac-
tive (see Table 1 for percentages at each university). Unfortunately, the Web site
does not provide how many total hot or not ratings were cast. Table 1 shows the
average hotness total divided by the total number of overall ratings for the pro-
fessors perceived as attractive.

Procedure

We sorted data by number of ratings and included professors with at least 25
ratings in the sample. We divided the sample into attractive and nonattractive
groups on the basis of the student ratings. We subsequently matched the sample
for gender and department on the basis of attractive and nonattractive controls.
In instances in which more than one potential control existed (i.e., a nonattrac-
tive professor of the same gender and department), we randomly selected the con-
trol from all potential matches. We only included instances of matched profes-
sors in the sample used for subsequent matched data analyses. To control for
inflation of error rates, we limited the a priori planned analysis to the matched
analysis just described.

Results

Descriptive statistics for all attractive and nonattractive professors, prior to
matching, are provided in Table 1. After matching, independent ¢ tests revealed
statistically significant differences between groups because attractive professors
had consistently higher evaluations compared with nonattractive controls (see
Table 4). We subsequently converted the 7 values into Cohen’s d, a measure of
effect size in which 0.2 indicates a small difference between groups, 0.5 indicates
a medium difference, and 0.8 indicates a large difference (Cohen, 1988). Results
indicated a large effect size difference between groups (see Table 4).

We performed several exploratory analyses. First, we conducted separate analy-
ses for male and female professors using the same participants in Table 4. Results
showed that both attractive men and attractive women scored higher evaluations
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TABLE 4. Student Evaluations After Controlling for Department and Gender

Nonattractive
Attractive control

School M SD M SD df t Cohen’s d
Grand Valley

State 4.22 46 3.39 .81 154  7.83%* 1.25
University of

Delaware 4.11 74 3.44 .86 88 3.94%%* 0.83
San Diego State  4.13 .57 3.32 .82 104 5.93%* 1.15
James Madison 4.41 43 3.36 .86 46 5.35%* 1.54
#kp < 001,

when compared directly against same-gender nonattractive controls (see Table 5).
Second, we identified no statistical differences when comparing attractive men with
attractive women at the same university (as shown in Table 2, departments varied
between genders). Third, to investigate the relation between number of ratings and
student evaluations, we computed correlations (Pearson’s p) using all professors
with at least 25 ratings. We performed these analyses to investigate whether pro-
fessors with low or high student evaluations were more likely to motivate a greater
number of ratings. As shown in Figure 1, we found statistically significant results
in one of the four schools. However, as shown by R?, the variance was small (range
= 0%-1.9%) even in the isolated instance of a statistical difference.

Discussion

Our purpose in this study was to investigate perceived physical attractiveness
and student evaluations of college professors by using data obtained from the Web
site www.ratemyprofessors.com (i.e., a naturally occurring database of concurrent
ratings). Results indicated that professors perceived as attractive received higher stu-
dent evaluations than did nonattractive controls that were matched for both depart-
ment and gender. In real numbers, professors perceived as attractive scored about
0.8 of a point higher on a 5-point scale (see Table 4). We interpret this difference as
a practically meaningful result because professors perceived as attractive move from
slightly higher than average on the 5-point scale (i.e., an okay professor) to above-
average ratings (i.e., a good professor). With institutionally sponsored student eval-
uations, moving into the above-average category is often the difference on such
important decisions for professors as promotion, tenure, and salary increases (Mil-
lea & Grimes, 2002; Williams & Ceci, 1997). Furthermore, results from this study
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TABLE 5. Student Evaluations Controlled for Department and Separated
by Gender

Nonattractive
Attractive control
School M SD M SD df t Cohen’s d

Male professor

Grand Valley

State 4.18 048 344 0.82 104 5.73%* 1.11
University of

Delaware 4.08 0.86 354 0.72 40  2.20% 0.68
San Diego State ~ 4.14  0.63 320 0.88 72 5.27%* 1.23
James Madison 433 044 335 095 32 3.85%* 1.32

Female professor

Grand Valley

State 428 044 329 0.78 48  5.51%* 1.56
University of

Delaware 4.14  0.63 336 098 46  3.29% 0.95
San Diego State  4.11  0.40 3.59 0.59 30 2.90% 1.03
James Madison 4.61 0.36 339 0.65 12 4.36%* 2.33

*p <.05. *¥p < .001.

were not an isolated finding, but were consistent across four separate universities.
Perhaps the most interesting aspect of the results is the range of student evaluations.
Ratings for professors perceived as nonattractive ranged from very low to extreme-
ly high (i.e., the full spectrum of student evaluations). However, ratings for profes-
sors perceived as attractive rarely dropped below an average score (only 6 out of
211 scored below an average rating of 3 on a 5-point scale).

Also, our overall results are consistent with a recent experimental investigation
performed by Hamermesh and Parker (in press) in which the authors found a strong
influence of perceived attractiveness on real end-of-semester evaluations. Klahr and
Simon (2001) have advocated complementary approaches (both experimental and
naturalistic) in the process of scientific discovery to provide convergent evidence.
However, in contrast to the Hamermesh and Parker study in which the authors found
a larger impact of perceived attractiveness for male professors, we found no evi-
dence of gender differences because both male and female professors perceived as
attractive received relatively equivalent ratings. Further research into the potential
impact of gender differences and perceived attractiveness on student evaluations is
warranted to determine the discrepancy between results.
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FIGURE 1. Scatterplots (with regression lines) of student evaluations and
number of ratings (A = Grand Valley State, B = University of Delaware, C =
San Diego State, D = James Madison University).

Of course, there are many potential limitations that could affect the overall
validity of this study because we obtained data from a naturally occurring data-
base. The most significant limitations are the lack of knowledge of the partici-
pants providing the ratings of professors and the potential for multiple ratings.
There is no way to verify who provided the ratings because anyone could poten-
tially contribute to the data. Likewise, the potential for multiple ratings is prob-
lematic because a single rater could artificially inflate or deflate a professor’s
overall rating. Despite the anonymous input, the basic characteristics of the rat-
ings can be described. First, professors (with at least 25 ratings) had an average
student evaluation of about 3.5 (see Table 1) indicating that most professors sam-
pled were rated above average. Second, Figure 1 shows that the ratings are wide-
ly dispersed and not just clustered at the extremes on the 5-point student evalua-
tion scale, indicating a wide distribution of input that is not solely targeted at
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evaluating professors rated as very poor (i.e., motivated to “slam” professors) and
outstanding (i.e., motivated to praise professors) or both. Because students have
a long history of disseminating and sharing information about professors
(Williams & Ceci, 1997), it may be that the ratings, as indicated by the large num-
ber of inputs at these institutions (see Table 1), are most often used by students
to communicate information.

It is important to note that although this study indicates that professors per-
ceived as physically attractive receive higher student evaluations, our results
should not be viewed in any way as intended to establish a causal link. Our results
merely (a) add to the sparse current literature, (b) evaluate the potential for a prac-
tical data set analysis in contributing to the literature, (c) provide a complemen-
tary approach with ecological validity, and (d) lead to further research questions
that can be evaluated using more rigorous experimental designs (as opposed to
the naturalistic data collection used in this study).

It would be interesting for future research to determine the consistency of the
initial perceptions of attractiveness (e.g., first day of classes) with attractiveness
ratings at the end of the semester. As previously mentioned, multiple inputs
beyond the actual physical appearance of the target and individual preferences of
the perceiver contribute to the evaluation of physical attractiveness, which may
vary with time (Eagly et al., 1991; Hosoda et al., 2003). Also, different levels of
initial attractiveness (nonattractive, somewhat nonattractive, neutral, attractive,
very attractive) may be more or less stable across time. Future researchers should
attempt to establish the stability of the perception of attractiveness across time in
the college classroom. Future researchers should also investigate whether evalu-
ations of professors performed by peers, department chairs, and deans are also
influenced by perceived attractiveness. Finally, future researchers should attempt
to establish the validity of the student ratings at www.ratemyprofessors.com com-
pared with those of expert evaluators and real in-class student evaluations.
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