
Journal of Education, Humanities and Social Sciences IMPES 2024 

Volume 45 (2024)  

 

319 

Review on the Relationship between Facial Features and Social 
Perception 

Yixin Tao * 

Griffith University, Nathan, Australia 

* Corresponding Author Email: taoyixin19@outlook.com 

Abstract. Faces are an important visual source for individuals to make social perceptual judgments, 
and face features can influence others' judgments of individuals' personality traits, emotional states 
etc. Therefore, social perception judgment based on face features has adaptive significance. This 
paper firstly introduces the basic relationship between facial features and social perception and its 
importance in social psychology; then it reviews in detail the progress and development of domestic 
and international research on the influence of facial features on social perception from the aspects 
of biological features of faces and social features of faces, and compares the advantages and 
disadvantages of different methods; finally, it analyzes and looks forward to the problems and 
development of the influence of facial features on social perception. The effect of facial features on 
social perception is a complex and multilevel process, and understanding this process not only helps 
individuals to understand the nature of human social behavior, but also provides theoretical support 
for applied research in related fields. 
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1. Introduction 

In daily human social interactions, individuals tend to form a quick first impression based on the 

facial appearance of strangers when they first meet them. Such first impressions typically involve 

inferences about others' personality traits, including trustworthiness, competence, dominance, and 

affinities etc. These initial judgments based on facial features are largely automatic and unconscious 

and have a profound effect on subsequent social behavior. Research has shown that facial features 

not only influence people's perceptions of others' personality traits, but also have a significant impact 

on a range of social decisions such as hiring, political elections, and legislative judgments [1]. 

Therefore, understanding the relationship between face features and social perception is not only of 

theoretical significance in the field of social psychology, but also provides an important reference for 

practical applications. With advances in cognitive science, researchers have gained a deeper 

understanding of the mechanisms of how facial features influence social perception. These studies 

have explored everything from facial recognition and emotional expression to the complex 

relationship between facial attributes and social attributions. Social perception judgments based on 

facial features have adaptive significance, and the effect of facial features on social perception is a 

complex and multilevel process, understanding this process helps individuals to understand the nature 

of human social behavior. 

2. Social Perception and Research Method 

"Social perception" is used to describe the mental processes of how people understand and 

interpret the behaviors, emotions, and intentions of others. Specifically, social perception involves 

the process by which individuals infer the mental states, personality traits, and social intentions of 

others through their appearance, speech, behavior, and other social cues. In the process of social 

perception, people commonly utilize non-verbal cues such as facial expressions, body language, and 

voice intonation, as well as verbal cues such as the content of conversations, to form an impression 

of others, and the study of social perception focuses on understanding the mechanisms of interaction 

and interaction between individuals. Research has shown that how people perceive their socialization 
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with others is often influenced by factors such as stereotypes, preconceived notions, and cultural 

background. Overall, social perception is a multilayered and complex process that is not only 

concerned with an individual's performance in social situations, but also has a profound impact on 

the interaction patterns of their group and society. In this context, the impact of facial features on 

social perception is particularly important, as it helps individuals to quickly assess and response to 

the behavior of others. 

In the research on the relationship between facial features and social perception, scholars have 

used a variety of approaches to explore how facial features influence people's social judgments of 

others [2].These included: 

Experimental method: Participants are typically asked to view a series of pictures of static or 

dynamic faces and make a variety of social judgments (e.g., trustworthiness, attractiveness, 

competence, etc.) about these faces. The researcher manipulates specific features of the faces (e.g., 

eye size, mouth shape, face shape) to see how these features influence participants' judgments. 

Computational Generation and Manipulation: researchers use software to generate or manipulate 

images of faces in order to precisely control specific facial features and change factors such as gender, 

race, and age of faces, and then observe the effects of these changes on social perceptions. 

Surveys and interviews: researchers may design surveys to assess participants' subjective 

perceptions of certain face features. These surveys usually contain multiple dimensions, such as 

attractiveness, friendliness, and trustworthiness. Quantitative data can be used for statistical analysis 

to explore the relationship between different features. Qualitative interviews can provide insights into 

participants' psychological and emotional responses when confronted with different face features. 

This approach enables the design of questions that reveal the unique ways in which people perceive 

face features in different cultural contexts and provides insights into how cultural factors influence 

such perceptions and is particularly illuminating in exploring the influence of cultural context on the 

social perception of faces. 

Behavioral observation methods: some studies have observed people's responses to different face 

features in real social situations. This approach may include video analysis of interpersonal 

interactions or on-site observation of social judgments of faces in group dynamics. 

3. Facial Features affecting Perceived Social Interaction in Human Societies 

3.1. Gender Characteristics of Faces 

Indicators of gender dimorphism are often used when it comes to the gender characteristics of 

faces, with gender dimorphism referring to significant differences in facial features between males 

and females, such as stronger jaws and brow bones in males and softer facial lines in females. The 

more prominent dimorphic features of the male face, such as a broad jaw and deep eye sockets, are 

often associated with dominance, a sensation of power, and high status. In contrast, the softer lines 

and smaller facial proportions of a woman's face are often associated with gentleness, compliability, 

and approachability. These perceptions not only reflect an individual's stereotypical view of gender 

roles but may also influence behavioral expectations and responses in real life social interactions. 

Faces with strong gender dimorphic traits frequently exhibited a tendency to polarize in affinity 

ratings. For example, strong dimorphic sexual traits in males, while potentially enhancing dominance, 

may reduce affinity in certain scenarios. In contrast, significant dimorphic traits in females are 

typically associated with high affinity and attractiveness [3]. 

Rostovtseva et al conducted a test of trust in strangers by means of survey method and behavioral 

observation on subjects, the number of subjects was 176, primarily Dutch students, and all subjects 

were within 18-30 years old range [4]. The results of the study showed that women with more 

feminine faces were less trusted by both males and females, and men with more masculine faces were 

more trusted by females but less trusted by males. The results of the study showed that the gender 

and gender-related facial features of the person with whom the interaction took place had a significant 

effect on the trust of strangers. The survey method used in this study was able to collect a large amount 
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of data in a relatively short period of time and is particularly suitable for large-scale research, but the 

questionnaire and interview data relied on participants' self-reporting, which may be affected by the 

social desirability effect, and participants from different cultures may interpret the questionnaire or 

interview questions differently, making intercultural comparisons of the data difficult. While the 

behavioral observation method can more realistically reflect the role of facial features in daily social 

interaction, the behavioral observation data may be more complex, and external variables such as 

cultural background, situational factors, psychological state, and dynamic changes in social 

interactions can be easily ignored, making it difficult to control external variables. 

Van den Akker et al found that males had better social perception outcomes for strangers than 

females under conditions of anonymity [5]. A study by Wang et alfound that, regardless of gender, 

positive social information significantly increased ratings of facial attractiveness, while negative 

information decreased attractiveness, and that masculinized traits made male faces more attractive 

when combined with information about competence, while female faces were more attractive when 

combined with information about warmth [6]. These data show the different roles of different types 

of social information in the relationship between gender dimorphism and facial attractiveness and 

reveal the complex relationship between “external beauty” and “moral values” in the evaluation of 

facial attractiveness, as well as suggesting the importance of avoiding simplistic role modeling in the 

education of adolescents and young adults. Limitations of the study include the lack of diversity in 

the sample and the more limited control of context in the experimental design; future research should 

expand the sample and consider more contextual factors to further validate these findings. 

3.2. Racial Characterization of Faces 

McDonald et al used a population of 64 Canadian children, including 30 females and 34 males, 

and the researchers differentiated between races, causing people of different races to provide false 

information to test the subjects [7]. The results showed that most subjects chose to trust information 

provided by strangers of their own race over information provided by other races. This study provides 

insight into children's social perceptual behaviors in different racial contexts by distinguishing facial 

racial features and simulates a variety of real-life situations that children may face by having people 

of different races provide information. This design makes the findings more relevant. Although the 

study was more balanced in terms of gender ratio, the total sample size was only 64 children, a sample 

size that limits the generalizability and statistical validity of the results. The study sample was limited 

to Canadian children, which makes it potentially difficult to generalize the results to children from 

other cultures. Race relations and trust patterns may differ significantly across cultures, and future 

research needs to be validated in more cultural contexts. 

3.3. Age Characteristics of Faces 

Li et al designed a trust test game with young participants who made investment decisions on faces 

of different ages through the game [8]. The experiment was divided into two parts, using different 

face presentation times of 2000 milliseconds and 33 milliseconds to measure participants' trust in 

younger and older faces, respectively. Data analysis has shown that participants were more in favor 

of trusting the faces of older people. The shortcomings of this study are: there are limitations in the 

experimental conditions and sample characteristics that may affect the generalizability of the results, 

so future studies should consider diverse samples and more complex contextual designs to further 

examine these findings. He et al tested the hypothesis that the attractiveness of faces decreases with 

age through empirical and computational network science methods [9]. It was found that older people 

were less likely than younger and middle-aged people to perceive a decrease in the attractiveness of 

faces, and that men perceived changes in attractiveness more clearly than women. The attractiveness 

of older faces was judged more in terms of "elegance “than "beauty” or "charm". When judging 

attractiveness, observers tended to treat older faces as a category. 
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3.4. Characteristics of the Five Senses of the Face 

The five features of the face include symmetry and averageness, etc. symmetry and averageness 

are two important aesthetic indicators of facial features, which have a significant impact on face 

attractiveness and social perception. Symmetry refers to the perceived degree of similarity between 

the features on the left and right sides of the face; greater symmetry is often thought to be associated 

with health and genetic stability, and thus symmetrical faces are often considered more attractive and 

reliable. Averageness refers to the degree to which facial features resemble the average face of the 

population as an entirety; faces with higher averageness tend to be perceived as more beautiful 

because they reflect the integration and consistency of a wide range of genetic traits and reduce the 

presence of extreme features. Averageness is also associated with the familiarity of faces, making 

these faces more acceptable and trustworthy in social interactions. Together, these two characteristics 

influence people's first impressions of strangers, shaping judgments about their attractiveness, trust, 

and social value. Ryali et al. designed an experimental with the objective of investigating the effect 

of facial features of the five senses on social cognition, and they concluded that symmetry and 

averageness are the key factors influencing the attractiveness and social evaluation of faces [10]. The 

team used Active Appearance Modeling to simulate facial features, modeling human face space and 

predicting human responses with AAM, using the CFD (Chicago Face Database) dataset, which 

contains 597 images of faces, along with real-world experiments, which involved a total of 41 

undergraduate students from the University of California, San Diego, who had an average age of 20.6 

years old, of which 24 were female. Participants intuitively rated faces on four dimensions: 

attractiveness, trustworthiness, dominance, and positivity. The findings from the experiment showed 

that symmetry and averaging of facial features had a significant effect on the social cognitive 

evaluation of faces. Research has shown that when faces are more symmetrical and closer to the 

average face in terms of geometric and textural features, these faces are generally rated as more 

attractive, trustworthy and positive. 

4. Discussion and recommendations 

In studies that explore the relationship between facial features and social perception, 

multidisciplinary crossover and technology integration will be an important trend in future research. 

As neuroscience, computer science, and psychology continue to converge, researchers can leverage 

more advanced technological tools, such as deep learning, neural networks, and brain-computer 

interfaces, to analyze and model the role of facial features in different social situations. This will not 

only help individuals to understand more deeply how facial features influence individuals' first 

impressions, emotional judgments, and feelings of trust, but also enable individuals to explore 

universals and idiosyncrasies across cultures. At the same time, researchers will increasingly utilize 

emerging technologies such as virtual reality (VR) and augmented reality (AR) to more realistically 

simulate and manipulate social environments to improve the ecological validity of experiments. In 

addition, future research could pay more attention to the effects of individual differences on face 

perception, exploring how factors such as age, gender, and cultural background modulate the 

relationship between face features and social perception. Such individualized research could help 

reveal the unique psychological mechanisms of different populations in social interactions and 

provide a scientific basis for the development of individualized social interaction strategies. 

The research on face features and social perception also has a promising future in practical 

applications. With the rapid development of artificial intelligence and face recognition technology, 

the application of racial profiling in the fields of security monitoring, identity authentication, and 

emotional computing is also promising. In addition, the role of facial features in social media and 

online socialization deserves to be explored in depth. In today's digital social environment, facial 

features may influence the shaping of personal images, trust building in social networks, and the 

propagation of online perceptions. With the help of big data analysis methods, researchers can study 

how face features in massive social media data affect online social behavior and provide theoretical 
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support for optimizing the design of social platforms. In conclusion, future research needs to 

contribute to the understanding and improvement of human social behavior in terms of technological 

innovation and safety. 

5. Conclusion 

In summary, there is a close relationship between face features and social perception. Both social 

and biological features of faces play a crucial role in the formation of first impressions during initial 

meetings and in long-term social interactions. By recognizing and interpreting subtle facial features, 

individuals are able to quickly determine the trustworthiness, attractiveness, competence, and other 

social attributes of others. These findings provide an important theoretical basis for people’s 

understanding of the complexity of human social behavior and hold broad promise for practical 

applications. 

The effect of facial features on social perception has been extensively studied and has 

demonstrated far-reaching effects. At the theoretical level, face features have provided enriched 

research material for the intersection of social psychology and cognitive science, as well as revealed 

the underlying biases and mechanisms in human social judgments. In practice, facial characterization 

not only helps the development of face recognition technology, but also provides powerful support 

for the fields of social media design, emotional computing, and identity authentication. However, as 

technology advances, researchers also need to facilitate research and development while paying 

attention to its ethical and social implications to ensure fairness and sustainability in the application 

of technology. Future research will continue to deepen the understanding of facial features and social 

perception, and promote the development of this field through multidisciplinary cooperation and 

innovation, contributing to the harmony and progress of human society. 
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