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When we first started this project, the aim was to answer a
simple question, i.e., “what constitutes physical attractiveness in
the minds of young children”. The motivation to investigate this
specific problem emerged from the fact that many studies
conducted on the topic of physical attractiveness stereotypes
had focused mostly on adults and overlooked children.

While on the quest to find answers, we discovered “method-
related insights” which was something we did not expect or
predict at the beginning. The current paper discusses these
method-related insights that we obtained after conducting three
studies with 486 children using three different research
techniques.

We learned that the way we framed our questions, designed our
studies, and most importantly the time that our participants took
to think during the data collection process had an immense
bearing on the types of participant responses we received.

In Study 1, we asked 222 children (55% females, Mage = 8.99) to
draw pictures of an attractive and a less attractive person. The
task involved both thinking (what do I draw) and acting
(drawing the picture). The maximum time we gave the children
to draw their pictures was 60 minutes. To analyze the drawing
data, Braun and Clarke’s (2006) thematic analysis process was
executed.

In Study 2, 240 children (49 % female, Mage = 9.35) saw a picture
of either an attractive or a less attractive person and were then
asked to answer the question “Is this person attractive?” The
answer to the question was a straightforward “yes” or a “no”
There were no time restrictions imposed on the participants.
Descriptive statistics i.e., percentages were calculated to see
how many participants said yes or no.

In Study 3, 24 children (54% female, Mage = 8.7) were asked to
answer the question, “What do you think makes a person
beautiful?” Study 3 required only a text response and the
children could take their own time to answer the question. To
analyze the text responses, Braun and Clarke’s (2006) thematic
analysis process was implemented.

Study 1

What we found was that Study 1 allowed us to identify
the physical attractiveness stereotypes present in
children. When we asked children to draw polar
opposite pictures, they seemed to only think in terms of
“how do I make the distinctions between an attractive
and a less attractive person within the limited amount of
time given to me”. It seemed as though the children
retrieved stereotypes of physical attractiveness based on
prior knowledge or experience (Social Learning;
Bandura & Walters, 1977). In other words, the
information presented in the children’s drawings were
not new i.e., the attractive person was drawn with a
perfect body and face, and the contrast was depicted in
the visuals of the less attractive person. Why did our
participants give us such a predictable and obvious
answer? The type of thinking that the children exhibited
in the drawing study is called “system 1” or “fast
thinking” (Kahneman, 2011; Stanovich & West, 2000).
What it means is that the participants are cognitive
misers (Taylor, 1981). When participants are presented
with a task that requires mental efforts, they tend to take
the path of least resistance by retrieving specific
information which they already know, instead of
thinking out of the box (Kool et al., 2010).

Study 2

In Study 2, the responses given by the children were
instantaneous. Since we had used facial symmetry as a
criterion to differentiate between the attractiveness
levels of the pictures, the participants had a natural
inclination to say “yes this is attractive” to the image of
the person who had a more symmetrical face. These
findings are similar to prior research (Thornhill &
Gangestad,1999). However, what stood out to us was the
question as to why these children were thinking “fast”
and not “slow”. Why was not there a “maybe”, “not sure”,
or an “I don’t know” response but instead only a “yes” or
a “no” answer. Were the children just being fast thinkers
i.e., strictly abiding by my instructions and not putting in
any cognitive efforts to think differently?

Study 3

To make children think slowly, and to try and get non-
stereotypical responses, we were driven to conduct
Study 3. While waiting for our participants to answer the
question “What do you think makes a person beautiful?”,
we observed children pondering and pausing multiple
times. We heard the “hmms” and the “ahems” before
they actually answered our question. This type of
thinking that the children displayed is referred as
“system 2” or “slow thinking” (Kahneman, 2011) i.e.,
“allocating attention to the effortful mental activities that
demand it” (p 21). We noticed that unlike the previous
two studies, children in Study 3 were thinking gradually.
As a result, their responses were not stereotypical. For
example, this is what one of the participants had to say,
“a kind heart filled with joy makes a person beautiful,
after all, what matters is on the inside”. Similarly,
another participant said, “a good attitude and a good
character makes a person beautiful”. This was the first-
time in the three studies we conducted that the
participants had thought about internal beauty.

Overall, the time children take to think about a topic influences the types of responses that you get from them. We found
that research methods that involve fast thinking (i.e., putting in the least cognitive efforts) are good for identifying
physical attractiveness stereotypes in children. However, when we wanted a response not based on the existing
stereotypes, implementing a research method that made children think slowly (i.e., putting in the required cognitive
efforts) was more effective. Finally, in the current research, we employed only a single context and three research
methods. Future scholars can use multiple contexts and research methods to see how fast versus slow thinking can
impact individual responses.
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