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Abstract:

The everyday effects of stereotyping are frequently discussed by social and behavioral psychologists, and
the purpose of this study was to evaluate the effect of clothing on perception. More specifically, this study
tested the hypothesis that a preexisting stigma associated with hoodie wearing facilitates biases in judgement.
Participants were presented with one of four image sets- hooded male, unhooded male, hooded female, and
unhooded female- and were asked to address the personality, behavior, and future goals of the displayed
individual in a short paragraph. Pennebaker’s Linguistic Inquiry Word Count (LIWC), an online linguistic
analyzer, was employed to justly quantify participants’ responses. The program enabled the creation of
terminology dictionaries separating utilized language into categories of “education/career,” “illegal/socially
rejected” behavior, and “sports” terminology. LIWC analyzed responses and calculated the percentage of
descriptors from each category as a function of the total word count of each response. An ANOVA test can
be utilized to determine the statistical significance between three or more variables and has been used to
test different hooded conditions on different descriptor categories utilized by participants within this study.
Results from an ANOVA across all conditions indicated a significant difference in the usage of “illegal/socially
rejected” descriptors when comparing hoodie and non-hoodie responses F(3, 143) = 9.05, p<.0001. A one-
way within group ANOVA revealed significant usage of “education/career” descriptors when presented the
unhooded female image F(2, 104) = 26.99, p=.001. A one-way within group ANOVA supported significant
usage of “sports” terminology when presented the unhooded male image F(2,110) = 10.75, p=.001. The results
of this study demonstrated that hoodie wearing plays a role in precipitating negative first impressions from
others as well as surfacing potential biases toward the perception of contrasting genders.
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From a young age, we are taught to “Never Judge a Book by Its Cover”, but is it inevitable? If it is true that

a judgement can be made in as quickly as 100-milliseconds of exposure, as supported by Princeton psychologists

Janine Corinth Willis and Alexander Sunnyvale Todorov [1], it seems undeniable that this old proverb stands to

address some general truth.
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Researchers of various sciences have attempted to explain the occurrence of first impressions, along with the
elements that come into play during their formation. From an evolutionary standpoint, the ability to make quick
judgements in situations may exist as a survival mechanism to protect an individual from a perceived threat.
Charles Darwin asserts that those most fit for survival live longer and therefore have more time to reproduce and
pass on beneficial traits to successive generations [2]. Being able to identify potential threats allows an individual
to avoid confrontation with something harmful: plants, animals, relationships, etc, [3]. In terms of human nature,
being able to identify cues of trustworthiness or lack thereof at first glance can aid an individual in making positive
relationships and avoiding others with more ill-natured aspirations [4]. Psychologists have also weighed in on the
issue. It appears that the majority of experts in the field are in agreement that the facial appearance of an
individual plays a crucial role in other’s initial perception of their personality and characteristics. For instance,
psychologist Frank Schab asserts, “it only takes the duration of an eye blink to size up another person in terms

”

of attractiveness and trustworthiness.” Over the next three seconds, people form a more “complete” conclusion
about a new acquaintance relating to their presumed personality and competence. His writing further references
the impact of the halo effect on first impressions, or what he refers to as “snap judgements,” [5]. The halo effect is
the tendency of an impression in one area - in this case physical attractiveness- to influence a similar impression
in another area - in this case personality. Though it is controversial how accurate a first impression could be,
with some papers supporting their accuracy and others rejecting it, it appears evident that first impressions do
exist and do have a tendency to make a lasting impression [6].

It is hard to pinpoint the exact causes of a first impression, but researchers have attempted to identify
significant contenders. Gibson viewed perception as a bottom-up process, defining an impression as the perception
of sensory information [7]. In a later study, Little et al. specifically focused on the sensory input of facial symmetry
and physical attractiveness and concluded that the more beautifully perceived a face was, the more favorable the
person was to participants [8]. Howlett et al. further investigated the impact clothing choices had on the
wearer’s first impression and found that minor changes in attire can dramatically affect perceived inferences and
impressions [9]. Civile and Obhi studied clothing impact when they conducted a study to see if students wearing
police uniforms showed biased attention toward different faces, ethnicities, and the presence of a hoodie on an
individual [10]. Their study revealed little to no statistical significance differentiating descriptions when presented
individuals of varying facial features and ethnicities, but rather showed a bias towards hooded individuals. The
results of this study revealed that participants paid closer attention to hooded individuals than unhooded people.
This may have something to do with the representative heuristic, or mental shortcuts in which some decisions
are made by comparing newly acquired information to preexisting mental prototypes. In both [11] and [12], it
was found that the word “hoodie” is associated with negative connotations and criminal activity, likely through
media portrayals and stereotyping. This further ties in with the tragic death of 17-year-old Trayvon Martin back
in 2012. As detailed in “A Tale of Two Hoodies” by Erynn Masi de Casanova and Curtis L. Webb, III [13],

Trayvon Martin wore a dark gray hooded sweatshirt on his way home from a nearby convenience store when he
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was shot and killed by a local neighborhood watchman, George Zimmerman, who wrongly suspected that Trayvon
was involved in recent bank robberies [14]. People, including TV personality Geraldo Rivera, speculated that the
hoodie was to blame for Trayvon’s death, and though Rivera’s remarks were controversial and were later retracted
in a heartfelt apology, this anecdote may be explained by the theory described thus far [15]. The goal of this
study seeks to analyze if the presence of a hoodie increases an individual’s negative bias in a first impression due
to stereotypes based off of preexisting representative heuristics since it appeared that the term “hoodie” carried
a negative stigma [16]. I hypothesized that an individual wearing a hoodie would be perceived as more likely to
be involved in illegal or socially rejected behavior than hoodless individuals and the goal of my study was to see

if a simple fashion trend could have detrimental impacts on how others perceived the wearer.

Participants in this study included 144 students at a suburban, middle class high school in New York.
Participants included 86 females and 58 males between the ages of 15 and 18 and all participants in this study were
volunteers. Volunteers were recruited through their science classes and participation did not include incentives or

remuneration.

Informed consent forms were used containing information about procedures, benefits and risks of participat-
ing, voluntary participation, and contact information of the researchers. The purpose of this study was clearly
explained on the consent form. Throughout the entirety of this study, participants’ names were kept anonymous,
and one could only participate after returning a completed participant agreement form. Participants were also
able to withdraw their consent and participation at any time during the study. Participants were also presented
with a brief post-study questionnaire, which collected demographic information, such as age and ethnicity, and
presented a 5-point Likert scale asking how often they wear hoodies in their daily life, and when wearing a hoodie,
how often they wore them with the hood up. This data was not analyzed statistically, but was used to look for
the presence of hoodies in current teen fashion. Pennebaker’s Linguistic Inquiry Word Count software and Excel

Spreadsheets were used to analyze participant responses.

This study required the development of four unique image sets-male wearer with hoodie, male wearer without
hoodie, female wearer with hoodie, and female wearer without hoodie- with the hoodie conditions as the exper-
imental groups and the no hoodie conditions existing as a control. Gray t-shirts were worn by the individuals
presented in the unhooded image sets, and gray hooded sweatshirts with the hood up were utilized for the hooded

conditions, and an image set consisted of a front and side view of the presented individual, as depicted by Fig. 1.
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