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Three studies using between-subjects designs examined the effect of facial tattoos on two stages of a
courtroom trial. The presence of a facial tattoo affected judgments of guilt, but it did not lead to higher
punishment ratings. This was the case for different types of crime varying in offense seriousness and for
faces varying in perceived trustworthiness. The effect on guilt was fully mediated by the perceived
criminal appearance of the tattooed defendant. These findings are the first that systematically address the
question whether facial tattoos can bias legal outcomes. They further suggest that the psychological
mechanisms by which an activated criminal stereotype influences legal judgments can differ for two
stages of a trial. Policy implications are discussed.
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Person perceptions from faces are formed automatically and
rapidly (Todorov, Pakrashi, & Oosterhof, 2009). It takes people
about 40 ms of exposure to a stranger’s face to come to a consis-
tent judgment of the stranger’s character (Bar, Neta, & Linz,
2006). Longer exposure time to the face does not lead to a change
in judgment but only to increased confidence about it (Willis &
Todorov, 2006). These fast and automatic character inferences
have been found to impact decisions in the courtroom; for instance,
untrustworthy-looking faces require less evidence for a guilty
verdict than do trustworthy-looking faces (Porter, ten Brinke, &
Gustaw, 2010). Moreover, babyfaced or attractive offenders are
often judged more leniently than mature-looking or unattractive
offenders (Sigall & Ostrove, 1975; Zebrowitz & McDonald, 1991).
Facial appearance also activates stereotypes that, in turn, influence
legal decisions. Afrocentric features, for instance, have been found
to affect sentencing decisions (Blair, Judd, & Chapleau, 2004;
Eberhardt, Davies, Purdie-Vaughns, & Johnson, 2006), because
people use these features to infer traits that are stereotypically
associated with African Americans (Blair, Judd, & Fallman, 2004;
Blair, Judd, Sadler, & Jenkins, 2002).

This article focuses on the effect of tattoos on legal decisions.
The prevalence of tattoos is high among the general population:
24% of Americans between the ages of 18 and 50 are tattooed
(Laumann & Derick, 2006). Yet despite their prevalence, tattoos
are still mostly associated with negative characteristics. Per-
ceivers judge tattooed people as more creative but less attrac-
tive, less fashionable, less athletic, less intelligent, less caring,
and less religious than nontattooed people (see Degelman &

Price, 2002; Hawkes, Senn, & Thorn, 2004; Resenhoeft, Villa,
& Wiseman, 2008). Tattoos are also stereotypically associated
with lower social class and middle class but not with upper
social class (DeMello, 2000).

In addition to these negative associations, there is a criminal
stereotype of tattoos in particular. People have clear ideas about
how criminals differ in their physical appearance from noncrimi-
nals, and tattoos are the main physical characteristic that is linked
to criminals (MacLin & Herrera, 2006). The perceptions of asso-
ciation between tattoos and delinquent behavior can already be
found in children at the age of six (Durkin & Houghton, 2000).

Given these associations, studying tattoos in a legal context is
highly relevant. Estimates of the incidence of tattoos among criminal
populations range between 15% and 32% (Manuel & Retzlaff, 2002;
Palermo, 2004); some even estimate that over 50% of all the male
prisoners are tattooed (DeMello, 1993). Existing research explores the
special meaning of prison-themed tattoos compared with other tattoos
(see, e.g., DeMello, 1993) and has examined behavioral and psycho-
pathological differences between prison-themed tattooed and other-
wise tattooed prisoners or between tattooed and nontattooed prisoners
(see, e.g., Lozano, Morgan, Murray, & Varghese, 2011; Manuel &
Retzlaff, 2002; Palermo, 2004). Yet, to the best of our knowledge, no
systematic research has studied the effect of tattoos on sentencing
decisions. We aim to fill this gap to inform policymakers how to deal
with tattooed defendants in the courtroom.

The present research focuses particularly on the subcategory of
facial tattoos and its impact on legal decisions. Although it is easy
to cover tattoos on arms and legs with clothes, facial tattoos require
more effort. In some legal cases, facial tattoos get covered with
make-up during trial (see, e.g., Schwartz, 2010), but in others they
remain exposed (see, e.g., Casarez, 2009).

We conducted three studies to examine the effect of facial
tattoos on decisions in the courtroom. In brief, we hypothesized
that the presence of a facial tattoo would activate a criminal
stereotype. In Study 1, we examined whether such a criminal
stereotype would affect decisions on guilt. In Study 2, we looked
at the effects on recommended punishment severity after guilt was
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presumed. In Study 3, we assessed both guilt and punishment
ratings in the same research design.

Study 1

Study 1 examined the effect of facial tattoos and their criminal
stereotypes on guilt judgments. Previous research has shown that
once a stereotype is activated, people make dispositional and stable
attributions about the causes of a person’s behavior and neglect
situational or external factors that might have led to the specific
behavior (see, e.g., Bodenhausen & Wyer, 1985; Duncan, 1976;
Gordon, 1990). Therefore, people interpret any behavior that is
congruent with the stereotype as more intentional than incongruent
behaviors. We thus hypothesized that an activated criminal stereo-
type would reduce doubt about whether the defendant actually
committed the crime. In addition, when confronted with stereo-
types, people use a confirmation strategy to validate their
stereotype-congruent expectations instead of using a diagnostic
information-processing strategy that would objectively test their
expectations (see, e.g., Darley & Gross, 1983; Kelley, 1950; Sny-
der & Cantor, 1979). This suggests that in stereotypical situations
people need less information to accept their preferred hypothesis—
that is, to confirm their expectancy.

Applied to a legal proceeding, we therefore assumed that even
with weak evidence, people’s threshold to hand down a guilty
verdict would be reduced in the presence of facial tattoos. In
addition, we wanted to study whether such an effect would be
affected by circumstances of the depicted offense or by the general
facial appearance of the defendant, as further described below.

Potential Effect of Different Types of Crimes

Previous research on stereotypes has found that people show a
high level of consensus about what certain kinds of criminals look
like (Bull & Green, 1980; Reed & Reed, 1973; Yarmey, 1993).
Faces that are congruent with the facial stereotype of a particular
offense are more likely to be found guilty (Dumas & Testé, 2006;
Macrae & Shepherd, 1989; Shoemaker, South, & Lowe, 1973).
Thus, there can be an interaction between characteristics of a crime
and stereotypes about the offender.

Since tattoos are stereotypically associated with lower social class
and middle class—rather than upper class (DeMello, 2000)—we
wanted to test whether the effect of a facial tattoo in the courtroom
would depend on the type of crime committed. It might be more
stereotypical for a tattooed offender to commit a blue-collar crime
than a white-collar crime. We therefore decided to use two different
types of crimes in our studies. We examined whether legal judgments
for an offender who committed a stereotypical, blue-collar crime (e.g.,
assault) would be affected more strongly by the presence of facial
tattoos than would be decisions for an offender who committed a
white-collar crime such as tax fraud.

Different Kinds of Faces

Finally, we sought to rule out the possibility that a potential facial
tattoo effect would simply be driven by pure valence judgments.
Previous research has already shown that attractive offenders can
receive less severe sentences (Sigall & Ostrove, 1975) and that baby-
faced offenders can be more likely to win cases (Zebrowitz & Mc-

Donald, 1991). Because tattoos are associated with many negative
characteristics (Degelman & Price, 2002; Hawkes et al., 2004; Re-
senhoeft et al., 2008), we wanted to make sure that any potential effect
would be caused by an activated criminal stereotype, which includes
not only negative connotations but also criminal information.

We addressed this concern in two ways: First, we operationalized
criminal stereotype activation as a combination of criminal appear-
ance (including negative valence) and likelihood to reoffend (judg-
ment about criminal domain). Second, we manipulated whether the
tattooed or nontattooed face appeared trustworthy or untrustworthy.
Trustworthiness judgments have been shown to reliably act as a proxy
for face valence evaluation (Oosterhof & Todorov, 2008). If our
hypothesized effects on guilt and punishment were just driven by
valence, a facial tattoo should not matter for a face that looks untrust-
worthy anyway. We expected that a tattoo would matter for either
type of face because we assume that it is the criminal stereotype that
is driving the effects of a facial tattoo on judgments in the courtroom
rather than its negative valence only.

Pilot study for experimental face stimuli. Two faces from
the Karolinska Directed Emotional Faces set (Lundqvist, Flykt, &
Ohman, 1998) with neutral emotional expression and direct eye
gaze were used that had been found to be either trustworthy or
untrustworthy looking (Oosterhof & Todorov, 2008; supplemental
material). First, we digitally adjusted the hair of one face to make
it more similar to the other face so that any effect would not be
caused by the different hair style. In a subsequent step, we digitally
pasted a real facial tattoo onto each face, inspired by an actual
criminal case (Schwartz, 2010; see Figure A1 in the Appendix).

To validate the trustworthy versus untrustworthy perception ob-
tained in previous studies and to test whether the tattooed versions
were perceived to look more criminal than the nontattooed versions,
we conducted a pilot study in which participants only rated the
criminal appearance of a face without reading any crime scenario.

One-hundred workers were recruited on Amazon Mechanical
Turk (referred to as Mturk throughout the text; for its use in social
science research see Buhrmester, Kwang, & Gosling, 2011;
Paolacci, Chandler, & Ipeirotis, 2010) and were paid $0.10 for
their participation. The survey took participants about 1 min to
complete. Prior to conducting the analyses, data from 8 subjects
were removed because they were not from the United States or
because they did not indicate correctly in the manipulation checks
whether the person depicted had a tattoo. The final sample con-
sisted of 92 participants (different users than in Studies 1–3, 55
male, age range from 18–61, M � 29.7, SD � 10.1).

Participants were randomly assigned to one of the four faces
(i.e., either the trustworthy or the untrustworthy not tattooed or
tattooed face) and were asked to rate the extent to which they
thought the depicted person looks criminal, dangerous, aggressive,
trustworthy [reverse coded], and honest [reverse coded] (order
randomized; 1 � not at all, 7 � very much, Cronbach’s � � .87).
We take these items as a scale to measure the strength of criminal
stereotype activation by the defendant’s criminal appearance. We
will refer to the average of these items as “criminal appearance
scale” throughout the article.

To make sure that the digital adjustment of hair length did not
affect trustworthiness ratings from previous studies (Oosterhof &
Todorov, 2008), we first looked at the nontattooed faces only (N �
46). Analysis of variance (ANOVA) results confirmed that partic-
ipants rated the trustworthy-looking face as more trustworthy

T
hi

s
do

cu
m

en
t

is
co

py
ri

gh
te

d
by

th
e

A
m

er
ic

an
Ps

yc
ho

lo
gi

ca
l

A
ss

oc
ia

tio
n

or
on

e
of

its
al

lie
d

pu
bl

is
he

rs
.

T
hi

s
ar

tic
le

is
in

te
nd

ed
so

le
ly

fo
r

th
e

pe
rs

on
al

us
e

of
th

e
in

di
vi

du
al

us
er

an
d

is
no

t
to

be
di

ss
em

in
at

ed
br

oa
dl

y.

467CRIMINAL STEREOTYPES IN THE COURTROOM



(M � 3.92, SD � 1.10) than the untrustworthy-looking face (M �
2.95, SD � 1.09), F(1, 44) � 8.9, p � .01, �p

2 � .17.
Next, we looked at the effect of a facial tattoo on the criminal

appearance scale. When the face had a facial tattoo, participants
rated its appearance as more criminal looking (M � 5.42, SD �
0.88) than when it did not have a tattoo (M � 4.20, SD � 1.11),
F(1, 88) � 35.8, p � .001, �p

2 � .29. An untrustworthy-looking
face was also rated as more criminal looking (M � 5.06, SD �
0.90) than a trustworthy-looking face (M � 4.56, SD � 1.36), F(1,
88) � 4.8, p � .03, �p

2 � .05. In addition, there was a significant
interaction effect of the type of face and the presence of a facial
tattoo, indicating that the facial tattoo affected criminal appearance
ratings more for the trustworthy face (tattoo M � 5.40, SD � 1.05;
no tattoo M � 3.79, SD � 1.14) than for the untrustworthy face
(tattoo M � 5.44, SD � 0.70; no tattoo M � 4.64, SD � 0.92),
Face � Tattoo, F(1, 88) � 4.0, p � .05, �p

2 � .04. These means
indicated that once both the trustworthy and untrustworthy face
had a facial tattoo, they received about similar criminal appearance
ratings. Important to note for the purpose of this research, how-
ever, post hoc tests indicated for both faces that appearance was
rated as more criminal looking when the faces were tattooed
compared to when they were not tattooed, ps � .01. That is, the
presence of a facial tattoo added information to the face indepen-
dent of whether it originally looked trustworthy or untrustworthy.
Summing up, the pilot study confirmed that the faces were appro-
priate to manipulate face valence (with the type of face) and
criminal appearance (with the presence of a facial tattoo).

Method

Participants. Participants (N � 320) were recruited on Mturk
and were paid $0.50 for their participation. Thirty-four participants
were excluded from the analyses, either because they did not pass
instructional manipulation checks testing for careful reading (e.g.,
asking participants to leave certain items blank; see Oppenheimer,
Meyvis, & Davidenko, 2009) or because they were not from the
United States. Furthermore, we excluded all of the participants
from the tattoo conditions who indicated in the manipulation
checks that the face did not have a tattoo or who mentioned in the
open-ended comments that they thought the tattoo was a scar or
that is was not real. The final sample consisted of 286 Mturk users
(175 male, 55 [19%] tattooed; age range from 18–64, age M �
28.4, SD � 9.2). Both sex and whether participants had a tattoo
were equally distributed across conditions: sex, �2(7, 286) � 4.3,
p � .75; tattooed, �2(7, 286) � 3.3, p � .85. Both variables did not
affect our findings and will not be discussed further.

Design. The design of Study 1 was a 2 (tattoo–no tattoo) � 2
(type of crime: assault–tax fraud) � 2 (type of face: untrustworthy–
trustworthy) between-subjects design. The survey was administered
online and took participants about 5 min to complete.

Materials and procedure. Participants were asked to imagine
they were at a court hearing. They were introduced to Jack who
was accused of either assault or tax fraud. Participants saw a
picture of Jack (trustworthy or untrustworthy version) that either
showed a facial tattoo or not. Below the picture, participants read
a short scenario about the crime of which Jack was accused. The
wording of the scenarios was as follows:

Tax fraud: In the course of the last few years, Jack has underpaid his
taxes by $18,000. The prosecutor assumes that Jack deliberately

underreported his earnings and overreported his expenses to pay fewer
taxes. Jack himself says that he didn’t intend to do so but that he
misinterpreted how to report his taxes.

Assault: Jack was at a bar. He bumped into another man while going
to get a drink, causing the other man to spill his drink. Jack states that
this happened accidentally. The other man began to scream obsceni-
ties at Jack. According to the prosecutor, Jack then punched the man,
breaking his jaw. Jack himself says that the other man tried to beat
him up but lost balance and fell, knocking his jaw on the counter.

Participants were first asked to rate how likely it is that Jack is
guilty on a 7-point Likert scale (1 � very unlikely, 7 � very likely).
Subsequently, they were asked what they would choose if they had
to decide between guilty and not guilty, using a forced-choice
response option. Next, participants saw Jack’s face again on a
subsequent page and were asked to what extent they thought Jack
looks criminal, dangerous, aggressive, trustworthy [reverse
coded], and honest [reverse coded] to assess criminal appearance
(order randomized; all 7-point Likert scales range from not at all
to very much; Cronbach’s � � .84). To avoid demand effects, we
also included filler items (e.g., to what extent Jack looks friendly,
similar to them, and attractive).

On the next page, participants rated the likelihood that Jack
would reoffend in the future assuming that he is guilty (1 � very
unlikely to 7 � very likely). Although we assumed stereotype
activation to be a mediator for the effects of a facial tattoo on guilt
decisions, we measured the defendant’s criminal appearance and
likelihood to reoffend after the dependent variable to avoid de-
mand effects—that is, we did not want participants to think about
the criminal appearance before they had to report their legal
decisions, assuming that the assessment of guilt would neither
affect the perception nor the self-report about the perception of the
defendant’s criminal appearance.

Lastly, participants indicated demographic information and an-
swered manipulation checks about Jack’s appearance, such as
whether Jack had a tattoo. Participants were also asked to indicate
whether they have a tattoo (yes, no). At the end of the study,
participants were debriefed and thanked and provided the option to
leave feedback in a textbox.

Results and Interpretation

Guilt ratings. For each continuous dependent variable, we
conducted full-factorial ANOVAs with the three experimental
manipulations as independent variables, allowing for two-way and
three-way interactions (unless otherwise noted, these interactions
were not significant). On the continuous guilt scale, we found the
predicted trend, such that participants indicated that it was more
likely that Jack is guilty when he had a facial tattoo (tattoo M �
4.82, SD � 1.13) than when he did not have a facial tattoo (no
tattoo M � 4.60, SD � 1.04), but this difference was only mar-
ginally significant, F(1, 278) � 3.4, p � .09. There were no
significant effects for type of crime or type of face on continuous
ratings of guilt: type of crime, F(1, 278) � 0.4, p � .51; face, F(1,
278) � 0.0, p � .99.

For the dichotomous decision about guilt, we used binary lo-
gistic regression analyses with categorical dummy variables as
predictors. When forced to decide between guilty or not guilty,
participants were significantly more likely to indicate that Jack
was guilty when he was tattooed than when he was not: tattoo, � �
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.53, Wald � 4.8, odd’s ratio (OR) � 1.70, p � .03. More precisely,
76 (53%) participants in the no tattoo condition decided that Jack
was guilty and 68 (47%) decided that he was not guilty, whereas
in the tattoo condition, 93 participants (65%) decided that Jack was
guilty and 49 participants (35%) decided that he was not guilty.
Thus, the relative risk for Jack to be judged guilty was 1.2 times
higher when he had a facial tattoo compared with when he did not
have a facial tattoo. There were no significant effects for type of
crime or type of face on dichotomous guilt decisions: type of
crime, � � .06, Wald � .06, OR � 1.06, p � .81; face, � � .19,
Wald � .61, OR � 1.21, p � .44. Taken together, these findings
suggest that a facial tattoo affected dichotomous decisions about
guilt. This effect was independent of the type of crime and inde-
pendent of the type of face.

Criminal stereotype activation. Three-way ANOVA results
for the criminal appearance scale showed that when Jack had a
tattoo, participants rated his appearance as more criminal looking
(tattoo M � 4.89, SD � 0.99) than when he did not have a tattoo
(no tattoo M � 4.03, SD � 0.91), F(1, 278) � 59.5, p � .001, �p

2 �
.18. Similarly, when Jack had an untrustworthy-looking face, his
look was rated as more criminal looking (untrustworthy face M �
4.63, SD � 0.95) than when he had a trustworthy-looking face
(trustworthy face M � 4.29, SD � 1.10), F(1, 278) � 9.6, p � .01,
�p

2 � .03. For both faces, post hoc tests revealed a significant
difference if Jack was tattooed or not (ps � .001). That is, a facial
tattoo led to higher ratings of criminal appearance independent of
whether the face already looked untrustworthy or not. There was
no significant effect of type of crime, F(1, 278) � 1.6, p � .21, and
none of the interaction terms was significant.

Results also showed that when Jack had a tattoo, participants
rated him as being more likely to reoffend (tattoo M � 4.69, SD �
1.34) than when he did not have a tattoo (no tattoo M � 4.06,
SD � 1.48), F(1, 278) � 15.2, p � .001, �p

2 � .05. There was no
effect of type of face on the likelihood to reoffend, F(1, 278) �
0.34, p � .56. It is interesting that there was a significant effect of
type of crime indicating that when Jack was accused of assault, he
was also perceived to be more likely to reoffend (assault M � 4.71,
SD � 1.30) than when Jack was accused of tax fraud (tax fraud
M � 4.05, SD � 1.50), F(1, 278) � 16.6, p � .001, �p

2 � .06.
None of the interactions was significant.

Summing up, a tattoo led to higher criminal appearance ratings
for both trustworthy- and untrustworthy-looking faces. Moreover,
it was only the tattoo but not the kind of face that resulted in a
higher estimated likelihood of reoffending. It therefore seems that

the effect of a facial tattoo is not only about negative valence but
also about criminal stereotypes.

Mediation analysis. To test whether the activated criminal
stereotype statistically mediated the effect of the presence of a
facial tattoo on dichotomous judgments of guilt, a mediation
analysis (collapsed across both types of faces and both types of
crimes) was performed following the three steps suggested by
Baron and Kenny (1986). We did not include likelihood to reoff-
end as a statistical mediator because its bivariate correlation with
dichotomous guilt judgments was not significantly different from
zero.

In a first step, as reported above, logistic regression analyses
showed that there was a direct effect of the presence of a facial
tattoo on guilt judgments (unstandardized c � .53, p � .03). In a
second step, separate regression analyses revealed that the pres-
ence of a facial tattoo affected criminal appearance ratings (un-
standardized a � .86, p � .001). In a third step, we conducted
logistic regression analyses with both the independent variable and
the presumed mediator as predictors. Results indicated that the
direct effect of a facial tattoo on dichotomous guilt judgments
became nonsignificant once the criminal appearance scale was
entered as a mediator (unstandardized c’ � �.05, p � .86), and
only criminal appearance predicted guilt judgments (unstandard-
ized b � .74, p � .001). Following Preacher and Hayes’ (2004)
suggestion to establish mediation, results further revealed that the
indirect effect was significant (unstandardized ab � .64, 99%
confidence interval [0.24, 1.03]); see Figure 1 for standard errors
and other details. Thus, perceived criminal appearance fully me-
diated the effect of a facial tattoo on guilt judgments.

We also tested whether attractiveness ratings that were assessed
as a filler item could explain our findings. Attractiveness ratings
significantly differed when Jack was tattooed (tattoo, M � 2.41,
SD � 1.27) compared to when he was not tattooed (no tattoo, M �
2.99, SD � 1.39), F(1, 278) � 14.5, p � .001, �p

2 � .05.
Attractiveness ratings further correlated with the criminal appear-
ance scale, r(284) � �.41, p � .001, and predicted dichotomous
decisions of guilt: attractive, � � �.24, Wald � 6.9, OR � .79,
p � .01 (Nagelkerke’s R2 � .03). Statistically, attractiveness
ratings fully mediated the effect of a facial tattoo on dichotomous
guilt judgments; that is, once attractiveness ratings were added as
mediator (attractive, � � �.21, Wald � 4.9, OR � .82, p � .03),
the effect of a facial tattoo on guilt judgments became nonsignif-
icant (tattoo, � � .42, Wald � 2.8, OR � 1.52, p � .09). However,
the explained variance of this model (Nagelkerke’s R2 � .05) was

Figure 1. Perceived criminal appearance of the defendant fully mediates the effect a facial tattoo on
dichotomous judgments of guilt in Study 1, unstandardized path coefficients (standard errors), N � 286.
��� p � .001. � p � .05.
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remarkably lower than the mediation model with criminal appear-
ance as mediator. When the criminal appearance scale was entered
as a third variable to the mediation model (i.e., testing the medi-
ation depicted in Figure 1 and statistically controlling for attrac-
tiveness ratings), attractiveness also did not predict guilt judgments
beyond the effect of criminal appearance: attractive, � � �.04,
Wald � .16, OR � .96, p � .69. Only criminal appearance
remained a significant predictor of guilt decisions (criminal, � �
.72, Wald � 21.4, OR � 2.06, p � .001), and the presence of a
facial tattoo became nonsignificant (tattoo, � � �.06, Wald � .04,
OR � .95, p � .84; Nagelkerke’s R2 � .15). These results
demonstrate that criminal appearance ratings are a better explana-
tion for the effect of a facial tattoo on guilt judgments than
attractiveness ratings.

Discussion

The results suggest that a facial tattoo activated a criminal
stereotype. For different kinds of faces, people rated a tattooed
face as looking more criminal and thought that the tattooed of-
fender was more likely to reoffend. As hypothesized, a facial tattoo
affected participants’ judgments of guilt. This effect was mediated
by criminal stereotype activation, particularly by the perceived
criminal appearance of the defendant.

We did not find a stereotype–congruency effect (see, e.g., Shoe-
maker et al., 1973). That is, the effect of a tattoo was the same for both
tax fraud and assault. This does not necessarily mean that stereotype–
congruency effects do not exist for tattoos. Instead, it is possible that
we did not include the most stereotypical crime for a tattooed of-
fender, if such a stereotype exists. Future research is needed to
identify the characteristics of a crime that are stereotypically associ-
ated with tattoos. Alternatively, it is possible that tattoos are linked to
criminality in general but are not stereotypically associated with
certain types of crime. For the sake of the present research, the failure
of finding a stereotype–congruency effect shows that a facial tattoo
can affect guilt judgments for a variety of crimes.

Although previous research has found that defendants can be put
at a disadvantage when they look untrustworthy (see, e.g., Porter et
al., 2010), we did not find this effect for our experimental manip-
ulation of trustworthy versus untrustworthy faces (it occurred only
for the experimental manipulation of tattooed vs. nontattooed
faces). It is possible that the extent of manipulated trustworthiness
was not large enough to replicate previous studies on
untrustworthy-looking faces that require less evidence to be judged
guilty. Nevertheless, this study suggests that it is important to
study the psychology of criminal face perception and not only the
psychology of the perception of trustworthiness. The presence of a
facial tattoo affected guilt decisions even when the defendant was
perceived to look untrustworthy anyway. Thus, our results show
that a facial tattoo seems to matter for different kinds of faces.

One limitation of Study 1 was that participants did not have the
possibility to indicate how severely they would like to punish the
defendant. It is possible that the effect we found does not reflect a true
psychological link between criminal appearance and guilt judgments
but that participants only used the guilt item to express a higher desire
to punish. To study the link of facial tattoos and punishment, we
conducted a second study that looked at various punishment ratings
instead of guilt judgments and a third study that looked at both guilt
and punishment ratings in the same research design.

Study 2

In a court setting after guilt is established, an appropriate magnitude
of punishment must be set. Previous research studies have found, as
noted above, that once a stereotype is activated, people interpret
stereotype-congruent behavior as more intentional (Bodenhausen &
Wyer, 1985; Duncan, 1976; Gordon, 1990). When a person commits
an offense intentionally, it is perceived to be more severe (Darley &
Pittman, 2003). Perceived offense severity (i.e., moral wrongness and
harmfulness), in turn, is a strong predictor of recommended punish-
ment severity (see, e.g., Carlsmith, 2006; Carlsmith, Darley, & Rob-
inson, 2002; Darley, 2009; Keller, Oswald, Stucki, & Gollwitzer,
2010). Thus, we wanted to test whether the presence of a facial tattoo
would lead to harsher punishment ratings.

As in Study 1, we wanted to examine whether the type of crime
might have an effect on the link between criminal appearance and
punishment ratings. Previous research findings suggest that stereo-
types do not always affect decisions on punishment severity the
same way. For instance, cultural stereotypes only lead to harsher
sentences when the offense is related to the stereotype (Boden-
hausen & Wyer, 1985). Similarly, racial stereotypes about Black
persons can lead to more severe judgments when the crime is
congruent with the Black stereotype (e.g., negligent homicide or a
blue-collar crime), but lead to less severe judgments when the
crime is incongruent with the stereotype (e.g., fraud or a white-
collar crime; see Gordon, 1990; Jones & Kaplan, 2003; Mazzella
& Feingold, 1994). Therefore, we included again two types of
crimes. As in Study 1, we also used two types of faces.

Method

Participants. Participants (N � 251) were recruited on Mturk
and paid $0.80 for their participation. Twenty-two participants were
excluded for failing instructional manipulation checks (Oppenheimer
et al., 2009) or for being from outside the United States. Also,
participants from the tattoo conditions who indicated in the manipu-
lation checks that Jack did not have a tattoo were excluded. The final
sample consisted of 229 individuals (different users than in Study 1,
122 male, 64 [28%] tattooed, age range from 18–66, age M � 30.3,
SD � 10.7). Again, sex and whether participants had a tattoo were
equally distributed across conditions and did not affect our findings:
sex, �2(7, 229) � 2.4, p � .93; tattooed, �2(7, 229) � 5.3, p � .63.

Design. The design of Study 2 was again a 2 (tattoo–no tattoo) � 2
(type of crime: assault–tax fraud) � 2 (type of face:
untrustworthy–trustworthy) between-subjects design. The sur-
vey was administered online and took participants about 5 min
to complete.

Materials and procedure. Participants were asked to imagine
being at a court hearing. They were introduced to Jack, who was
accused of either assault or tax fraud. Participants saw the same
pictures of Jack (trustworthy or untrustworthy version) as in Study
1, which showed either a facial tattoo or no tattoo. Below the
picture of Jack, participants read about the crime of which Jack
was accused. Both scenarios indicated that Jack is guilty. The
wordings of the scenarios were as follows:

Tax fraud: Jack deliberately underreported his earnings and overreported
his expenses to pay fewer taxes. In the course of the last years, he has
avoided paying $18,000 in taxes by doing this. Jack is accused of tax
fraud.
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Assault: Jack was at a bar. He bumped into another man while going to
get a drink, causing the other man to spill his drink. The other man began
to scream obscenities at him. Jack punched the man, breaking his jaw.
Jack is accused of assault for an altercation causing minor bodily injury.

In general, the items were similar to Study 1. This time, how-
ever, we assessed several measures related to punishment instead
of guilt. First, participants rated separately how harmful and mor-
ally wrongful the offense was (both 7-point Likert scales ranging
from 1 � not harmful/wrongful at all to 7 � extremely harmful/
wrongful) to assess perceived offense seriousness. Next, partici-
pants indicated the strength of their desire to punish Jack (1 � very
weak, 7 � very strong). On an abstract punishment scale, they
were asked how severe they thought the punishment should be
(1 � very mild, 9 � very severe). At first sight, such an abstract
punishment scale might not seem applicable to a court room
setting, yet previous studies have found that people’s abstract
punishment ratings are closely related to people’s concrete pun-
ishment judgments (see, e.g., Aharoni & Fridlund, 2012; Carlsmith
et al., 2002). Nevertheless, participants were also asked to indicate
a concrete punishment in an open-ended text field. They could
indicate the kind of punishment they would recommend as well as
its magnitude (e.g., if they indicated a prison sentence, they could
write down the concrete number of years, months, or both).

On the subsequent page, participants saw Jack’s face again and
were asked to indicate the extent to which Jack looked criminal,
dangerous, aggressive, trustworthy, and honest (order randomized) on
a 7-point scale. Like before, these items formed a reliable scale
measuring the strength of criminal stereotype activation by the defen-
dant’s criminal appearance (Cronbach’s � � .85). To avoid demand
effects, we included the same filler items as in Study 1. Next, partic-
ipants were asked about the likelihood that Jack will reoffend in the
future (doing the same crime or a different one) using a 7-point Likert
scale ranging from 1 (very unlikely) to 7 (very likely). Lastly, partic-
ipants filled out the same demographic background items and manip-
ulation check items that were also used in Study 1, and indicated
whether they themselves have a tattoo (yes, no).

Results and Interpretation

Punishment ratings. Similar to Study 1, we conducted full-
factorial ANOVAs for all of the continuous dependent variables
with the three experimental manipulations as independent vari-
ables, allowing for two-way and three-way interactions.

First, we checked whether the presence of a facial tattoo affected
the two indicators of offense seriousness. Wrongness and harm-
fulness ratings were correlated, r(227) � .37, p � .001, but we
conducted separate ANOVAs. There was no effect of the presence
of a facial tattoo on wrongness ratings, F(1, 221) � 0.13, p � .72,
and no main effects on harmfulness ratings, F(1, 221) � 0.30, p �
.59. There was only a significant interaction effect of type of crime
and the presence of a facial tattoo on harmfulness ratings, Tattoo �
Type of Crime, F(1, 221) � 4.2, p � .04, �p

2 � .02, indicating a
trend that the presence of a facial tattoo made assault appear more
harmful (tattoo, M � 5.04; no tattoo, M � 4.63) and tax fraud less
harmful (tattoo, M � 3.97; no tattoo M � 4.26), but post hoc tests
indicated that these differences were not significant, ps 	 .05.
Type of crime had a significant main effect on both wrongness and
harmfulness ratings. Assault was perceived to be more harmful
(M � 4.82, SD � 1.14) than tax fraud (M � 4.11, SD � 1.48), F(1,

221) � 17.7, p � .001, �p
2 � .07; and tax fraud was perceived to be

more wrongful (M � 5.41, SD � 1.34) than assault (M � 4.64, SD �
1.34), F(1, 221) � 18.4, p � .001, �p

2 � .08. Lastly, type of face had
a significant effect on both judgments. The trustworthy face received
higher ratings of offense harmfulness (M � 4.64, SD � 1.27) than the
untrustworthy face (M � 4.29, SD � 1.44), F(1, 221) � 4.8, p � .03,
�p

2 � .02. The same was the case for ratings of moral wrongness
(trustworthy face, M � 5.23, SD � 1.20; untrustworthy face, M �
4.83, SD � 1.53), F(1, 221) � 5.2, p � .02, �p

2 � .02. None of the
other interaction terms were significant. Summing up, the measures
were sensitive enough to detect differences in participants’ percep-
tions of offense seriousness, but participants’ ratings on these items
were not affected by the presence of a facial tattoo.

Overall, there was no effect of facial tattoo presence on any of
the punishment measures. There were no significant effects of any
of the experimental manipulations on the desire to punish (M �
3.97, SD � 1.55), tattoo, F(1, 221) � 0.0, p � .90; type of crime,
F(1, 221) � 1.8, p � .18; face, F(1, 221) � 2.4, p � .12. The same
was the case for the abstract punishment severity on a 9-point scale
(M � 4.71, SD � 1.90), tattoo, F(1, 221) � 0.0, p � .96; type of
crime, F(1, 221) � 2.2, p � .14; face F(1, 221) � 1.6, p � .21.
None of the interaction terms was significant.

We also assessed participants’ concrete punishment severity. The
majority of participants recommended concrete prison sentences in
years or months, but some participants also indicated other forms of
punishment, such as “community service,” “fines or restitution,” or a
combination of imprisonment and other forms of punishment. Only
the data from participants who recommended a concrete prison sen-
tence as punishment (N � 169) were used to conduct parametric
analyses. Because concrete punishment ratings usually show a huge
variance and are highly skewed (which was also the case in this study,
M � 19.4 months, SD � 23.1 months), these values were log-
transformed using the natural logarithm (M � 2.47, SD � 1.07).
Neither the presence of a facial tattoo nor the manipulation of face
trustworthiness had an effect on these concrete punishment ratings:
tattoo, F(1, 161) � 0.3, p � .62; face, F(1, 161) � 0.0, p � .91. Only
type of crime had a significant effect on concrete punishment ratings,
such that tax fraud (M � 2.91, SE � 0.10) garnered longer sentences
than assault (M � 1.98, SE � 0.11), F(1, 161) � 36.3, p � .001, �p

2

� .19. As reported above, tax fraud was perceived to be significantly
more wrongful than assault. Although these findings are not central to
the main purpose of this article, they are in line with previous studies
showing that people sometimes rely more on the wrongness of an
offense than on the harm caused when they are asked to assign
punishment (Alter, Kernochan, & Darley, 2007; Carlsmith, 2006).

To check whether the null findings that we obtained for the
presence of a facial tattoo on any of the punishment measures
might have been caused by a lack of power, we conducted post hoc
power analyses about the sensitivity of our experimental design
(using the software G�Power; see Faul, Erdfelder, Lang, & Buch-
ner, 2007). Given our sample size (N � 229) and number of
experimental groups (k � 8) and given certain power (1-� � .80)
and significance levels (� � .05), the results indicated that our
experimental design would have been sensitive enough to detect a
small to medium effect size (Cohen’s f � 0.186; �p

2 � .034). Thus,
lack of power seems to be an unlikely explanation for the findings.

Criminal stereotype activation. Again, participants rated
Jack’s appearance as more criminal-looking with a tattoo (M �
5.01, SD � 1.12) than without a tattoo (M � 3.98, SD � 1.04),
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F(1, 221) � 54.9, p � .001, �p
2 � .20. Similarly, Jack’s appearance

was rated to look more criminal when participants saw the
untrustworthy-looking face (M � 4.73, SD � 1.11) than when
participants saw the trustworthy-looking face (M � 4.22, SD �
1.23), F(1, 221) � 12.7, p � .001, �p

2 � .05. There was a
significant interaction of tattoo and type of face, showing that the
difference of Jack being tattooed or not was greater for the trust-
worthy face (tattoo, M � 4.94; no tattoo, M � 3.56) than for the
untrustworthy face (tattoo, M � 5.08; no tattoo, M � 4.39), Tattoo �
Face, F(1, 221) � 6.0, p � .02, �p

2 � .03. Yet for both faces, post
hoc tests revealed a significant difference if Jack was tattooed or
not (ps � .001), again indicating that the criminal appearance of a
facial tattoo is relevant for different types of faces. There was no
significant effect of type of crime on criminal appearance ratings.
The interaction of tattoo and type of crime was not significant.

Replicating Study 1, when Jack had a tattoo, participants rated
him as being more likely to reoffend (M � 4.60, SD � 1.34) than
when he did not have a tattoo (M � 3.82, SD � 1.46), F(1, 220) �
17.6, p � .001, �p

2 � .07. The effect of type of face was only
marginally significant, F(1, 220) � 3.3, p � .07. There was no
significant effect of type of crime, F(1, 220) � 0.1, p � .71. None
of the interaction terms was significant.

Although a facial tattoo activated a criminal stereotype, there
were no differences in recommended punishment severity for
tattooed versus nontattooed offenders. Therefore, no mediation
analysis was performed.

Discussion

The presence of a facial tattoo did not affect participants’ percep-
tions of offense seriousness. Also, and in contrast to judgments of
guilt, the presence of a facial tattoo did not lead to differences in
punishment ratings. But similar to Study 1, facial tattoos activated a
criminal stereotype. Participants rated a tattooed face as looking more
criminal and thought that the tattooed offender was more likely to
reoffend. As in the pilot study, there was a significant interaction of
tattoo and type of face on criminal appearance ratings (i.e., a trust-
worthy face showed a higher difference in criminal appearance ratings
than an untrustworthy face when it was tattooed vs. nontattooed).
Nevertheless, both the trustworthy- and the untrustworthy-looking
faces showed a significant difference for when they were tattooed
versus nontattooed, indicating that a facial tattoo added to the infor-
mation about facial trustworthiness. Study 1 did not find such an
interaction effect. Future research findings will show whether an
interaction effect can be replicated more often. It is important to note
that, however, independent of whether there was an interaction effect
or not, in each study the patterns of results showed that a facial tattoo
significantly increased perceptions of criminal appearance for both
types of faces.

As in Study 1, we did not find any stereotype-congruency effect
for the punishment measures; that is, there were no differential
effects for different types of crimes on sentencing decisions. It is
possible that this lack of effect was caused by the choice of
scenarios, as discussed above. Alternatively, it is also possible that
it was caused by the nature of the criminal stereotype that a tattoo
activates. Previous findings on stereotype-congruency effects have
highlighted the match between stereotypical information and the
characteristics of the crime (see, e.g., Bodenhausen & Wyer, 1985,
showing that a cultural stereotype about laziness makes an offense

punished more harshly when it is presumably caused by laziness).
It is possible that the nature of the criminal stereotype that a tattoo
activates only carries categorical information like “this person is a
criminal.” Once people have formed the opinion that the defendant
did the crime of which he is accused, the characteristics of the
crime would be irrelevant to the dichotomous nature of such a
stereotype. And therefore once the decision of guilt has been made,
a facial tattoo would not affect punishment ratings.

A limitation of the designs we used for Studies 1 and 2 is that
participants were only asked to either make judgments about guilt
or recommend punishment. Another potential limitation of the two
studies is that the crimes were not sufficiently serious. It is possible
that a facial tattoo would show differential effects on punishment
severity when the offense was more serious. Previous studies have
found that untrustworthy-looking faces require less evidence to
obtain a guilty verdict than trustworthy-looking faces (Porter et al.,
2010) but only when the offense was severe. To closer examine the
effect of offense seriousness, in Study 3 we therefore experimen-
tally varied the seriousness of the crime scenario.

Study 3

Results from Studies 1 and 2 suggested that a facial tattoo
activates a criminal stereotype, and that this activated stereotype
affects guilt decisions but does not have a direct effect on several
kinds of punishment ratings. Study 3 was designed to study both
guilt decisions and punishment ratings in the same research design.

Because null effects on punishment ratings (as obtained in Study
2) are difficult to interpret, we included a manipulation on offense
seriousness as an independent variable. Because neither Study 1
nor Study 2 found a stereotype–congruency effect, we decided to
only use one type of offense in Study 3, the assault scenario.

Building on findings from Studies 1 and 2, we predicted that a
facial tattoo would once again activate a criminal stereotype and that
this criminal stereotype in turn would affect judgments of guilt but not
ratings of punishment severity. We predicted that recommended pun-
ishment severity would be affected by offense seriousness.

Method

Participants. The study was conducted online. Participants
(N � 206) were recruited on Mturk and paid $0.50 for their
participation. Using manipulation check and country confirmation
procedures similar to Studies 1 and 2, 37 participants were ex-
cluded from the analyses. The final sample consisted of 169 Mturk
users (98 male, 40 [24%] tattooed; age range from 18–66; age
M � 30.2, SD � 10.5; all individuals had not participated in any
of the previous studies). As in Studies 1 and 2, both sex and
whether participants had a tattoo were equally distributed across
conditions and again these variables did not affect our findings:
sex, �2(7, 169) � 5.5, p � .60; tattooed, �2(7, 169) � 6.2, p � .51.

Design. The design of Study 3 was a 2 (tattoo–no tattoo) � 2
(offense seriousness: low–high) � 2 (type of face: untrustworthy–
trustworthy) between-subjects design.

Materials and procedure. Participants saw a picture of Jack
and were asked to imagine they were at a court hearing and that
Jack has been accused of assault for an altercation causing minor
or severe bodily injury. The wording of the assault scenarios [low
seriousness/high seriousness] was as follows:
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Jack was at a bar. He bumped into another man while going to get a
drink, causing the other man to spill his drink. Jack states that this
happened accidentally. The other man began to scream obscenities at
Jack. According to the prosecutor, Jack then punched the man, [caus-
ing some bruises which will probably take two weeks to heal/breaking
his jaw which will probably take five months to heal]. Jack himself
says that the other man tried to beat him up but lost balance and fell,
knocking his jaw on the counter.

First, as in Study 1, participants indicated on a 7-point Likert
scale how likely it is that Jack is guilty, followed by a forced-
choice question asking for a dichotomous guilt judgment. Next, as
in Study 2, participants indicated on a 9-point Likert scale how
severe they think the punishment should be assuming Jack is guilty
(again ranging from 1 � very mild to 9 � very severe). Participants
also filled out an open-ended textbox that asked them to specify
the concrete punishment they thought of.

On the subsequent page, participants saw Jack’s face again and
rated his criminal appearance (Cronbach’s � � .88) and the
likelihood to reoffend in the same way as in Studies 1 and 2. At the
end, we used the same demographic items and manipulation
checks that were already assessed in Studies 1 and 2.

Results and Interpretation

Guilt ratings. Full-factorial ANOVAs for the continuous de-
pendent variables showed that ratings of guilt likelihood were
significantly higher when Jack had a tattoo (M � 4.98, SD � 1.14)
than when he did not have a tattoo (M � 4.40, SD � 1.10), F(1,
161) � 10.8, p � .001, �p

2 � .06. Neither type of face nor offense
seriousness affected continuous guilt ratings: face, F(1, 161) �
1.71, p � .19; offense seriousness, F(1, 161) � 1.98, p � .21.

Similar to findings obtained in Study 1 using binary logistic
regression analyses, participants were also significantly more
likely to indicate on the dichotomous scale that Jack was guilty
when he was tattooed than when he was not: tattoo, � � .63,
Wald � 3.9, OR � 1.89, p � .05. In the no tattoo condition, 45
participants (52%) decided that Jack was guilty and 41 participants
(48%) decided that he was not guilty, whereas in the tattoo
condition, 56 participants (67.5%) decided that Jack was guilty and
27 participants (32.5%) decided that he was not. That is, when Jack
had a facial tattoo his relative risk to be judged guilty was 1.3 times
higher than when Jack did not have a facial tattoo. Neither the type
of face nor the seriousness of the offense were significant predic-
tors.

Punishment ratings. Similar to findings obtained in Study 2,
there was no significant effect of a facial tattoo (or of an
untrustworthy-looking face) on ratings of abstract punishment
severity, F(1, 161) � 2.64, p � .11. Only offense seriousness
significantly affected recommended punishment severity, F(1,
161) � 39.2, p � .001, �p

2 � .20, indicating that Jack received
higher punishment ratings for being accused of a more serious
assault (M � 4.55, SD � 1.74) compared with a less serious
assault (M � 2.98, SD � 1.55).

Unlike Study 2, we did not perform ANOVAs for concrete
punishment ratings. Across the eight experimental conditions only
49 participants (29%) wrote “jail” as punishment, and only 24 of
these participants indicated a concrete sentence length. The other
concrete punishment suggestions that participants mentioned were
(either alone or in combination) community service (40%), proba-

tion (20%), fines (28%), paying medical bills (14%), and anger
management classes (11%).

Criminal stereotype activation. For both types of faces and
across both levels of offense seriousness, participants rated Jack’s
criminal appearance significantly higher when participants saw
Jack tattooed (M � 5.06, SD � 1.07) compared with nontattooed
(M � 3.95, SD � 1.01), F(1, 161) � 52.4, p � .001, �p

2 � .25.
Participants also rated Jack’s appearance as more criminal when
Jack was untrustworthy looking (M � 4.84, SD � 1.06) compared
with when he was trustworthy looking (M � 4.15, SD � 1.20),
F(1, 161) � 19.8, p � .001, �p

2 � .11. There were no significant
effects for offense seriousness. As in Study 1, none of the two-way
or three-way interactions were significant.

In addition, Jack was rated significantly more likely to reoffend
when he had a facial tattoo (M � 5.11, SD � 1.02) than when he
did not have a facial tattoo (M � 4.06, SD � 1.32), F(1, 161) �
33.0, p � .001, �p

2 � .17. There were no significant differences for
the two kinds of faces (nor for the two levels of offense serious-
ness), F(1, 161) � 3.09, p � .08.

Path analysis. To test whether criminal appearance mediated
the effect of facial tattoos on guilt ratings, mediation analyses were
performed, including offense seriousness as an additional indepen-
dent variable and punishment severity as an additional dependent
variable. Similar to Study 1, we focused on criminal appearance
ratings as a mediator and did not include likelihood to reoffend as
a potential second mediator. Ratings on Jack’s likelihood to reof-
fend bivariately correlated with continuous guilt ratings, r(167) �
.21, p � .01, but did not remain a significant predictor once
criminal appearance was also entered into the model.

The analyses yielded similar results for both dichotomous and
continuous guilt judgments. For the sake of interpretability, we
discuss the results for continuous guilt ratings this time. Similar to
Study 1, the effect of a tattoo on guilt ratings was fully mediated
by ratings on the defendant’s criminal appearance (see Figure 2).
That is, the direct effect of the presence of a facial tattoo on guilt
ratings (c � .25, p � .001) became nonsignificant when criminal
appearance was entered as a mediator (c= � .01, p � .86; b � .50,
p � .001). Moreover, the indirect effect of a facial tattoo on guilt
ratings through perceived criminal appearance was significant
(ab � .24, bootstrap [N � 1,000] 99% CI for the indirect effect
[0.11, 0.37]).1 Punishment ratings were affected by the manipula-
tion of offense seriousness and by participants’ guilt ratings but
were not affected by the presence of a facial tattoo (see also
ANOVA results above) or by the criminal appearance ratings.

1 Logistic regressions with dichotomous guilt judgments would lead to
the same conclusions that are discussed in the main text concerning
continuous guilt judgments. As we reported, logistic regression analyses
revealed a significant effect of the presence of a facial tattoo on dichoto-
mous guilt judgments (unstandardized c � .63, p � .05). The presence of
a facial tattoo also affected criminal appearance ratings (unstandardized
a � 1.11, p � .001). Logistic regression analyses indicated that the direct
effect of a facial tattoo on dichotomous guilt judgments became nonsig-
nificant once the criminal appearance scale was entered as a mediator
(unstandardized c= � �.28, p � .47), and only criminal appearance
significantly predicted dichotomous guilt judgments (unstandardized b �
.96, p � .001). In addition, the indirect effect of facial tattoos on dichot-
omous guilt judgments via criminal appearance ratings was significant
(unstandardized ab � 1.06, 99% CI [0.38; 1.74]).
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Criminal appearance ratings correlated negatively with attrac-
tiveness ratings that were assessed as filler items, r(167) � �.49,
p � .001. To test the possibility that the defendant’s rated attrac-
tiveness could impact the effect of facial tattoos on guilt ratings,
we wanted to run the same mediation analysis with attractiveness
as mediator, but there was no significant correlation between
attractiveness ratings and continuous guilt ratings, r(167) � �.13,
p � .09. When attractiveness was entered as a mediator nonethe-
less, the direct effect of a facial tattoo on guilt ratings remained
significant, suggesting that the effect of a facial tattoo on guilt
ratings is not only due to negative valence.

Discussion

Replicating Studies 1 and 2, Study 3 found that the presence of
a facial tattoo affected guilt but not punishment ratings. Again, a
facial tattoo activated a criminal stereotype. In addition, the effect
of a facial tattoo on guilt ratings was fully mediated by the
perceived criminal appearance of the defendant.

We included a manipulation of offense seriousness for two
reasons. First, we wanted to test for the possibility that a facial
tattoo might have differential effects on guilt or punishment se-
verity for different levels of offense seriousness. Results from
Study 3 did not replicate previous findings showing that untrust-
worthy faces require less evidence for a guilty verdict only when
offense seriousness is high (Porter et al., 2010) nor did Study 3
find differential effects of a facial tattoo for different levels of
offense seriousness. It is possible that we did not find such an
effect because the range of seriousness we used was not wide
enough. The scenarios used by Porter et al. included cases that
were more severe, such as murder. Future research should continue
to examine the effect of tattoos for different levels of offense

seriousness. For the sake of this research, these findings suggest
that the effects found for facial tattoos are generalizable across
different levels of offense seriousness.

Second, we included a manipulation of offense seriousness to
avoid obtaining complete null effects of all our independent vari-
ables on punishment ratings like in Study 2. In Study 3, offense
seriousness affected punishment ratings but facial tattoos did not.
That we found an effect for offense seriousness on abstract pun-
ishment severity means that the scales we used were sensitive
enough to detect psychological differences in desired punishment
severity. Therefore the null findings for the effect of facial tattoos
on abstract punishment ratings found in Studies 2 and 3 were not
artificially caused by properties of the punishment scale.

General Discussion

Previous research has shown that character attributions drawn from
the physical appearance of a defendant and related stereotypes can
influence legal decisions (see, e.g., Bodenhausen & Wyer, 1985;
Eberhardt et al., 2006; Zebrowitz & McDonald, 1991). We examined
whether facial tattoos would show similar effects. Building on previ-
ous research findings, we hypothesized that a facial tattoo would
activate a criminal stereotype (see, e.g., MacLin & Herrera, 2006).
We expected that the defendant would be rated to appear more
criminal and to be more likely to reoffend in the future. In three
experimental studies, a facial tattoo showed this effect.

In addition, we aimed at examining whether there were different
effects of a tattoo on two stages of a trial; that is, making judg-
ments of guilt versus assigning punishment. Results showed that
the presence of a facial tattoo and its activated criminal stereotype
influenced decisions of guilt, such that a tattooed defendant was
more likely to be found guilty than a nontattooed defendant.
However, tattooed and nontattooed defendants received the same
amount of punishment once guilt was certain. Participants in our
study neither indicated a higher desire to punish a tattooed defen-
dant nor did they actually assign harsher punishment.

Each of the effects was independent of the type of crime
(blue-collar or white-collar crime), independent of the type of face
we used (trustworthy or untrustworthy looking), and unaffected by
the level of offense severity. This indicates that the findings are
generalizable across different crimes and different types of faces.

These findings add to the general literature on stereotypes and
their potential effects on judgments in the courtroom and show the
importance of disentangling measures of guilt from sentence se-
verity. Criminal stereotypes might influence legal decisions dif-
ferently depending on the stage of the trial. It is important to note
that although we did not find a direct effect of a tattoo on punish-
ment ratings, this does not imply that a facial tattoo does not affect
the second stage of a trial at all. Only people who are judged guilty
receive a punishment (see also Jones & Kaplan, 2003, on this
matter). Yet, we think it is important to disentangle the two stages
when one aims to understand the psychological basis of the crim-
inal stereotype effect on legal outcomes.

Although previous research has found that stereotypes in gen-
eral can influence sentence length (see, e.g., Bodenhausen &
Wyer, 1985; Mazzella & Feingold, 1994; Sigall & Ostrove, 1975),
facial tattoos did not show such an effect. Presumably, this diver-
gence is caused by the nature of the tattoo stereotype. The content
of the criminal stereotype that tattoos activate is very unspecific

Figure 2. Differential direct effects of a facial tattoo and offense seri-
ousness on guilt ratings and punishment ratings in Study 3 (above),
mediated by the perceived criminal appearance of the defendant (below);
standardized path coefficients (N � 169). ��� p � .001, the dashed paths
are all nonsignificant; ps 	 .07.
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and covers a broad range of negative characteristics: People with
a facial tattoo are perceived as deviant from the norm (i.e., they are
perceived to look less trustworthy, less honest, more dangerous,
and more aggressive). This characteristic does not add information
to the nature of the crime itself. Specific stereotypes, on the other
hand, such as cultural stereotypes about laziness (see Bodenhausen
& Wyer, 1985), affect punishment ratings more directly, for in-
stance by making the defendant appear more blameworthy for
what he or she did (especially when the offense is related to
laziness) and thereby letting the offense itself seem more serious
(Darley & Pittman, 2003). The general information that a facial
tattoo seems to convey is that the person is more likely to commit
a crime. Such a criminal stereotype might matter for any kind of
crime. In addition, it only affects judgments of guilt but not
sentence length like other stereotypes do.

Limitations and Future Directions

Our findings are limited by the fact that procedures of actual
trials differ from 5-min studies. Although actual trials present
evidence in different ways and have more features that influence
legal decisions, we think that our results can speak to the question
whether facial tattoos can potentially bias these decisions.

We used scales that many psychological studies on punishment
motives have used before. Nevertheless, future studies should also use
punishment scales that show a higher ecological validity and show a
concrete range of possible sentences for a particular offense to rule out
possible effects of a facial tattoo on punishment ratings.

In addition, these studies were juror studies in which partici-
pants were asked individually about their opinion. In a jury setting,
it is possible that facial tattoos have different effects on guilt
judgments. Future studies should examine whether the bias of
facial tattoos can be prevented by group deliberation.

Another limitation of our studies is that we studied only the
effect of a prison-themed tattoo (barbed wire). Although this kind
of tattoo is likely to occur in court settings and therefore is very
important to study (Casarez, 2009; Schwartz, 2010), its effects
might not be generalizable to any kind of tattoo. Character infer-
ences have been shown to be affected by the specific image that is
depicted by a tattoo (a dragon leads to more negative ratings than
a dolphin; see Resenhoeft et al., 2008). Previous studies also found
that the bigger a tattoo, the more negatively it is perceived
(Hawkes et al., 2004). Moreover, it is possible that the location of
a facial tattoo leads to higher ratings of criminality than other kinds
of tattoos. Future studies should therefore manipulate both type of
tattoo and location to examine whether the findings were caused
by criminal imagery or the facial tattoo itself and whether the
criminal stereotype applies to any kind of tattoo or whether it is
special to facial tattoos.

It is interesting that we did not find any differences in ratings
between participants who indicated to have a tattoo (and most of
them probably did not have a facial tattoo) and participants who
indicated not to have a tattoo. Assuming that tattooed people are
less biased toward tattoos, this lack of a difference could mean that
the effect of a facial tattoo is distinct from a general tattoo effect
and should not be generalized to all kinds of tattoos.

Future research should also vary the tattooed persons’ sex and
ethnicity to study whether female defendants elicit the same crim-
inal stereotype as male tattooed defendants and whether a tattoo

leads to similar changes of character ratings for Black or Hispanic
defendants. Previous research suggests that crime stereotypes can
differ for different ethnicities, such that Hispanic Americans com-
pared to European Americans are perceived to be more likely to
commit assault, for instance, whereas Black Americans compared
to European Americans are perceived to be more likely to commit
blue-collar crimes like robbery or burglary (Bodenhausen & Wyer,
1985; Gordon, 1990; Esqueda, 1997). In our studies, we only used
pictures of European Americans, but it is possible that there are
differential tattoo stereotypes for different ethnic groups that could
lead to different effects on guilt or punishment ratings for defen-
dants with different ethnicities.

It is also unclear what exactly people perceive when they see a
facial tattoo. Tattoos are a form of visual communication that—
independent of their original meaning—might be perceived as a
symbol that the tattooed belongs to a different subculture and that
the tattooed wants to be different from the mainstream (Kosut,
2000). We did not assess what people think about the origin of the
facial tattoo. Some participants might have interpreted the facial
tattoo as a sign that the defendant does not adhere to the general
values of society, for instance, or that he got the tattoo to look
tougher or because he belongs to a criminal gang.

Future research should further look at the mechanism for why a
facial tattoo and its criminal stereotype affect guilt decisions. Is it
because perceivers attribute the offense to stable internal disposi-
tions rather than external circumstances (cf. Gordon, 1990, con-
cerning the link of offender race and stereotypical crimes)? If that
were the case, it would be even more surprising that a facial tattoo
did not affect punishment severity, because intentionally commit-
ted crimes could be perceived as more severe and could lead to an
increased desire to punish (Darley & Pittman, 2003). Alternatively,
facial tattoos might affect guilt decisions because perceivers use a
confirmation strategy to validate their stereotype-congruent infor-
mation and therefore need less information to confirm their ex-
pectancy. Thus, they may not objectively process information
regarding the crime (e.g., Jones & Kaplan, 2003). Although this
research established that facial tattoos affect guilt decisions, many
questions about the complete mechanism still remain to be ex-
plored.

Policy Implications

The present research findings show that facial tattoos can be
linked to unfair prejudice, as they activate a criminal stereotype
and increase the likelihood of guilty verdicts. This danger of
prejudice seems to apply to tattooed and nontattooed jurors alike
because tattooed participants and nontattooed participants were
equally affected by the presence of facial tattoos in all of our
studies.

These findings suggest that the impact of facial tattoos should be
taken seriously by policymakers. It is already required by the law
to allow prisoners to wear street clothes at court, for instance,
instead of prison garb to prevent biases and receive a fair trial. Yet
as of now, the court has the discretion to decide about the display
of the defendant’s tattoos on a case-by-case basis, and there is no
widely shared standard on how the court should deal with tattoos
in the courtroom (see Lozar, 2012, for a discussion of sample
cases). Our research findings suggest that if guilt is uncertain and
the defendant wishes to cover visible tattoos, the court should grant
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the right to do so. Only in cases where the defendant pleads guilty
and is sentenced immediately, our findings suggest that a facial
tattoo would not bias legal outcomes.

There are several challenges that need to be addressed by policy-
makers. First, even if the court lets a defendant cover facial tattoos,
should the court also be responsible to help the defendant do so? How
should the court deal with the case of a defendant who wishes to cover
facial tattoos but does not have the means to pay for it, for instance?
On the one hand, one could argue that the self-infliction of a facial
tattoo comes with certain risks and that the defendant should be aware
that there are certain stereotypes associated with tattoos. It could be
argued that if a defendant wishes to hide tattoos with make-up, the
defendant needs to cover the expenses for a make-up artist. On the
other hand, it is important that stereotypes and their biasing effects in
the courtroom are taken seriously, even if the feature that activates the
stereotype was self-inflicted. Nobody would deny that babyfaced,
attractive, and untrustworthy-looking defendants all have the right to
a fair trial. If facial tattoos bias the outcome of a trial, one could argue,
it is not the defendant’s fault that criminal stereotypes continue to be
linked to tattoos despite their considerable occurrence among the
general population.

Another challenge that policymakers need to address is where to
draw the line. If facial tattoos count as biasing and are allowed to
be covered and future research identifies other facial characteris-
tics that potentially bias the jury and that can be changed, should
there always be new policies that specify how to deal with these
facial features? If facial tattoos can be covered, how should the
court deal with bushy eyebrows that may make the eyes look
sinister, for instance? Should administrative costs and the effort for
the court to deal with these policies be limited, or should the
criminal justice system do whatever it takes to grant a fair trial?

Lastly, criminal stereotypes are also linked to characteristics that
could not be physically changed at court, even if the defendant
would like to do so, such as afrocentric facial features (Blair, Judd,
& Chapleau, 2004; Eberhardt et al., 2006). How can the court be
equally fair to defendants encountering all kinds of unfair preju-
dice linked to facial appearance?

Independent of how these questions are answered, our findings
highlight the need for jurors and judges to be educated about
potentially biasing effects of criminal stereotypes and facial tat-
toos. Whether such an education would be sufficient as a possible
alternative to the use of make-up remains to be tested in future
research studies.

Conclusion

Despite limitations, the present studies clearly found that a facial
tattoo activated a criminal stereotype and that a criminal stereotype
can affect decisions on guilt. These results indicate that more research
on tattooed defendants is needed. Previous research on tattoos in
relation to the justice system has mostly focused on tattooed prisoners.
This line of research shows, for instance, that inmates who have
tattoos are at greater risk for recidivism (Lozano et al., 2011). This
article emphasizes the importance of studying tattooed defendants as
well. Because the effects of facial tattoos on guilt judgments found in
these studies document the danger of unfair prejudice linked to facial
tattoos, people with facial tattoos might already be at a greater risk to
be judged guilty and to go to prison in the first place when the
defendant’s guilt is ambiguous. We hope that our research findings

will raise awareness for the potentially biasing effects of facial tattoos
on courtroom decisions and stimulate discussions about effective and
uniform ways to prevent those biases.
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Figure A1. Pictures from the Karolinska Directed Emotional Faces set (Lundqvist et al., 1998). To the left:
AM66NES with digitally adjusted hair (rated as less trustworthy). To the right: AM38NES (rated as more
trustworthy).
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