
ORIGINAL PAPER

Accepted: 18 September 2023

© The Author(s), under exclusive licence to Springer Science+Business Media, LLC, part of Springer Nature 2023

Gratitude is expressed to the research assistants who were responsible for data collection.

 
 Amber A. Fultz

amber.fultz@oregonstate.edu

1 Oregon State University, Corvallis, OR, USA

2 University of Maine, Orono, ME, USA

Nonverbal Expressivity, Physical Attractiveness, and Liking: 
First Impression to Established Relationship

Amber A. Fultz1 · Morgan D. Stosic2 · Frank J. Bernieri1

Journal of Nonverbal Behavior

https://doi.org/10.1007/s10919-023-00444-7

Abstract

This study compared the effects of attractiveness and expressivity on liking at three im-

portant stages in a relationship: (a) at zero-acquaintance, (b) after a five-minute getting-to-
know-you conversation, and finally (c) after becoming well-acquainted with one another. 
We formed unacquainted groups of participants (N = 81) and over a period of nine weeks 
(40 + hours of total contact) had them engage in group activities spanning work, play, 
eating, and conflict. At zero acquaintance, attractive targets were liked more, a direct 
replication of prior literature. After the first conversation, this effect was still present. 
Self-reported expressivity also predicted liking after a five-minute conversation. By nine 
weeks of acquaintanceship, both self-reported expressivity and observer-rated expressive-

ness predicted liking in addition to attractiveness. We interpret this finding to suggest 
that these nonverbal behavioral qualities that are chronically embedded throughout one’s 

behavioral stream must be notable given their effects on liking remained predictive even 
after interactants learned about their group members’ other characteristics over the course 

of a relationship.

Keywords Physical Attractiveness · Expressiveness · Liking · First Impressions · 
Relationships

Introduction

For a long time, the attractiveness halo was believed to be one of the most powerful stereo-

types influencing perceptions and inferences of others (Berscheid & Walster, 1974; Hartley, 

1992; Lemay et al., 2010). The “what is beautiful is good” stereotype was first identified in 
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the 1970’s (Dion et al., 1972) and since then the favorable inferences and outcomes associ-

ated with attractiveness have been widely documented (Bull & Rumsey, 2012; Eagly et al., 

1981; Feingold, 1990; Langlois et al., 2000). Beautiful people are assumed to be happier, 
to have socially desirable traits, and to be more successful at virtually everything than their 

unattractive counterparts (e.g., Eagly et al., 1981; Hatfield & Sprecher, 1986). However, 

some have argued that the attractiveness halo may not be as strong or pervasive as initially 

described (e.g., Feingold, 1992; Lucker et al., 1981). In fact, well before personality and 
social psychologists began to focus their attention on beauty, Allport (1961) argued that the 

most important determinant of a first impression was a person’s expressive behavior, not 

their physical attractiveness (e.g., Allport & Vernon, 1933; Estes, 1938). Since then, how-

ever, more theorizing and research has been paid to understanding the effect of one’s beauty 
than to their chronic nonverbal behavioral style.

The present investigation addresses this dearth of research on nonverbal expressivity. We 

examined the impact of both nonverbal expressivity and physical attractiveness on relation-

ship formation and did so over the course of a developing nine-week relationship. Specifi-

cally, we examined the extent to which a person’s nonverbal expressivity and attractiveness 

impacted first impressions of being liked by a stranger. Then, we assessed how the impacts 
of expressivity and attractiveness on liking changed as people became well-acquainted with 
targets. We were interested in examining how the stereotypic effects of physical attractive-

ness and behavioral expressiveness on liking would be impacted by nine weeks of social 
interaction with the target. Would they remain, weaken, or even strengthen? Knowing 
the trajectory of these stereotyping effects as a relationship develops between individuals 
enables a more valid determination of their relevance for relationship satisfaction and liking.

What is Nonverbal Expressivity?

One of the difficulties inherent in studying expressivity is that this term refers to different 
things for different researchers (Riggio & Riggio, 2002). It can refer to the transparency of 
a person’s internal state while they are experiencing and spontaneously reacting to emotion-

ally evocative stimuli when they believe no one is watching them (Buck, 1979; Friedman et 

al., 1980; Sabatelli & Rubin, 1986). It can refer to the extent one’s nonverbal expressions, 
gestures, and body movements charismatically command the attention of others (Friedman 

et al., 1988; Riggio & Friedman, 1986). It can even refer to the skill one has for transmitting 

messages nonverbally (in that way is equivalent to one’s natural acting ability; Borod et al., 
2004; Noller, 2001). Thus, expressivity is sometimes treated as a trait, a chronic style of 

movement and expression, or as a communication ability.

Notably, these operationalizations of expressivity can be differentiated methodologically. 
Self-reported expressivity (the perceived apparent transparency of one’s spontaneous emo-

tional states) can be assessed using self-report scales such as Friedman and colleagues’ 

(1980) Affective Communication Test (ACT). The ACT was one of the first psychology 
measures that attempted to assess empirically one’s perception of their own mastery of 

nonverbal expressivity (that theoretically contributes to them being perceived by others to 

be charismatic and interpersonally effective). The ACT relies on the respondents’ implicit 
theories regarding the impact their nonverbal behavior has on others by asking questions 
such as, “I can easily express emotion over the telephone.” The assumption is that expres-

sive individuals have more interpersonal influence on others. Accordingly, Friedman and 
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colleagues (1980) reported that physicians who were high scorers on the ACT received an 

increased number of patient visits. Scores on the ACT were also predictive of the number of 

academic lectures delivered. Finally, to confirm the validity of self-reports it was reported 
that high scorers on the ACT were also rated by their close friends as being more nonver-

bally expressive (Friedman et al., 1980).

Other researchers have operationalized expressivity exclusively in terms of how non-

verbally expressive they are with their bodies and gestures and how vocally animated and 

variable their voice appears to others (e.g., Bernieri et al., 1996; Grahe & Bernieri, 1999). 

This aspect of expressivity is less psychological than the trait assessed by the ACT and 

focuses instead on the quantity, amplitude, and diversity of an individual’s facial expres-

sions, body movements, gestures, and vocalizations. In a study on dyadic rapport among 
young adults, dyadic rapport was significantly associated with observer-rated expressive-

ness (Vicaria, 2017).

Finally, expressivity can be operationalized as an acting ability or skill of transmitting 
intentional emotional messages. As such, it has been assessed by tasking an actor with com-

municating various messages and asking a receiver to attempt to identify the emotional 
intent of each message (Noller, 1980, 2001). The extent to which a perceiver correctly infers 

the emotional intent of the message reveals the target’s expressivity in terms of their abil-

ity to communicate nonverbally. An innovative methodology was designed and utilized by 

Noller (1980) to examine the relationship between effective communication ability and 
marriage satisfaction in married couples. Couples were tasked with communicating either 
positive, negative, or neutral emotional messages to their romantic partners using content 

standard statements. For example, a wife would be given an encoding task that specified one 
of three possible emotional messages to communicate to her husband such as,

Situation You and your husband are sitting alone on a winter evening. You feel cold.

Intention You wonder if it’s only you who are cold or if he is cold too. (or, You want him 

to warm you with physical affection; or, You’re feeling that he is being inconsiderate in not 
having turned up the heat by now and you want him to turn it up straight-away.)

Statement: “I’m cold: aren’t you.”
The husband would be shown a video of her making this statement and would select 

which of the three intentions they thought she was attempting to communicate. Noller 

(1980) reported that the couples who were more satisfied in their relationships (compared to 
unsatisfied couples) were also more effective communicators (meaning their spouses were 
more accurate at identifying the intended valence of each message).

Although the three operationalizations of expressivity described above are conceptu-

ally distinct from each other, they are rarely discriminated and are typically used to either 

validate each other or as proxies for one another. We propose that although these constructs 

are all related to how expressive one is, they each reflect a distinct construct that can be dis-

criminated from the others in terms of their impact on interpersonal processes. We believe 

that if researchers treat these as distinct constructs and use them more precisely in their 

theory building and testing, then our understanding of interpersonal processes with respect 

to expressivity will be greatly improved. To illustrate the utility of this approach, we made 

the effort to assess each of the three aspects of nonverbal expressivity described above to 
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examine the potentially different ways in which each was related independently to interper-

sonal liking.

Nonverbal Expressivity and Impression Formation

The finding that expressive people are liked more is not as well-known as the physical 
attractiveness halo, but it has been replicated often (e.g., Bernieri et al., 1996; Friedman et 

al., 1980; Friedman et al.,1988; Riggio & Riggio, 2002; Vicaria, 2017; Vicaria et al., 2015). 

A brief review of some of the relevant literature is summarized in Table 1. The published 

effect sizes for expressivity and likability have ranged from r = .22 to r = .53, which is nota-

bly similar to the effect size estimates reported in meta-analyses on the relationship between 
physical attractiveness and likability (e.g., Eagly et al., 1981; Feingold, 1990; Langlois et 

al., 2000). Given its replicability and robustness, some have advocated that the expressivity-

liking effect be given the same status within social psychology as the physical attractiveness 
stereotype by referring to it as the “expressivity halo” (Bernieri et al., 1996).

An important limitation of the empirical work on this question is that most of the research 
has focused on first impressions (e.g., Sabatelli & Rubin, 1986) rather than on relation-

ship satisfaction across time. For example, in many studies, participants have either pas-

sively evaluated visual images of strangers or evaluated people they have met for the very 

first time. Within the social psychology literature, this stage of a relationship is commonly 
referred to as “Zero-Acquaintance” (e.g., Albright et al., 1988; Brown & Bernieri, 2017; 

Study N Expressivity 

Measure

Liking 
Measure

Ef-

fect 

Size 

(r)

Friedman et al. 

(1980)

25 Self-rated 

expressivity

Physician 

popularity

0.52

Chaplin et al. 

(2000)

112 Self-rated 

expressivity

First impres-

sion composite

0.37

Friedman et al. 

(1988)

54 Self-rated 

expressivity

Liking 
composite

0.41

Ambady et al. 

(1995)

90 Self-rated 

expressivity

Liking 
composite

0.22

Riggio and 

Friedman (1986)

62 Self-rated 

expressivity

Observer-rated 

Expressiveness

Rated likability 0.25

0.30

Vicaria (2017) 59 Observer-rated 

Expressiveness

18-item rapport 

scale

0.27

Bernieri et al. 
(1996)

50 Observer-rated 

Expressiveness

29-item rapport 

scale

0.22

Boyatzis and 
Satyaprasad 

(1994)

34 Observer-rated 

Expressiveness

Informant rated 
popularity

0.29

Sabatelli and 

Rubin (1986)

30 Observer-rated 

Expressiveness

Interpersonal 
attractiveness 

composite

0.44

Weisbuch et al. 

(2009)

37 Observer-rated 

Expressiveness

Liking 
composite

0.34

Totala 0.33

Table 1 Average Effect Sizes of 
the Influence of Expressivity on 
Liking

Note.aEffect size calculated by 
transforming Pearson’s r’s into 

Fisher’s z, averaging across 

the studies, and then back 
transforming to Pearson’s r’s
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Kenny, 1994; Kenny & West, 2008) or “First Impression” research (Ambady & Skowron-

ski, 2008). Although these research paradigms are well suited to examine stereotype effects 
on the perception and construal of strangers, they are not well suited to examine the impact 

that such stereotypes have on relationship outcomes. Only a longitudinal design where 

assessments are made from zero-acquaintance all the way to an established relationship 

can best determine whether an established relationship outcome can be influenced by a first 
impression based on a target’s nonverbal expressivity.

Study Overview

The present study advances our understanding of the impact one’s nonverbal expressiv-

ity has on interpersonal liking by employing a nine-week longitudinal design where 
participants’ liking for their interaction partners was measured at three time periods: zero-
acquaintance, after a five-minute getting-to-know-you conversation, and after nine weeks 
of acquaintanceship.

We hypothesized that attractiveness would predict liking immediately at zero-acquain-

tance because evaluations of both liking and attractiveness are relatively instantaneous 
(South Palomares & Young, 2018; Willis & Todorov, 2006). Zero-acquaintance in the 

present context was operationalized to be as devoid of communicative behavior as pos-

sible, which limited perceiver judgments to be based only on appearance cues, not behavior 

cues (Albright et al., 1988; Brown & Bernieri, 2017; Kenny & West, 2008). Therefore, we 

hypothesized that expressivity would be a predictor of liking only after the first getting-to-
know-you conversation (i.e., not a factor at zero-acquaintance but only after people got a 
chance to talk to each other). In fact, both attractiveness and expressivity were expected to 
predict liking after this first conversation based on previous research as well as what we 
know about the predictive utility of thin slices of behavior (i.e., behavior lasting five min-

utes or less) on interpersonal outcomes (Ambady & Rosenthal, 1992; Ambady et al., 2000).

The final and most important research question we addressed was whether attractive-

ness and expressivity (which are both features that are chronically embedded throughout 

the behavioral stream; Ambady et al., 2000) would predict liking for partners in established 
relationships. This is because by that time it seems more likely that other attributes would 
be more predictive of liking than mere nonverbal appearance and style of movement. In 
order to examine these questions, we observed groups that were initially formed through 

random assignment of strangers and tracked them for nine weeks. We assessed the extent to 
which physical attractiveness and three types of expressivity predicted how well a person 

was liked by their group members initially and then ultimately after they all had become 
well-acquainted with each other.

Method

Participants and Power

Data for this report came from a larger project that investigated the impact of personality 

traits and interpersonal skills on relationship formation (Brown & Bernieri, 2017; Fultz & 
Bernieri, 2018, 2022; Stosic et al., 2022; Fultz et al., 2022). The data and materials used in 
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this report may be accessed at https://osf.io/dx6wh/. Participants were treated in accordance 

with the “Ethical Principles of Psychologists and Code of Conduct” (American Psychologi-

cal Association, 2017). Participants began the study unacquainted with one another. They 

were arranged into groups of five to seven and met four times a week for nine weeks to 
work on project-related activities. They spent approximately 50 hours working together and 
socializing with each other by the time their final ratings of their group members were made.

Participants completed numerous psychological assessments and inventories that were 

not included in the analyses described in the present report (e.g., the NEO-PI-R; Costa & 
McCrae, 1992; the Davis Interpersonal Reactivity Index; Davis, 1983) but are discussed in 

detail in the references above. The groups were supervised during their three one-hour long 

meetings in the lab each week. In addition, groups were given weekly assigned activities 
to complete as a group outside of the lab in locations of their choosing without observation 

or experimenter guidance. The assigned activities were intended to have high ecological 

validity in that they represented typical things friends and groups of people do together 

(e.g., preparing a meal, playing games, taking a trip together, etc.). Participants became 
well-acquainted as a result of these weekly outings.1

Over the course of five years 182 university students participated in this project however, 
only 81 (47 women) of them generated the data required for the analyses performed for this 

report. Participants ranged in age from 18 to 54 years (Median = 20, SD = 5.07). Most (61 

participants) were White (76%), two were Native American or Alaska Native (2%), three 
were Black or African American (4%), four were Hispanic or Latino (5%), four were Asian 
American or Pacific Islander (5%), and seven selected ‘Other’ (8%).

The sample size we employed was larger than 80% of samples employed in published 

studies on the relationship between expressivity and liking. In terms of its statistical power, 
it exceeded the approximate N = 70 that is needed to detect the median effect size observed 
in this literature of r = .33 at a power level of at least 80% (Erdfelder et al., 1996). Given 

the nested nature of the data (i.e., participants were arranged in groups and rated each other 

using a round robin format), multilevel models were used to test the hypothesized relation-

ships. Therefore, the units of analysis for our models increased to 1404 observations (81 

participants assessed by 4–6 group members over 3 time periods).2

Measures

Primary Outcome

How much a participant was liked by members of their group was our primary depen-

dent variable. This was assessed on an 8-point scale by confidentially asking participants, 
“How much will you/do you like group member ___?” at three distinct times throughout the 
course of the project. The first was at zero-acquaintance. For the zero-acquaintance rating, 
participants were instructed not to communicate verbally or nonverbally (e.g., smile, wink, 
eyebrow raise, head nod, etc.) with their group members until after they had completed their 

ratings of each person. The second liking judgment occurred immediately after they had 
completed their first conversation one-on-one with their group member. Each participant 

1  If a participant missed a meeting, a make-up was scheduled so they could complete any missing self-
reports. No participants missed the activities relevant to this investigation.
2  The authors wish to thank the reviewers for suggesting this analysis.
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completed four to six of these five-minute long getting-to-know-you conversations over 
a period of two days according to a round-robin schedule that depended on the number 

of people within their group and immediately rated their conversational partner after the 

interaction. The liking assessment at this time might be best described as their first impres-

sion of liking given it was based on their first conversation with each other. The final set of 
ratings occurred nine weeks later after group members had become well-acquainted with 
one another. Every participant made liking ratings for every other group member and had 
liking ratings made of them by these very same individuals they spent the nine weeks with.

Predictors

Self-Reported Expressivity. We assessed participants’ expressivity employing three dis-

tinct data sources that constituted the three previously described operationalizations of the 

construct. First, participants completed a 13-item self-report scale designed to assess trait 

differences in nonverbal expressiveness and charisma: the Affective Communication Test 
(ACT; Friedman et al., 1980). Items include, “When I hear good dance music, I can hardly 
keep still,” and “My laughter is soft and subdued (R).” These items are rated on a 9-point 
scale ranging from − 4 to 4, with 0 as the midpoint and anchors as “not at all true of me” 

to “very true of me.” The reported Cronbach’s alpha for this scale is 0.77. In the present 
sample, the alpha was 0.81. People who score higher on this measure are more likely to have 
acting experience, more likely to have been elected to some position (e.g., political office), 
and more likely to engage in social events associated with expressive charismatic individu-

als (Friedman et al., 1980).3

Observer-Rated Expressiveness. We also assessed participant’s expressivity via 

observer judgments of their nonverbal expressivity while engaging in an acting task. Par-
ticipants were given nine different scenes, each with a specific scripted statement along 
with one of three different (emotionally positive, emotional neutral, or emotionally nega-

tive) interpersonal messages that they were asked to communicate nonverbally given the 
standard content of the verbal statement. This activity was adopted from one developed by 

Noller (1980, 2001) to assess the nonverbal communication skills of married individuals. 
We simply rewrote the interpersonal contexts, verbal statements, and emotional messages 

to represent the social situations and context that university students might experience with 

each other. For example, in one of the nine scenes they acted out, participants were asked 
to imagine that they are at a party where they meet someone and say, “What are you doing 

here?” Some participants were told that they should act like they are delighted to see this 
person and want to talk with them further (positive message). Others were told that this 
person is someone that they do not like and should communicate their displeasure at the 
fact that they were there (negative message). Others were told that they neither liked nor 
disliked the person but were surprised by the unexpected encounter with them (neutral mes-

3  At this point, the authors would like to acknowledge a critical point raised by reviewers. Trait extraversion 
is reported to be strongly correlated with the ACT. An interesting research question (although, not one we 

initially set out to address) is whether the ACT is predictive of liking when trait extraversion is controlled 
for. While charisma (measured by the ACT) is theoretically tied to extraversion, theorists have argued it is a 

unique construct in and of itself with unique implications for social exchanges beyond what is accounted for 

by extraversion (Friedman, 1983). Data was collected on trait extraversion and given this we opted to include 

trait extraversion as a predictor in models presented in the supplementary materials for interested readers. 

Details relating to the measure and a summary of results are also presented in the appendix.
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sage). Participants acted out the nine different scenes in front of their 4–6 group members 
three separate times (using a positive, negative, and neutral intent; for a total of 27 scenes).

A number of research assistants (N = 15–26) who did not know the targets assessed each 
video clip/scene twice; once rating the target’s facial and body expressivity with the sound 

muted, and then rating their vocal expressivity using three items (rate of speech, projection, 

and overall vocal expressivity) while listening to the soundtrack of the videos (no video). 
All nine of the clips generated by each participant were assessed for each of the five types of 
expressivity described above (i.e., face, body, rate of speech, vocal projection, and overall 

vocal expressivity). Ratings were made on a 1 (not very expressive) to 7 (very expressive) 

scale. We then took the average rating across the raters and nine scenes portrayed. The 
Spearman-Brown effective reliability coefficients ranged from 0.93 to 0.97 for each of the 
five expressivity items rated. One variable (rate of speech) correlated negatively with the 
other four expressivity variables, so it was dropped. The remaining four variables (face, 

body, vocal projection, and overall vocal expressivity) were averaged into a final “observer-
rated expressiveness” composite (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.81).

Performance Expressivity. This measure estimated each target’s ability to accurately 

transmit an emotional and interpersonal message nonverbally. For example, in the acting 

task described above from which the observer ratings of expressiveness were derived, the 
participant’s group members watched them enact each scene and were asked to identify 
which of the three emotional messages the participant was acting out. The more accurately 

group members could discern what the participant was trying to communicate the higher 

their performance expressivity score. The actual value of this measure was the proportion 

of correctly identified communications made by group members. For example, if six group 
members watched a target act out nine different scenes then there would be (6 × 9) 54 judg-

ments. If only 27 of those 54 judgments were correct, then the participant performance 
expressivity score would be 50%.

We complemented this emotional message task with a pantomime task that measured 
how effectively a person could nonverbally communicate elaborate interpersonal contexts. 
Participants were given a context and event to act out silently (e.g., You enter your locked 

apartment and find a surprise party for your birthday. You are thrilled/irritated/surprised 
that anyone could get in to your locked apartment without a key.). They would act out the 

scene in front of their group members who attempted to correctly identify what they were 

pantomiming. For example, were they acting out a surprise birthday celebration where they 

were delighted or were they not so happy about the surprise? Or were they acting out a 
scenario where they came home to find water in their apartment due to do leaky pipe? Each 
scenario with the corresponding options the group members were to select from when trying 

to identify the pantomime are provided in the appendix.

As was true in the previous task, there were objectively correct answers for every scene 
acted out. A performance score could be calculated that represented how effectively they 
pantomimed their assigned scenes. A target’s performance score was calculated as the per-

centage of group member judgments that accurately described what the participant was 

attempting to pantomime.

Although performance on these two tasks correlated modestly (r = .21), we assumed they 

might reflect different aspects of a more general nonverbal expressivity communication 
skill. Since we had no theoretical basis to prefer or declare that one expressivity skill was 
better or more relevant than the other with respect to the expressivity-liking hypothesis, we 
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decided to use a composite measure for expressivity performance. Both tasks were scored 
as a percentage of accurately transmitted nonverbal messages, which meant that we could 

simply average them. Performance expressivity is therefore a general ability to accurately 

communicate emotional, interpersonal, and social content nonverbally.

Attractiveness. It was essential that we measured physical attractiveness in a way that 
would not be confounded by relationship liking and, to the extent possible, expressivity. To 
protect against this, we recruited seven additional research assistants to provide attractive-

ness judgments. None of these raters were used to assess expressivity. They did, however, 

rate the targets performing the acting task described above. Additionally, these research 
assistants never met or interacted with the participants. In this way, our attractiveness mea-

sure was not confounded by how much the rater knew and liked the target.
Physical attractiveness ratings were made on a 72-point scale.4 It was explained to 

research assistants that a rating of 36 was average, and that scores of 18 and 54 represented 

the 25th and 75th percentile. The scale was designed to avoid ceiling effects that may result 
whenever people are asked to evaluate others on characteristics high on social desirability. 
With a 72-point rating scale, a rater could rate every single participant as being physically 

attractive with ratings greater than 54 and still have 18 points on the scale with which to cap-

ture the variability of attractiveness among the different targets. We also speculated that by 
avoiding the common cultural convention of a 10-point attractiveness scale, the evaluation 

task would feel more novel and might reduce the heuristic emotional response that might 
come from using the, “on a scale of 1 to 10, how attractive is he/she?” method.

Perceptions of attractiveness were averaged across raters to create a general attractive-

ness composite. The Spearman-Brown effective reliability coefficient was 0.83, indicating 
that the raters agreed on the level of physical attractiveness of each participant.

Results

The primary question for us was whether expressivity predicted liking after physical attrac-

tiveness (the attractiveness-halo) was statistically accounted for. We delineated three dis-

tinct constructs that we felt researchers might conflate when discussing expressivity: (a) 
the self-reported expressivity trait (i.e., charisma) that is measured by the ACT, (b) an indi-

vidual’s expressive nonverbal behavioral style that was measured by having non-interacting 

observers rate each participants’ expressiveness from thin slice video clips of them perform-

ing an acting task (referred to as “observer-rated expressiveness”), and (c) the extent to 
which a person can accurately communicate a message exclusively using nonverbal chan-

nels (referred to as “performance expressivity”). More importantly, we investigated these 

issues over the course of a developing interpersonal relationship by assessing these effects at 
three critical points in one’s relationship with another; zero-acquaintance, first impressions 
after their first conversation with someone, and then nine weeks later after they had become 
well-acquainted with one another.

Descriptive statistics appear in Table 2 by gender. Men and women targets did not signifi-

cantly differ in any of the predictor variables. There were no differences between men and 
women raters in how much they liked their group members during zero-acquaintance and 

4  One of the raters made the ratings on a 1–8 scale. Because of this, we centered the ratings before averaging 
into a composite.
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after the five-minute getting-to-know-you interactions. However, after nine weeks, women 
reported liking their group members significantly more than men did.

Interrelationships Between Predictors of Liking

Given all our predictor variables (i.e., target attributes) have been theoretically and empiri-

cally linked to liking, issues of multicollinearity needed to be considered. We are proposing 
that we do not have three interchangeable measures of expressivity but in fact measured 

three distinct, if not orthogonal, expressivity constructs that might each contribute inde-

pendently to liking, possibly in different ways over the course of a developing relationship.
We calculated the intercorrelations of our set of target attributes that we thought would be 

predictors of liking and controlled them for target gender.5 Performance expressivity did not 

correlate significantly with individual’s self-reported expressivity trait as measured by the 
ACT suggesting that they are measuring distinctly different, although theoretically related, 
constructs. However, performance expressivity did correlate significantly with observer-
rated expressiveness (r(79) = 0.53, p < .001). This was not unexpected given the only way 

one can communicate a message effectively (i.e., performance) without talking is to be non-

verbally expressive. Importantly, observer-rated expressiveness correlated positively with 
self-reported expressivity as measured by the ACT (r(79) = 0.40, p < .001). This result rep-

licated a similarly operationalized convergent validity effect for the ACT scale reported by 
Friedman et al. (1980) and establishes the theoretical relationship between these constructs, 

even if they are discovered to be distinct. Although two of the three expressivity interrela-

tionships were statistically significant, we felt the amount of orthogonal variance remain-

5 Although we did not find any significant gender differences in our predictor variables, there is some evidence 
women are slightly more expressive, on average. For example, Friedman and colleagues (1980) reported that 

women consistently scored higher on the ACT. For this reason, we opted to take the conservative approach 
and control for gender.

Table 2 Descriptive Statistics

Overall

(N = 81)

Men

(N = 34)

Women

(N = 47)

Women-

Men

difference
M SD M SD M SD t p r(pb)

Participant Attributes

Physical Attractivenessa -0.10 0.63 − 0.06 0.55 − 0.13 0.70 -0.51 0.61 − 0.06

Self-Reported Expressivity 

(ACT)

72.85 14.95 69.85 13.41 75.02 15.77 1.55 0.13 0.17

Observer-Rated 

Expressivenessb
3.83 0.51 3.76 0.57 3.89 0.46 1.13 0.26 0.13

Performance Expressivityc 75.88 8.27 74.20 9.64 77.10 6.97 1.57 0.12 0.17

Extraversiond 123.46 17.89 121.53 12.37 124.85 18.31 0.82 0.41 0.09

Average Liking Reported 

for All Group Members

Liking (Zero-Acquaintance)e 4.74 0.96 4.85 1.02 4.66 0.94 0.85 0.39 0.10

Liking (Five Minutes)e 5.25 0.98 5.14 0.99 5.32 0.97 0.81 0.42 0.09

Liking (Nine Weeks)e 5.32 0.86 5.05 0.96 5.52 0.73 2.47 0.02 0.27

Note.aCentered value of ratings made by non-interacting raters. bRated on a 1 to 7 scale. cPercent correct. 
dRelevant analyses are provided in the supplementary materials. eRated on a 0 to 8 scale
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ing within them would be sufficient to warrant a test of their independent contributions to 
liking. Finally, none of the above three expressivity measures were correlated significantly 
with a person’s physical attractiveness, which was rated by a completely different set of 
independent raters who never met the participants and who had rated their attractiveness by 

watching thin-slice videos of them.

At this point it may be helpful to remind the reader of the different (non-confounded) 
sources of data for each variable being investigated. Self-reported expressivity was opera-

tionalized as a participants score on the ACT, which is a self-reported instrument measur-

ing a personality trait that can be referred to as charisma. Observer-rated expressiveness 

and physical attractiveness were ratings made by the lab’s research assistants several years 

after the face-to-face interactions had been recorded on video. The people making these 
ratings never met the participant. Additionally, the research assistants who rated physical 

attractiveness were not allowed to rate expressiveness (and vice versa). However, the criti-

cal dependent variable, liking, came from group members who met and got to know the 
participants over the course of a nine-week practicum experience. The only other variable 
these group members contributed to was performance expressivity, which was the success 

(i.e., performance) with which a participant could communicate nonverbally a set of emo-

tional messages to their fellow group members. Whereas it is likely that a person’s liking 
for another may be confounded with their perceptions of that other’s physical attractiveness 

and expressivity (i.e., a within-perceiver bias), that is not an issue in this investigation due 

to the way expressivity and attractiveness was operationalized.

Analytic Overview: Predicting Liking of Partner

We performed multilevel models that tested the expressivity-liking hypothesis at three dif-
ferent levels of time in the developing relationship. Perceivers were nested within their 

groups (there were 5–7 people in any given group). Intercepts and slopes were modeled as 
randomly varying across perceivers. The key result in every analysis was whether expres-

sivity independently and significantly predicted liking when physical attractiveness was also 
in the model. Specifically, we regressed perceiver ratings of liking onto target gender, target 
attractiveness, and three ratings of target expressivity: self-report expressivity, observer-

rated expressiveness, and performance expressivity. Interaction effects involving attractive-

ness, self-report expressivity, and observer-rated expressivity and time were also estimated. 

As stated earlier, we expected attractiveness, but not expressivity, to be a significant predic-

tor at zero-acquaintance because no interaction behavior had occurred yet. Expressivity, for 

the most part, is an attribute of dynamic behavior that manifests while someone is behaving. 

Unlike physical attractiveness, it takes time to reveal and perceive. Therefore, we expected 
expressivity to be an important contributor of liking after five minutes given the previous 
research cited in Table 1, but were uncertain as to whether and how it would influence liking 
for partner well after two people became well-acquainted with one another.

To maximize the interpretability of our findings, we conducted the multilevel model 
three times where the variable of ‘time’ was scaled at different levels (i.e., a different refer-
ence category was employed for each model). We opted to take this approach so that the 
main effects reported in each model would represent the associations between each predic-

tor and liking at each time point (zero-acquaintance, five minutes, and after nine weeks). 
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Tables 3 and 4, and 5 report the results from the multilevel models with reference levels of 

zero-acquaintance, five minutes, and nine weeks, respectively.
Zero-Acquaintance. Table 3 provides the parameter estimates for each predictor where 

zero-acquaintance is employed as the reference level. For this model, target gender was a 

significant predictor of liking, indicating that women were better liked by raters than men, 
on average. There was also one effect of time: liking significantly increased from zero-
acquaintance to nine weeks. Consistent with prior research, the physical attractiveness of 

Table 3 Predicting Partner Liking of Target from Targets’ Gender, Attractiveness, Self-Reported Expressiv-

ity, Observer-Rated Expressiveness and Performance Expressivity over Time and also as a Function of Time 

(Reference Category: Zero-Acquaintance; df = 1303)

Null 

Model

Full Model

Est. SE SPE SE t p Lower 

CL

Upper 

CL

Level 2

Main Effects
Intercept 5.07 0.10 − 0.08 0.23

Gender 0.22 0.05 4.72 < 0.001 0.13 0.32

Time (Five Minutes vs. Zero 

Acquaintance)
− 0.25 0.29 -0.87 0.39 − 0.81 0.31

Time (Nine Weeks vs. Zero 
Acquaintance)

0.79 0.29 2.75 0.006 0.22 1.35

Attractivenessa 0.08 0.04 2.16 0.031 0.01 0.17

Self-Reported Expressivity (ACT) − 0.001 0.003 -0.43 0.67 − 0.01 0.004

Observer-Rated Expressiveness 0.02 0.05 0.46 0.65 − 0.06 0.11

Performance Expressivity − 0.008 0.03 -0.27 0.78 − 0.06 0.05

Interaction Effects Involving Time
Time (Five Minutes vs. Zero 

Acquaintance)Attractivenessa
− 0.001 0.05 -0.01 0.98 − 0.10 0.10

Time (Nine Weeks vs. Zero 
Acquaintance)*Attractivenessa

0.09 0.05 1.74 0.08 − 0.01 0.20

Time (Five Minutes vs. Zero 

Acquaintance)*Self-Reported Expres-

sivity (ACT)

0.008 0.004 2.14 0.032 0.001 0.02

Time (Nine Weeks vs. Zero Acquain-

tance)* Self-Reported Expressivity 

(ACT)

− 0.01 0.004 -1.47 0.14 − 0.01 0.002

Time (Five Minutes vs. Zero 

Acquaintance)* Observer-Rated 

Expressiveness

0.06 0.06 1.08 0.28 − 0.05 0.17

Time (Nine Weeks vs. Zero 
Acquaintance)* Observer-Rated 

Expressiveness

0.10 0.06 1.80 0.07 − 0.01 0.22

Variance components

Level 1 residual variance, s2 1.32 0.63

Level 2 residual variance, t2 0.58 0.27

ICCb = t2 / (t2 + s2) = 0.58/(0.58 + 1.32) = 0.31

Note. Six observations were not included because of missing values. 
aAverage attractiveness ratings made by non-interacting raters
bIntraclass correlation
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the target was also significantly associated with liking. None of the expressivity measures 
were significantly associated with liking (indicating that at zero-acquaintance, expressivity 
had no effect on liking). Interestingly, there was a time by self-reported expressivity (ACT) 
interaction. An examination of means revealed that as time moved from zero-acquaintance 

to the five-minute interaction, high scorers on the ACT were better liked by perceivers than 
low scorers. We also opted to derive the intraclass correlations that represent the agree-

ment among group members for liking of a specific target within each time period. For 

Table 4 Predicting Partner Liking of Target from Targets’ Gender, Attractiveness, Self-Reported Expressiv-

ity, Observer-Rated Expressiveness and Performance Expressivity over Time and also as a Function of Time 

(Reference Category: Five Minutes; df = 1303)

Null 

Model

Full Model

Est. SE SPE SE t p Lower 

CL

Upper 

CL

Level 2

Main Effects
Intercept 5.07 0.10 − 0.32 0.23

Gender 0.22 0.05 4.72 < 0.001 0.13 0.31

Time (Zero Acquaintance vs. Five 

Minutes)

0.25 0.29 0.87 0.39 − 0.31 0.81

Time (Nine Weeks vs. Five 
Minutes)

1.03 0.29 3.62 0.0003 0.47 1.59

Attractivenessa 0.08 0.04 2.14 0.032 0.007 0.16

Self-Reported Expressivity (ACT) 0.007 0.003 2.40 0.016 0.001 0.01

Observer-Rated Expressiveness 0.08 0.05 1.81 0.07 − 0.007 0.17

Performance Expressivity − 0.008 0.03 -0.27 0.78 − 0.06 0.05

Interaction Effects Involving Time
Time (Zero Acquaintance vs. Five 

Minutes)*Attractivenessa
0.001 0.05 0.01 0.98 − 0.10 0.10

Time (Nine Weeks vs. Five 
Minutes)*Attractivenessa

0.09 0.05 1.75 0.08 − 0.01 0.20

Time (Zero Acquaintance vs. Five 

Minutes)*Self-Reported Expressiv-

ity (ACT)

− 0.008 0.004 -2.14 0.03 − 0.02 − 0.001

Time (Nine Weeks vs. Five Min-

utes)* Self-Reported Expressivity 

(ACT)

− 0.01 0.004 -3.60 0.0003 − 0.02 − 0.01

Time (Zero Acquaintance vs. 

Five Minutes)* Observer-Rated 

Expressiveness

− 0.06 0.06 -1.08 0.28 − 0.17 0.05

Time (Nine Weeks vs. Five 
Minutes)* Observer-Rated 

Expressiveness

0.04 0.06 0.73 0.47 − 0.07 0.15

Variance components

Level 1 residual variance, s2 1.32 0.63

Level 2 residual variance, t2 0.58 0.27

ICCb = t2 / (t2 + s2) = 0.58/(0.58 + 1.32) = 0.31

Note. Six observations were not included because of missing values. 
aAverage attractiveness ratings made by non-interacting raters
bIntraclass correlation
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zero-acquaintance, the intraclass correlation that measures the consensus level of agreement 

among group members in their liking for a specific target was ICC = 0.48.

First-Impression. The results for liking were similar when the five-minute interaction 
was used as the reference category. As was the case at zero-acquaintance, both target gender 

and attractiveness significantly predicted liking. Women were better liked by raters than 
men, and attractive targets were better liked. We also found that target liking increased 
significantly from the five-minute interaction to nine weeks of acquaintanceship. Providing 

Table 5 Predicting Partner Liking of Target from Targets’ Gender, Attractiveness, Self-Reported Expressiv-

ity, Observer-Rated Expressiveness and Performance Expressivity over Time and also as a Function of Time 

(Reference Category: Nine Weeks; df = 1303)

Null 

Model

Full Model

Est. SE SPE SE t p Lower 

CL

Upper 

CL

Level 2

Main Effects
Intercept 5.07 0.10 0.71 0.23

Gender 0.22 0.05 4.72 < 0.001 0.13 0.32

Time (Zero Acquaintance vs. Nine 

Weeks)
− 0.79 0.29 -2.75 0.006 -1.35 − 0.23

Time (Five Minutes vs. Nine 

Weeks)
-1.03 0.29 -3.62 < 0.001 -1.59 − 0.47

Attractivenessa 0.17 0.04 4.49 < 0.001 0.10 0.25

Self-Reported Expressivity (ACT) − 0.01 0.003 -2.38 0.018 − 0.01 − 0.001

Observer-Rated Expressiveness 0.12 0.05 2.70 0.007 0.03 0.21

Performance Expressivity − 0.008 0.03 -0.27 0.78 − 0.06 0.05

Interaction Effects Involving Time
Time (Zero Acquaintance vs. Nine 

Weeks)*Attractivenessa
− 0.09 0.05 -1.74 0.082 − 0.20 0.01

Time (Five Minutes vs. Nine 

Weeks)*Attractivenessa
− 0.09 0.05 -1.75 0.08 − 0.20 0.01

Time (Zero Acquaintance vs. Nine 

Weeks)*Self-Reported Expressiv-

ity (ACT)

0.0056 0.004 1.47 0.14 − 0.002 0.01

Time (Five Minutes vs. Nine 

Weeks)* Self-Reported Expressiv-

ity (ACT)

0.01 0.004 3.60 < 0.001 0.006 0.02

Time (Five Minutes vs. Nine 

Weeks)* Observer-Rated 
Expressiveness

− 0.10 0.06 -1.80 0.071 − 0.22 0.009

Time (Five Minutes vs. Nine 

Weeks)* Observer-Rated 
Expressiveness

− 0.04 0.06 -0.73 0.46 − 0.16 0.07

Variance components

Level 1 residual variance, s2 1.32 0.63

Level 2 residual variance, t2 0.58 0.27

ICCb = t2 / (t2 + s2) = 0.58/(0.58 + 1.32) = 0.31

Note. Six observations were not included because of missing values. 
aAverage attractiveness ratings made by non-interacting raters
bIntraclass correlation
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support for our hypothesis, self-reported trait expressivity (assessed with the ACT) was sig-

nificantly associated with perceiver liking of targets. There were no effects of observer-rated 
expressiveness or performance expressivity. Finally, there was another significant interac-

tion effect between time (five minutes vs. nine weeks) and self-reported expressivity. A 
comparison of means revealed that as time moved from five minutes to nine weeks, the 
difference in liking between high and low scorers on the ACT disappeared (i.e., low scorers 
on the ACT were approximately liked as well as high scorers). The intraclass correlation 
reflecting the agreement of group members in their liking of a target after five minutes was 
ICC = 0.40.

Well-Acquainted. To some extent, the two analyses just reported merely replicate the 

“Getting-to-know-you” literature that has identified that our first impression of another is 
determined in part by that person’s physical attractiveness and charisma. Our next analysis 

examined whether these effects remained well after people became more acquainted with 
their group members. Although there is good reason to find attractiveness and expressivity 
to play a part in first impressions, one would expect that relationship satisfaction and liking 
becomes more driven by a person’s other attributes over time while these two superficial 
attributes diminish in their importance. However as can be seen in Table 5, physical attrac-

tiveness continued to be significant predictors of liking even after two people became well-
acquainted with one another.

The most important, and unexpected, finding was that self-reported trait expressivity 
(i.e., charisma) went from positively associated with one’s first impression of liking another 
to negatively (and significantly) predicting relationship liking after nine weeks. The more 
charismatic a person self-reported they were, the less they were liked by group members 
after getting to know them for nine weeks. In contrast, observer-rated expressiveness (e.g., 
general animated movement and vocal tone as assessed by outside others) became posi-

tively associated with liking another after nine weeks. This indicates that although not a 
significant predictor of liking at first sight, a person’s expressiveness plays an increasingly 
important factor in how well someone is liked over time, that is independent and distinct 
from the expressivity trait being measured by the ACT. Performance expressivity, or how 

skilled someone was at nonverbally communicating messages, had no association with lik-

ing at nine weeks. The intraclass correlation coefficient for liking the same person after nine 
weeks declined to ICC = 0.22, which would be expected to occur to the extent that people 

form unique personal relationships with individuals over time. In other words, one would 
expect a sample of people to develop increasingly differentiated relationships with the same 
target person over time.

Discussion

The present findings confirm what psychologists have suspected for nearly 100 years. We 
are attracted to beautiful, expressive people. Our findings highlight the importance of both 
nonverbal expressiveness and physical attractiveness in interpersonal attraction. Moreover, 

these two constructs impact our impressions independently and are thus involved in distinct 

person perception processes. The implications of this are potentially important because it 

suggests that that even after accumulating knowledge about another’s attitudes, behaviors, 
and beliefs and after experiencing or even suffering the consequences their actions had on 
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us, our liking of our friends and colleagues are still apparently impacted by their appearance 
and nonverbal expressive style. Perhaps this is why or how thin slices of the behavioral 

stream are such powerful predictors of interpersonal outcomes (Ambady et al., 2000). Even 

when people are in established, long term relationships, there must be psychologically diag-

nostic information chronically embedded throughout the behavioral stream. However, by 

delineating the general construct of expressivity into three distinct constructs (distinguished 

methodologically), our results also revealed the unexpected finding that while a person’s 
general level of nonverbal expressiveness leads to positive relationships as people become 

well-acquainted with one another, the expressive trait assessed by the ACT does not and 

perhaps could be harmful to relationship outcomes (i.e., liking).

Theories Explaining the Role of Attractiveness in Relationships

A lot of what is known about the relationship between attractiveness and liking involves studies 
of stereotype effects and first impressions as opposed to relationship development. It is obvious 
why people might like physically attractive individuals at first. There is even some evidence to 
indicate that physically attractive people are more socially skilled (Goldman & Lewis, 1977), 

providing some explanation for why they may be better liked later in an acquaintanceship. Aside 
from the results reported here, there is little data on how the processes involved in the attrac-

tiveness-liking effect evolve or change over a developing relationship. However, there is well 
established theory from which one can derive how such a process might evolve.

Several studies have speculated on this exact effect and describe how a person’s a priori 
beliefs can eventually bring about their reality over time through a cycle of face-to face interac-

tions (e.g., Snyder & Swann, 1978). A tremendous amount of empirical research has been gener-

ated by the idea that beliefs and expectations about another will lead that person to act in ways 

which will confirm those expectations (Rosenthal, 1976; Jussim & Harber, 2005). When applied 

to physical attractiveness, the first step in these models involves a perceiver’s prior beliefs - a 
stereotype from which expectations can be derived. In this case, the stereotype is that beautiful 
people have more positive characteristics and the corresponding expectation is that this person 

will be liked in a future relationship. In the second stage of this model, a perceiver treats their 
interaction partner in accordance with their beliefs and expectations. For example, one would 

expect that people will be more attentive to, interpersonally sensitive to, and more supportive of, 

others who have favorable personalities. This positive behavior leads to positive reactions from 

partners and reciprocated positive behaviors, which constitutes the third stage in this process 

(e.g., Zebrowitz et al., 1996). The sequence of stages repeats with the perceivers now perceiving 

generally positive behavior from their partner, which confirms their initial expectations that they 
will like them.

This process was famously illustrated in a study of men who were led to believe they were 

talking to either a very attractive (or less attractive) woman on the telephone (Snyder et al., 
1977). Not only did the attractiveness of the photo influence the evaluations of her phone behav-

ior and personality, it led to a self-fulfilling prophecy effect that increased the positivity of the 
female target’s actual behavior during the conversation. In other words, the speech behavior of 
women who were talking with men who thought they were speaking to an attractive woman 
became more vocally attractive because of the men’s belief.

In a more recent exploration of the relationship between attractiveness and interpersonally 
affiliative behavior, Lemay and colleagues (2010) conducted a series of three studies. They pos-
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tulated that, (a) “perceivers desire to form close bonds with beautiful people” (p. 339) and (b) 

“perceivers project, or subjectively construct reciprocation of, this interpersonal orientation” (p. 

339). They argued that, in contrast to the model described by Snyder and colleagues (1977), the 

desire to affiliate with attractive others is “driven by affective processes that are independent of 
inferences regarding targets’ interpersonal qualities” (p. 341). In other words, perceivers do not 
desire to affiliate with physically attractive others because they perceive them as having positive 
qualities, but instead because perceivers project a heightened desire to bond on the part of the 

target themselves, which then results in the attribution of positive qualities.

Lemay and colleagues (2010) tested this model among strangers, dating or married couples, 

and finally three-person groups. They consistently found evidence that it is the perceiver’s pro-

jection of an increase in desire for affiliation and bonding that results in positive attributions 
made on the part of the perceiver (which is different from Snyder’s model which posits that the 
mediating force of beauty stereotypes results in the attribution of positive characteristics). The 

results described in the present study cannot disentangle or speak to these distinct mechanisms, 
but it is possible that because participants in the present study anticipated that they would be 

spending time together over the course of nine weeks, they projected affiliative motives on the 
part of their more attractive group members which resulted in the outcomes presented. Other 

researchers could carefully design a longitudinal investigation that is comparable to the present 

study but that also assesses bonding motives as a way to disentangle these mechanisms.

The Complex Association Between Charisma and Liking

Self-reported expressiveness (charisma) was positively associated with liking after the first get-
ting-to-know-you interaction. This is consistent with prior research that has theorized on the role 
of the ACT in person perception processes (Friedman et al., 1980). The present investigation is 

one of the few that has examined the association between the ACT and liking from zero acquain-

tance to several weeks into acquaintanceship. Surprisingly, the association between self-reported 
expressivity and liking flipped direction by nine weeks of acquaintanceship (i.e., the positive 
association became negative).

This could potentially indicate the unique variance associated with the ACT (once other vari-

ables were controlled for) has more detrimental effects on perceptions by outside observers over 
the long term. Perhaps interactions with “charismatic” others are perceived as more forced or 

contrived than interactions with less charismatic people several weeks into acquaintanceship. 
Notably, this pattern of results has also been observed in investigations that have examined the 

longitudinal effects of narcissism on person-perception. Individuals scoring high on trait narcis-
sism tend to be better liked initially but this effect decreases over time (e.g., Paulhus, 1998). It is 
possible that the unique variance associated with the ACT is tapping into a narcissism-adjacent 

construct. We recommend that future researchers attempt to replicate this effect by employing 
their own longitudinal designs incorporating narcissism.

Why Nonverbal Expressivity Increases Liking

In our study, observer-rated expressiveness predicted liking by the end of the acquaintanceship. 
We suspect the effect of expressivity on liking, especially in well-established relationships, has 
to do with the fact that expressive behavior is perceived to be more intense, more attention 

grabbing, and more meaningful (Sullins, 1989). Thus, expressive people are inherently more 
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interesting and engaging. This makes expressive people salient in social settings. Salience is a 
powerful moderator of correspondent inferences (Taylor & Fiske, 1978). The increased salience 

of expressive individuals then leads to stronger correspondent trait inferences (Higgins, 1996). 

In other words, expressive people may lead others to have more confident impressions of them 
and make the perceiver feel that the target is more easily read and understood (Ambady et al., 
1995). Perceivers are, in fact, more confident in their judgments about the internal states of 
expressive people (Anders et al., 2016). This can be important to liking because the confidence 
one has in their judgments of others has been shown to be neurologically rewarding (Anders et 

al., 2016). This in turn can lead directly to a positive attitude (i.e., liking) of the expressive indi-
vidual. Research by Anders and colleagues (2016), for example, has revealed a neural mecha-

nism in the brain that attracts people to others whose mental states they can easily understand. In 
sum, expressive individuals may be liked more over the entire course of a relationship because 
their expressiveness increases the confidence of their partners’ perceptions and understanding of 
them, which in turn is chronically rewarding.

The general notion that we like expressive people, not because we like expressivity but 
because they are less mysterious and unfamiliar to us is also supported by several other well-

known theories of interpersonal attraction that connects liking to proximity, mere exposure, and 
social interaction (Berscheid & Reis, 1998; Insko & Wilson, 1977; Montoya et al., 2017). Each 

of these theoretical determinants of liking are consistent with the notion that the better we know 
and understand someone, the more we will like them. Likewise, the less expressive someone is, 
the more difficult they will be to judge accurately, and the less liked they will be by that judge. 
Indeed, the fact that people report a preference for attractive and expressive romantic partners 
suggests that the lay person is intuitively aware that attractive expressive people are more likable 
in the long run (Eastwick et al., 2014; Sprecher & Regan, 2002).

Performance Expressivity

Although self-reported expressivity and observer-rated expressiveness were significantly associ-
ated with liking toward the end of the acquaintanceship, performance expressivity (i.e., encoding 
ability) was not. In fact, performance expressivity was not significantly associated with liking at 
any time period. This is interesting because it indicates that an individual’s ability to effectively 
communicate their affective states has no bearing on how much they are liked by outside others 
(at least during the first nine weeks of acquaintanceship). It is possible that this would change 
depending on the type of acquaintanceship being developed. While general acquaintances may 

not like others more based on their posed encoding ability, it is possible that professional col-
leagues or romantic partners would. Future investigations should explore these associations 

across different types of relationships.

The Power of First Impressions

It should be clear from our data that first impressions are powerful determinants of interpersonal 
outcomes. The additive independent effects of expressivity and attractiveness after the getting-
to-know-you conversation was substantial in its ability to predict liking. What we did not expect 
was that after nine weeks of conversations, activities, work tasks, and even trips with others that 
the impact of nonverbal expressiveness and physical attractiveness did not get overshadowed by 

all the things a person said and did during all of these different social situations and activities. 
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There are some powerful implications that stem from the fact that expressivity and attractive-

ness (specifically, perceived by outside observers) are significantly predictive of liking within 
well-established relationships. Intuitively, what a person says to us, and what they do to us on 
a day-to-day basis should be the most important determinant of whether we like them or not. 
For example, if an individual was asked to explain why they are dissatisfied with a romantic 
partner, we think it is unlikely they would respond, “Because my partner is unattractive and 
unexpressive.” Instead, we expect that people would give behavioral events, traits, and specific 
emotional reactions as the determinants for their level of attraction. We suspect that people love 

their partners because of what they do, not because of how beautiful and expressive they are. Yet, 

the results here suggest these factors play a role in determining how much we like our friends, 
colleagues, and perhaps partners. We encourage researchers to examine exactly how much of our 

relationship satisfaction with another is due to the same factors that determine our first impres-
sions, and how much is due to personality, values, and other behavior.

Limitations and Future Directions

The present report comes with several limitations. The examination of the development of rela-

tionships between group members was a novel contribution to the literature involving the effects 
of attractiveness and expressivity on liking. Because relationship development processes are 
so complex and context specific, it was beyond the scope of this article to perform serious tests 
on any one theory. Therefore, our results regarding the determinants of liking between well-
acquainted individuals with respect to their nonverbal expressiveness and physical attractiveness 

should be considered exploratory rather than confirmatory. Our data does not address the pos-
sible moderating effects of romantic relationships, status and power relationships, or whether 
the relationship is a professional, social, or intimate one. There are many more questions than 

there can be generalizations about what nonverbal attributes precisely determine the liking of 
an acquaintance after some period of time. All we hoped to establish within this study is the 

importance of specifying what a researcher or theorist means by their use of the term expres-

sivity, and the suggestion that one’s nonverbal behavioral style (e.g., animated and busy versus 

monotone and reserved) is an independent moderator and/or mediator of interpersonal attraction. 

We hope and encourage other researchers to test, extend, and apply these effects to a wider range 
of relationships for the purpose of validating the results reported here and perhaps revising our 

understanding of what they suggest.

Implications and Conclusions

The field of personality and social psychology has known for a long time that our introspections 
do not directly access our internal states or the reasons for them (Nisbett & Wilson, 1977). There-

fore, people’s responses to questions like, “what do you like/dislike most about your partner,” 
and “why do you like/dislike them,” may be honest and genuine but they should not be assumed 
to be valid. Over the past 40 years, we have become more and more aware that even complicated 

interpersonal behavior is determined to some extent by automatic processes occurring beyond 

our awareness (Bargh, 2007; Dijksterhuis & van Knippenberg, 1998). The present report falls 

nicely under the umbrella of these research programs and others because it provides an illustra-

tion of how internal states and processes can be embodied through or chronically embedded 

within the behavioral stream via nonverbal expressiveness (Ambady et al., 2000), which then 
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can be as diagnostic of interpersonal realities and outcomes as our best verbally based self-report 

scales claim to be (Ambady & Rosenthal, 1992).

One of our objectives in this report was to introduce readers to a first impression determinant 
that we felt many would not be familiar with; nonverbal expressivity, and to illustrate that it 

might not be as undifferentiated a construct as the existing literature might imply. We found that 
self-reported trait expressivity as measured by the ACT, which is often referred to as a charisma 

scale, predicted liking after an initial conversation but changed into a negative predictor of liking 
after people become well-acquainted. This developmental trend did not occur for observer-rated 

expressiveness, which appeared to be more positively associated with liking as the relationship 
developed. Another objective of this report was to compare these expressivity effects with those 
of physical attractiveness, perhaps the most widely known and written about determinant of first 
impressions and determined whether nonverbal expressiveness contributes additionally to liking 
in addition to the effects of beauty - it did, at least after participants actually spoke to one another. 
At that time, we found that both physical attractiveness and nonverbal expressiveness indepen-

dently predicted liking of partners they had known for nine weeks.
The novel contribution of this work is that we were able to examine the effects of physical 

attractiveness and nonverbal expressiveness on liking all the way through nine weeks of acquain-

tanceship. Given most of the literature that has examined these effects has focused on liking at 
zero-acquaintance and after brief conversations, the extension to nine weeks of acquaintanceship 
presented here provides a unique insight into the development of more established relationships. 

We would encourage other researchers to engage in the longitudinal assessment of relationship 

development to examine the replicability of the effects we have presented here. Additionally, the 
incorporation of other relevant nonverbal cues into a similar model would expand our under-

standing of how powerfully nonverbal attributes can impact day-to-day psychological experi-

ences and phenomena.
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