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Usually I look for something topical or poignant 
to write about in the Psychology Review Update. 
This year everything is different, and it seems 

that everything topical is downright depressing. With 
that in mind I’d like to keep it light and focus on 
something entirely frivolous — beard psychology.

Beard psychology is never going to up there with 
clinical or educational psychology as a career option 
for most psychology students, and it’s unlikely to 
replace cognitive and biopsychology as the dominant 
area of academic research. It does however exist. Who 
knew? Actually, beards are topical, having been in the 
news a fair bit recently. In the same month as many 
ski patrollers are going clean-shaven for the first time 
in order to safely wear masks, the New York Police 

Department has permitted officers to wear beards on 
duty for the first time.

What does a beard say about 
someone?
In terms of traditional gender categories and 
characteristics, beards have long signalled maleness 
and masculinity. We might expect then that bearded 
men are perceived as having more stereotypically 
masculine characteristics, for example dominance and 
aggression. Actually, recent research shows that the 
truth may be a little more complicated.

Craig, Nelson and Dixson (2019) found that, as 
expected, participants were quicker to classify bearded 
faces as angry and clean-shaven faces as happy. 
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The 
psychology 
of beards
Matt Jarvis discusses psychological  
perspectives on facial hair
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Activities
1 Read up about controversies around 

evolutionary psychology. What do you think of 
evolutionary views of beards?

2 Read the study by Clarkson et al on women’s 
responses to bearded men. Design your own 
study to test the relationship between facial 
hairiness and attraction.

Weblinks

New York Times report on ski patrollers going 
beardless: www.tinyurl.com/y5etg6sm

You can read more about the Craig, Nelson and 
Dixson study here: www.tinyurl.com/yxq9tavf

You can read the Clarkson study in full here:  
www.tinyurl.com/y56qxqpx
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However, although they tended to judge bearded faces 
as more masculine and aggressive, participants rated 
smiling men with beards as more friendly, helpful and 
accepting. So it seems that beards can enhance a range 
of expressions and generally make men’s faces more 
expressive.

Are beards attractive?
This is a tricky one because what people find attractive 
in a potential sexual partner can change according to 
fashion. Now that a large number of male musicians 
and athletes have beards the prototypical attractive 
man is bearded. Perhaps unsurprisingly, a study 
conducted this year (Clarkson et al, 2020) found that 
not only did women find bearded men more attractive 
but there was a positive correlation between facial 
hair and attractiveness — the hairier the better. This 
contrasts with studies published a decade or so ago that 
showed that women tended to prefer men with stubble. 
This fits in with the trends of that period.

As usual, however, the relationship between beards 
and attractiveness is more nuanced than simple 
fashion could explain. Clarkson et al also found that 
women with a fear of parasites feared the hygiene risks 
associated with beards. Interestingly women with more 
conservative political and social views had stronger 
preferences for beardies, as did women who were 

planning to have children. Liberal women not actively 
planning to reproduce were much less fussed about 
potential mates’ beardedness. 

Beards and evolutionary 
psychology
The dominant theoretical approach in beard psychology 
is evolutionary. Evolutionary psychology is concerned 
with how human behaviour and characteristics could 
have been adaptive back in our evolutionary history. 
To evolutionary psychologists, beards could be useful 
to potential mates and rival males as signals for 
dominance, aggression and reproductive potential. 
On the other hand, evolutionary psychology is 
controversial, with some psychologists seeing it as 
politically conservative and promoting unhelpful 
stereotypes, for example of traditional gender roles.

G
ST

O
CK

ST
U

D
IO

/A
D

O
BE

 S
TO

CK

http://www.tinyurl.com/y5etg6sm
http://www.tinyurl.com/yxq9tavf
http://www.tinyurl.com/y56qxqpx
http://www.hoddereducation.co.uk/psychologyreview
http://www.hoddereducation.co.uk/magazines
www.hoddereducation.co.uk/magazines
mailto:magazines%40philipallan.co.uk?subject=Psychology%20e-review

