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Abstract

This paper investigates the role of physical attractiveness in retail managers’
decisions about hiring salespeople. Using data on attractiveness and the po-
tential employment qualifications of 30 candidates, we found that retail
managers prefer to hire candidates who are more physically attractive. This
beauty premium can be explained by our findings on the positive correlation
between candidates’ attractiveness and the perceived presence of traits essen-
tial for becoming a successful salesperson, such as charisma, kindness and
persuasiveness. We also found that beauty plays a more important role for
female candidates, from the earliest stage of the hiring process. No difference
was found between the beauty premiums in the decisions of male and female
retail managers. When this study’s results are coupled with results from pre-
vious studies demonstrating that an employee’s attractiveness has been found
to influence both performance and behaviors of customers and managers, the
managerial relevance of the attractiveness effect becomes apparent. Based on
our findings, we recommend that retail managers remain vigilant about the
potential for intentional or unintentional biases based on physical appearance
when hiring employees.
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1. Introduction

Cultural and social changes in recent years, particularly social media and net-

working, have been accompanied by ever-more importance being placed on ex-

ternal appearance. This trend is present in different cultures and societies, and
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has also led to academic studies on the influence of physical appearance. Pre-
vious research has found that the appearance influences the labor market in sev-
eral ways: attractive workers receive higher pay [1] [2], are more likely to be
hired [3] [4], and have more diverse career choices [5].

Increasing competitiveness in some industries has caused retail managers who
consider candidates for employment to pay more attention to personal traits,
such as appearance, in an attempt to gain or maintain their competitive edge [6].
To further analyze this process, we designed a two-stage study to test the role of
physical attractiveness in the hiring process used by managers of retail stores. In
the first stage, students from several universities in Israel were asked to rate
photographed persons for their attractiveness and six essential traits (charisma,
kindness, persuasiveness, human relations, work ethic, professionalism) for a
salesperson [7] [8]. In the second stage, we showed the photos to retail managers
and asked them to rate their interest in hiring each candidate. Our results indi-
cate that more attractive candidates are more likely to be offered a job. This
beauty premium exists regardless of the manager’s gender and is significantly
greater for female candidates than for male candidates. Our results also indicate
that attractive people are believed to possess the six desirable traits of successful
salespeople.

This study makes several contributions to the existing literature on the beauty
premium in the labor market. First, previous research discussed the impact of
physical appearance on the performance of salespeople, and we focus on hiring
decisions. Second, our population of subjects is unique, and includes retail
managers, who are the ones who actually make decisions about hiring new em-
ployees, rather than the students often surveyed. Third, we provide evidence for
a positive correlation between physical attractiveness and viewers’ attribution of
traits that are desirable for a successful salesperson. It appears that retail manag-
ers make inferences towards salespeople’s traits based on their physical attrac-
tiveness, and these inferences affect their attitudes. This finding is consistent
with the large body of literature in psychology that shows that individuals
attribute a broad range of positive characteristics and dispositions to attractive
men and women (e.g. [9]).

The remainder of the paper is organized as follows. Section 2 reviews relevant
prior studies that form the foundation for our hypotheses. These hypotheses are
presented in Section 3, while Section 4 presents the methodology for both parts
of the study: the image-rating questionnaire and the employment questionnaire
for retail managers. The results of the study are found in Section 5, and the con-

clusions in Section 6.

2. Literature Review

2.1. The Effect of Physical Appearance on Perceptions and
Judgements

The issue under consideration is deftly encapsulated in the title of a pioneering
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article [5]. “What is beautiful is good”, expresses the prevalent belief that attrac-
tive people also have desirable social features such as sensitivity, pleasantness,
modesty, openness, and balance. This bias is due to the halo effect, which con-
tends that judgments concerning unknown attributes are influenced by a general
impression [10]. Specifically, when people meet an attractive person, they as-
sume that the person also has positive personality traits. A fundamental prin-
ciple of human perception is that people form their first impression of others
based on immediately observable characteristics, especially physical appearance
[11]. The face is exposed to public view and is key to human identity, so the
perception of another person’s physical attractiveness is strongly influenced by
facial appearance [12].

Studies on the effect of external appearance on judgment and perception
demonstrate that jurors’ tend to favor more attractive litigants [13], greater to-
lerance is shown for work that violates ethical standards when it was done by
accountants who are considered more attractive [14], attractive people are thought
not only more socially and intellectually competent than their less attractive
peers [15], but also better informed and more decisive, motivated and logical
[16].

2.2. Beauty Premium in the Labor Market

Reference [17] was the first to suggest that better-looking people earn more than
average-looking people across occupations in the labor market. More recently,
[18] and [3] conducted field experiments that improved our understanding of
the beauty premium. One study [18] investigated the performance of good-looking
candidates in the hiring process by applying for 2656 jobs advertised in Israel.
More than 5000 resumes were submitted in pairs, one without a photograph and
one, otherwise-identical, with a photo. This study found that attractive male
candidates are significantly more likely to be invited for an interview than either
plain males or those who did not send a photograph. Perhaps surprisingly, they
found that attractive female candidates are significantly less likely to be invited
to interview (18% less than ordinary-looking female candidates and 22.5% less
than female candidates without photos). According to the authors, a substantial
part of this gap can be attributed to female jealousy and envy (noting that 93% of
the respondents in their sample were female). In study [3], researchers digitally
manipulated 50 genuine photographs of men and women so they would match
(attractive) or deviate from (unattractive) the two golden ratios of facial propor-
tions documented in [19]. They found that attractive people receive 36% more
callbacks than others.

Regarding the effect of appearance on hiring employment potential, [11]
asked 180 psychology students to imagine that they were working in human re-
sources, and needed to decide whether or not to interview candidates, of varying
quality, who had responded to a fictitious ad. Participants were divided ran-

domly and those in the control group received resumes without any image. The
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results showed that appearance was not a factor for high-quality resumes, but
was important when the resume was mediocre. When the resume was average,
external attractiveness was preferred over a resume without a photograph. The
authors concluded that attractiveness can be advantageous for candidates with
lower quality resumes.

Reference [20] investigated the role of physical attractiveness when judging
the severity of unethical workplace behavior. They found that dubious or “grey”
behavior of attractive employees was evaluated less severely that of plain-looking
employees, which confirms the halo effect. Women have been found [21] to val-
ue attractiveness more than men when making decisions related to the labor

market.

2.3. The Impact of the Attractiveness in Marketing

There is evidence that physically-attractive salespeople perform better than their
otherwise equivalent but unattractive counterparts [22]. When soliciting small
donations, attractive solicitors received nearly twice the donations as their unat-
tractive counterparts. Moreover, customers are less cordial to unattractive sales-
people and less likely to comply with their requests, than they are if the sales-
person is attractive. As [23] found, this also applies to recorded, video presenta-
tions. The presentation they studied concerned purchasing automobile insur-
ance, and was received more favorably when the presenter was attractive.

In a related area, several studies showed the greater effectiveness of physically
attractive spokespeople for changing opinions and evaluating products [24] [25].
A message presented by a physically attractive person can be more persuasive
than a similar message delivered by a less attractive spokesperson [26]. Attrac-
tiveness in advertising can create changes in attitudes and purchase plans [27].

Although most prior studies on marketing support the presence of a beauty
premium for salespeople’s performance, some results have been mixed. For ex-
ample, [28] did not find evidence to support the influence of physical attractive-
ness on advertising results for grocery products (soft drinks and cheeses). Ref-
erence [29] assessed the impact of attractive male and female models on subjects’
evaluations of ads, with contradictory findings. They concluded that the impact
of physical attractiveness may be connected to the subject or type of product, the

viewer’s gender, and spokesperson’s gender.

3. Hypotheses

Based on the current literature on the subject, we developed the following hypo-
theses:

1) There will be a positive correlation between candidate’s attractiveness and
perceptions of the essential traits for being a successful salesperson: charisma,
kindness, persuasiveness, human relations, work ethic, professionalism (refer-
ences [5] and [9]).

2) Managers will show greater willingness to hire attractive candidates than
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plain-looking candidates (references [17] and [18]).

3) The beauty premium will be higher for female candidates than for men
(reference [22]).

4) The beauty premium will be higher in the decisions of female retail manag-

ers than male retail managers’ decisions (reference [22]).

4. Methodology
4.1. Ratings of Candidates’ Traits

This study focuses on the facial attractiveness of candidates for positions as retail

salespeople. We chose 30 headshots of 15 real men and 15 real women from the

site http://www.faceresearch.org. All headshots were of Caucasian young adults.

We showed the photographs to 150 students at universities in Israel (78 women,
72 men; mean age, 24.5, s.d. for age, 3.3). They were asked to rate the photos, on
scale of 1 to 9, for attractiveness and six traits considered essential for sales-
people. The photos were anonymous, and no identifying information was dis-
played. Each subject rated five photos of men and five of women, and each photo
appeared in more than one version of the questionnaire.

Despite our focus on attractiveness, the students were also asked to assess the
ethnicity of the person in the photograph. Ethnicity evaluations are important
because considerable evidence has exposed discrimination against Jews of North
African and Middle Eastern (“Sephardi”) origin compared with Jews of Euro-
pean (Ashkenazi) origin in Israel (see [30] [31]).

4.2. Ratings of Tendency to Employ

To test for the role of physical attractiveness in the hiring process, we showed
the 30 photos rated in the first stage, above, to 50 store managers (48% male and
52% female) who work in two large shopping malls in Israel. They were asked to
assume that the photos belonged to candidates for employment as a salesperson
in their store, and that all of the candidates meet the requirements for the job.
The managers were asked to rate their interest in hiring each candidate on a Li-
kert scale ranging from 1 (unlikely to hire) to 9 (likely to hire). The average
number of employees in each shop was 6.5 (s.d. 3.9).

5. Results
5.1. Correlations between Attractiveness and Other Traits

We began by asking if, when subjects rate photographs, there are positive corre-
lations between attractiveness and other traits essential for success as a salesper-
son? We calculated these correlations for all of the photos, for photos of males
and females separately, and also by gender of the viewer. The results are dis-
played in Table 1. We find that all the correlations are positive and significantly
higher than zero. This result consistent with a vast psychological literature shows
that individuals attribute a wide array of positive characteristics and dispositions

to attractive men and women (see [9] for a review).
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5.2. Likelihood to be Hired and Attractiveness

We then estimated the effect of a candidate’s attractiveness on the likelihood he
or she would be hired. Figure 1 displays the average attractiveness of each can-
didate and the average willingness to employ him or her. Each point represents a
candidate (n = 30), with male candidates (light dotted line) and female candi-
dates (black dotted lines) displayed separately. Both trend lines show a positive
correlation between attractiveness and the likelihood of being offered a job. As
apparent in Figure 1, the trend line for female candidates is steeper, which
means that attractiveness plays a more significant role for female candidates
than male candidates.

In order to control for additional explanatory variables, OLS regressions were

calculated, with the dependent variable Would You Hire,;, which represents the

j’
interest of manager j in hiring candidate 7 on a scale ranging from 1 to 9. The
main independent variable is Attractive;, (average ratings on a scale of 1 to 9,

where an attractive (unattractive) candidate 7 will get the value of 9 (1)). Since

Table 1. Correlations between attractiveness and other perceived traits.

Perceived Traits

‘]/;(;:f Persuasiveness Charisma Professionalism Kindness RI;I;; Itlilzzs
All Data 0.25%%* 0.61*%* 0.66*** 0.33%** 0.38**  0.50***
Male-to-Male 0.26*** 0.60*** 0.64*** 0.21*** 0.37%%%  0.55%**
Male-to-Female 0.30*** 0.45%%* 0.52%%* 0.38*** 0.35%%%  0.46***
Female-to-Male 0.14%%* 0.61*%* 0.71%* 0.227%** 0.33%%¢  0.47*%*
Female-to-Female  0.37*+** 0.69%** 0.674%* 0.46*** 0.44%%%  (.52%%*

Notes: The male-to-male (female-to-male) group includes male (female) subjects ranking only male photos.
The male-to-female (female-to-female) group includes male (female) subjects ranking only female photos.
D < 0.01, **p < 0.05, *p < 0.1.

8
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Figure 1. Willingness to hire and attractiveness.
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the managers were observed at several points and rank several candidates, clus-
tering is an appropriate method [32]. The standard errors in parentheses are ro-
bust to heteroscedasticity, and corrected for possible non-independence of ob-
servations by clustering for each manager. The results of the regression analysis
are displayed in Model 1 (Table 2). The following control variables were added
in Model 2: Candidate Ethnicity; is the average rating of ethnic origin of the can-
didate, on a scale of 1 to 9 (where 1 equals “definitely Sephardi,” 9 equals “defi-
nitely Ashkenazi,” and 5 is “uncertain”). Manager Male; is a dummy variable
that gets a value of 1 if manager jis male; otherwise, it is 0. Age; is the manager’s
age, Number of Employees; is the number of employees in the store managed by
J. The coefficient of the variable Attractiveness is positive and significant (1%)
both with (0.78) and without (0.77) controls, meaning that a more attractive
candidate has a higher chance of being hired.

To compare the decisions regarding male and female candidates, and consider

Table 2. The effect of attractiveness on the tendency to hire a candidate (on a scale of 1 - 9).

Models
(1) (2) (3) 4) (5)
Constant 1.126%** 0.993%** 1.208 0.433 0.155
(0.419) (0.669) (0.862) (0.602) (0.648)
Attractive 0.781%** 0.768*** 0.673*** 0.915%** 0.915%**
(0.066) (0.070) (0.080) (0.070) (0.070)
Candidate Ethnicity 0.019 0.015 0.022 0.018
(0.154) (0.012) (0.012) (0.015)
Manager Male 0.287 0.460 0.111 0.285
(0.221) (0.292) (0.184) (0.220)
Age 0.008 0.015 0.006 0.008
(0.017) (0.024) (0.014) (0.017)
Number of Employees -0.029 -0.030 -0.024 —0.028
(0.017) (0.025) (0.022) (0.017)
Candidate Male 1.332%%*
(0.322)
Att. * Candidate Male —0.243***
(0.058)
Observations 1500 1500 750 750 1500
R-Squared 0.271 0.272 0.257 0.280 0.275
Manager All All All All All
Candidate All All Male Female All
Controls N Y Y Y Y

Note: Clustered standard errors (by manager) are presented in parentheses. *, **, *** denote significance at
the 10%, 5%, and 1% levels respectively.
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if the beauty premium in the hiring process is different for male and female can-
didates, we re-calculated Model 2 separately for photos of men (Model 3) and
photos of women (Model 4). The coefficients of the attractiveness variable in
both regressions are positive and significant. The coefficient is higher for female
candidates (0.92) than for male candidates (0.67). In order to determine if this
difference is significant, we ran an additional regression (Model 5) with an inte-
raction variable between the variables of Attractiveness and Candidate Male
(dummy variable = 1 if the candidate is male; otherwise = 0). Since the coefficient
of the interaction variable is negative and significant we can conclude that the
beauty premium for female candidates is significantly higher than that for males.

We further asked if female and male managers weigh attractiveness differently
during the hiring process, and analyzed the effect of the manager’s gender on the
beauty premium by calculating regressions for male managers and female man-

agers separately. Table 3 presents the results of these regressions, in which the

Table 3. The effect of the manager’s gender on the beauty premium.

Models
(1 (2 (3
Constant 0.171 1.700** 1.171
(1.129) (0.792) (0.766)
Attractive 0.829%** 0.720%** 0.732%**
(0.105) (0.091) (0.091)
Candidate Ethnicity 0.101 -0.001 0.019
(0.237) (0.227) (0.155)
Candidate Male 0.259 -0.165 0.031
(0.150) (0.110) (0.098)
Age 0.027 -0.002 0.008
(0.034) (0.020) (0.017)
Number of Employees -0.021 -0.034 -0.028
(0.024) (0.029) (0.017)
Manager Male -0.149
(0.895)
Att. * Manager Male -0.082
(0.138)
Observations 720 780 1500
R-Squared 0.265 0.257 0.269
Manager Male Female All
Candidate All All All
Controls Y Y Y

Note: Clustered standard errors (by manager) are presented in parentheses. *, **, *** denote significance at
the 10%, 5%, and 1% levels respectively
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dependent variable is Would You Hire;, measured on a scale from 1 - 9. The

»
main independent variable is Attractive, (with 9 representing the most attractive
and 1, the least). Regressions for male managers are in column 1; and female
managers, in column 2. The third regression includes an interaction variable,
and is shown in column 3. Columns 1 and 2 in Table 3 show that attractive can-
didates are more likely to get hired, both when the manager is male (the coeftfi-
cient of Attractive is 0.829) and when the manager is female (0.720). The inte-
raction coefficient is not significant, implying that the beauty premium plays the

same role in the decisions of male and female managers.

6. Conclusions

We found that attractive people are believed to possess traits that are desirable
for being a successful salesperson. This result is consistent with the halo effect,
by which attitudes regarding unknown attributes are influenced by general im-
pressions. Indeed, we found that attractive candidates have a greater chance of
being accepted for employment as salespeople. This result shows that discrimi-
nation based on attractiveness occurs not only in wage determination or promo-
tion decisions but also in the earliest stage of the hiring process. Previous re-
search has shown that the performance of more attractive employees in the field
of marketing is higher than that of plain-looking employees. Our research adds
that managers recognize the functional role of physical appearance, and prefer to
hire attractive salespeople.

We also found that the beauty premium for female candidates is significantly
higher than that for males, consistent with the prevailing view that physical ap-
pearance plays a more important role for women. Our survey design and sample
allowed us to compare the decisions of male and female managers, and analyze if
they assign different weights for attractiveness in the hiring process. We did not
find evidence for such a difference, and conclude that both male managers and
female managers prefer to hire attractive salespeople. Moreover, the beauty pre-
mium plays the same role in their decisions. Although previous research has
shown that attractiveness has a positive impact on employee performance in
marketing, we recommend that retail managers remain vigilant and aware of in-
tentional or unintentional biases based on physical appearance when hiring em-
ployees, regardless of their other qualifications, because bias could eliminate
suitably qualified candidates early in the selection process.

We did not find the expected gender differences in the importance of attrac-
tiveness. Perhaps we could not detect them because the number of observations
was too small. To analyze these differences, a larger number of observations

should be collected in future research.
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