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Human Resources Management

Numerous studies have found that facets of frontline ser-
vice providers’ personal appearance are considered in form-
ing an impression of that provider’s service effectiveness 
(Forsythe 1988; Johnson and Roach-Higgins 1987; Lennon 
and Miller 1984; Nelson and Bowen 2000; Paek 1986). 
Facial features are particularly important in this regard 
(Berry and McArthur 1986; Reed and Blunk 1990; Wogalter 
and Hosie 2001). The social psychology literature notes that 
individuals may use facial appearance as a basis for inter-
personal judgments in as little as 100 ms of exposure to an 
individual (Willis and Todorov 2006). Appearance is also 
one of the factors considered by guests with regard to the 
extent to which the service employee is seen as assuring by 
the consumer. Thus, the effect of nonverbal cues such as 
facial features and attractiveness on assurance is important 
to study. Assurance is defined as the knowledge and cour-
tesy of employees and their ability to convey trust and con-
fidence (Hinkin and Tracey 2003; Parasuraman, Zeithaml, 
and Berry 1988). Parasuraman, Zeithaml, and Berry (1988) 
included assurance as one of the dimensions of their 
SERVQUAL scale for measuring service quality, encom-
passing such service provider attributes as competence, 
courteousness, and knowledge.

Despite the hospitality industry’s awareness of the rela-
tionship of physical attractiveness, smiling, and other facial 
features, the volume of empirical research (Soderlund and 
Julander 2009) in this area has been modest, despite the 

concern in service and hospitality industries that employees 
should possess “aesthetic skills” such as good looks 
(Nickson, Warhurst, and Dutton 2005). We know that cus-
tomers prefer to interact with physically attractive employ-
ees (Tsai, Huang, and Yu 2012), and meta-analyses find 
that employee physical attractiveness and nonverbal behav-
iors (such as smiling) are positively associated with 
employer evaluations (Barrick, Shaffer, and DeGrassi 
2009). What we have seen is that studies on physical appear-
ance generally do not address the features that elicit person-
ality attributions (Little, Jones, and DeBruine 2011). To fill 
this gap, our study examines the attribution effects of facial 
features and attractiveness.

We also believe that research on this topic would assist 
managers in formulating policies regarding facial hair and 
personal grooming standards, as well as the use of service 
training that incorporates smiling, all of which vary widely 
among companies. We note, for instance, that in January 
2012, the Walt Disney Company did away with a policy 
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implemented in the 1950s that disallowed employees at 
their U.S. theme parks from growing beards (National 
Public Radio 2012).

From the point of view of U.S. law, no federal law 
expressly prohibits discrimination in employment decisions 
based on physical attractiveness (Bello 2004; Corbett 2007; 
Zakrzewski 2005). Looking at holdings from circuit court 
cases regarding employee appearance and the appropriate-
ness of corporate policies that address appearance, some 
cases find in favor of the employee, and others in favor of 
the business (Hazen and Syrdahl 2010; Levi 2008). As we 
discuss later in greater detail, hospitality managers need to 
be cognizant of the law and consult counsel to ensure that 
no policy could have a disparate impact on a protected class 
(Levi 2008). Case law indicates that employers with clearly 
written policies and consistent application of the policies 
can demonstrate that an appearance policy is legitimate and 
a business necessity (Hazen and Syrdahl 2010) and does not 
violate Title VII (Bello 2004) and avoid potential costly 
litigation.

This study examines the role of a frontline employee’s 
facial hair, smile, and facial attractiveness in guests’ impres-
sion formation, based on the theory of attribution. The study 
uses two experimental designs (one rating Caucasian front-
line providers and the other rating African-American pro-
viders) in which the levels of frontline employees’ facial 
hair, smiling, and facial attractiveness are manipulated and 
the guest’s assurance rating of the employee is measured.

This research contributes to existing literature in two 
ways. First, it is the first study to assess the influences of 
facial features on assurance perceptions in a service setting. 
Second, to our knowledge, it is the first to experimentally 
test these influences using more than one race of frontline 
workers to see whether the facial features of African-
American workers spawn the same effects (compared 
among themselves) as does a comparison of Caucasian 
workers. These issues are germane to the industry due to its 
mix of ethnic groups and the importance of the guests’ reac-
tions to service providers’ appearance as part of the service 
interaction.

This article proceeds first by offering a review of exist-
ing research. Following the literature review, the experi-
mental procedures are explicated followed by the findings. 
Finally, practical and theoretical implications of the find-
ings are explained followed by suggestions for future 
research extensions.

Hypotheses

As we indicated above, the hypotheses developed in this 
section are supported by attribution theory, which deals 
with how people make causal explanations, the information 
they use in making causal inferences, and what they do with 
this information to answer causal questions (Ajzen and 
Fishbein 1983; Kelley and Michela 1980). According to 

attribution theory, beliefs about attributes contribute to an 
overall evaluation of a person (Ajzen and Fishbein 1983; 
Kelley and Michela 1980). Appearance is one of the impor-
tant indices people use to predict and classify others (Lee  
et al. 2012). Nonverbal cues such as smiling and appearance 
may induce positive personality attributions, which are 
likely to lead to more positive evaluations (Tsai, Huang, 
and Yu 2012). From these findings, we can propose that 
people make attributions about the service employees’ 
beard, smile, and physical attractiveness, which in turn 
affect their perceptions of assurance.

Facial Hair

We have seen few studies that examine the emotional effect 
of facial hair and even less that examine the role facial hair 
plays in signaling social qualities (Dixson and Vasey 2012). 
However, it is clear anecdotally that people respond to 
men’s beards and mustaches, in a reaction that may be cul-
turally driven. Studies show that men with facial hair are 
perceived as more dominant, strong, and mature (Guido, 
Peluso, and Moffa 2011) and are more confident and com-
petitive (Dixson and Vasey 2012). Such findings receive 
theoretical anchoring from attribution theory in the sense 
that one attribute (e.g., facial hair) causes an inference about 
another attribute (e.g. dominance, strength, or maturity). 
Most likely due to aggressive signaling, men with facial 
hair are rated as more aggressive, reckless, lacking in self-
control, unkind, and dirty relative to clean-shaven men 
(Addison 1989; Kenny and Fletcher 1973; Klapprott 1976; 
Pancer and Meindl 1978; Reed and Blunk 1990; Roll and 
Verinis 1971). Terry and Krantz (1993) extend these earlier 
studies to find that men’s beards are associated with reduced 
competency ratings.

In another study, in which undergraduate students rated 
photos from within a booklet, clean-shaven men were rated 
as more sociable than their bearded counterparts (Wogalter 
and Hosie 2001). Grooming standards typically arise out of 
legitimate business issues such as employer preference, 
customer relations (Snider 2008), and to appeal to the target 
customer (Bello 2004). Based upon these streams of 
research, and anchored with attribution theory, we predict 
that facial hair will detract from a frontline employee’s 
assurance rating, as follows:

Hypothesis 1: Frontline service providers who are clean 
shaven will earn higher assurance ratings than front-
line service providers with facial hair.

Smiling Research

A genuine smile is a universal gesture and symbol of good-
will (Timm 1998). Smiles can have a large effect on person-
ality attributions (Little, Jones, and DeBruine 2011) because 
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smiling people are perceived as more sincere, competent, 
and sociable than nonsmiling individuals (Kraut and 
Johnston 1979; Swartzlander 2004). These findings fit in 
with attribution theory (Kelley and Michela 1980). Despite 
these studies that have shown that smiling faces lead to per-
ceptions such as honesty, warmth, and friendliness (DeGroot 
and Gooty 2009; Tsai, Huang, and Yu 2012), few investiga-
tions have related smiling with assurance. The hotel indus-
try, however, is well aware of the fact that smiling service 
workers increase customer satisfaction (Soderlund and 
Rosengren 2008) and numerous hotels and consultants offer 
“smile training.”

It is prudent to note that the above positive correlation 
and consequences associated with smiling only apply to 
genuine smiling (Grandey et al. 2005; Hennig-Thurau et al. 
2006). Hennig-Thurau et al. (2006) conducted a simulated 
live experiment in a service setting using actors displaying 
fake and genuine smiles and found that emotional conta-
gion to customers was dependent upon display authenticity. 
Because genuinely smiling people are perceived as more 
sincere, competent, and sociable than nonsmiling individu-
als, customers should be more likely to be trusting and con-
fident that genuinely smiling employees will deliver 
knowledgeable and courteous service, as summarized in 
this hypothesis:

Hypothesis 2: Frontline service providers who portray a 
genuine smile will earn higher assurance ratings than 
frontline service providers who are not smiling.

Physical Attractiveness

Again anchored with attribution theory (Kelley and 
Michela 1980), the physical attractiveness body of research 
spans more than a twenty-year period and supports the 
notion that a person’s assessments of others are signifi-
cantly influenced by the other’s degree of physical attrac-
tiveness (Noe, Uysal, and Magnini 2010). However, little 
research examines the impact of employee attractiveness 
on consumers (Argo, Dahl, and Morales 2008; Soderlund 
and Julander 2009).

Experiments show that people attribute positive qualities 
to individuals they consider attractive and negative qualities 
to individuals they consider unattractive (Bello 2004). In 
this regard, success or failure in social related activities may 
be attributed to personality or attractiveness (Weiner 1985). 
During interviews, attractive people are more likely to be 
hired than are less attractive individuals (Chiu and Babcock 
2002). Attractive people are perceived as more sociable, 
successful, and happier than people who are less good look-
ing (Chiu and Babcock 2002). More attractive individuals 
are found to be more persuasive (Chaiken 1979) and this 
can have an important impact on sales and marketing 
initiatives.

Regarding the role of physical attractiveness in social 
interactions, Mulford et al. (1998) find that individuals are 
more likely to cooperate with others they find attractive, 
and physically attractive individuals are believed to be more 
socially skilled (Dion, Berscheid, and Walster 1972). 
Persons perceived as attractive are viewed as more socially 
competent (Eagly et al. 1991).

In a hospitality context, May (1980) finds that the physi-
cal attractiveness of a female restaurant server has a larger 
influence on tip size than the quality of service provided. 
Attractiveness may affect perceptions of competence 
(Berger, Fisk, and Zelditch 1977). Authors have proposed 
that it is logical to accept that a service provider’s physical 
attractiveness will significantly affect customer’s percep-
tions of the service provider’s competence (Sundaram and 
Webster 2000; Luoh and Tsaur 2009). Thus, physical 
attractiveness will influence assurance perceptions, and we 
hypothesize the following:

Hypothesis 3: Frontline service providers who have 
attractive faces will earn higher assurance ratings 
than frontline service providers who have unattract-
ive faces.

Method

Pretesting Procedures

The research hypotheses in the main study were tested 
using a 2 × 2 × 2 within-subjects experimental design 
with facial hair (beard vs. no beard), smile (smiling vs. 
not smiling), and attractiveness (attractive vs. not attrac-
tive) as the three factors, and assurance as the dependent 
variable. Thus, selecting photos of the right service pro-
viders reflecting the three independent factors was 
crucial.

To that end, we used a rigorous pretesting procedure to 
select photographs of service providers.1 Procedures for 
validating the use of chosen experimental setting, sample 
population, and manipulated and controlled variables were 
all done according to the guidelines established by Perdue 
and Summers (1986).

Using photographs obtained from an internet stock 
photographer, respondents were asked to evaluate each 
photograph in terms of attractiveness, smiling, and facial 
hair. Based on their evaluation, a photograph was selected 
to correspond to one of the eight treatments for Caucasian 
service providers and eight treatments for African-
American providers. As described next, respondents were 
also asked questions about the age of the service provider 
(Henss 1991), clarity of the photograph, and whether the 
background was distracting (Koernig and Page 2002; 
Luoh and Tsaur 2011; Shao, Ramser, and Wilson 
2005-2006).
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Pretesting Measures and Selection Criteria

To get the strongest photos, subjects were shown forward 
facing headshots of individuals and asked to rate the fol-
lowing six variables (in the order presented).

Clarity. Photos had to score 8.0 or higher on an 11-point 
Likert-type scale (1 = blurry, 11 = clear). Only photographs 
rated as clear were used for further evaluation based on 
other criteria.

Background. Also rated on an 11-point Likert-type scale  
(1 = distracting, 11 = not distracting), we required a mean 
score at or above 8.0 to control for the effects of back-
ground. Once again, photographs seen as distracting were 
dropped from further evaluation.

Age. To mirror the hotel industry’s demographics, we 
required that an individual in the photo be classified as 
being 21 to 35 by at least 75 percent of respondents. This 
matches an unpublished 2010 report of 129,000 hotel front 
desk clerks from the Department of Labor Statistics that 
showed that 34.1 percent of clerks were between 21 and 24 
years old, and 47.3 percent were between 25 and 34 years 
old, with the mean age of 29.9 years (Department of Labor 
Statistics 2010).

Facial hair. At least 75 percent of respondents had to agree 
that a particular photo represented someone who was clean 
shaven or someone who had facial hair.

Attractiveness. Again using an 11-point Likert-type scale  
(1 = not attractive at all, 11 = very attractive), a photo with 
a mean score of 4.0 or lower was deemed unattractive, 
while a mean score of 8.0 or higher meant that the person in 
the photo was attractive. All ANOVA tests showed these to 
be statistically different at the p < .001 level.

Smile. Similarly, respondents rated photos with a range of 
smiles (1 = no smile, 11 = very genuine smile). Photos with 
a mean score of 8.0 or higher were determined to be “smil-
ing” photos, while a mean score of 4.0 or lower meant no 
smile. ANOVA tests showed the variance to be statistically 
significant for all treatments at the p < .001 level.

Pretesting Data Collection

The photographs corresponding to the eight treatments for 
each of the two races based on facial hair, smile, and attrac-
tiveness of the service provider were selected in four stages. 
In Pretest 1, 30 respondents identified seven treatments 
from a set of sixteen photographs; in Pretest 2, 30 respondents 

identified three treatments from a set of nine photographs; 
in Pretest 3, 120 respondents identified two treatments 
from a set of eleven photographs; and in Pretest 4, 28 
respondents identified four treatments from a set of ten 
photographs.

In summary, through the use of these four pretests, all of 
the treatments were identified for use in a 2 × 2 × 2 within-
subjects experimental design: smile (genuine smile vs. no 
smile), attractiveness (attractive vs. unattractive), and facial 
hair (facial hair vs. no facial hair) across two experimental 
settings (African-American service providers and Caucasian 
service providers).

The Main Study

To test our hypotheses, two within-subjects experiments 
were conducted with respondents from an online consumer 
panel of a large reputed marketing research company. 
Individuals were randomly assigned to rate either eight 
photos of African-American men or eight photos of 
Caucasian men. Data collection was carried out over two 
days. A total of fifty responses were collected for the 
African-American experiment and fifty-two responses for 
the Caucasian experiment. (We also conducted this experi-
ment for women with similar results, using a 2 × 2 design 
for attractiveness and smiling.) Each respondent was asked 
to imagine that a particular photo showed a front desk 
employee at a full service hotel, and each was asked to only 
refer to that photo (not comparing the eight). Respondents 
were then asked to indicate the level of agreement on a 
seven-point Likert-type scale (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = 
strongly agree) regarding five assurance items used to oper-
ationalize the dependent variable. The five assurance items 
originated from Parasuraman, Zeithaml, and Berry’s (1988) 
SERVQUAL scale, and include items such as, “If I were to 
stay at this hotel, I would likely find this employee is com-
petent.” These five items exhibited excellent reliability 
(Cronbach’s alpha of .97 in the African-American experi-
ment; Cronbach’s alpha of .95 in the Caucasian 
experiment).

Participants in this study were overwhelmingly Caucasian 
(84.7 percent) and ranged in age from eighteen years to 
eighty-one years (M = 45.95, SD = 17.42). Four percent of 
the respondents were African-American, 5.9 percent, Asian, 
3.0 percent, Hispanic, and 2.5 percent indicated another 
heritage. The respondents were clearly familiar with hotels, 
as 32 percent of respondents typically stayed in hotels one 
to three nights per year, 20.3 percent stayed four to six 
nights per year, 10 percent stayed seven to nine nights, 10 
percent stayed ten to twelve nights, and 8.9 percent stayed 
more than fifteen nights per year.
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Exhibit 1.
Experiment 1 and 2 Results.

Caucasian Frontline Service  
Providers (Experiment 1)

African-American Frontline Service  
Providers (Experiment 2)

Hypothesis Mean Assurance (SD) F value (df) Mean Assurance (SD) F value (df)

Hypothesis 1
 Facial hair 4.25 (1.11) 15.97 (1, 78)* 4.56 (1.09) 1.29 (1, 84)
 Clean shaven 4.52 (1.02) 4.48 (1.10)  
Hypothesis 2
 Genuine smile 4.87 (1.07) 101.69 (1, 78)* 5.29 (1.05) 124.83 (1, 84)*
 No smile 4.25 (1.13) 3.81 (1.27)  
Hypothesis 3
 Attractive 4.99 (1.07) 126.66 (1, 78)* 5.16 (1.05) 89.37 (1, 84)*
 Unattractive 4.13 (1.21) 3.94 (1.18)  

*Statistically significant at p < .001.

Experiment 1: Caucasian Frontline 
Associates

The hypotheses were tested using repeated measures 
ANOVA, as each respondent saw all eight treatments. 
Using Mauchly’s test of sphericity, we determined that the 
data are not spherical. Therefore, the significance of each 
independent variable was evaluated assuming lack of sphe-
ricity with the Greenhouse–Geisser correction. Hypothesis 
1 states that clean-shaven service providers will receive 
higher assurance ratings than providers with facial hair. 
This effect of facial hair was evaluated using the F-statistic, 
which tests whether there is a difference in mean assurance 
scores between treatments with clean-shaven providers and 
those having facial hair. As detailed in Exhibit 1, results 
indicate that the main effect of facial hair is statistically sig-
nificant for this experiment involving Caucasian service 
providers, F(1, 78) = 15.97, p < .01. The mean assurance for 
clean-shaven service providers is 4.52 (SD = 1.02), com-
pared with 4.25 (SD = 1.11) for service providers with 
facial hair; thus, Hypothesis 1 is supported.2

Hypothesis 2 predicts that service providers displaying 
genuine smiles will garner higher assurance ratings than 
those not smiling. ANOVA results indicate that the main 
effect of smiling is statistically significant, F(1, 78) = 
101.69, p < .01. The mean assurance for smiling Caucasian 
service providers is 4.87 (SD = 1.07), compared with 4.25 
(SD = 1.13) for Caucasian service providers not smiling; 
hence, Hypothesis 2 is supported.

In terms of Hypothesis 3, the mean assurance score of 
the attractive treatment was 4.99 (SD = 1.07), and the mean 
of the unattractive treatment was 4.13 (SD = 1.21). This 
difference in the mean assurance scores for the two groups 

is statistically significant, F(1, 78) = 126.66, p < .01. 
Hypothesis 3 is therefore supported in Experiment 1: 
Caucasian frontline service providers who have attractive 
faces earned higher assurance ratings than frontline service 
providers with unattractive faces.

Experiment 2: African-American 
Frontline Associates

As with Experiment 1, the hypotheses in Experiment 2 were 
tested using repeated measures ANOVA. As above, we 
found that the African-American frontline providers’ data 
are not spherical, and we could again evaluate significance 
assuming lack of sphericity with Greenhouse–Geisser cor-
rection. Unlike the data for Caucasians, the data for African-
Americans does not support Hypothesis 1’s prediction. As 
seen in Exhibit 1, the main effect of facial hair is not statisti-
cally significant for this experiment involving African-
American service providers, F(1, 84) = 1.29, p > .05.

However, Hypotheses 2 and 3 were once again sup-
ported in this experiment. ANOVA results indicate that the 
main effect of smiling is statistically significant in 
Experiment 2, F(1,84) = 124.83, p < .01. The mean assur-
ance for smiling African-American service providers is 
5.29 (SD = 1.05), compared with 3.81 (SD = 1.27) for 
African-American service providers not smiling.

Regarding Hypothesis 3, the mean assurance score of the 
attractive treatments was 5.16 (SD = 1.05) and the mean of 
the unattractive treatments was 3.94 (SD = 1.18), which is a 
statistically significant difference, F(1, 84) = 89.37, p < .01. 
This indicates that African-American frontline service pro-
viders who have attractive faces earned higher assurance 
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ratings than frontline service providers with unattractive 
faces.

Managerial Implications

Practical Implications of Facial Hair Findings

Apparently, the old Walt Disney Company policy banning 
facial hair was a wise one, in terms of attribution theory. 
The findings of this study suggest that hotel associates 
should generally not be permitted to display beards. Having 
made that statement, however, we have now entered a new 
domain—namely, that of U.S. employment and civil rights 
law. Federal law permits appearance-based policies such as 
grooming requirements and facial hair (Bello 2004), pro-
vided those rules are evenhanded and do not trespass on 
religious convictions, as we explain below (Bello 2004; 
Zakrzewski 2005). Moreover, requirements that employees 
be clean-shaven can be justified by a legitimate business 
reason, such as the case with the Waldorf=Astoria Hotel 
(Hazen and Syrdahl 2010, which we explain in a moment) 
or for food-service health code reasons.

In the United States, employers may set grooming or 
facial hair standards as long as the employer does not dis-
criminate against Title VII protected classes (Bello 2004) 
(based on race, color, religion, sex, national origin, age, or 
disability). For example, employers may be required to 
make a reasonable accommodation for an employee who 
wears facial hair because of a religious belief, such as the 
case in which a Rastafarian contended that the 
Waldorf=Astoria’s clean-shaven policy was a violation of 
religious beliefs (Hazen and Syrdahl 2010). Thus, since 
human resource policies cannot vary depending upon an 
employee’s race or ethnicity, the logical approach is to 
mandate clean-shaven employees. However, any policy 
must include reasonable accommodations for facial hair for 
persons in a protected class, such as required by the 
Americans with Disabilities Act (King, Winchester, and 
Sherwyn 2006) or Title VII (James 2008). Men are not a 
disparate class (Levi 2008), as long as the policy applies 
equally to both sexes.

We suggest that employers should review facial hair poli-
cies to ensure that they reflect current practice and are even-
handed in their application, set out reasonable expectations, 
and do not create undue hardship for one group over another. 
As with all human resources policies, those regarding facial 
hair should be clearly communicated and the reasons for the 
policies and consequences for failing to follow the policy 
should also be clearly communicated (Snider 2008).

Practical Implications of Smiling Findings

The importance of a genuine smile cannot be underesti-
mated. While common sense dictates that smiling is better 

than not smiling, this study reveals that genuine smiles sig-
nificantly bolster guests’ assurance perceptions.

Long-ago hotelier Ellsworth Statler, who developed the 
nation’s first chain of hotels, was aware of the need to hire 
“pleasant people.” This principle works today, as hospital-
ity firms seek to hire employees who are likely to display 
positive emotions and smile (Johanson and Woods 2008). 
As such, high positive affect individuals may be considered 
better suited for hospitality positions because they tend to 
experience and display positive affective emotions such as 
cheerfulness and enthusiasm more regularly (Chu, Baker, 
and Murrmann 2012).

We also recommend that all newly hired frontline asso-
ciates complete some form of customer service training that 
incorporates the need to use genuine smiles. Job shadowing 
may not provide this training, and many firms don’t include 
the importance of smiling in their customer service training. 
Trainees also need to know that consumers in a service 
environment can distinguish between fake and genuine 
smiles (Grandey et al. 2005; Hennig-Thurau et al. 2006), 
and workers should also be advised to avoid inadvertently 
frowning while concentrating on a task.

While this research does recommend training in genuine 
smiling, it is also prudent to note that employees should 
work in an environment in which they want to smile. An 
effective way to obtain frequent and genuine smiles is to 
create an organizational setting that fosters genuine positive 
emotions among employees (Soderlund and Rosengren 
2008). The linkage between employee and customer satis-
faction is well documented (Garlick 2010; Spinelli and 
Canavos 2000) and the association between being happy in 
the workplace and smiling is one way in which this satisfac-
tion mirror manifests itself in a service environment.

Practical Implications of Facial Attractiveness 
Findings

Although this is a delicate matter, it is clear that managers 
do use appearance as a basis for decisions regarding 
recruitment, promotion, and compensation (Soderlund and 
Julander 2009). Furthermore, research finds that customers 
respond more favorably to attractive employees than to 
unattractive employees.

Based on our study results, frontline providers who are 
rated as having attractive faces command significantly more 
assurance than do their unattractive counterparts. With 
regard to federal law, no statute expressly prohibits discrimi-
nation in employment decisions based on physical attrac-
tiveness alone (Bello 2004; Corbett 2007; Zakrzewski 2005). 
Appearance-based policies are legal unless such policies 
implicate a protected group. Thus, employers that have a 
preference for attractive employees may face discrimination 
claims if the result is that persons in a protected class are 
disproportionately not hired. This might particularly occur 
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where a cosmetic disfigurement or physical impairment 
relating to a disability is tied to the perceived unattractive-
ness. Some legal professionals and academics note that cur-
rent laws are likely to be expanded to give employers more 
discretion to decide when appearance is an essential charac-
teristic that should be considered in hiring decisions (James 
2008). If that occurs (or in any event), employers may need 
to successfully demonstrate that attractiveness is a necessary 
qualification of the job or a BFOQ (bona fide occupational 
qualification).

While it can be argued that it might be ethically unwise 
to take a person’s physical attractiveness into account 
when making hiring decisions, grooming is a different mat-
ter. A firm can establish guidelines for associates’ appear-
ance. For example, appearance standard policies for male 
employees could include items such as “sideburns may not 
extend below a line running from the corner of the mouth 
to the back of the jaw,” and for female employees, stan-
dards could include items such as “hair cannot be exces-
sively dyed, bleached, or tinted” and “make-up should be 
used in moderation to convey a natural, unexaggerated 
appearance.” If hiring managers are considering attractive-
ness, they must apply those criteria consistently and equally 
to different classes of people (Zakrzewski 2005). Terms 
that are subject to individual interpretation should be 
avoided, such as “professional appearance” and “appropri-
ate length” (Hazen and Syrdahl 2010), in favor of more 
specific concrete phrases.

While having such policies in place will not ensure 
that all associates are physically attractive, implementing 
and uniformly enforcing such policies are actions that 
can be taken toward achieving this means while remain-
ing in ethically and legally safe territory. Again, policies 
should be checked by counsel (Hazen and Syrdahl 2010; 
King, Winchester, and Sherwyn 2006), and further con-
sideration is necessary if employees are members of a 
union.

As we said, attractiveness in itself does not constitute a 
protected class, but HR decisions based on attractiveness 
must not also tie to discrimination against a protected class. 
So, for example, firms should consider the following issues 
for appearance and grooming policies (King, Winchester, 
and Sherwyn 2006, pp. 362):

•	 Sex: Does the policy create a burden for one gender, 
but not the other?

•	 Age: Is complying with this policy differentially dif-
ficult for workers older than forty?

•	 Race, national origin, and color: Does this policy 
infringe on a cultural aspect of specific race or 
national origin? and

•	 Americans with Disabilities Act: Does any covered 
disability prevent an employee from complying with 
this policy?

Case law indicates that employers with clearly written 
policies and consistent application of the policies can dem-
onstrate that an appearance policy is legitimate and a busi-
ness necessity and does not violate Title VII (Hazen and 
Syrdahl 2010).

Theoretical Implications

This study applies an attribution model to demonstrate the 
effects of facial characteristics such as a beard, a smile, and 
attractiveness on the assurance perceived by the customer. 
The study found that an attractive demeanor appeared to 
increase the guest’s confidence that the service provider can 
provide a knowledgeable and courteous exchange. This fills 
a gap found in past studies that have found that consumers 
often prefer to interact with attractive providers, but did not 
establish the reasons for such a finding. This research also 
contributes to existing knowledge by replicating these find-
ings for African-American and Caucasian hotel workers, 
which increases the generalizability of the findings and is 
especially important for the hospitality industry, with its 
diversity of ethnicities and races.

Limitations and Future Research

Given the multicultural hotel industry workforce, future 
research extensions that examine other ethnicities might 
prove useful. This study was limited to studying Caucasian 
and African-American frontline workers, because manipu-
lations involving Hispanic workers’ photos did not perform 
well and we had difficulty locating sufficient photos of 
Asians with facial hair. We should note that this study was 
also limited in that it tested beards but not mustaches, pri-
marily because we could not locate photos for every possi-
ble treatment condition relating to mustaches.

Although we believe that these findings could apply to 
restaurants, this study related to a hotel front desk, and the 
expectations may be different for restaurants. Moreover, 
customers in an upscale restaurant may have different 
behavioral expectations of wait staff than those in a family 
style restaurant (Tsai, Huang, and Yu 2012). We think 
future studies should investigate potential differences 
that exist between different races in different settings. 
Surprisingly, many studies on facial features do not distin-
guish the race of the subject or face in their methodology. 
Attractiveness seems to have universal elements that bridge 
across individuals and cultures (Adams et al. 2011). That 
said, however, one study found different customer reactions 
to an organization depending on whether the customer-con-
tact employee was African-American or Caucasian (Walker 
et al. 2009). Such contradictions need to be resolved, and 
we need to determine whether the overall findings of a 
study that examines facial appearance and employment-
related outcomes can be generalized across cultures.
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Finally, while this study examined constructs from a 
consumer perspective, future research should consider the 
effects of human resource appearance policies on the 
employee’s self-schemata. For example, displaying facial 
hair might make an employee feel more masculine (Wood 
1986). Therefore, research that examines the conditions 
by which employees’ schematic trait attributions influence 
their overt behaviors during customer interactions would 
be theoretically and practically relevant to the hotel sector 
due to the high human component that characterizes the 
industry.
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Notes

1. As a hotel setting is depicted in the main study scenarios, it 
was determined that the pretest sample possesses the ability 
to evaluate hypothetical hotel front desk employees, based 
on the respondents’ frequency of hotel stays. More than 95 
percent of the respondents stayed in hotels during the prior 
year: 19.1 percent stayed one to three nights, 42.6 percent 
stayed four to six nights, and 33.8 percent stayed more than 
six nights.

2. Because ANOVA is an omnibus test, the familywise error 
rate is fixed at the significance level. Therefore, there is no 
need to adjust the significance level for each main effect 
hypotheses tested.
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