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Abstract

Orientation: It is a widely held belief that attractive people generally experience an easier life and that the door to success is opened by perfect bone structure and a sparkling smile. However, attractiveness might play a far lesser role in individual’s achieving their objectives than has previously been thought. Is it possible that an individual’s qualifications may have a greater influence on the perceptions of managers who assess the suitability of a candidate of a knowledge worker?

Research purpose: The study sets out to examine the relative predictive power of physical attractiveness and qualifications in the decision to hire a knowledge worker.

Motivation for the study: The research was motivated by a desire to explore the presence of bias in the decision-making process when seemingly rational individuals are exposed to factors such as physical attractiveness of a job candidate and then faced with a decision on whether to hire them.

Research design, approach and method: A two-phased experimental design was applied to investigate the existence and strength of the beauty premium amongst a group of managers who were provided with fictitious resumes coupled with photographs of the applicants. These managers were requested to make a hiring decision based on the information supplied.

Main findings: Although results confirm the existence of a beauty premium, it was relatively weak. It indicated that qualifications have a greater influence on a manager’s perception of the suitability of a candidate to fill a position of a knowledge worker.

Practical or managerial implications: The research draws attention to the possibility of bias in selection decisions and proposes ways in which such potential bias can be limited.

Contribution: This study contributes to knowledge concerning the existence or otherwise of a so-called beauty premium, with particular reference to its impact in the knowledge economy.
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Introduction

Recruitment decisions can detrimentally affect the performance of organisations if they are not objective and take factors other than the candidate’s competence and potential into account. Aharon et al. (2001), Ariely (2008) and Caplan (2000) proposed that, under certain circumstances, humans can be biased and irrational in their decision-making process. With relevance to this study, there is research that suggests that the physical attractiveness of a person has a powerful influence on the decisions made by third-party decision-makers (Fletcher, 2009; Mobius & Rosenblat, 2006). Simultaneously, there is much work that emphasises the need to employ the most capable person for the job based on objective criteria (DeGroot & Gooty, 2009; Yamamura & Birk, 2010).

Bias, as described by Rudolph, Wells, Weller and Baltes (2009), is a significant difference between the evaluations of two target individuals who, when everything is considered to be equal, vary only by some stigmatised quality or characteristic extraneous to their qualifications or job performance. This bias occurs in many forms, most notably when there are differences in gender (Arvey, 1979; Davison & Burke, 2000; Deaux & Taynor, 1973), race (Greenhaus, Parasuraman & Wormley, 1990; Landau, 1995; Landy & Farr, 1980; Schmidt & Lappin, 1980) and weight (Puhl & Brownell, 2001; Roehling, 1999, 2002).

Purpose

According to Sutherland and Jordaan (2004), recruitment and selection are some of the most critical human resource decisions an organisation can make. Specifically, in the knowledge economy, knowledge should be viewed as a major contributing factor to an organisation’s success and the holders of this knowledge should therefore be focused on and viewed more favourably.

Similarly, industrial psychologists and management researchers have emphasised the need to detect and eliminate biases in personnel selection and recruitment (Watkins & Johnston, 2000). This research was motivated by a desire to investigate the presence of bias in the decision-making process when seemingly rational individuals are exposed to factors such as the physical attractiveness of a job candidate and then faced with a decision on whether to hire them or to hire a less attractive individual who might have better or more suitable qualifications for the available position. In a competitive environment, there is a distinct need to employ a candidate who will help to maximise the output of the company. This research would examine the presence of bias in the hiring decisions of managers in a South African context, to make recruiters aware of this potential weakness and to assist them to optimise their employment decisions.

What is the effect of the physical attractiveness of an applicant on the initial hiring process before he or she is invited to be interviewed? Answers to this question would provide insight as to whether the attractiveness of a candidate plays a beneficial role in the hiring decision of managers when they are provided with a resume showing the applicant’s face together with an explanation of the applicant’s qualifications. This study sets out to assess whether the managers are more likely to hire a less qualified but more attractive applicant over a more qualified but less attractive applicant.

This research will contribute to the field of behavioural economics (Tomer, 2007), in particular decision-making bias in the context of the so-called beauty premium. Behavioural economics concerns itself with the prediction, controlling and experimental analysis of human behaviour, and one of its propositions is that systematic biases are built into the individual’s selection processes and that these choices prevent utility maximisation (Etzioni, 2011).

Literature review

The potential decision-making bias in the labour market, where those perceived as being beautiful are more likely to be hired, earn higher salaries and are more likely to be promoted, suggests the existence of a ‘beauty premium’ (Solnick & Schweitzer, 1999). What are the effects of the beauty premium on the perception of the physical attractiveness of others, and could there be discrimination based on this in the labour market?

Studies concerning bias, based on physical appearance in the labour market, are not new. However, most of these investigations have analysed beauty as a motivation for remuneration (Andreoni & Petrie, 2008; Benzeval, Green & Macintyre, 2013; French, 2002; Hamermesh & Biddle, 1993; Mobius & Rosenblat, 2006; Robins, Homer & French, 2011; Tews, Stafford & Zhu, 2009). This research would focus on hiring decisions. Although there are fewer studies of this nature, there has been research, for example, that concluded that physical attractiveness may not be viewed as positively as expected, particularly where unattractive females were rated to be more suitable than attractive women for male stereotyped industries (Dion & Stein, 1978; Heilman, 1983; Heilman & Saruwatari, 1979).

The context for this study was the knowledge economy. Although attractiveness might be more relevant in service jobs involving interpersonal interaction, Watkins and Johnston (2000) argued that attractiveness should be irrelevant in most instances concerning employment. It is proposed that this should be the case particularly for a knowledge worker in a knowledge economy.

Beauty and the beauty premium

Beauty is measured on the basis of physical attractiveness, perceptions of which have been confirmed in experiments. For example, experiments in which respondents ranging in age from 7 to 50 years were asked to rank the physical attractiveness of people in photographs demonstrated a very high correlation in their rankings (Hamermesh & Biddle, 1993). Numerous studies have explored the existence of a beauty premium. For example, Cash, Gillen and Burns (1977) found that physical attractiveness affects personnel decisions to the general advantage of good-looking applicants, unless these perceived attractive people seek jobs considered inappropriate for their sex. Jin, Fan, Dai and Ma (2017) found the beauty premium present in online peer-to-peer lending, with lenders tending to be more tolerant towards attractive borrowers’ dishonest behaviour. Similarly, Ma, Qian, Hu and Wang (2017) demonstrated that attractive male proposers playing the ultimatum game benefit from favourable bias because of their attractiveness, as a result of compromises to the fairness considerations of the female responders.

Research has suggested that good-looking candidates are hired because of the belief that they are more successful (Goldman & Lewis, 1976), more credible (Patzer, 1983) and more able (Mobius & Rosenblat, 2006) than their less attractive competition. Goldman and Lewis (1976) hypothesised that this could be because of attractive individuals displaying relatively higher levels of social skilfulness, thus resulting in a ‘kernel of truth’ in the above beliefs. According to the ‘kernel of truth’ hypothesis, the stereotype surrounding physical attractiveness might well be a self-fulfilling prophecy because better looking children are expected to outperform their peers and are thus given special treatment at school, which in turn builds confidence as well as social and communication skills (Mobius & Rosenblat, 2006). These increased social and communication skills also help attractive individuals come across as being more credible (Patzer, 1983).

Hamermesh and Biddle (1993) analysed attractiveness across various occupations and found that, holding constant for demographic and labour-market characteristics, plain people earn less than people of average looks, who earn less than good-looking people. More recently, Fletcher (2009) found that attractiveness is positively associated with earnings for young adults, even when controlling for ability measures. Robins et al. (2011) concluded from their research that physical attractiveness affected wage determination, largely confirming earlier empirical and theoretical studies.

Patzer (1983), in his study of source credibility as a function of communicator physical attractiveness, summarised existing physical attractiveness research into four generalisations. When the physically attractive are compared with unattractive counterparts: they have greater social power, they are perceived to have more favourable personal and non-personal characteristics (including intelligence, personality traits and success in life), they have more positive effects on other people, they receive more positive responses from others and they are more persuasive. Patzer (1983) concluded that the consequences of being physically attractive are positive and the consequences of being physically unattractive are negative. These findings were supported by further evidence obtained in a study by Fletcher (2009) who, in his study entitled ‘Beauty vs. brains, Early labour market outcomes of high school graduates’, found that attractive and very attractive individuals earned between 5% and 10% more than average-looking individuals. Also, the study found that for very attractive individuals, an increase in ability was associated with an increase in wages; however, for individuals that were below average in attractiveness, the returns on ability could be negative, resulting in a ‘plainness penalty’.

Although the studies above add to the evidence of a beauty premium, these investigations do not consider other variables which may be related to success in the work place. Robins et al. (2011) found that most studies do not take personality attractiveness and grooming into account (Ritts, Patterson & Tubbs, 1992) and this may lead to research limitations. These authors found that when only beauty is measured it resulted in a beauty premium of approximately 12% for very physically attractive men, 7% for very physically attractive women and 4% for physically attractive women and men. When both personality attractiveness and grooming were added to their model, the beauty premium for men was slightly reduced but became statistically insignificant for women. Robins et al. (2011) concluded that while beauty is the most important of the three traits tested for men, it is the least important for women after personality attractiveness and grooming. This finding is significant because it emphasises the ability for women to minimise the effects of the beauty premium by controlling their demeanour and adjusting the way that they groom themselves.

In an experiment exploring beauty, gender and stereotypes, Andreoni and Petrie (2008) found that a beauty premium exists, but that this was only evident when total output was measured and groups performed tasks without knowing how much each member of the group had contributed. As soon as individual contributions were made known, the beauty premium disappeared. This finding suggested that people expect attractive individuals to be more cooperative but that when expectations are not met they may be less cooperative with attractive individuals. These findings confirmed the findings of Langlois, Kalakanis, Rubenstein and Larson (2000) that attractive people are consistently judged and treated more positively.

To establish the effects of a beauty premium, Solnick and Schweitzer (1999) investigated the role of physical attractiveness and gender in an experimental setting using a variation of Roth’s (1995) ultimatum game. The aim of Solnick and Schweitzer’s research was to explore the influence of physical attractiveness and gender on bargaining behaviour. Although they found that there were no significant differences in the decisions made by attractive and unattractive people, they concluded that, consistent with the notion of a beauty premium, significant differences arose in the way attractive individuals were treated by other players. Attractive people were offered more but more was demanded from them, whereas less was demanded from unattractive people.

Consistent with these findings, Hatfield (1986) found that the physical attractiveness stereotype can become a self-fulfilling prophecy. He found that attractive children were often identified early on by teachers who expected them to outperform at school and these children were given special attention. This extra attention builds self-confidence as well as social and communication skills, which help the children later in life. This self-confidence has been confirmed in experiments where college students were asked to interact anonymously with each other via telephone and then judge, based on a 5-minute telephonic conversation, whether the person on the other end of the line was physically attractive or not (Goldman & Lewis, 1976). The findings of the study found that there was a correlation between physical attractiveness and social and communication skills and thus, there was a ‘kernel of truth’ in the physically attractive stereotype. As such, it is often perceived that physically attractive people may be more capable, well adjusted and socially skilful than unattractive people.

The beauty premium is evidenced by recruiters who claimed that candidates’ physical appearance significantly accounted for their assessment of the candidates ‘fit’ in an organisation (Solnick & Schweitzer, 1999). Managers may use physical attractiveness to make generalised inferences about a candidate regarding employment suitability as it is an easily identifiable characteristic (Tews et al., 2009). In a related study, 50% of employers who had recently hired candidates to fill a position answered that physical appearance was very important (11%) or somewhat important (39%) (Holzer, 1993). In Tews et al.’s (2009) study on organisational fit, the authors found that once applicants had been screened and were deemed to meet the minimum requirement for the job, qualification was no longer important. The assessment of fit, which included interpersonal skills, goal orientation and physical attractiveness, involved something beyond the evaluation of knowledge, skills, abilities and past accomplishments.

Rynes and Bourdreau (1986) have suggested that very little time is spent on training interviewers on how to evaluate applicants’ suitability and this may lead to bias that is based on physical appearance or the ‘what is beautiful is good’ stereotype (Patzer, 1983).

Tews et al. (2009) found that when positive attributes are ascribed to the physically attractive, this may lead to a positive effect on hiring decisions, but when details of the applicants’ general mental ability (GMA) and personality were recorded, the results demonstrated that attractiveness was valued less than both of these attributes. This finding concluded that managers do try to make hiring decisions based on employee ability to maximise job performance. However, if managers are not provided with the right information, hiring decisions may be made on the basis of physical attractiveness of the candidate, and as such, these candidates could be ‘beating’ the selection system (Tews et al., 2009). In summary, the attractiveness advantage has been demonstrated in work-related settings, and although high-performing candidates are preferred in comparison to low-performing candidates, regardless of their level of attractiveness, research has found that in general attractive people are favoured over equally qualified unattractive people in hiring decisions (Dipboye, Arvey & Terpstra, 1977; Dipboye, Fromkin & Wibak, 1975; Raza & Carpenter, 1987). Deryugina and Shurchkov (2015) found that a beauty premium, in the form of higher wage bids, existed in tasks involving bargaining, but not ones involving analytics or data entry.

Bias in selection

Despite legislation that attempts to decrease the level of discrimination by employers on factors unrelated to job performance, studies have shown that discrimination based on external factors unrelated to job performance, such as age and sex, still exist (Gerdes & Garber, 1983). These biases can be further compounded by the differences amongst the raters of job applicants (Quereshi & Kay, 1986). Demographical characteristics of the rater, such as age, sex, years of experience and sensitivity to discrimination issues, seem to affect the degree of bias displayed in hiring practices (Martinko & Gardner, 1983; Quereshi, 1983; Quereshi, Buckley & Fadden, 1981).

Dipboye et al. (1977) found in their research that regardless of the sex or attractiveness of the interviewer, highly qualified applicants were preferred over poorly qualified applicants, male applicants were preferred over female applicants and attractive applicants were preferred over unattractive applicants. The research concluded that discrimination in employment decisions can be attributed to sex-role and physical attractiveness stereotypes.

The research of Marlowe, Scheider and Nelson (1996) suggests that biases may decrease as an individual’s exposure to the qualifications and performance of others increases (Marlowe et al., 1996). This may be a result of experienced managers having a wider range of performance on which to base their judgements, and as a result, they may be less susceptible to bias, based on the attractiveness of an applicant.

Limited research has been conducted that explores the existence of bias in the earlier phases of the personnel selection process; for example, the screening of applicants prior to the job interview (Dipboye et al., 1975). In many cases, the screening and interviews are performed by the same person, and negative first impressions and psychological or actual rejection of the candidate may take place before the actual interview process has commenced. Dipboye et al. (1975) found that scholastic standing was the most important determinant of suitability ratings and rankings, accounting for more than 30% of the variance. When applicants had equivalent scholastic standing, subjects revealed a strong preference for males and attractive applicants. This outcome indicates that, assuming scholastic standing is the most rational basis for discriminating between applicants, persons with equivalent qualifications had unequal probabilities of being hired (Dipboye et al., 1975).

The researchers also found that the subjects discriminated more against unattractive applicants and females when deciding which candidate would be assigned the top rank. This is significant because in a recruitment situation where applicants far outnumber positions available, it is critical for an applicant to be ranked amongst the highest candidates in order to be hired or invited for an interview. It is also important to note the effect that the sex or the attractiveness of the applicant may have on the interviewer’s behaviour subsequent to them evaluating the applicant’s resume. Research by Mayfield (1964) demonstrated that interviewers tend to form an early impression. Thus, the ability of the applicant to convey gender and attractiveness to the interviewer through resume information may assist in creating an initial impression, which influences the outcome of the face-to-face interview (Dipboye et al., 1975).

Watkins and Johnston (2000) found that applicant attractiveness had no impact when the quality of the application was high, but that attractiveness was an advantage when the quality of the application was mediocre. As physical attractiveness is unrelated to job performance in most cases, any bias towards physically attractive applicants represents discrimination (Watkins & Johnston, 2000). Huang and Lin (2016) found that physically attractive males receive favourable interview questions and have higher levels of self-confidence, resulting in better interview performance compared to other males.

Put simply, Cash and Janda (1984) proposed that when meeting someone for the first time for a job interview, the characteristic that carries the most weight in making a good impression is physical appearance. Individuals form first impressions of others on the basis of their immediately apparent features, most notably physical appearance (McArthur & Baron, 1980). The results of studies using fictitious resumes and applicants of varying attractiveness clearly reveal the potential for discrimination in hiring based on physical attractiveness (Cash et al., 1977; Cash & Kilcullen, 1985; Dipboye et al., 1975, 1977; Holahan & Stephan, 1981).

Maurer-Fazio and Lei (2015) found the beauty premium to be present across both males and females in the hiring process. Ruffle and Shtudiner (2015), however, found that only attractive males benefited. They found that attractive females were prejudiced, postulating that such prejudice was envy based.

The knowledge economy and knowledge workers

The term ‘knowledge economy’ is a broad term (Powell & Snellman, 2004) without a clear definition. Rather, it is widely used as a metaphor (Smith, 2002). For the purpose of this study, the knowledge economy is defined as:


… production and service based on knowledge-intensive activities that contribute to an accepted pace of technical and scientific advance, as well as rapid obsolescence … the key component of which is the greater reliance on intellectual capability than on physical inputs and natural resources. (Powell & Snellman, 2004:99)



This definition reflects the transition that has occurred in advanced industrialised nations from manufacturing-based to service-driven economies.

A feature of the knowledge economy is the increase in the mobility of knowledge workers which leads to higher levels of recruitment and selection (Sutherland & Wöcke, 2011). Recruitment and selection is the process of making fair and relevant assessments of the strengths and weaknesses of applicants with the intent to hire them (Boxall & Purcell, 2008). This definition of recruitment is the basis upon which this study was conducted. The research would explore the notion that knowledge should be the most important factor in the knowledge economy and that it is a scarce resource. Hiring of knowledge workers should be as objective as possible without regard for factors such as the attractiveness of candidates.

This study sets out to fill an existing gap in the literature and determines the prevalence of bias towards attractive individuals during the hiring practices of knowledge workers. Although a beauty premium is, according to the literature, expected in cases where other factors are equal, the context of the knowledge economy should dictate that potential employers will favour the more technically competent applicants, and thus, there should be no employer-bias based on the physical appearance of the job applicant. The following two-part research question was thus posed:


	Do both physical attractiveness and qualifications of an applicant for the position of a knowledge worker influence a manager’s perception of the suitability of such applicant? And if so, which of the two factors is more influential?



The hypotheses used to answer the research questions were as follows:


	Hypothesis 1 (H1A): Both qualifications and attractiveness influence a manager’s perceived suitability of an applicant to fill the position of a knowledge worker.

	Hypothesis 2 (H2A): Qualifications are more influential than attractiveness in a manager’s perception of an applicant’s suitability to fill the position of a knowledge worker.



Method

Research design

The researchers used a descriptive, cross-sectional and quantitative research to collect primary data to answer the hypotheses. This approach enabled the researchers to understand if being attractive and/or qualified had any effect on the hiring decisions of managers. The design thus allowed for the measurement of the effect of the two independent variables of attractiveness and qualifications on the dependent variable, namely, the suitability of the candidate for the position as a knowledge worker.

The research took place as a two-phase quantitative study. The first phase was designed to obtain a rank order of the attractiveness of a set of applicants to be used in phase two, which, in turn, was designed to simulate the practice of screening applicants’ resumes prior to a job interview.

Sampling

A non-probability convenience sample was used for this study to maximise the number of responses within the time and financial constraints of the study (Saunders, Lewis & Thornihill, 2012). The research was conducted in two phases. For phase 1, the questionnaire was distributed to N = 10 Executive Master of Business Administration (EMBA) students at the Gordon Institute of Business Science, and all N = 10 respondents returned the questionnaire, with no missing data or errors, representing a 100% response rate. For phase 2, N = 115 questionnaires were distributed to Programme in Management Development (PMD) students at the same institution, with N = 113 questionnaires returned with 10 containing errors and subsequently not included in the final analysis; therefore, the final analysis N = 103, representing an 89.56% complete response rate. The respondents represented a variety of management experience. Of the respondents, 43.69% (n = 45) had between 5 and 9 years of management experience, with 39.81% (n = 41) having 0–4 years’ management experience, whereas 16.54% (n = 17) of respondents having 10 or more years of experience. As managers are predominantly responsible for making hiring decisions, these respondents were deemed suitable for the study.

Measuring instruments

The research was conducted in two phases. Questionnaires were used in both phases of the research, using a self-reporting ranking scale.

Phase 1

Phase 1 was conducted primarily to establish a collection of photographs that respondents in phase 2 would deem attractive and not attractive. A questionnaire containing two sections was used. Section 1 allowed for the collection of demographic information, namely age, gender, race and occupation of respondents. Section 2 contained a set of 16 head and shoulder photographs of 8 Caucasian males and 8 Caucasian females. The researchers used a single race group to control for racial preference, which simultaneously allowed for the controlling of extraneous variables of height, speech, confidence levels and body language (Patzer, 1983).

The respondents were presented with the photographs and asked to rank each gender on a scale from 1 (least attractive) to 8 (most attractive). The two least attractive and the two most attractive photographs for each gender were then used in phase 2 of the research.

Phase 2

Phase 2 was conducted to test the hypotheses, based on the results of phase 1 of attractive and not attractive candidates. The questionnaire used in phase 2 contained four sections. Section 1 allowed for the collection of demographic information, namely age, gender, race, occupation and amount of management experience. Management experience was measured through self-reported number of years at specific management levels such as general management and executive management. Section 2 contained a fictitious knowledge worker job description and Section 3 contained eight CVs, each with one of the eight photographs comprising of two attractive males, two attractive females, two non-attractive males and two non-attractive females, as assessed in phase 1. Lastly, Section 4 contained a matrix and instructions for the respondents to rank the suitability of the eight candidates for the knowledge worker position.

All CVs met the minimum criteria for fulfilling the role; however, four of the CVs contained information depicting the candidate to be patently more qualified than the minimum requirements for the advertised position. Each CV was standardised in format, all photographs were in colour on the top left of the page, accompanied by the name and surname of the fictitious candidates, location and date of birth, career objectives, educational qualifications, experience, language spoken and hobbies.

The different levels of attractiveness (attractive and not attractive) and combinations of resume (highly qualified and minimally unqualified) were manipulated according to the design matrix illustrated in Table 1. For attractiveness, +1 represents attractive as ranked in phase 1, whereas −1 represents unattractive as ranked in phase 1. For qualification, +1 represents highly qualified, whereas −1 represents minimally qualified.
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Eight scenarios as summarised in Table 1 were used as stimuli to determine if physical attractiveness and qualifications influence suitability of applicants for a knowledge worker related job specification. The format of a resume was chosen to improve the external validity as these represent real-life situations of how candidates are assessed for suitability for job roles. The resumes were further designed, as outlined above, so as not to include any additional information that could influence the attractiveness of the resume for some respondents.

Prior to distribution of the questionnaires, pretesting was conducted to ensure that participants understood the job specification and the accompanying resume with photographs. This was conducted with a further 10 EMBA students, and all respondents agreed that the fictitious job description, resumes and instructions were clear and no changes were required.

The researchers distributed the four sections of the questionnaire in unmarked A4 white envelopes. A random number generator to determine the order that the resumes were placed in each envelope before being handed out. The researchers also verbally repeated the instructions contained in the envelopes to the respondents before the envelopes were handed out. The data collection was conducted in the same setting for all respondents to provide uniform conditions.

Data analysis

To test the research hypotheses, the second phase of the research was conducted to establish the presence of any bias based on the beauty premium. The results of the survey were transcribed into an Excel spread sheet and the subjects were each given an identification number from 1 to 103.

These details were then recorded into SPSS version 22, where multiple Wilcoxon signed rank tests were performed that compared the following variables and their effects and influence on:


	attractive versus unattractive

	qualified versus unqualified

	attractive qualified versus attractive unqualified

	unattractive qualified versus unattractive unqualified

	unattractive qualified versus attractive unqualified

	unattractive unqualified versus attractive unqualified

	attractive qualified versus unattractive qualified.



Results

Sample characteristics

One hundred and thirteen responses were received, with 103 participants that were used in the final analysis. The sample characteristics are summarised in Table 2. From these characteristics, it may be concluded that the sample is reasonably typical of South African middle managers.



[image: SAJHRM-16-897-T2.jpg]

Candidates

Based on the photographs and resumes, respondents ranked the fictitious candidates and the results are reflected in Table 3.
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Table 3 expresses the frequency of each candidate’s rankings. For example, the male attractive qualified candidate received a ranking of six 23 times. It is interesting to note that both male and female qualified candidates scored consistently higher in the rankings than their unqualified counterparts. This will be discussed in more detail in the results section.

Table 4 presents the rankings for the candidates by considering whether they were attractive or unattractive or qualified or unqualified, regardless of their gender. The results presented are interesting because they show a fairly even distribution of ranking for the attractive and unattractive applicants, whereas the results for qualified and unqualified applicants are unsurprisingly in favour of qualified applicants.
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Owing to the data being prepared in rank order, a Wilcoxon signed rank test was applied. When analysing the Wilcoxon signed rank test, the higher the mean rank, the more likely the choice (Pallant, 2010). Results are presented in Table 5.
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The results from the ranks above demonstrate both the respondents’ preference for an applicant and the strength of the preference. The following phenomena can be observed using the key above:


	Unattractive applicants were preferred to attractive applicants.

	Qualified applicants were preferred to unqualified applicants.

	Attractive qualified applicants were preferred to attractive unqualified applicants.

	Unattractive qualified applicants were preferred to unattractive unqualified applicants.

	Unattractive qualified applicants were preferred to attractive unqualified applicants.

	Attractive unqualified applicants were preferred to unattractive unqualified applicants.

	Attractive qualified applicants were preferred to unattractive qualified applicants.



The researchers also ran a test for effect size for each of the statistical hypotheses and used the guidance provided by Cohen (1988), namely that an r-value of 0.1 = a small effect, 0.3 = a medium effect and 0.5 = a large effect.

As can be seen in Table 6, the Wilcoxon signed rank test revealed the following:


	A difference in ranks between qualified and unqualified applicants (z = −7.310, p < 0.05) based on their rankings by managers to fill the position of a knowledge worker, with a medium effect size of 0.3601.

	A difference in ranks between attractive qualified and attractive unqualified applicants (z = −4.747, p < 0.05) based on their rankings by managers to fill the position of a knowledge worker, with a medium effect size of 0.3307.

	A difference in ranks between unattractive qualified and unattractive unqualified applicants (z = −5.581, p < 0.05) based on their rankings by managers to fill the position of a knowledge worker, with a medium effect size of 0.3889.

	A difference in ranks between unattractive qualified and attractive unqualified applicants (z = −4.364, p < 0.05) based on their rankings by managers to fill the position of a knowledge worker, with a medium effect size of 0.3040.
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The difference in ranks between attractive and unattractive applicants was not significant (z = −0.259, p = 0.759). Similarly, the difference in ranks between attractive unqualified and unattractive unqualified applicant was not significant (z = −0.653, p = 0.514), and furthermore, there was no difference in ranks between attractive qualified and unattractive qualified applicants (z = −0.343, p = 0.732) based on their ranking by managers to fill the position of a knowledge worker.

Thus, the findings of the study do not support Hypothesis 1 because only qualifications and not the attractiveness of the candidates were found to have a significant difference (p < 0.05) effect on the decision of the managers. However, the findings of the study support Hypothesis 2.

Discussion

The research set out to answer the following question:


	Do both physical attractiveness and qualification of an applicant for the position of a knowledge worker influence a manager’s perception of the suitability of such applicant? And if so, which of the two factors is more influential?



To do this, it was necessary to isolate the variables of qualification and attractiveness for these to be compared. The central finding from the research was that, in a context where qualifications are considered important, when a subject is provided with the details of a prospective applicant’s qualifications, managers are more likely to make a hiring decision based on the applicant’s qualifications rather than the applicant’s physical appearance. This finding was contrary to some previous research (Dipboye et al., 1975).

The researchers attempted to recreate a realistic environment by sampling a diverse group of men and women with different racial backgrounds and management experience. The research made use of photographs of applicants for the job of a knowledge worker on the basis that past experiments had found that photographs demonstrated a very high correlation in the ranking on an individual’s attractiveness (Hamermesh & Biddle, 1993).

By considering Goldman and Lewis’s (1976) postulation that attractive individuals display a higher level of social skilfulness, the researchers eliminated this variable by not having any personal interaction between the respondents and the applicants. Owing to this lack of personal interaction between the subject and the applicant, the variable of grooming was also eliminated apart from any grooming that was evident to the respondent from the photograph of the applicant.

Owing to the nature of the research experiments, the researchers were unable to confirm that good-looking candidates are hired in the belief that they are more successful (Goldman & Lewis, 1976), more credible (Patzer, 1983) or more able (Mobius & Rosenblat, 2006) than their less attractive competition, only that they were, in fact, preferred. The research aimed to analyse the effect of physical attractiveness on the initial hiring process before an applicant was invited for an interview. This means that applicant’s social power, favourable personal and non-personal characteristics such as personality and success in life, positive effects on people and persuasive ability were not tested for as these factors would only be available for testing in an environment where there was personal interaction between the subjects and the applicants.

The results of this research demonstrated that the research subjects placed a higher value on qualifications than they did on physical attractiveness. In the case of one of the candidates (Female, Attractive, Unqualified), it appears she may have been negatively prejudiced for being perceived as being attractive and unqualified, thus supporting the findings of Maurer-Fazio and Lei (2015). The findings are also consistent with the research of Dion and Stein (1978), Heilman (1983) and Heilman and Saruwatari (1979) who concluded that attractiveness may not always be viewed positively.

The researchers found that, although qualification was the most important factor when selecting an applicant to fill the position of a knowledge worker, attractiveness of the applicant played a secondary role. This is consistent with Tews et al. (2009) who found that physical attractiveness had a positive effect on hiring decisions, but when details of the applicant’s GMA were given, attractiveness as an attribute was less valued.

Research on organisational fit has suggested another reason that physically attractive applicants could be favoured over unattractive applicants (Tews et al., 2009). Once an applicant has been screened and deemed to meet the minimum requirements of the job being applied for, qualification was no longer deemed important. Tews et al. (2009) concluded that the assessment of fit involved something beyond the evaluation of knowledge, skills, abilities and past accomplishments but rather that interpersonal skills, goal orientation and physical attractiveness were considered important.

As the researchers in this study excluded details on the applicant’s goal orientation and controlled for interpersonal skills, it is feasible that physical attractiveness, while not significant, was used as a secondary measure in order to select the applicant.

Although for this study the attractiveness of the research subject was not measured, the study found that, regardless of the sex of the research subject, they preferred qualified applicants to unqualified applicants, and when qualification was equal, the respondents preferred attractive over unattractive applicants. Thus, it can be concluded that there is discrimination in the employment decision that can be attributed to physical attractiveness stereotypes.

Because the researchers controlled for interview technique, grooming and social skill and only provided details on qualifications, past experience, hobbies and a photograph to display physical attractiveness, it is reasonable to determine that the hiring decision was made using primarily the applicant’s qualifications and their physical attractiveness.

The study confirmed, similar to Dipboye et al. (1975), that qualifications were the most important determinants of suitability rating and ranking. However, their research found that when applicants had equal scholastic standing, subjects revealed a strong preference for attractive applicants, whereas this study revealed that subjects displayed only a non-significant preference for attractive applicants. The evidence found by the researchers confirms the findings of Watkins and Johnston (2000), who concluded that applicant attractiveness had no impact when the quality of the applicant was high but that it only played a role when applicant quality was mediocre. The researchers found that in the case of both qualified and unqualified applicants that attractiveness was preferred, even though it was only slightly so, over unattractiveness on a like-for-like basis, that is, attractive qualified applicants were preferred over unattractive qualified applicants, and attractive unqualified applicants were preferred over unattractive unqualified applicants.

Conclusion

The researchers can conclude that in the context of knowledge workers, a beauty premium does marginally exist but that it is less strong than might have been expected. Significantly more value is placed on the qualification of a job seeker than their physical attractiveness.

Congruent with research that has previously been conducted, the researchers found that regardless of the attractiveness of the applicant, more relevance is placed on the qualifications of the applicant in order to assess suitability to fill a position as a knowledge worker. However, when the quality of two applicants’ qualifications is equivalent, the more attractive applicant is likely to be selected.

Unlike Watkins and Johnston (2000) who found that attractiveness can compensate for poor application quality, the researchers found that the attractiveness of an applicant would only help when high-quality applicants or low-quality applicants were competing for a position. The attractiveness of an applicant would not give them an advantage over a more highly skilled applicant.

In conclusion, like Cash et al. (1977), Cash and Kilcullen (1985), Dipboye et al. (1975), Dipboye et al. (1977) and Holahan and Stephan (1981), the researchers found that when subjects were presented with fictitious resumes depicting applicants of varying attractiveness, the results indicated that there is some potential for discrimination in hiring on the basis of physical attractiveness.

Areas for further study

During the course of conducting this research, the researchers identified numerous factors that might warrant further exploration, namely the existence of bias towards different types of qualifications of a knowledge worker, that is, CA versus B.Eng versus BCom versus BA and gender bias in the knowledge economy.

Further, the provision of proper training to the individuals in human resource (HR) and recruitment responsible for hiring decisions could be explored to ascertain whether adequate training diminishes the effect of the beauty premium amongst similarly qualified individuals.

The researchers were also unable to confirm that attractive candidates are hired in the belief that they are more successful (Goldman & Lewis, 1976), more credible (Patzer, 1983) and more able (Mobius & Rosenblat, 2006) than their less attractive competition, only that they were preferred. Further research could explore why attractive candidates are preferred, albeit marginally, in the context of knowledge workers.
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TABLE 3: Frequency of rank per candidate.

Rank 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8
Male attractive qualified 6 12 8 LG S S I 10}
Male unattractive qualified 6 10 6 12 14 11 23 21
Female attractive qualified 1 10 15 10 11 19 15 22
Female unattractive qualified 14 8 1 8 14 8 20 20
Male attractive unqualified 10 9 19 16 16 12 8 13
Male unattractive unqualified 7 20 18 16 18 13 8 3
Female attractive unqualified 39 14 8 7 10 10 7
Female unattractive unqualified 20 20 18 18 7 8 5
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TABLE 4: Cumulative totals

for candidate

ranking based on qualification and

attractiveness.

Row labels 1 2 3 a4 5 6 7 8  Grand
total

Attractive

Attractive 56.00 45.00 50.00 49.00 50.00 64.00 44.00 54.00 412

count

Row % 13.59 10.92 12.14 11.89 12.14 15.53 10.68 13.11 100

Unattractive

Unattractive ~ 47.00 58.00 53.00 54.00 53.00 39.00 59.00 49.00 412

count

Row % 1141 1408 12.86 13.11 12.86 9.47 1432 11.89 100

Qualified

Qualified 27.00 40.00 40.00 46.00 54.00 61.00 69.00 75.00 412

count

Row % 655 971 971 1117 13.11 14.81 16.75 1820 100

Unqualified

Unqualified 76.00 63.00 63.00 57.00 49.00 42.00 34.00 28.00 412

count

Row % 18.45 15.29 15.29 13.83 11.89 10.19 825 6.80 100
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TABLE 5: Wilcoxon signed rank test results.

Row labels Ranks N Meanrank  Sum of ranks
Unattractive-  Negative ranks 214° 201.70 43164.00
AT Positive ranks 198 211.69 41914.00
Ties o - -
Total 412 - -
Unqualified-  Negative ranks 2834 21256 60154.00
qualified Positive ranks 129¢ 19321 24924.00
Ties o - -
Total 412 - -
Attractive Negative ranks 141¢ 104.33 14711.00
:;‘t‘r‘a“:’;‘:‘:d’ Positive ranks 65" 101.69 6610.00
qualified Ties o B -
Total 206 - -
Unattractive ~ Negative ranks 142 108.61 15422.50
3:2;1‘;‘;‘7; Positive ranks 64 9216 5898.50
qualified Ties o . :
Total 206 - -
Unattractive  Negative ranks 797 87.76 6933.00
g;f;ig‘;fe’ Positive ranks 127° 11329 14388.00
unqualified Ties 0 B -
Total 206 - -
Unattractive ~ Negative ranks 106° 105.80 11215.00
‘a’;‘t‘r‘:ftl‘\f‘:d’ Positive ranks 100° 101.06 10106.00
unqualified Ties o - -
Total 206 - -
Unattractive  Negative ranks 100¢ 103.69 10368.50
g;f;ig‘;fe’ Positive ranks 106 10333 10952.50
qualified Ties 0o - -
Total 206 - -

?, Unattractive < attractive; ®, unattractive > attractive; , unattractive = attractive; ¢, unqualified

< qualified; *, unqualified > qualified; !, unqualified = qualifie

¢, attractive unqualified <

attractive qualified; ", attractive unqualified > attractive qualified; !, attractive unqualified =
attractive qualified; /, unattractive unqualified < unattractive qualified; ¥ unattractive
unqualified > unattractive qualified; |, unattractive unqualified = unattractive qualified; ™
unattractive qualified < attractive unqualified; ", unattractive qualified > attractive
unqualified; °, unattractive qualified = attractive unqualified; ®, unattractive unqualified <
attractive unqualified; 9, unattractive unqualified > attractive unqualified; *, unattractive
unqualified = attractive unqualified; *, unattractive qualified < attractive qualified; *
unattractive qualified > attractive qualified; ¥, unattractive qualified = attractive qualified.
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TABLE 6: Test statistics.

Combination of independent variables z Asymptotic (two-tailed)
Unattractive-attractive -0.259° 0.795
Unqualifed-qualified 7.310° 0.000
Attractive unqualified-attractive qualified -4.747° 0.000
Unattractive unqualified-unattractive qualified -5.581° 0.000
Unattractive qualified-attractive unqualified -4.364° 0.000
Unattractive unqualified-attractive unqualified -0.653* 0.514
Unattractive qualified-attractive qualified -0.343" 0.732

2 Based on positive ranks; ®, based on negative ranks.
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TABLE 1: Summary of knowledge worker job application scenarios.

Scenario Attractive Qualification Gender
1 +1 +1 Male
2 -1 +1 Male
3 +1 =il Male
4 -1 -1 Male
5 +1 +1 Female
6 -1 +1 Female
7 +1 =il Female
8 -1 -1 Female
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TABLE 2: Sample characteristics.

Characteristics n
Gender

Male 51
Female 51
Race group®

Black 46
White 34
Indian 12
Mixed race 8

Age group in years®

25-29 12
30-34 33
35-39 30
40-44 21
45-49 5
50-54 2
Management experience in years

<4 41
5-9 45
10-14 11
>15 6
n=103.

*, One respondent declined to provide gender; ®, three respondents declined to disclose race;
<’ one respondent declined to provide age group.
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