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Abstract
There is an ongoing debate whether police officers should be allowed to wear tattoos or piercings on visible parts of the body 
or not. One argument often brought forward against it is that such body modifications would cue negative evaluations of 
officers by citizens that would impede officers’ fulfillment of their duties. Yet, empirical evidence for this claim is missing. 
The present research aims to close this gap by examining how citizens perceive police officers with tattoos and piercings. 
In an experiment, participants saw edited photographs of police officers with and without tattoos (study 1) or piercings 
(study 2). They rated each officer regarding communion, agency, likability, respect, and threat. We found that, as expected, 
police officers with tattoos and piercings were perceived as less trustworthy and less competent, were liked somewhat less, 
and triggered higher perceptions of threat. In addition, police officers with tattoos (but not with piercings) were perceived 
as less friendly and more assertive. Regarding respect, we found no differences between officers with and without body 
modifications. While our empirical results cannot answer the societal and political question whether police officers should 
be allowed to wear tattoos and piercings or not, experimental psychological research can contribute to the respective discus-
sions by providing an empirical basis. Our findings further have important theoretical implications, as the opposing effects 
on competence and assertiveness underline the importance of distinguishing between these two facets of agency in research 
on social perception and judgment.
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In 2013, a German police officer officially requested permis-
sion to get an “aloha” tattoo on his forearm. The authori-
ties declined his request and he appealed to the administra-
tive court, arguing that the tattoo was an expression of his 
personality, a right protected by the German constitution 
(Article 2, Basic Constitutional Law of the Federal Republic 
of Germany). The appeal was rejected under the reasons 
that police officers are obligated to observe certain rules to 
ensure a unified appearance (for German police officers, e.g., 
Henrichs 2002) and that visible tattoos may negatively affect 
the regard for and neutrality of police officers. The police 
officer again appealed against that decision and in 2020, in 
a third instance decision, the court ultimately rejected the 
officer’s request to have the right to get an “aloha” tattoo 
(Bayerische Staatskanzlei 2016; Spiegel 2020). In Germany 

(where the current data were collected), but also in many 
other countries like the USA and the UK, body modifica-
tion policies for officers exist. However, there are also 
mixed regulations within national police institutions that 
arouse confusion and irritation among police officers (e.g., 
McMullen and Gibbs 2019; Schäfer et al. 2019). Thus, the 
“aloha” example illustrates a current discussion in society 
(The Guardian 2016; Spiegel 2018): Should police officers 
be allowed to have tattoos on visible parts of their body like 
the forearm or not?

While some aspects of this question involve purely legal 
matters (e.g., whether limits to police officers’ self-expression 
are unconstitutional), what (social) psychology can contribute 
to the discussion is an answer to the rather practical question 
how such body modifications affect the perception of offic-
ers by citizens, which may in turn affect officers’ ability to 
perform their duties. On one hand, tattoos are historically 
associated with specific, often negatively connotated, mar-
ginalized groups and milieus (e.g., former prisoners, punks, 
gang members, motorcyclists, sailors, soldiers; Adams 2012; 
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DeMello 2000; Schildkrout 2004; Wohlrab et al. 2007). This 
may lead to the assumption that police officers with tattoos 
trigger a negative and threatening impression. On the other 
hand, today, tattoos are common in all classes of society and 
occupational groups (Stirn et al. 2006). They are rather consid-
ered to be an expression of individuality (Rohr 2009). Stated 
in numbers, 30% of individuals in the USA have at least one 
tattoo and the share rises in younger age groups (Ipsos 2019). 
In Germany, 12% of the population are tattooed (BfR-Ver-
brauchermonitor 2018). However, growing numbers of tat-
toos may not necessarily prevent negative effects of such body 
modifications, as stereotypes generally change very slowly 
(Vandekerckhove 2005).

The present research aims to add an empirical basis for 
discussions of whether police officers should be allowed to 
have tattoos and piercings on visible parts of the body as an 
expression of their individuality or if this should be forbid-
den to avoid a negative evaluation of officers by citizens. We 
therefore experimentally tested how citizens evaluate police 
officers with tattoos (study 1) and with piercings (study 2).

Evaluation of Tattooed Individuals

Despite the increased prevalence of tattoos, several studies 
found that tattooed individuals are still a stigmatized group, 
stereotypically associated with various negative attributes. 
They are, for instance, perceived as sexually promiscuous, 
impulsive, rebellious, aggressive, thrill-seeking, danger-
ous, deviant, dishonest, less trustworthy, less generous, less 
friendly, less caring, less intelligent, less attractive, less 
athletic, less artistic, and as more likely to commit crimes 
(Baumann et al. 2016; Burgess and Clark 2010; Dean 2010; 
Degelman and Price 2002; Durkin and Houghton 2000; 
Funk and Todorov 2013; Hawkes et al. 2004; Resenhoeft 
et al. 2008; Swami and Furnham 2007; Timming et al. 2017; 
Wohlrab et al. 2009; Zeiler and Kasten 2016). Visible tattoos 
also affect the attitudes towards tattooed individuals in the 
workplace. While consumers tend to view visible tattoos on 
blue-collar workers as appropriate, they are seen as inap-
propriate on white-collar workers (Dean 2010). Importantly, 
people not only hold negative attitudes towards individuals 
with tattoos on special, conspicuous locations like the neck 
that can be associated with facial disfigurement and criminal 
gang membership (Zestcott et al. 2017), but also towards 
individuals with visible tattoos on more common locations 
like the arm, chest, or leg (Zestcott et al. 2018).

Evaluation of Pierced Individuals

As with tattoos, the popularity of facial and body piercings 
has increased over the past years. Indeed, piercings of the 
earlobe are generally accepted in today’s western societies, 

called earrings instead of piercings and not even counted in 
piercing statistics. Stated in numbers, 14% of individuals 
in the USA have at least one piercing (Statisticbrain 2017). 
In Germany, statistics are comparable and the share again 
rises in younger age groups (Universität Leipzig 2017). Yet, 
despite the apparent mainstreaming of piercings, research on 
the social perception of pierced individuals remains scarce 
and is much scarcer than research on the perception of tat-
tooed individuals.

However, as in the tattoo studies, research has shown 
that pierced individuals are stereotypically associated with 
numerous negative attributes. For example, they are per-
ceived as less attractive, less agreeable, less sociable, less 
extraverted, of more questionable character, less credible, 
less trustworthy, less conscientious, less competent, less 
intelligent, and more neurotic (Forbes 2001; Martino 2008; 
McElroy et al. 2014; Seiter and Sandry 2003; Swami et al. 
2012). Moreover, multiple piercings intensified the negative 
effects (Swami et al. 2012).

In sum, individuals with tattoos and piercings are gener-
ally evaluated rather negatively and some of the stereotypes, 
like criminality and questionable character, are particularly 
incompatible with the representative goals of police officers. 
However, no study has, as far as we know, experimentally 
tested how tattoos and piercings affect citizens’ percep-
tions of police officers. We are only aware of one study by 
Thielgen et al. (2020), who investigated how prison inmates 
perceive tattooed police officers and tattooed individuals 
without uniform. Without tattoos, targets were rated more 
positively in uniform than in civilian clothing. With tattoos, 
there was no such uniform effect. However, it remains open 
how citizens perceive police officers in uniform with and 
without tattoos or piercings. Moreover, empirical studies 
analyzing the evaluation of tattooed and pierced individuals 
have used a myriad of different individual adjectives, making 
it difficult to interpret the findings in a systematic way. We 
suggest that using the framework of the basic dimensions of 
social perception can help to systemize research findings and 
understand the bigger picture behind them.

Basic Dimensions of Social Perception: 
Communion and Agency

Research has consistently revealed two basic dimensions of 
social perception, communion and agency (reviews: Abele 
and Wojciszke 2014; Cuddy et al. 2008; Paulhus and Trap-
nell 2008). While communion refers to qualities relevant 
for the establishment and maintenance of social relation-
ships, such as being friendly or fair, agency refers to quali-
ties relevant for goal-attainment, such as being ambitious 
or capable. Communion and agency capture the two recur-
ring challenges of human life: belonging to social groups 
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(“getting along”) and pursuing individual goals (“getting 
ahead”; Hogan 1982; Ybarra et al. 2008).

A more recent insight is that both basic dimensions can 
be characterized by two closely related but distinguish-
able facets each (Abele et al. 2016). The communal facets 
are warmth and morality, as “getting along” requires both 
friendliness (warmth) and trustworthiness (morality). The 
agentic facets are competence and assertiveness, as “get-
ting ahead” requires both skill (competence) and motivation/
volition (assertiveness). Regarding communion, research 
has shown that morality plays a more central role in the 
evaluation of groups and individuals than warmth (Abele 
and Hauke 2019; Hauke and Abele 2019, 2020a, b; Leach 
et al. 2007; review: Brambilla and Leach 2014). Regarding 
agency, first empirical evidence shows that ascribed status 
is more related to assertiveness than to competence (Carrier 
et al. 2014; Louvet et al. 2019) as is self-esteem (Abele et al. 
2016; Hauke and Abele 2020a, b). In short, communion and 
agency with their two facets each have proven to be a useful 
conceptualization of how we perceive others.

Many of the individual adjectives used in previous 
research on the evaluation of tattooed and pierced individu-
als can be assigned to the communal and agentic facets: 
That tattooed and pierced individuals are perceived as less 
friendly, caring, warm, generous, agreeable, and social can 
be summarized as a low evaluation in warmth. That they 
are perceived as less trustworthy and credible as well as 
more dishonest, criminal, and of questionable character cor-
responds to a low evaluation in morality. The perception of 
tattooed and pierced individuals as less intelligent and less 
competent stands for a low evaluation on competence, and 
perceptions as more rebellious and aggressive as well as 
associations with strong and assertive groups like soldiers 
indicate high assertiveness.

It seems obvious that the four communal and agentic fac-
ets are crucial for successful policing, above all competence, 
assertiveness, and morality. In the following description of 
our research project, we will use the terms trustworthiness, 
friendliness, competence, and assertiveness, as for police 
officers, we consider trustworthiness and friendliness to be 
the most important aspects of the morality and the warmth 
facet, respectively.

Further Reactions: Likability, Respect, 
and Threat

The perception of others regarding their communion and 
agency influences further reactions like likability, respect, 
and threat (Brambilla et al. 2012; Wojciszke et al. 2009). 
Likability can be understood as a response reflecting per-
sonal interests and preferences, while respect can be 
understood as a response which reflects high regard of and 

deference to a person (Kiesler and Goldberg 1968; but see 
Simon 2007). Likability depends on the communal qualities 
of a person, whereas respect depends on their agentic quali-
ties (Wojciszke et al. 2009).

Another reaction, besides likability and respect, that we 
consider relevant for the present research question is how 
much citizens perceive police officers as a source of threat. 
The task of police officers is, amongst others, to help and 
secure citizens. Since a positive attitude towards authorities 
is a key prerequisite for their effective and efficient function-
ing (Tyler and Degoey 1996), this task would be impeded 
if citizens were afraid of police officers. In other words, if 
citizens perceive police officers as threatening, they might 
refrain from seeking their assistance. Threat perceptions 
depend on perceived negative morality (Brambilla et al. 
2012). In sum, these further reactions based on perceived 
communion and agency are also crucial for successful polic-
ing—respect and threat perceptions in particular.

Present Research and Hypotheses

Previous research has shown that tattooed and pierced indi-
viduals are viewed as possessing a range of negative traits 
and attributes (see above). An open but highly important 
question is whether the same is true for tattooed and pierced 
police officers wearing uniforms. We examined experimen-
tally how citizens evaluate police officers with body modifi-
cations: in study 1, we tested the effects of tattoos, in study 2, 
we tested the effects of piercings. In both studies, we showed 
participants edited photographs of male and female police 
officers with and without tattoos/piercings and asked them 
to rate the officers regarding friendliness, trustworthiness, 
competence, and assertiveness. Moreover, participants indi-
cated how much they liked, respected, and felt threatened by 
the respective police officer. Based on previous research, we 
made the following predictions:

Citizens perceive police officers with tattoos/piercings 
as…

Hypothesis 1: less friendly
Hypothesis 2: less trustworthy
Hypothesis 3: less competent
Hypothesis 4: more assertive

…than police officers without tattoos/piercings.
Threat is linked to negative morality (Brambilla et al. 

2012), e.g., low trustworthiness (Hypothesis 2). In addi-
tion, previous research showed that individuals with body 
modifications are perceived as dangerous and criminal, and 
tattooed individuals are stereotypically associated with dan-
gerous groups like prisoners and gang members. We thus 
expect the following:
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Hypothesis 5: Citizens feel more threatened by police 
officers with tattoos/piercings than by police officers 
without tattoos/piercings.

Since likability is linked to communion (Wojciszke et al. 
2009) and police officers with body modifications should be 
perceived as less friendly and trustworthy (hypotheses 1–2), 
we predict that…

Hypothesis 6: citizens perceive police officers with tat-
toos/piercings as less likeable than police officers without 
tattoos/piercings.

Respect is linked to agency (Wojciszke et al. 2009). Since 
we anticipate that police officers with body modifications are 
perceived as lower on competence (hypothesis 3), but higher 
on assertiveness (hypothesis 4), we have no clear predictions 
regarding respect of tattooed and pierced police officers. We 
will analyze this reaction in an explorative way.

We report how we determined our sample size, all data 
exclusions (if any), all manipulations, and all measures in 
the study. Our data are available at https:// osf. io/ c3emk/? 
view_ only= 57dd2 67ab0 6d4f8 38a56 fa287 26548 e4.

Study 1: Tattoos

Method

Participants and Design

As participants, we recruited random passers-by in a pedes-
trian zone in the center of a medium-sized German city and 
asked if they would take part in a study about the ‘perception 
of police officers’. They received candy as a reward. An a 
priori power analysis indicated that at least 97 participants 
were needed to detect a small to medium effect (d = 0.30) in 
a dependent t test with a power of 1–β = 0.90 and α = 0.05 
(G*Power; Faul et al. 2007). The final sample consisted of 
130 participants (84 women, 45 men, 1 non-response). The 
mean age was 31.39 years (SD = 15.01, range: 18–78 years). 
Most participants were students (54.3%) or employed 
(31.5%). Concerning tattoos, 21.5% of participants indicated 
to have at least one. The political orientation of the partici-
pants was center-left on average (M = 3.32, SD = 1.19, on a 
scale from 1 = left to 7 = right), a pattern commonly found in  
German samples (European Social Survey Round 9 2018: 
M = 4.39, SD = 1.91, on a scale from 0 = left, 10 = right). Pre-
vious personal experiences with the police were described 
as rather positive by the majority of the sample (M = 4.75, 
SD = 1.51, on a scale from 1 = negative to 7 = positive). 
The study had a 2 (tattoo: no vs. yes) × 2 (gender of police 

officers: male vs. female) design with repeated measures on 
both factors.

Materials and Procedure

After giving informed consent, participants completed a 
paper-pencil questionnaire. We showed them photographs 
of four different police officers and asked them to rate each 
officer regarding their communion, agency, threat, likabil-
ity, and respect (details see below). Participants rated each 
individual officer on all dependent variables before moving 
on to rating the next officer. After these ratings, participants 
provided socio-demographic information. Finally, a two-step 
debriefing procedure followed: first, participants were asked 
if they had any comments on the study or any ideas what 
the aim of the study was. Then, they were fully debriefed 
and thanked.

Photographic Material  We used photos of four different 
police officers (two male, two female) who were students at 
the State Police Academy of Rhineland-Palatinate in Ger-
many. All wore uniforms, had a neutral facial expression, 
and the same body posture (Fig. 1). Tattoos were placed 
on the left forearms of the officers with an image-editing 
software. Participants always first rated two male officers 
followed by two female officers. The second and third officer 
always wore a tattoo, while the first and forth officer did 
not. We counterbalanced between participants which officer 
appeared in which position and therefore did or did not have 
a tattoo (as illustrated in Fig. 1).

Dependent Variables The communal and agentic facets were 
measured with an adapted version of the Agency-Commun-
ion-Inventory by Abele et al. (2016). Each facet was meas-
ured with two items (“friendly” and “warm” [friendliness], 
“fair” and “trustworthy” [trustworthiness], “intelligent” and 
“competent” [competence], “self-confident” and “asser-
tive” [assertiveness]). The items were presented in a bipo-
lar format with a 7-point Likert-scale (e.g., from − 3 = very 
unfriendly to 3 = very friendly). The negative traits were 
on the left side (coded as 1) of the scale while the positive 
traits were on the right side (coded as 7). Participants were 
asked to indicate how much they thought the respective traits 
applied to the police officer depicted in the photo.

We also measured threat, likability, and respect on bipo-
lar 7-point scales with two items each (“threatening” and 
“frightening” [threat], “likable” and “pleasant” [likabil-
ity], “commands respect” and “highly regarded” [respect]). 
Means, standard deviations, and reliabilities (Cronbach’s 
alpha) of all dependent variables are reported in Tables 1 
and 2.
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Results

Preliminary Analyses

Table 1 shows the correlations of the dependent variables. 
Regarding the correlations of the further reactions with the 
agentic and communal facets, likability was, as expected, 
most strongly linked to trustworthiness and friendliness. 

Respect was most strongly linked to assertiveness and 
competence. Threat was only linked to assertiveness.

Hypothesis Testing

Table 2 shows the descriptive statistics for the dependent 
variables and the results of the dependent-measures t tests 
that we calculated to test our hypotheses. All hypotheses 

Fig. 1  Photographic material in 
study 1: tattoos

Table 1  Study 1: correlations 
and Cronbach’s α of the 
dependent variables

a Range across the different target pictures
*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001

Cronbach’s αa 2 3 4 5 6 7

1 Friendliness 0.69–0.85 0.70*** 0.50*** 0.28** − 0.06 0.61*** 0.17
2 Trustworthiness 0.79–0.85 0.69*** 0.31*** − 0.07 0.77*** 0.21*
3 Competence 0.81–0.85 0.52*** 0.13 0.52*** 0.46***
4 Assertiveness 0.73–0.87 0.20* 0.21* 0.62***
5 Threat 0.77–0.92 − 0.13 0.53***
6 Likability 0.84–0.92 0.15
7 Respect 0.63–0.73
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were supported: participants perceived police officers with 
tattoos as less friendly, less trustworthy, and less competent. 
They also liked police officers with tattoos somewhat less 
than their counterparts without tattoos. In contrast, partici-
pants perceived tattooed police officers as more assertive 
and more threatening than police officers without tattoos.

Exploratory Analyses

For all dependent measures t tests that we calculated for 
additional exploratory analyses in studies 1 and 2, we 
adjusted the α-level by the Bonferroni-Holm correction 
(Holm 1979) to avoid alpha inflation. We used the online 
calculator by Hemmerich (2016).

Respect Participants indicated equal respect for police offic-
ers with and without tattoos (Table 2).

Interaction Effects with Officer Gender Agency and commun-
ion are also linked to traditional gender stereotypes with com-
munal traits being seen as stereotypically female and agentic 
traits as stereotypically male (Abele and Wojciszke 2014; 
Donnelly and Twenge 2017). We therefore exploratively ana-
lyzed our data regarding interaction effects with officer gen-
der. We first calculated a 2 (gender of police officers: male vs. 
female) × 2 (tattoo: no vs. yes) repeated measures ANOVA for 
each dependent variable separately. These ANOVAs showed no 
significant interaction effects between officer gender and tattoo 
status for friendliness, competence, and likability, all Fs < 1.22, 
all ps > 0.272, all ηp

2s < 0.010. However, we did find signifi-
cant interaction effects for trustworthiness, F(1,129) = 4.89, 
p = 0.029, ηp

2 = 0.037, assertiveness, F(1, 129) = 8.21, p = 0.005, 
ηp

2 = 0.060, threat, F(1,129) = 12.13, p = 0.001, ηp
2 = 0.086, and 

respect, F(1,129) = 8.33, p = 0.005, ηp
2 = 0.061.

We therefore again calculated repeated-measures t tests 
for these four dependent variables, but this time separately 

for male and female police officers. For all four variables 
we found significant differences for male, but not for female 
officers (Table 3). This means that the hypothesized effects 
on trustworthiness, assertiveness, and threat were stronger 
and only statistically significant for male officers. In addi-
tion, participants tended to respect tattooed male officers 
more. In sum, as predicted, tattoos caused a more negative 
perception of police officers, even though, unexpectedly, 
some of these effects were stronger for male than for female 
officers.

Study 2: Piercings

In study 2, we examined the perception of police officers 
with and without piercings. The method was similar to study 
1 and we tested equivalent hypotheses.

Method

Participants and Design

As participants, we again recruited random passers-by in 
a pedestrian zone in the center of a medium-sized German 
city for a study about the ‘perception of police officers’. They 
again received candy as a reward for participation. A power 
analysis with G*Power (Faul et al. 2007) indicated at least 
151 participants to achieve a power of 90% to detect a small 
effect (d = 0.24 which was the smallest significant effect in 
study 1) with a 0.05 alpha criterion in a dependent t-test. In 
total, 160 people took part in the study. However, we had 
to exclude the data of three participants: One participant 
was a police officer himself and two had already taken part 
in Study 1 on tattoos. Thus, the final sample consisted of 
157 participants (99 women, 56 men, 2 non-responses). The 
mean age was 37.99 years (SD = 17.11, range: 18–77 years). 
Most participants were students (31.2%) or employed 

Table 2  Study 1: means, 
standard deviations, and t tests 
for the dependent variables 
separated by tattoo status

dfs = 129
a Supported hypotheses are presented in bold type

Tattoo Hypothesisa t p d

No Yes

M SD M SD

Friendliness 4.84 0.99 4.41 1.03 No > Yes 3.24 0.002 0.43
Trustworthiness 5.13 0.96 4.65 0.91 No > Yes 3.98  < 0.001 0.49
Competence 4.91 0.97 4.52 1.01 No > Yes 3.94 0.001 0.40
Assertiveness 4.36 1.05 4.78 0.98 No < Yes − 3.55 0.001 − 0.42
Threat 2.53 1.10 3.06 1.11 No < Yes − 4.72  < 0.001 − 0.48
Likability 5.03 1.09 4.71 1.09 No > Yes 2.36 0.020 0.24
Respect 4.00 0.98 4.09 0.89 – − 0.93 0.352 − 0.10
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(53.9%). Concerning piercings, 9.6% of participants indi-
cated to have at least one piercing and 5.7% of participants 
indicated that they used to have one but did not have it any 
more. The political orientation of the participants was again 
center-left on average (M = 4.05, SD = 1.45, on a scale from 
1 = left to 9 = right). Personal experiences with the police 
were described as rather positive by the majority of the sam-
ple (M = 6.59, SD = 1.99, on a scale from 1 = negative to 
9 = positive). The study had a 2 (piercing: no vs. yes) × 2 
(gender of police officers: male vs. female) design with 
repeated measures on both factors.

Materials and Procedure

As in study 1, participants first gave informed consent. They 
then sequentially rated four police officers regarding commun-
ion, agency, threat, likability, and respect (details see below). 
Next, participants gave their explicit attitude on police officers 
wearing piercings, provided socio-demographic information, 
were debriefed in the same two-step procedure as in Study 1, 
and thanked.

Photographic Material We used photos of four different 
police officers (two male, two female). All officers wore uni-
forms including bullet proof vests and walkie-talkies, had a 
neutral facial expression, and the same body posture (Fig. 2). 
We used two different piercings: a lip piercing and an eye-
brow piercing. Both were placed in the face of the respective 
officers with an image-editing software. Participants again 
first rated a male police officer without a piercing, then a 
male officer with a piercing, followed by a female officer 
with a piercing, and finally, a female officer without pierc-
ing. Which officer appeared in which position, and therefore 
with versus without a piercing, was again counterbalanced 

between participants. In addition, we varied between par-
ticipants which of the two pierced officers wore a lip pierc-
ing and which one wore an eyebrow piercing, resulting in 
four different picture sets that participants were assigned to 
randomly.

Dependent Variables The communal and agentic facets as 
well as threat, likability, and respect were measured with 
the same instruments as in study 1. Means, standard devia-
tions, and reliabilities (Cronbach’s alpha) of all dependent 
variables are reported in Tables 4 and 5.

Explicit Attitudes Towards Police Officers Wearing Pierc-
ings For exploratory reasons, we also included two 
separate items to measure participants’ explicit attitudes 
towards police officers wearing piercings. The first item 
was “According to your experience, how irritating are facial 
piercings of police officers?” on a scale from 1 = not irritat-
ing at all to 4 = strongly irritating (Niedersächsische Polizei-
Fachhochschule 2001), the second was “What is your atti-
tude towards piercings of police officers?” on a scale from 
1 = acceptable to 6 = not acceptable (Birk et al. 2001).

Results

We analyzed the data in a parallel fashion to study 1.

Preliminary Analyses

Regarding the correlations between our dependent variables 
(Table 4), likability was, as expected, most strongly linked 
to trustworthiness and friendliness, but also to competence. 
Respect was most strongly linked to assertiveness and 

Table 3  Studies 1 and 2: means, standard deviations, and t tests for the dependent variables showing a significant interaction effect separated by 
tattoo/piercing status and by officer gender

dfs = 129 (study 1)/156 (study 2). P values corrected by the Bonferroni-Holm method

Police officer

Male Female

No tattoo/
piercing

Tattoo/pierc-
ing

No tattoo/
piercing

Tattoo/pierc-
ing

M SD M SD t p d M SD M SD t p d

Study 1
  Trustworthiness 5.20 1.11 4.54 1.32 4.24 0.010 0.54 5.07 1.19 4.75 1.19 2.40 0.090 0.027
  Assertiveness 3.96 1.51 4.75 1.42 −4.23 0.010 −0.54 4.76 1.26 4.81 1.41 −0.28 0.779 −0.03
  Threat 2.36 1.23 3.24 1.50 −5.32 0.010 −0.64 2.69 1.33 2.87 1.37 −1.37 0.477 −0.14
  Respect 3.65 1.32 4.08 1.20 −2.66 0.054 −0.34 4.35 1.21 4.11 1.26 1.71 0.365 0.20

Study 2
  Trustworthiness 5.32 1.08 4.78 1.03 5.48 0.002 0.51 5.08 1.10 4.85 1.20 2.01 0.046 0.020

529Journal of Police and Criminal Psychology (2021) 36:523–536



1 3

competence. Threat was this time, as expected, only linked 
negatively to trustworthiness.

Hypothesis Testing

As shown in Table 5, 4 out of 6 hypotheses were supported: 
participants perceived police officers with piercings as less 
trustworthy and less competent. They liked police officers 
with piercings somewhat less than their counterparts without 
piercings and perceived pierced officers as more threatening. 
In contrast to study 1, we found no significant differences 
for friendliness or assertiveness. Descriptively, the means 

for pierced and non-pierced officers differed in the direction 
of our hypotheses, but only slightly.

Exploratory Analyses

Respect Participants indicated equal respect for police offic-
ers with and without piercings (Table 5).

Interaction Effects with Officer Gender We found no signifi-
cant interaction effects between officer gender and pierc-
ing status for 6 out of the 7 dependent variables, all Fs(1, 
156) < 3.24, all ps > 0.073, all ηp

2s < 0.021. The only sig-
nificant interaction was on trustworthiness, F(1, 156) = 4.65, 
p = 0.033, ηp

2 = 0.029. Participants perceived male pierced 
officers as considerably less trustworthy, but female pierced 
officers as only somewhat less trustworthy than their coun-
terparts without piercings (see Table 3).

Explicit Attitudes Participants indicated that they were 
not particularly irritated by piercings of police offic-
ers (M = 2.36, SD = 1.08), comparison with the neutral 
scale mean of 2.5: t(152) = −1.61, p = 0.110, d = −0.18. 
Moreover, they saw them as rather acceptable (M = 2.90, 
SD = 1.77), comparison with the neutral scale mean of 3.5: 
t(152) = −4.19, p < 0.001, d = −0.48. That is, participants 
explicitly stated rather positive attitudes towards body modi-
fications in police officers while at the same time judging 
police officers with facial piercings more negatively than 
officers without piercings.

General Discussion

Legal courts as well as public discussions have repeatedly 
grappled with the question whether police officers should be 
allowed to wear visible body modifications such as tattoos. 
Yet, to this date, these discussions and decisions have rarely 
been informed by empirical evidence. Accordingly, the main 
goal of this research was to (begin to) close this research 
gap. In two studies, participants were shown edited photo-
graphs of police officers with and without tattoos/piercings 
and rated them with regard to friendliness, trustworthiness, 
competence, and assertiveness. Moreover, participants indi-
cated how much they liked, respected, and felt threatened by 
the respective police officers. Extending previous findings  
on the negative perception of individuals with body modi-
fications (e.g., for tattoos: Dean 2010; Zestcott et al. 2017, 
2018; for piercings: McElroy et al. 2014; Swami et al. 2012), 
our results clearly showed that, as expected, police officers 
with tattoos and piercings are also evaluated more nega-
tively. Specifically, police officers with body modifications 
were perceived as less trustworthy and less competent by 

Fig. 2  Example of photographic material in study 2
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citizens compared to their counterparts without tattoos and 
piercings. Moreover, they were liked somewhat less and 
they triggered higher perceptions of threat. Police officers 
with tattoos (but not with piercings) were also perceived 
as less friendly and more assertive. Regarding respect, we 
found no differences between officers with and without body 
modifications. Overall, results were similar (but not identi-
cal) across studies and the effect sizes ranged from small to 
medium.

The major strengths of the present research are its experi-
mental design employing standardized materials and its the-
oretical grounding in the well-established research on basic 
dimensions of social perception. More specifically, the pre-
sented photographs of officers only differed in the presence 
of tattoos/piercings, which allows causal inferences from 
differences in evaluation to the respective body modification. 
Moreover, we measured the perception of officers with and 
without body modifications as dependent variables instead 
of only explicitly asking for citizens’ opinion about tattooed 
and pierced police officers. In this way, we could reduce 
tendencies for socially desirable responding. In fact, even 
though participants explicitly stated rather positive attitudes 
towards pierced officers, they rated them more negatively 
than officers without piercings. Furthermore, by applying 

a basic dimensions approach, we gathered comprehensive 
and more systematic insights into how officers with body 
modifications are perceived. Interestingly, in addition to 
their practical implications, our results also have important 
theoretical implications for research on social perception. 
We turn to these latter implications first.

Implications for Social Perception Research

The present research offers important theoretical insights 
regarding research on social perception. Even though 
competence and assertiveness are facets of the same 
dimension, namely agency, we found an opposing effect 
of tattoos on these facets in study 1: Tattoos decreased 
perceived competence but increased perceived assertive-
ness. This demonstrates that it is not only useful to dis-
tinguish between the facets of communion and agency, it 
is sometimes even necessary. Previous research has, for 
example, shown that trustworthiness (morality) is even 
more important than friendliness (warmth) for positive 
other-evaluation (Abele and Hauke 2020; Brambilla and 
Leach 2014), but still both communal facets are positively 
related to it. Likewise, previous research has shown that 
assertiveness is even more important than competence 

Table 4  Study 2: correlations 
and Cronbach’s α of the 
dependent variables

a Range across the different target pictures
*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001

Cronbach’s αa 2 3 4 5 6 7

1 Friendliness 0.78–0.86 0.73*** 0.59*** 0.39*** − 0.15 0.67*** 0.43***
2 Trustworthiness 0.73–0.84 0.76*** 0.54*** − 0.18* 0.75*** 0.54***
3 Competence 0.78–0.90 0.68*** − 0.03 0.62*** 0.68***
4 Assertiveness 0.83–0.89 0.05 0.44*** 0.71***
5 Threat 0.84–0.95 − 0.21** 0.25**
6 Likability 0.88–0.94 0.51***
7 Respect 0.65–0.79

Table 5  Study 2: means, 
standard deviations, and t-tests 
for the dependent variables 
separated by piercing status

dfs = 156
a Supported hypotheses are presented in bold type

Piercing Hypothesisa t p d

No Yes

M SD M SD

Friendliness 4.64 0.94 4.53 0.91 No > Yes 1.33 0.185 0.12
Trustworthiness 5.20 0.90 4.81 0.93 No > Yes 5.00  < 0.001 0.42
Competence 5.21 0.86 4.86 0.95 No > Yes 5.06  < 0.001 0.39
Assertiveness 5.02 1.02 5.15 0.99 No < Yes − 1.37 0.174 − 0.13
Threat 2.76 1.22 3.16 1.30 No < Yes − 5.15  < 0.001 − 0.32
Likability 5.06 1.04 4.80 1.10 No > Yes 2.30 0.023 0.25
Respect 4.53 0.94 4.49 0.90 – 0.59 0.557 0.05

531Journal of Police and Criminal Psychology (2021) 36:523–536



1 3

for positive self-esteem (Abele et al. 2016; Hauke and 
Abele 2020a, b) or for status perception (Carrier et al. 
2014; Louvet et al. 2019), but still both agentic facets are 
positively related to them. Contrasting effects in opposing 
directions for two facets of the same basic dimension have 
been discussed theoretically, but have rarely been shown 
empirically. In fact, we are only aware of one such set of 
studies. Also for the agency dimension, Methner and col-
leagues (2020) recently found that acknowledging criti-
cism can cause public figures to appear more competent 
but less assertive. In our study 1, tattoos decreased the 
perception of competence, but increased the perception 
of assertiveness. This could be explained by the circum-
stance that tattoos are associated with groups that are con-
sidered as assertive (like sailors and soldiers) but at the 
same time also with groups that are not compatible with 
the role of police officers (like prisoners and gang mem-
bers who rather commit than solve crimes; Adams 2012; 
DeMello 2000; Schildkrout 2004; Wohlrab et al. 2007). 
This incompatibility could decrease the perception of 
competence. If we would have simply measured agency 
as a single dimension, the effect of tattoos would have 
been completely disguised by these opposing effects.

Interaction Effects with Officer Gender

In some previous studies, the negative stigma associ-
ated with facial piercings was found equally for male and 
female pierced individuals (McElroy et al. 2014). Other 
research found that pierced men were rated more nega-
tively than pierced women (Swami et al. 2012). Again, 
others found that perceivers viewed tattooed women more 
negatively than men (Swami and Furnham 2007).

In our research, we found the same results for female 
and male officers for most of the dependent variables 
across both studies. However, we did find that the nega-
tive effect of tattoos and piercings on trustworthiness 
was stronger for male than for female officers. Moreo-
ver, only male tattooed officers (but not female tattooed 
officers) were perceived as significantly more assertive, 
more threatening, and tended to be respected more. These 
stronger effects of tattoos for men could be explained 
by a different connotation of tattoos for the two sexes. 
On one hand, the stigmatized milieus which are a basis 
for the negative stereotypes about tattooed individuals 
are stereotypically male (e.g., prisoners, gang members). 
On the other hand, body modifications are perhaps more 
socially accepted for women who use make-up and wear 
ear rings regularly. Importantly though, the gender dif-
ferences found in the present research remain explorative 
and the explanations for them are post hoc. Thus, they 
should be critically tested in future studies.

Limitations and Directions for Future Research

A remaining question is the generalizability of our results. 
The samples we used were opportunity samples and not 
representative in terms of gender, age, and education. Our 
participants in both studies were more often women, rather 
young, and highly educated. Moreover, our participants were 
rather left-wing oriented, but a center-left political orienta-
tion is commonly found in representative German samples. 
For estimating how these four sample characteristics could 
have influenced our results, we scrutinized previous research 
regarding perceiver effects. The gender of the perceiver did 
not affect attitudes toward tattooed individuals (Baumann  
et al. 2016; Degelman and Price 2002; Dickson et al. 2014; 
Hawkes et al. 2004; Zestcott et al. 2017). However, age 
(Deal et al. 2010; Dean 2010; Lin 2002; Zestcott et al. 2018), 
being a student, (Dale et al. 2009), and a left-wing political 
orientation (Swami et al. 2012; Zestcott et al. 2018) have all 
been associated with a more positive evaluation of tattooed 
and/or pierced individuals. Thus, if anything, the negative 
effects found in our relatively young samples with high 
proportions of students and with left-wing oriented people  
would have probably been stronger in a representative sam-
ple or in more right-wing oriented parts of society. The  
same goes for tattoo status, as compared to the general popu-
lation, a higher proportion of our participants was tattooed 
themselves and in past research, own tattoos were sometimes 
related to more favorable attitudes towards tattooed indi-
viduals (e.g., Burgess and Clark 2010; Dickson et al. 2014; 
Hawkes et al. 2004; Zestcott et al. 2017, 2018; but see Dean 
2010; Degelman and Price 2002). Piercings were about as 
common as in representative samples.

Another limitation of the present research is that our data 
only allows reliable statements for young White police offic-
ers with rather extensive “tribal tattoos” on the forearm and 
with lip and eyebrow piercings. This is important, as empiri-
cal evidence suggests that stereotypes and prejudice toward 
tattooed individuals may vary according to the nature of the 
tattoo (e.g., type, size, number). The “aloha” tattoo desired 
by the German police officer mentioned in the Introduction 
could have very different effects than the tattoos used in 
the present research. So called “contemporary” tattoos, such 
as images of dolphins or hearts, are rated as more mod-
ern, friendly, cute, happy, and peaceful and as less aggres-
sive, bold, and bad than “traditional” tattoos, such as thick 
blacked lined tribal patterns (Burgess and Clark 2010). As 
a consequence, previous research found more negative atti-
tudes towards individuals with a tribal tattoo than towards 
individuals with a heart tattoo. However, the overall attitude 
was still negative for the heart tattoo (Zestcott et al. 2017). 
Future studies should test the effects of officers from differ-
ent age, racial, and ethnic groups and of different types of 
tattoos and piercings.
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Implications for Appearance Guidelines for Police 
Officers

Beyond the theoretical implications, our results have impor-
tant practical implications regarding the appearance of 
police officers and their perception by citizens. The most 
consistent and robust finding of the present studies was that 
police officers with tattoos and piercings were perceived 
more negatively. Specifically, they were consistently seen 
as less trustworthy, less competent, and more threatening, 
all perceptions that are likely to negatively affect interac-
tions between police and citizens. However, it would be an 
overinterpretation of our results to claim that they provide 
a clear “No” to the question whether police officers should 
be allowed to have tattoos and piercings on visible parts of 
the body. This has several reasons. First, the negative effects 
of body modifications were of small to medium effect sizes 
and the level of the positive (negative) outcome variables 
always stayed above (below) the neutral scale mean. (But 
note that as discussed above, our samples reflect a rather 
conservative test of the negative effects of tattoos and 
piercings and the true effect sizes in the population may be 
higher). Second, as discussed in the limitations section, it is 
not clear whether the negative effects we found for exten-
sive black tribal tattoos on the forearm can be generalized 
to other types of tattoos like a friendly “aloha” lettering. 
A third point that should be considered is social change. 
While our data showed that participants perceived police 
officers with body modifications more negatively, they, at the 
same time, explicitly stated rather positive attitudes towards 
piercings on police officers. If officers would be allowed to 
have body modifications they could contribute themselves 
to social change. If citizens would have positive interactions 
with tattooed and/or pierced officers, maybe also the percep-
tion of officers with body modifications would improve over 
time. Fourth and most importantly, for an informed deci-
sion on whether police officers should be allowed to wear 
tattoos and piercings or not, further aspects must be taken 
into account that go beyond the scope of what social psycho-
logical research can contribute. Two crucial aspects are, for 
instance, the right of each individual to express their indi-
viduality by tattoos and piercings and safety issues regarding 
piercings. In a physical confrontation, a piercing can poten-
tially be used by aggressors to hurt the officer, for example, 
by pulling it, one reason why piercings are forbidden in the 
police service in Germany (Henrichs 2002).

That being said, our research provides important empiri-
cal information regarding one argument often brought for-
ward in discussions concerning police officers’ right to wear 
tattoos, namely the question how citizens perceive police 
officers with tattoos and piercings. The present research 
indicates that tattoos and piercings can in fact negatively 
affect how citizens perceive officers. Thus, this should be 

part of the respective considerations. If body modifications 
were allowed, the present research suggests that officers 
should be aware of the potentially negative perceptions 
triggered by tattoos and piercings, so that they can make 
a more informed decision to get them or not. Moreover, if 
tattooed and pierced officers have this potentially negative 
effect in mind, they can actively take countermeasures in 
their interaction with citizens to prevent negative conse-
quences—keeping in mind that citizens might form a first 
impression before the interaction even starts (Olivola and 
Todorov 2010; Zebrowitz 1996).

Conclusion

The present research contributes to the public discussion 
on how police officers with tattoos and piercings are per-
ceived by citizens. Using an experimental design, our studies 
indicate that police officers with tattoos and piercings are 
perceived as somewhat less trustworthy, less competent, and 
more threatening than the ones without tattoos and pierc-
ings, despite relatively positive explicit attitudes towards 
piercings for police officers. In cases of dispute, policy mak-
ers and judges decide whether a police officer is allowed to 
have a body modification on a visible part of the body. They 
need to weigh the right of each individual to express their 
personality against public expectations of police officers. 
The present research can enrich this decision making pro-
cess by providing empirical data on how specific tattoos and 
piercings affect citizens’ perception of police officers, thus 
contributing to science-based policy making.
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