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Abstract 

This paper examines the effects of different genres of body art on the perceived 

trustworthiness of hypothetical men and women with tattoos. It argues that body art is 

a salient cultural signal that denotes group membership and can also lead to the 

perception of a potential threat of harm on the part of the truster. The research finds 

that tattoos depicting images of violence and nudity result in the lowest levels of 

perceived trustworthiness; tattoos depicting images of Christianity and natural floral 

settings result in the highest levels of perceived trustworthiness; and the tribal tattoo 

genre occupies a neutral position on the trustworthiness spectrum. Whether the truster 

has a tattoo and shares the Christian faith with the trustee are also significant factors, 

as is the gender of the tattooed trustee. This paper is the first study ever to examine 

the effects of different genres of tattoos, thus going beyond previous research that 

overwhelmingly measures body art as a simple binary variable (e.g., whether or not 

the respondent has a tattoo). 
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INTRODUCTION 

 Body modification is frequently thought of by anthropologists as an historico-

cultural and ritualistic phenomenon linked to ancient civilisations (Krutak, 2015), but 

equally it can be thought of by psychologists as a contemporary signifier of cultural 

identity and group membership, as will be argued in the present study. Many of the 

extant psychological studies on body art were carried out by scientists who examine 

tattoos from the perspective of evolutionary signalling, arguing that, at least for men, 

body art signals honest biological quality (Koziel et al, 2010) on the basis of the fact 

that body modification carries with it a set of well-established health risks (Stein and 

Nyamathi, 2004; Engel et al, 2008). In similar vein, Wholrab et al (2009) also found 

that tattoos displayed on men suggest honest physical fitness, as well as dominance, to 

potential mates. But evolutionary psychological studies such as these paint an 

incomplete picture of the signalling function of body art in that they fail to take 

account of the fact that tattoos are also powerful cultural signals that denote group 

membership and can potentially lead others to a perception of a threat of harm on the 

basis of the negative connotations that they project. Furthermore, by looking only at 

the effects of having a tattoo, versus not having a tattoo, many of these studies fail to 

understand the impact of different genres of body art (Timming, 2015) on perceived 

trustworthiness. The present study is the first ever to go beyond the simple 

dichotomous effects of having a tattoo (versus not having one) by instead examining 

the statistical impact of different types, or genres, of body art on perceived 

trustworthiness. 

 This research is important for at least two reasons. First, recent statistics on 

tattoo prevalence clearly show that body art is a significant feature of contemporary 

Western societies. For example, the Pew Research Center (2010) reports that 38 



percent of 18-29 year old Americans have a tattoo, 30 percent of which are described 

as ‘visible’. A more recent survey on tattoo prevalence (Polidoro, 2014) indicates that, 

in 2014, 40 percent of US households reported at least one member with a tattoo; in 

1999, the corresponding figure was 21 percent. Second, this research suggests that 

perceived trustworthiness can potentially play a vital role in any number of key life 

outcomes, for example, success or failure in the job market (Klotz et al, 2013) or in 

the quality of one’s relationship or marriage (Larzelere and Huston, 1980), as will be 

discussed later in this study. 

 In response to Möllering’s (2012) call for further trust research in the creative 

arts, this paper uses a visual methodology to examine participants’ willingness to trust 

hypothetical men and women displaying different genres of body art. It should be 

noted that the emphasis in this paper is primarily on perceived trustworthiness, rather 

than on actual trust, although both concepts can be said to walk hand-in-hand. 

Whereas the latter concept accentuates the processes through which trust is 

established, the former is focused primarily on impressions of trust. Taken together, 

trust and trustworthiness are among the most studied phenomena across the social 

sciences (Gambetta, 1988) and have been explored extensively in prior perception 

studies (DeBruine, 2002; Oosterhof and Todorov, 2009; Todorov et al, 2010; Stirrat 

and Perrett, 2010). Social scientists most often conceptualise trust as a rational choice 

(Möllering, 2001) in which the truster anticipates that the trustee will fulfil some sort 

of fiduciary obligation (Barber, 1983). Viewed from this angle, trust is seen through 

the lenses of co-operation and defection (Axelrod, 1984), often in the context of game 

theory (Berg et al, 1995), where the decision to trust (or not) is an important adaptive 

function (Williams, 1996) that assists in the processing of information with regard to 

who one should (and should not) interact with. 



 The decision to trust, or distrust, is frequently the result of the accumulation of 

experiences through repeated interactions (Bó and Fréchette, 2011), but in the absence 

of any experiences (e.g., trust in strangers), trusters then look for (often visual) cues 

that suggest trustworthiness, like a high level of facial resemblance (DeBruine, 2002). 

Other aesthetic or visual cues to perceived trustworthiness can help to maintain a 

shared group membership, and thus ‘common cognitions’ (Lane, 2002; Timming, 

2009, 2010), upon which trust can be constructed, for example, when the truster and 

trustee are of the same race (Simpson et al, 2007) or ethnicity (Bahry et al, 2005; 

Birkás et al, 2014).  

 The cultural meanings that are stereotypically ascribed to tattoos can also 

signal to the truster a perception of an increased likelihood of the trustee inflicting 

physical harm or injury onto others. Alternatively stated, body art can denote the 

possibility of physical harm in that tattoos have been traditionally associated with 

deviance and delinquency (Koch et al, 2010). These negative connotations, which are 

frequently associated with tattoos, serve as the ‘mechanism’ that ultimately results in 

a hypothesised reduction of perceptions of trustworthiness of the tattooed trustee, 

although no previous work has examined the ways in which different genres of body 

art impact on perceptions of trustworthiness. 

 The stereotypes that are often ascribed to body art are widely known and 

extensively studied. For example, tattoos have been robustly associated with any 

number of ‘externalized risk behaviours’, including, among others, illicit drug use, 

criminal behaviour, gang membership and a lack of impulse control (Deschesnes et al, 

2006). They have also been linked empirically to an increased likelihood of carrying a 

weapon (Thurnherr et al, 2009) as well as to significant anger management problems 

(Carroll and Anderson, 2002). Although, admittedly, tattoos may not directly cause 



criminal behaviour, they are clearly and objectively associated with it (Jennings et al, 

2014). From this point of view, then, tattoos can signal a perceived threat—regardless 

of whether or not it is real or even likely—to the truster’s health and well-being based 

largely on stereotypical assumptions. 

 In this paper, we extend the literature on the effects of body art by arguing that 

the genre of the tattoo is an important, and hitherto under-investigated, factor that will 

likely impact on respondents’ ratings of perceived trustworthiness of hypothetical 

men and women displaying tattoos. With reference to five genres of tattoos (violence-

themed, nudity-themed, tribal-themed1, Christian-themed and nature-themed), we first 

present: 

H1: Trusters rate tattoo images depicting violence and nudity lower on 
perceived trustworthiness than more neutral tribal tattoos, which in turn are 
rated lower on perceived trustworthiness than tattoo images depicting 
Christianity and natural floral imagery. 
 

The rationale underlying this hypothesis is that the violence-themed images could 

lead, in the mind of a truster, to a perception of a threat of violence and the nudity-

themed images could lead to a perception of a potential offence against the moral 

senses, whilst the Christian- and nature-themed images might be associated with more 

positive connotations that could reduce perceptions of a threat of harm; the tribal-

themed images are expected to occupy a neutral territory in between. It should be 

noted that these assumptions, whilst speculative, are, in fact, borne out in the results 

of the present study. 

 Furthermore, we present: 

H2: Trusters who are Christians rate the Christian imagery higher on 
perceived trustworthiness than trusters who are not Christians. 
 

and 

H3: Trusters with tattoos themselves rate the tattoo images higher on 
perceived trustworthiness than trusters without tattoos. 



 
The rationale underlying H2 and H3 is that perceived trustworthiness ratings are 

likely to be higher where there is a shared group membership, in this case, when the 

truster and trustee share body art in common and both belong to the Christian faith 

(Timming and Perrett, 2016). 

 Finally, some tentative and, as yet, emerging evidence exists suggesting that 

body art is viewed more negatively on women than on men (Armstrong, 1991; Swami 

and Furnham, 2007; Baumann et al, 2016). Moreover, it has been argued previously 

that the propensity to trust (or not) is itself a gendered phenomenon (Buchan et al, 

2008; Bonein and Serra, 2009). Thus, we also present, albeit once again somewhat 

speculatively: 

H4: Trusters view tattoos more negatively on females than on males. 
 

These hypotheses are evaluated following a description of the present study’s research 

methodology. 

MATERIAL AND METHODS 

Stimuli 

 We consulted two professional tattoo artists based in the United States prior to 

the experiment and asked them to identify some popular genres of tattoos. As a result 

of this identification process, five prominent typologies were consolidated: (i) 

violence-themed, (ii) nudity-themed, (iii) tribal-themed, (iv) Christian-themed and (v) 

nature-themed tattoos. The former two can be categorised as potentially threatening or 

obscene signals, the latter two as generally non-threatening signals with positive 

connotations and the middle one as neutral in content. The violence-themed and 

nudity-themed images are logically paired together because they can communicate a 

physical or moral threat whilst the Christian-themed and nature-themed tattoos are 

logically paired together because they communicate themes of love and peace. It 



should be noted that we make no claims that these five typologies are the only genres 

of body art worth studying, or indeed that they are the most important. We use them 

here only because they were identified by the tattoo artists as important genres in their 

profession. 

 One way of delivering these images in the survey instrument would be to 

photograph bodies displaying these five genres of tattoos, but we abandoned this idea 

inasmuch as ratings might then be influenced unduly by variations in placement on 

the body or by the physical features of the human canvas. In the end, we decided that 

photographs of tattoo ‘flash’ (images of potential tattoos that are often found in tattoo 

studios) would provide the best opportunity for isolating the pure effects of the tattoo 

images. Thus, we took four photos of each of the five genres, for a total of 20 unique 

images that we presented to respondents. The use of multiple images allowed for 

random measurement error to be cancelled out in the composites and also kept the 

questionnaire short enough so as to avoid significant attrition. Figure 1 displays one 

example of each of the five tattoo genres. 

Data Collection 

 In total, 225 participants completed the survey instrument. All were resident in 

the United States of America. An instructional manipulation check (Oppenheimer et 

al, 2009) led to the exclusion of a few cases. Two items in the instrument were 

strategically placed in order to evaluate whether the participants were following 

directions: a simple math problem (7+3) and another item that listed out 11 hobbies, 

but only asked respondents to select the two that begin with the letter ‘r’ (rugby and 

reading). We deleted four cases as a result of invalid responses across these two 

items, representing only 1.8 percent of the original sample. The final sample size is 

thus 221 respondents; there were no missing values. After the exclusion of these four 



cases, 52.9 percent of the sample was female, 49.3 percent Christian and the average 

age was 37.16 years (s.d.=12.18). The racial breakdown of the sample is 80.1 percent 

white, 9.0 percent black, 4.1 percent east Asian, 1.8 percent south Asian, 1.4 percent 

American Indian and 3.6 percent mixed race. Crucially, 31.7 percent of the sample 

reported having a tattoo. 

 Respondents completed the instrument via a popular online crowdsourcing 

platform and were given a nominal payment of $0.18USD to incentivise completion 

of the survey. All participants provided informed consent and, as per ethics protocols, 

were warned a priori that the research involved viewing violent and erotic images. It 

is worth noting that this disclaimer may have resulted in a self-selection bias towards 

only those who are favourably disposed toward such images, but this limitation is 

obviously one that could not have been avoided for legal and ethical reasons. 

 The experiment unfolded over two blocks in a repeated measures design. In 

the first block, respondents were shown the twenty images and asked to rate how 

much they would trust (on a scale of 1 to 7, where 1=‘extremely low trust’ and 

7=‘extremely high trust’) a man displaying those tattoos. In the second block, the 

respondents were shown the same twenty images, and this time were asked to rate 

how much they would trust (again, on a scale of 1 to 7, where 1=‘extremely low trust’ 

and 7=‘extremely high trust’) a woman displaying those tattoos. In each block, we 

used a random number table to randomise the presentation of the images, thus 

preventing respondents from identifying a pattern. Fatigue effects are highly unlikely 

given that the survey was, on average, completed in less than five minutes; moreover, 

practice effects are equally unlikely given that each block contained simple trust 

judgements that are not likely to ‘improve’ over time. At the end of the survey, we 

asked the participants whether they are Christians and whether they have a tattoo. 



Analysis 

 We employed a mixed design analysis of variance (ANOVA) as the analytical 

technique. The analysis was broken down by tattoo genre (violence-themed, nudity-

themed, tribal-themed, Christian-themed, nature-themed), gender of the tattooed 

trustee (male, female), gender of the truster/ respondent (male, female), religious 

affiliation of truster/ respondent (Christian, non-Christian) and whether the truster/ 

respondent has a tattoo (no tattoo, tattoo). The latter three factors were entered into 

the model as between-subjects variables. Thus, we estimated a 5X2X2X2X2 mixed 

design model. 

RESULTS 

 Table 1 reports the main effects of the experiment. Following Mauchly’s test 

of sphericity (Mauchly’s W=.486) and a corresponding Huynh-Feldt correction, there 

was a main effect of tattoo genre (F(3.01, 640.95)=125.35, p<.001, ηp
2=.37) where the 

participants rated the violence-themed images the lowest (M=2.30, SE=.10), followed 

by the nudity-themed images (M=2.96, SE=.12), the tribal-themed images (M=3.38, 

SE=.11) and the Christian-themed images (M=4.03, SE=.12), with the nature-themed 

images (M=4.75, SE=.09) found to be the most trustworthy of the five genres. Further 

pairwise statistics were analysed post-hoc; all Bonferroni corrected comparisons were 

statistically significant at the <0.01 level. The remaining variables in the main effects 

model were all statistically insignificant. 

 There was a significant interaction between tattoo genre and whether or not 

the respondent is a Christian (F(3.01, 640.95)=15.20, p<.001, ηp
2=.07), as depicted in 

Figure 2. Among Christians, the violence-themed tattoos were rated lowest (M=2.20, 

SE=.15), followed by the nudity-themed images (M=2.72, SE=.17), the tribal-themed 

images (M=3.31, SE=.16), the Christian-themed images (M=4.68, SE=.18) and the 



nature-themed images (M=4.79, SE=.14). Among non-Christians, the violence-

themed tattoos were again rated the lowest (M=2.41, SE=.13), followed by the nudity-

themed images (M=3.20, SE=.16), whilst the tribal-themed images (M=3.45, SE=.15) 

and Christian-themed images (M=3.45, SE=.17) were rated equally and the nature-

themed images (M=4.70, SE=.13) were rated highest. A separate independent samples 

t-test found that, as expected in H2, the Christian respondents rated the Christian-

themed tattoos significantly higher (M=4.75, SE=.15) than non-Christian respondents 

(M=3.54, SE=.16; t(219)=5.60, p<.001, 2-tailed, equal variances assumed). 

 There was a significant interaction between tattoo genre and whether or not 

the respondent has a tattoo (F(3.83, 340.95)=3.83, p=.01, ηp
2=.02), as depicted in 

Figure 3. Among tattooed respondents, the violence-themed tattoos were rated lowest 

(M=2.49, SE=.17), followed by the nudity-themed images (M=3.20, SE=.20), tribal-

themed images (M=3.37, SE=.19), Christian-themed images (M=3.88, SE=.21) and 

nature-themed images (M=4.80, SE=.16). Among non-tattooed respondents, the 

violence-themed tattoos were again rated the lowest (M=2.12, SE=.11), followed by 

the nudity-themed images (M=2.72, SE=.13), the tribal-themed images (M=3.39, 

SE=.12), the Christian-themed images (M=4.24, SE=.13) and the nature-themed 

images (M=4.69, SE=.10). On visual inspection, Figure 3 indicates that tattooed and 

non-tattooed respondents may potentially rate the violence-themed, nudity-themed 

and Christian-themed images differently. Thus, we conducted three separate 

independent samples t-tests in order to evaluate these post-hoc hypotheses. A p-value 

cut-off of .02 was used in each t-test in order to correct for familywise error (.05/ 3 

separate tests=.02). The only statistically significant finding is that tattooed 

respondents rated the nudity-based images higher (M=3.31, SE=.21) than the non-



tattooed respondents (M=2.73, SE=.12; t(111.06)=2.42, p=.017, 2-tailed, equal 

variances not assumed). 

 Finally, there was a significant interaction between tattoo genre and trustee 

gender (F(2.78, 592.90)=43.85, p<.001, ηp
2=.17), as depicted in Figure 4. For tattoos 

that were imputed onto hypothetical men, violence-themed images were rated the 

lowest (M=2.50, SE=.11), followed by the nudity-themed images (M=3.05, SE=.12), 

the tribal-themed images (M=3.51, SE=.12), the Christian-themed images (M=4.13, 

SE=.12) and the nature-themed images (M=4.39, SE=.10). For tattoos that were 

imputed onto hypothetical women, the order was the same. Thus, violence-themed 

images were again rated the lowest (M=2.11, SE=.10), followed by the nudity-themed 

images (M=2.87, SE=.13), the tribal-themed images (M=3.25, SE=.12), the Christian-

themed images (M=4.00, SE=.13) and the nature-themed images (M=5.10, SE=.10). 

On visual inspection, Figure 4 indicates that the violence-themed images, tribal-

themed images and nature-themed images may potentially vary by trustee gender; in 

order to test these post-hoc hypotheses, we conducted three separate paired samples t-

tests. Again, a .02 p-value cut-off was used in this decomposition in order to correct 

for familywise error. All three paired samples t-tests were statistically significant at 

the .001 level. 

 A significant three-way interaction between tattoo genre, trustee gender and 

truster/ respondent gender was also found (F(2.78, 592.90)=5.32, p=.002, ηp
2=.02). 

Additionally, a significant five-way interaction effect between tattoo genre, trustee 

gender, truster/ respondent gender, whether the truster/ respondent has a tattoo and 

whether the truster/ respondent was Christian was found (F(2.78, 592.90)=3.37, 

p=.021, ηp
2=.02). However, given the complexity of these interactions, they are not 

discussed here. The results are available upon request. 



DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 

 Using experimental research methods, this study sought to examine the effects 

of different genres of body art on the perceived trustworthiness of hypothetical men 

and women. We expected that tattoos would be important cultural signals that 

communicate group membership and a potential threat of harm to the truster. We 

hypothesised that some genres of body art are more likely to elicit perceptions of 

trustworthiness than others (H1). We also expected Christian trusters to rate 

Christian-themed tattoos higher on perceived trustworthiness than non-Christian 

trusters (H2) and that tattooed trusters would rate tattoos higher than non-tattooed 

trusters (H3). Finally, we expected that tattooed females would be perceived more 

negatively than tattooed males (H4). 

 The results clearly confirm H1. Both the main effects and subsequent pairwise 

comparisons suggest that different genres of tattoo images variably impact on 

perceived trustworthiness. Specifically, the violence- and nudity-themed tattoos, 

which potentially give the impression of a threat to physical or sexual health, were 

rated significantly lower than the Christian- and nature-themed tattoos, the content of 

which appears to neutralise to an extent the negative stereotypes that are held about 

tattoos in general (Carroll and Anderson, 2002; Deschesnes et al, 2006; Thurnherr et 

al, 2009); the tribal-themed tattoos, as expected, presented as neutral in this schemata. 

 The results clearly confirm H2. The Christian respondents rated the Christian-

themed tattoos significantly higher than non-Christian respondents, suggesting that 

shared group membership and ‘common cognitions’ (Lane, 2002; Timming, 2009, 

2010) are a cornerstone upon which trust can be built, even on the back of a medium 

that is widely held to have negative connotations (Timming and Perrett, 2016). 

However, H3 was only partially confirmed. Compared to non-tattooed respondents, 



the tattooed respondents held significantly more favourable trust dispositions toward 

the violence-themed and nudity-themed tattoos, but significantly less favourable trust 

dispositions toward the Christian-themed tattoos. The results imply that tattooed 

respondents are, apparently, antagonistic toward Christian-themed tattoos. This 

finding may be explained by the possibility that people with tattoos are simply less 

religious than non-tattooed people, or perhaps that tattooed people view Christian-

themed tattoos as too ‘mainstream’; further research is needed to corroborate. 

 Finally, the results partially confirm H4. Hypothetical women with violence-

themed and tribal-themed tattoos were rated significantly lower on trust than 

hypothetical men, but hypothetical women with nature-themed tattoos were rated 

significantly higher on trust than hypothetical men. Thus, consistent with previous 

research (Armstrong, 1991; Swami and Furnham, 2007; Baumann et al, 2016), it 

would seem that tattoos are a potentially gendered phenomenon, with some genres 

being perceived as more appropriate for men than women, and vice versa. 

 This research makes an important and original contribution to three bodies of 

literature. First, it shines a new light on the extant research on cultural signalling and 

group membership, particularly in relation to the social psychology of body art, an 

emerging field of research. Previous evolutionary psychological treatments of tattoos 

(Koziel et al, 2010; Wholrab et al, 2009) have pointed to body modification as an 

honest biological signal, but the present study demonstrates that tattoos are also 

important cultural signifiers, or cues, that denote in-group/out-group membership and 

communicate non-verbally a variable likelihood of the threat of harm. 

 Second, this research throws a new light on virtually all of the previous studies 

that have looked at the effects of having a tattoo versus not having a tattoo. Whilst 

this is an important binary distinction, it neglects the complicated reality that each 



tattoo is a unique signifier that implies something about the character of the human 

canvas. Thus, studies that use standardised tattoo stimuli (e.g., Timming et al, 2015) 

are limited by their inability to account for the impact of the genre of the image on 

whatever outcome they are examining. In short, the present study casts a new light on 

previous research that overwhelmingly measures body art as a binary variable or 

construct; the effects of body art are much deeper than the question of whether or not 

an individual has a tattoo. 

 Third, the present study has implications for our understanding of the concept 

of perceived trustworthiness. In particular, it points to the vital importance of social 

identity in relation to the question of whether to extend or withhold trust (Tyler, 2001; 

Tanis and Postmes, 2005). Whilst trust is often established (or depleted) via repeated 

interactions (Bó and Fréchette, 2011), when there is no history of interaction between 

two or more parties, such as with trust in strangers, trusters frequently resort to visual 

cues in order to evaluate trustworthiness. Whether or not these visual cues provide an 

accurate assessment of actual trustworthiness is a wholly separate issue. This study 

has focused instead on perceived trustworthiness and has called attention to the role of 

stereotypes as potential obstacles to the establishment of trust (Foddy et al, 2009). 

 Although this was an online lab-based experiment, there are still a number of 

practical implications that can be extrapolated from the present study. Clearly, the 

results seem to suggest that some genres of body art are more palatable than others. 

This can have important implications, for example, in respect to recruitment and 

employee selection. More specifically, job applicants with certain genres of visible 

body art can, on the basis of this research, be expected to struggle to find 

employment, especially in jobs or roles that are customer-facing or that require a high 

degree of trust. Accordingly, it is important that recruiters are conscious of their own 



reactions and potential stereotypes associated with body art and take pro-active steps 

to overcome any latent prejudices, for example, by participating in unconscious bias 

training.  It is also worth noting that perceptions of trustworthiness are potentially 

important from the point of view of relationship quality in marriages (Larzelere and 

Huston, 1980). Thus, it is possible that certain genres of tattoos could reduce the 

chances of marriage and therefore reproduction, a finding that stands in contrast with 

previous research (Wholrab et al, 2009; Koziel et al, 2010). 

Limitations and Directions for Future Research 

 By way of concluding, several limitations are worth mentioning, although 

none are particularly devastating to the integrity of the research. Many of these 

limitations give rise to some useful directions for future research that can be explored. 

 One qualification to the argument presented in this paper is that the increased 

prevalence of body art in recent decades has resulted in what might be described as 

rapidly changing perceptions toward tattoos. For example, as more and more people 

get tattooed, it is arguable that the ‘counter-cultural’ meanings associated with body 

art are becoming gradually diluted. Similarly, the increased prevalence of body art 

may also have diminished perceptions of a potential association between tattoos and 

delinquency, and therefore violence. These fast-changing trends are likely to impact 

on trustworthiness perceptions and should be borne in mind. 

 Another qualification worth noting is that quantitative methods such as those 

used in this study are generally deficient at understanding context and meaning, both 

of which are better addressed using qualitative methods. Statistical and experimental 

studies are useful in their own right in terms of unpacking relationships, but they also 

often over-simplify complex phenomena such as trust and perceived trustworthiness. 

Although quantitative trust research has come a long way over the years and is no 



longer confined to simple measurements of trust, follow up qualitative research is 

nevertheless a useful path on which to move forward empirically. Such research could 

explore the contextual features that were absent from the present study, for example, 

the physical appearance of the persons displaying the tattoos and how characteristics 

such as attractiveness or unattractiveness (both of the human canvas and in relation to 

the quality of the tattoo) might play into perceptions of trustworthiness. It could also 

be potentially useful to explore respondents’ ‘global’ views of tattoos in order to 

capture a wider picture in relation to both universal and particularistic attitudes 

toward body art. 

 There are a number of avenues that could be further explored through an 

extension or modification of the quantitative analytic approach used in this paper. For 

example, future statistical studies or experiments on the effects of tattoo genre should 

ask the respondents for detailed information about their own tattoos, specifically in 

relation to the number and types of tattoos that they have. Such information may be 

able to explain some of the interaction effects found in this paper. Future statistical 

studies might also consider examining the effect of age in an ANCOVA design. 

Although, in theory, the present study could have incorporated age into the model, we 

opted against this approach for two reasons. First, it would have made an already 

complex model much more complex for purposes of data interpretation. Second, it 

would have shifted the theoretical focus of the paper, thus making it less coherent. In 

addition, other key factors such as race or (non-Christian) religion could also be 

examined in future research. For example, it would be interesting to examine the 

effect of minority religions or minority races on perceived trustworthiness, although 

this would likely require purposive sampling in order to ensure a sufficiently large 

number of cases in these groups. Future research seeking to replicate the present study 



should randomise the presentation of the two experimental blocks in order to confirm 

that there are no order effects at play. It would also be interesting to explore the 

relative contribution of the factors analysed in this paper to perceived trustworthiness 

ratings. 

 Finally, we wish to draw this paper to a close with a call for more theoretical 

development on this topic. Whilst empirical studies such as this one certainly have 

intrinsic value, they should ideally be complemented with equally robust theories that 

seek to explain why the results were found. There may be, for example, useful social 

identity or cultural theories that can be brought to bear on the study of tattoo genre. 

Future researchers are encouraged to develop improved or alternative explanations in 

respect to why different genres of body art elicit variable degrees of perceived 

trustworthiness. In particular, further attention needs to be paid with the aim of 

developing the theoretical rationale underlying the hierarchy of body art genres in 

relation to perceived trustworthiness. 
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Figure 1: Examples of Tattoo Genre Images (Violence, Nudity, Tribal, Christian 
and Nature) 
 

 
 



Table 1: Main Effects 
 

 

 Effect type Mean rating (SE) Mean rating difference F p ηp2 

Tattoo Genre 
(Violence; Nudity; 
Tribal; Christian, 

Nature) 

Within-subjects 

 
Violence: 2.30 (0.10) 
Nudity: 2.96 (0.12) 
Tribal: 3.38 (0.11) 

Christian: 4.03 (0.12) 
Nature: 4.75 (0.09) 

 

Nudity-Violence=0.66 
Tribal-Violence=1.08 

Christian-Violence=1.73 
Nature-Violence=2.45 

125.35 <.01 .37 

Trustee Gender 
(male; female) Within-subjects 

Male: 3.52 (0.08) 
Female: 3.47 (0.08) 

 
0.05 1.93 .17 .01 

Truster Gender 
(male; female) Between-subjects 

Male: 3.40 (0.12) 
Female: 3.58 (0.10) 

 
-0.18 1.26 .26 .01 

Truster Religion 
(Christian; not 

Christian) 
Between-subjects Christian: 3.54 (0.12) 

Not Christian: 3.44 (0.11) 0.10 0.41 .52 <.005 

Truster Tattoo 
(tattoo; no tattoo) Between-subjects Tattoo: 3.55 (0.13) 

No tattoo: 3.43 (0.08) 0.12 0.57 .45 <.005 



Figure 2: The effect of Christian faith on trust judgements attributed to bearers 
of tattoos of different genres. Christians viewed Christian tattoos more favourably 
than non-Christians. Mean and standard error of judgements are displayed. 
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Figure 3: The effect of respondents having a tattoo on their trust judgements of 
different genres of tattoo. Tattooed respondents responded more favourably to 
violence and nudity tattoo themes than non-tattooed respondents; yet showed the 
opposite pattern for Christian themes. Mean and standard error of judgements are 
displayed. 
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Figure 4: The effect of gender imputed to tattoo owner on trust judgements. 
Women with most genres of tattoo were trusted less than men, yet women with nature 
themed tattoos were trusted more than men with the same nature theme-tattoos. 
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1 Tribal tattoos are mainly black designs that are characteristic of the indigenous 
Maori tribes of New Zealand, but that have become popular among Western young 
adults. 


