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A B S T R A C T

Physical attractiveness is an essential factor in consumers' evaluation processes during a service encounter. Using
both experimental and field study designs, we demonstrate that a service representative's physical attractiveness
affects consumer response (i.e., customer satisfaction, service quality perception, and likability of the service
representative). Also, we find that a consumer's social distance perception between themselves and a service
representative mediates the physical attractiveness effect on consumer response. Thus, this article is the first to
demonstrate that social distance perception is an underlining mechanism of the physical attractiveness effect.
Furthermore, findings from Studies 2 and 3 show that consumers' physical attractiveness and their attractive-
ness-ability belief moderate the physical attractiveness effect. Although contentious to some, our findings in-
dicate that the recruitment of attractive representatives may be an effective business practice in service settings.
However, managers should not regard consumers as a homogeneous group; self-perceived unattractive con-
sumers may respond negatively to their service representative's physical attractiveness.

1. Introduction

The service marketing literature has investigated various factors
that could influence service encounters. The physical environment of
the service encounter, for instance physical surroundings, are able to
alter consumers' evaluations of the service (Bitner, 1990). Interpersonal
factors, especially frontline employees, are receiving great attention
from researchers (Luoh and Tsaur, 2011; Quach et al., 2017; Söderlund
and Julander, 2009). The service employee's age, non-verbal commu-
nication, and physical appearance have been found to impact customer
satisfaction and service quality perception (Luoh and Tsaur, 2011;
Söderlund, 2017; Söderlund and Julander, 2009). While it is encoura-
ging to observe a change in the trends of systematic discrimination in
recruitment practices in certain industries, physical appearance none-
theless affects consumers' judgments of consumption experiences.

The beauty premium refers to the notion that the more physically
attractive workers have better earning advantages (Rosenblat, 2008).
Also called the physical attractiveness stereotype, it is still an important
factor not to be neglected. For example, Abercrombie & Fitch applies
this principle when staffing its stores, although many have criticized it
for its discriminating recruitment practices. Nonetheless, human beings
are naturally inclined toward beautiful things (Langlois et al., 1991). As

a visible attribute, appearance can alter consumer attitudes. Being
good-looking brings benefits to both the service employees and the
company employing them. Attractive individuals receive higher per-
formance evaluations, make more money, and are more likable than the
unattractive ones (Dion et al., 1972; Khantimirov and Karande, 2018;
Langlois et al., 2000; Leinsle et al., 2018; Wan and Wyer, 2015).
Companies that have attractive CEOs have better stock returns than
those with less attractive ones (Halford and Hsu, 2014). The encounters
that occur between consumers and the frontline employees are funda-
mental to the service delivery process (Albrecht et al., 2016; Orth and
Wirtz, 2014; Otterbring, 2017). Thus, although ethically questionable,
it might explain why Abercrombie & Fitch emphasizes the importance
of their staff's physical appearances during the recruitment process.

Although the beauty premium has been extensively examined, it is
possible that beauty can be beastly (Heilman and Saruwatari, 1979),
being good-looking can also backfire. Agthe et al. (2010) found that
physical attractiveness can lead to interpersonal derogation. Individuals
may avoid interacting with others who are physically attractive because
of self-presentation concerns (Agthe et al., 2014; Wan and Wyer, 2015).
In service interactions, this ‘beastly beauty’ can cause lower purchase
intentions and consequently lower business performance (Wan and
Wyer, 2015). Thus, it is of great importance to study under what
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conditions the beauty premium does not hold.
Conflicting findings from the literature on the beauty premium are

silent as to when it does and does not hold. Specifically, the reasons for
the conflicting results have not been studied in the service-marketing
domain. One possible explanation is that researchers study the beauty
premium without considering the comparison activities between two
important parties, the service provider and the consumer. By the nature
of comparison, the perceived social distance may be the underlying
reason for the inconsistent impacts of physical attractiveness. Social
distance originated from the construal level theory focuses on the social
distance between a self and others (Mantovani et al., 2017; Trope et al.,
2007). The similarities/differences between a self and other define in-
group and out-group members, representing a proximal versus a distal
social distance, and a concrete/lower versus abstract/higher level of
relationships (Zhao and Xie, 2011). The study of social distance has
been undertaken in marketing domains. Scholars found that social
distance perceptions can alter product-related comparisons and re-
commendations from others (Kim et al., 2008; Zhao and Xie, 2011). Yet
surprisingly, the perceived social distance as a possible underlying
mechanism of the physical attractiveness effect has not been fully ex-
amined. In answering the call from Lemay Jr. et al. (2010), we examine
the role of perceived social distance in explaining the physical attrac-
tiveness stereotype. Furthermore, we consider a consumer's own at-
tractiveness and the attractiveness-ability belief and test their moder-
ating effects, to further our understanding of the physical attractiveness
stereotype. The service interaction is incomplete without the consumer.
Yet the consumer embodies a preconceived notion of the physical at-
tractiveness stereotype. As a result, this article contributes to our un-
derstanding of the physical attractiveness effect by examining the
mediating role of social distance perceptions and considering consumer
attributes.

Basically, the current research seeks to examine the influence of
service employees’ physical attractiveness on consumer responses.
Given that customer satisfaction, service quality perceptions, and the
likability of the service representative are the core elements in service
encounters, and in the service marketing literature, we capture the
consumer response through customer satisfaction, service quality, and
the likability of the service representative (Wan and Wyer, 2015). The
remainder of this article presents the literature review and three em-
pirical studies. We conclude by discussing the implications of our
findings and providing new research avenues.

2. Literature review

2.1. Physical attractiveness stereotype

The physical attractiveness effect is regarded as a key factor influ-
encing interpersonal interactions (Ahearne et al., 2010; Andreoni and
Petrie, 2008; Judge et al., 2009; Patzer, 2012; Tews et al., 2009; Wan
and Wyer, 2015). This effect, sometimes referred to as what is beautiful
is good (Dion et al., 1972), is also well known as the beauty premium
effect or the physical attractiveness stereotype. Morrow (1990) defines
physical attractiveness as “the degree to which one's facial image elicits
favorable reactions from others” (p. 47). Later, Ahearne et al. (2010)
extend the definition from facial image to the general physical ap-
pearance.

Both personality theory and expectancy theory provide implicit
explanations for the physical attractiveness stereotype (Darley and
Fazio, 1980; Eagly et al., 1991; Schneider, 1973). Individuals have
different perceptions of what makes a person attractive, and judge
others based on their physical attractiveness. Individuals, who are
judged, otherwise referred to as target individuals, often behave ac-
cording to expectations from others (Cao et al., 2013; Langlois et al.,
2000). Often, the physical attractiveness level, on which the physical
attractiveness stereotype is based, is captured using a holistic measure
favored by scholars for its ease of use and its thorough assessment of the

evaluation process (Feingold, 1992; Raza and Carpenter, 1987; Wan
and Wyer, 2015). Simply put: the measure asks about an individual's
favoritism level toward a target.

The physical attractiveness stereotype is first discussed in the psy-
chology and sociology literature. During the interpersonal interactions,
the perception of an individual can be altered depending on whether
this person is deemed attractive or not. Attractive individuals are per-
ceived as more favorable and competent than their unattractive coun-
terparts (Morrow, 1990; Patzer, 2012; Wan and Wyer, 2015). They are
believed to have appealing personal traits and better social skills (Dion
et al., 1972; Tews et al., 2009), and to have a higher locus of control
and better mental health (Judge et al., 2009; Patzer, 2012; Feingold,
1992). The physical attractiveness effect can smooth an interpersonal
interaction and increase a person's persuasion ability, making an at-
tractive person more persuasive than an unattractive one (Ahearne
et al., 2010; Feingold, 1992; Patzer, 1983). Indeed, by testing infants'
reactions, scholars examine the evolutionary foundations of the beauty
premium and observe that it is in the nature of human beings to love
beautiful things (Langlois et al., 1991).

Inferred from the psychology and sociology literature, the physical
attractiveness stereotype holds true in marketing. Marketing re-
searchers have already tested the beauty premium with marketing-re-
lated variables such as purchase intentions, patronization behavior, and
even tips received. Consumers are more willing to purchase a product
from an attractive salesperson, and are more willing to share informa-
tion with an attractive service provider (Ahearne et al., 2010; Wan and
Wyer, 2015). They are also more likely to tip more generously when
helped by an attractive service representative. While one may more
easily understand the positive repercussions of the physical attractive-
ness stereotype in service settings involving low service skills (Tews
et al., 2009), similar effects are observed in service encounters invol-
ving professionally-trained skills (Wan and Wyer, 2015). For example,
Wan and Wyer (2015) demonstrate that participants favor attractive
clinical service providers more than unattractive ones. Being good-
looking is also important to sales (Ahearne et al., 2010; Wan and Wyer,
2015). A physically attractive salesperson is more likable and perceived
as more capable in providing the service than an unattractive one (Wan
and Wyer, 2015). More importantly, physical attractiveness plays an
influential role in service interactions. Buyers feel more comfortable
being served by a good-looking salesperson, and believe their interac-
tions to be more effective and favorable (Wan and Wyer, 2015).

In sum, the physical attractiveness stereotype does occur in service
encounters. It can alter consumers' responses to the service provider
and the service interaction. Because an attractive individual is more
likable, we believe that being physical attractive can increase con-
sumers' likability of the service representative (Morrow, 1990; Patzer,
2012; Wan and Wyer, 2015). The evidence in the service marketing
literature also indicates that consumers tend to have higher satisfaction
and higher service quality perceptions when exposed to an attractive
service provider. In our article, we examine the physical attractiveness
on consumer responses, which are customer satisfaction, service quality
perceptions, and the likability of the service representative. The three
facets of the consumer response ascertain that we capture the con-
sumers’ responses to both the service provider and the service inter-
action process. Thus, we are able to examine the consumer response
more holistically.

2.2. The role of social distance perceptions

Physical attractiveness is a visible attribute for judgment and eva-
luation. Subsequently, people use this attribute to compare themselves
to others. For example, individuals frequently compare themselves to
their same-sex attractive peers (Jones and Buckingham, 2005;
Mussweiler, 2003). The act of comparison is a prevalent human beha-
vior rooted in human evolution. According to the selective accessibility
process model (Mussweiler, 2003), people unconsciously compare the
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objects with targets and generate evaluations. Thus, almost all the
evaluations and judgements are based on these comparisons (Festinger,
1954). Two comparisons are included in the process: assimilation
comparison and contrast comparison. In the assimilation comparison,
people tend to consider the similar features between two objects,
whereas in the contrast comparison, people tend to focus on the dif-
ferences (Mussweiler, 2003; Mussweiler and Bodenhausen, 2002;
Strack and Mussweiler, 1997).

In service encounters, social comparison can also occur. When ex-
posed to an attractive service representative, a consumer might make
comparisons between themselves and the physical attractive service
representative, probably based on physical appearances. According to
the selective accessibility process model (Mussweiler, 2003), the results
of social comparison in the service encounters need not be negative:
physical attractiveness can stimulate assimilation or contrast compar-
isons. A similar level of physical attractiveness between two individuals
likely makes them feel closer to one another (Mussweiler, 2003), in that
physical attractiveness creates a sense of belonging for individuals.
During similarity testing, individuals examine the similarity level of
physical attractiveness between themselves and the service re-
presentative. They evaluate themselves toward the service re-
presentative, which stimulates a simulated move-toward process and
consequently creates a closer social distance. Conversely, during con-
trast testing, individuals evaluate a target away from a standard, which
stimulates a detaching process and consequently creates a further social
distance (Mussweiler, 2003; Strack and Mussweiler, 1997). With the
support of the beauty premium theory, we consider the assimilation
comparison to dominate in the service encounter comparison, thus to
generate a closer distance between a consumer and the service re-
presentative. Thus, we propose.

H1. An attractive representative decreases the social distance between a
service representative and a consumer.

The assimilation and contrast comparisons in the selective accessi-
bility process model can be supported by the construal-level theory
(Trope et al., 2007) which asserts that the social distance between a self
and similar others is closer than the social distance between a self and
dissimilar others. The similar others and dissimilar others can be seen as
in-group versus out-group members. In-group members often share si-
milar characteristics and work for the common goals, which generates
positive attitudes and responses among in-group members (Brewer,
1999). Per the distinctive model of social identity (Brewer, 1991), the
likability of a target is positively related to the level of similarity be-
tween a self and the target (Kahneman and Tversky, 1973; Kwon et al.,
2016; Morrow, 1990). Therefore, we propose that the proximal (versus
distal) social distance generated by the assimilation comparison (versus
contrast comparison) generates higher likability of the target. In the
service encounter scenario, the assimilation comparison (i.e., finding
the similarities) between a consumer and a service representative
generates a proximal social distance between the two parties, and
consequently increases a consumer's likability of a service re-
presentative. Per this logic, we also propose a positive relationship
between the close social distance and the higher customer satisfaction
and higher perceived service quality. Based on these arguments, we
have the second hypothesis:

H2. The relationship between a representative's physical attractiveness
and a consumer's response (customer satisfaction, service quality
perception, and likability of the service representative) is mediated
by the consumer's social distance perceptions.

2.3. The role of consumers’ own physical attractiveness

Three steps make up a comparative evaluation (Mussweiler, 2003):
target selection, self-target comparison, and evaluation. A target is es-
sential in the self-target evaluating process. However, as stated, the

process fails to account for the characteristics of the self. An individual
cannot make a self-target comparison without assessing his or her own
physical attractiveness (Mussweiler and Bodenhausen, 2002). Similar to
the beauty premium, which describes the perception of others, self-
concept physical attractiveness is associated with positive affect, cog-
nitive, and social measures (Feingold, 1992). An individual's behavior is
aligned with how they perceive themselves, as attractive or not: they
use their own physical attractiveness level as a benchmark in their self-
target comparison (Lee et al., 2008).

An attractive target may trigger lower, normal, or higher self-per-
ceptions, depending on whether self-presentation concern is activated
(Wan and Wyer, 2015). Accordingly, if an individual has a low self-
presentation concern and is confident of one's own physical attrac-
tiveness, this individual is more likely to perceive the self as equally
attractive as the target, consequently creating a closer distance between
the self and the target. The individual then considers the self and target
as ‘in-group’ and other unattractive people as ‘out-group’.

The in-group and out-group theory claims that in-group members
share similar attributes and hold more positive attitudes toward one
another than toward out-group members (Andreoni and Petrie, 2008;
Major et al., 1993). When comparing one's self with an in-group
member, the individual retrieves information to assess the consistency
of similarities and uses assimilation testing (Blanton et al., 2000; Major
et al., 1993). When a low physically attractive self compares oneself
with an attractive target, an out-group relationship is observed. The low
physically attractive individual does not have a sense of belonging to
the target's attractive group, and thus categorizes the target as an
outsider. Due to the low similarity between the target and self, a high
social distance is observed, and contrast testing is adopted by the self
(Mussweiler, 2003; Mussweiler and Bodenhausen, 2002; Strack and
Mussweiler, 1997).

Based on this reasoning, we anticipate that individuals’ own phy-
sical attractiveness alters their perception of a target, leading to dif-
ferent perceptions of social distance between the self and target. We
hypothesize:

H3. A consumer's physical attractiveness moderates the effect of a
service representative's physical attractiveness on the consumer's social
distance perception. Physically attractive consumers have a lower social
distance perception towards an attractive service representative,
whereas they have a higher social distance perception towards an
unattractive one.

2.4. The role of physical-ability beliefs

The literature supports the positive effects of the beauty premium in
different areas (Morrow, 1990; Patzer, 2012; Wan and Wyer, 2015). For
example, being good-looking is related to perceived higher intelligence
levels and academic performance. Physically attractive employees are
believed to be better at their jobs (Feingold, 1992; Patzer, 2012; Raza
and Carpenter, 1987). Inspired by the idea of proposing and testing the
relationship between Corporate Social Responsibility and a company's
ability to make quality products (i.e., CSR-CA beliefs) from Sen and
Bhattacharya's classic paper published in the Journal of Marketing Re-
search in 2001, we define the attractiveness-ability belief as the con-
sumers' beliefs about a correlation between an individual's physical
attractiveness and his/her ability to provide a service.

When we accept the attractiveness-ability connection, we may ex-
pect a strong correlation between physical attractiveness and a higher
level of ability. This may be because attractive people are more en-
couraged and motivated by others than their unattractive counterparts
(Langlois et al., 2000). The strong attractiveness-ability connection is
evidenced in Felson and Bohrnstedt’s (1979) study where they de-
monstrate that individuals' intelligence level and their physical ap-
pearances are correlated. Teachers attribute higher ability levels to
attractive students (Felson and Bohrnstedt, 1979). On the contrary, a
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low attractiveness-ability belief denotes a weak correlation between
physical attractiveness and a higher level of ability. Such a statement
belies the belief that beauty and ability do not co-exist, a perspective
adopted by some (Patzer, 2012).

For those subscribing to the attractiveness-ability connection, their
attitudes toward this belief demonstrate their approval of the physical
attractiveness of a target. This approval creates a lower psychological
distance between the individual and the target. Conversely, a low
physical-ability belief level leads to greater social distance. Thus, we
put forward:

H4. A consumer's attractiveness-ability belief moderates the effect of a
service representative's physical attractiveness on the consumer's social
distance perception. A consumer has a lower social distance perception
with a high level of attractiveness-ability belief. A consumer has a
greater social distance perception with a low level of attractiveness-
ability belief.

Fig. 1 illustrates our conceptual model. To test these hypotheses, we
combined both experiment and survey to enhance the reliability and
validity. Experiments are employed for testing the causal relationship
(internal validity) and the survey is used to increase the generalizability
(external validity). Specifically, in Study 1, we used a laboratory ex-
periment to examine the main effect of a service representative's phy-
sical attractiveness on a consumer's social distance perception (H1), and
the mediating role of a consumer's social distance perception (H2). In
Study 2, we queried individuals traveling through an airport to conduct

an experiment testing the moderating role of a consumer's physical
attractiveness (H3), and the attractiveness-ability belief (H4). In Study
3, as a means to improve external validity, we replicated the findings in
real consumption experiences.

3. Study 1: main effect of physical attractiveness

3.1. Study design and procedure

Study 1 tests the main effect of physical attractiveness on con-
sumer's social distance perception (H1), and the mediating role of a
consumer's social distance perception on the relationship between
physical attractiveness and customer response (H2). A between-subject
design was carried out. The only criterion for recruiting participants in
our studies was their consumption experiences. Given that we can al-
most assume that all the individuals who were enrolled in a college and
were interviewed by our recruiters had consumption experiences, we
can conclude that the recruiting criteria were met as long as the in-
dividuals agreed to participate voluntarily. Three hundred and nine
participants were randomly assigned to the high versus low physical
attractiveness conditions. The detailed information of respondents' de-
mographic profiles of the 3 studies are shown in Table 1.

The participants completed the study anonymously. The scenario
provided was that of having dinner at a restaurant. Having read the
description, the participants then viewed a picture of a service re-
presentative, the waiter who would serve their meals. To manipulate

Fig. 1. Conceptual model.

Fig. 2. Moderation of customer's physical attractiveness.
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the physical attractiveness of the target, we altered the service re-
presentative's image using photo editing, and thus differentiated be-
tween high versus low levels of attractiveness. The images were created
following Fisher and Ma’s (2014) study. To simulate the study's waiters,
we recruited two graduate students—one male, one female—who ap-
peared mature and moderately attractive. We then invited a profes-
sional technician to create the corresponding images of high and low
attractiveness. We created high and low attractiveness versions of a
single image using photo-editing software based on the models' original
pictures. In the low attractiveness condition, we added subtle asym-
metries to the nose and eyes. Facial asymmetry is found to be negatively
correlated with human attractiveness because of its association with
health and fitness (Gangestad and Thornhill, 1994). This procedure
ensures that the images are as similar as possible in all aspects other
than attractiveness. We assessed consumer responses from three as-
pects: customer satisfaction, service quality perceptions, and likability
of the service representative (Cronbach's alpha=0.86), such as ‘please
score your satisfaction of the service provided by the service re-
presentative’, and ‘please score the service quality provided by the
service representative’, and ‘please score your liking for the service
representative’ (Wan and Wyer, 2015). We adopted a three-item mea-
surement scale from Kim et al. (2008) to measure the participant's so-
cial distance perception, and we reversed the coding in the data ana-
lysis so that the higher score means a higher social distance (Cronbach's
alpha= 0.74). One of the item questions asked: ‘Please evaluate your
psychologically close/similar to self/typical in-group member to the
service representative’. To measure the service representative's physical
attractiveness, we adopted the overall physical attractiveness measure
from Meltzer et al. (2014) with a single item indicator with 7-point
Liker scale, ‘please rate the facial physical attractiveness of service re-
presentative’. We also collected the demographic characteristics of each
participant at the end of the questionnaire. The original design and
questionnaire were formulated in English, then back-translated into
Chinese using two professional translators (Bhalla and Lin, 1987).

3.2. Pretest and manipulation check

We conducted a pretest to ensure the validity of the manipulation. A
total of 85 participants were randomly assigned into four groups, and a

series of independent sample t-tests were completed. Findings showed
that participants perceived the service representative to be more at-
tractive in the high-attractiveness condition than in the low-attrac-
tiveness condition both for the male (Mhigh= 4.79, Mlow= 2.88,
t=5.084, df=34, p < 0.000) and the female (Mhigh= 5.27,
Mlow= 3.46, t=6.138, df=48, p < 0.000) service representatives.
We assessed the manipulation as successful.

3.3. Findings

We used the Bayesian estimates with Markov Chain Monte Carlo
(MCMC) chains to test the main effect of physical attractiveness on
consumer's social distance perceptions with SPSS v25. The outcome of
Bayes Independent t-test analysis indicated that the estimated posterior
mean of customer social distance perception is 3.06 for the low physical
attractiveness condition, and 3.40 for the high physical attractiveness
condition, respectively. The credible interval is between 0.09 and 0.59
with a 95% Bayesian coverage, and the Bayes Factor is 0.318 and the p-
value is 0.007. Thus, H1 was supported.

Next, we ran the SPSS PROCESS analysis and hierarchical regression
to test the mediating effect of social distance perception (Hayes, 2013).
The SPSS macro syntax PROCESS allows for the estimation of both
indirect and direct interaction effects using bootstrapping procedures.
An increasingly popular tool, the PROCESS macro tests a model's pre-
dictive validity with no normality assumption and provides higher ac-
curacy in confidence intervals (Hayes, 2009). We applied a conditional
process analysis to understand the mediating nature of social distance
perceptions (Hayes, 2009). Using PROCESS (version 2.16.3), we gen-
erated 5000 bootstraps based on the 309 observations with a 95%
confidence interval. The bootstrapping results indicated that the med-
iating effect of a consumer's social distance perception is significant
(β=0.13, 95% CI, LLCI= 0.03, ULCI= 0.27). In addition, the direct
effect of a service representative's physical attractiveness on a con-
sumer’ response is also significant (β=0.42, 95% CI, LLCI= 0.16,
ULCI= 0.68). Thus, a service representative's physical attractiveness
has significant direct and indirect effects on a consumer's response
through social distance perceptions, thus supporting H1 and H2.

3.4. Discussion

Findings from Study 1 revealed that physical attractiveness predicts
a customer's social distance perceptions. More importantly, they further
supported the findings from previous studies that consumers react more
positively toward attractive service representatives than toward less
attractive ones (Dion et al., 1972; Langlois et al., 2000; Morrow, 1990;
Patzer, 2012; Wan and Wyer, 2015). In addition, we found that a
consumer's social distance perception mediates the effect of physical
attractiveness on their responses, which helps better understand the
underlining mechanism of the physical attractiveness effect.

4. Study 2: moderating effects of consumers’ physical
attractiveness and attractiveness-ability beliefs

While Study 1 tested the main effect of physical attractiveness on a
consumer's response and the mediating role of social distance percep-
tions, we purposefully ignored consumer characteristics, an important
factor underscored in the literature review. Study 2, then, examines the
moderating roles of consumers' physical attractiveness (H3) and at-
tractiveness-ability beliefs (H4) on the physical attractiveness effects.

4.1. Study design and procedure

Study 2 was designed to test the moderation of consumer's physical
attractiveness and consumer's attractiveness-ability beliefs with one
manipulation treatment (service representative's physical attractive-
ness: high vs. low) and two self-evaluating factors: consumer's physical

Table 1
Respondents’ demographic profiles of the 3 studies (unit: percentage).

Study 1 Study 2 Study 3

Sample Size 309 237 550

Responses Students in an
university in
southeastern
China

Passengers of
airline in
Baiyun
International
airport

consumers in
ten shopping
malls of three
metropolitan
Chinese cities

Gender Male 48.5 50.8 37.1
Female 51.5 49.2 62.9

Age Below 21 40.8 14.3 24.2
21–30 57 49.4 40.1
31–40 1.9 21.9 23.8
41–50 0.3 9.7 9.2
Above 50 / 4.6 2.6

Education Middle school
or below

/ 20.7 32.7

Junior College / 29.5 25.5
Undergraduate 69.8 43.5 37.5
Postgraduate or
above

30.2 6.3 4.4

Income Below 2001 / 16 31.7
2001–5000 / 27 30.3
5001–10000 / 38.4 21.2
Above 1000 / 18.6 16.8
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attractiveness (high vs. low) and consumer's attractiveness-ability be-
liefs (positive vs. negative vs. no relationship). In order to improve the
external validity of the study, we recruited actual passengers at the
Guangzhou Baiyun International Airport, the third largest airport in
China. Participants were assured that their identities would remain
anonymous and that their answers would only be used for academic
research. In Study 2, 237 participants were randomly assigned to two
conditions, high physical attractiveness or low physical attractiveness
of the service representative.

Participants read a scenario about receiving a service from a flight
attendant, with the photo of the flight attendant attached. Following
the general instructions, participants rated the physical attractiveness
of the flight attendant and themselves. We manipulated the service
representative's physical attractiveness as in Study 1. We adopted the
scale from Meltzer et al. (2014) to measure physical attractiveness of
both the self and the service representative. A single item was used to
assess the attractiveness-ability belief: “Do you think the service em-
ployee's physical attractiveness relates to their service abilities?”
(1= no relationship, 2= positive relationship and 3=negative re-
lationship). Social distance perceptions were captured with a three-item
scale adopted from Kim et al. (2008) as in Study 1. Finally, we recorded
the demographic characteristics of the participants.

4.2. Findings

We first ran the manipulation check. The independent sample t-test
results show that participants perceived the flight attendant to be more
attractive in the high-attractiveness condition than in the low-attrac-
tiveness condition (Mhigh= 5.13, Mlow= 4.43, t=4.92, df=235,
p < 0.001). Therefore, the physical attractiveness manipulation was
successful.

4.2.1. The moderating role of consumers’ physical attractiveness
To examine the moderating effect of a consumer's physical attrac-

tiveness, we ran a 2-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) and Bayes
Independent t-test against social distance perceptions. In order to check
the assumptions of ANOVA, we did the following steps: First, we en-
sured that the cases were independent given that all the participants
were recruited separately, and all the responses were interviewed and
recorded separately. Second, we checked for normality. The residuals
were normally distributed, and the skewness and kurtosis of the de-
pendent variable are less than 1. We also checked the equality of var-
iances. The p-value Levene's Test for Equality of Variances was greater
than 0.1, the variances were homogenous between groups. Thus, the
assumptions of ANOVA were all supported. The findings of Bayes
Independent t-test confirmed the main effect of the service re-
presentative's physical attractiveness on social distance perception (the
credible interval is between 0.28 and 0.78 with a 95% Bayesian cov-
erage, and the Bayes Factor is 0.003 and the p-value is < 0.001). More
importantly, the 2-way ANOVA showed a significant interaction be-
tween the service representative's physical attractiveness and the con-
sumer's physical attractiveness (F (1, 233)= 31.99, p < 0.01). Table 2
presents the means of social distance perceptions for different groups.

As proposed by H3, when encountering a more attractive service
representative, the attractive participants perceived a shorter social

distance than when encountering a less attractive one (Mhigh= 2.77,
Mlow= 3.74, the credible interval is between 0.597 and 1.350, Bayes
Factor< 0.001 and p < 0.001). When encountering a low attractive
service representative, attractive participants perceived a greater social
distance than the low attractive participants (Mhigh= 3.13,
Mlow= 2.71, the credible interval is between −0.746 and −0.086,
Bayes Factor= 0.385 and p < 0.05). Therefore, H3 was supported (see
Fig. 2).

4.2.2. The moderating role of a consumer's attractiveness-ability belief
Results showed that most participants (80%) believed there was no

relationship between the service representative's physical attractiveness
and their service abilities. In addition, a consumer's attractiveness-
ability belief had no significant impact on the relationship between a
service representative's physical attractiveness and the consumer's so-
cial distance perception (F (1, 228)= 1.66, p=0.19). The means of
social distance perceptions of different groups are shown in Table 3.
Thus, the findings do not support H4.

4.3. Discussion

Study 2 provided initial evidence that a consumer's physical at-
tractiveness is a meaningful moderator for the physical attractiveness
stereotype. It confirmed our hypothesis that the service representative-
self comparison is not complete without considering the self's physical
attractiveness. However, the study also demonstrated that the attrac-
tiveness-ability belief does not play a moderating role. In the in-flight
service context, most of the participants stated that a service re-
presentative's physical attractiveness had no relationship with their
service ability. The elaboration likelihood model of persuasion (ELM;
Petty et al., 1981) helps shed further light on this relationship. On one
hand, when an individual has a lower motivation or ability in evalu-
ating arguments, they are more likely to be swayed by simple, issue-
irrelevant cues such as appearance. On the other hand, when in-
dividuals have high motivation and ability to evaluate arguments, they
focus more on the true merits of the information presented in support of
a proposal (Li et al., 2017). Among many important factors that con-
tribute to the service quality evaluation of an airline company, flight
safety and professional training of flight attendants rank as the top
factors (Chang and Chang, 2000; Liou et al., 2008). Given the

Table 2
Means of social distance perceptions by consumer's physical attractiveness.

Service representative's physical attractiveness Consumer's physical attractiveness Sample size Social distance perceptions Mean difference

High High 45 2.77 0.97 (**)
Low 82 3.74

Low High 42 3.13 0.42 (**)
Low 68 2.71

Note: **p < 0.01.

Table 3
Means of social distance perceptions by attractiveness-ability belief.

Service representative's
physical attractiveness

Consumer's
attractiveness-ability
belief

Sample size Social distance
perceptions

High No relationship 93 3.51
Positive relationship 11 3.03
Negative
relationship

7 3.33

Low No relationship 78 3.42
Positive relationship 26 3.46
Negative
relationship

1 4.00

Note: 1=no relationship, 2=positive relationship and 3=negative re-
lationship.
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importance of safety in the in-flight service and its relevance to con-
sumers, consumers have high motivation and ability in evaluating the
service quality: they are well-positioned to understand that the pro-
fessional flight service skills are necessary to provide the service and
their evaluations of the service quality are less likely to be influenced by
a service representative's physical attractiveness. Accordingly, we pro-
pose that a consumer's attractiveness-ability belief will only moderate
the physical attractiveness effect in non-professional service contexts.

Overall, Study 2 presented findings in support of the moderating
role of a consumer's physical attractiveness. It contributes to a better
understanding of the physical attractiveness stereotype by suggesting
that the study of the physical attractiveness effect is more complete by
considering the essential role of consumer characteristics. Still, our
understanding remains incomplete: findings pertaining to the physical
attractiveness-ability belief motivate us to explore further the effect of
service type (i.e., professional skills required versus none) as a
boundary condition. To assess the findings pertaining to the service
type uncovered in Study 2 and overcome certain limitations associated
with an experimental design, we conducted an additional study in a real
consumption setting.

5. Study 3: field study

Using experimental designs, Studies 1 and 2 examined the physical
attractiveness effect as well as the moderating roles of a consumer's
physical attractiveness and their attractiveness-ability beliefs. In Study
3, we carried out a field study to generalize the findings by surveying
real consumption experiences.

5.1. Sample and procedure

Data collectors were instructed to randomly intercept consumers in
ten shopping malls in three metropolitan Chinese cities: Guangzhou,
Zhuhai, and Xi'an. Trained research assistants were sent to different
shopping malls in the three cities. Data was collected in the rest area of
the shopping malls to ensure that the participants had enough time and
felt comfortable to finish the study. We screened the participants by
asking whether they had just received a face-to-face service from a
service representative. After the screening process, the participants
were asked to read the instructions of the study. Participants recalled
and evaluated the service, and rated the service representative's phy-
sical attractiveness. We also collected the consumer's personality and
demographic information. Participants were assured that the survey
was anonymous and that all information they gave would only be used
for academic research purposes. Finally, we collected 550 complete
questionnaires. The ANOVA results showed no significant differences
among respondents from the three shopping centers.

5.2. Measurement

We used seven-point Likert scales to capture all measures
(1= strongly disagree, 7= strongly agree). Adopting the scale from
Wan and Wyer (2015), consumer response was assessed on three di-
mensions (Cronbach's alpha=0.85). We adopted a 3-item scale from
Kim et al. (2008) to assess the participant's social distance perception
toward the service representative (Cronbach's alpha= 0.86). We used
the same overall physical attractiveness measurement (Meltzer et al.,
2014) and the attractiveness-ability belief measurement as in Study 2.

All items had factor loadings above 0.5. All constructs had a
Cronbach's alpha greater than 0.80. The standardized loadings and the
average variance extracted (AVE) were also above the 0.5 threshold for
each construct. Thus, convergent validity was well supported
(Anderson and Gerbing, 1988). The composite reliability indices ranged
from 0.85 to 0.86. Discriminant validity was supported as AVEs were
greater than the corresponding squared inter-construct correlations
(Claes and Larcker, 1981). Table 4 presents the correlations and the

descriptive statistics for the study constructs. The correlation matrix
reports no highly correlated variables suggesting that common method
bias is not a major concern.

5.3. Findings

5.3.1. The mediating role of social distance perception
We used SPSS PROCESS and hierarchical regression to run the

mediation analysis. Hypotheses 1 and 2 were tested with a simple
mediation model (Model 4) controlling for networking effects following
the PROCESS syntax (Hayes, 2013). The direct effect of a service re-
presentative's physical attractiveness on a consumer's response is sig-
nificant (direct effect: β=0.09, 95% CI, LLCI= 0.02, ULCI= 0.16).
The bootstrapping results indicated that a consumer's social distance
perception mediates the effect of a service representative's physical
attractiveness on consumer response (β=0.13, 95% CI, LLCI= 0.09,
ULCI= 0.18). The direct effect of physical attractiveness and the
mediating effect of a consumer's social distance perception are thus
confirmed. In line with the findings in Study 1, we concluded that H1
and H2 were supported in both laboratory and real consumption set-
tings. The beauty premium is operating in service interactions: a con-
sumer's social distance perception is an underlining mechanism to the
physical attractiveness effect.

5.3.2. The moderating role of a consumer's physical attractiveness
We performed a moderation analysis (model 4) according to the

procedures described by Preacher and Hayes (2008) and Zhao et al.
(2010). The analysis was based on 5000 bootstrap samples with 95%
confidence intervals. The bootstrapping results indicated that a con-
sumer's physical attractiveness moderates the effect of a service re-
presentative's physical attractiveness on the consumer's response (95%
CI, LLCI= 0.002, ULCI= 0.018). To examine the direction of the
moderation, we conducted hierarchical moderated regression analyses.
We first entered the control variables (i.e., service type, familiarity with
the employee, service representative and consumer gender, education,
and age). In the second step, we added the service representative's
physical attractiveness as well as the consumer's physical attractiveness.
In the third step, we added the two-way interaction between the service
representative's physical attractiveness and the consumer's physical
attractiveness.

As shown in Table 5, a service representative's physical attractive-
ness is negatively (Step 2, β=−0.28, p < 0.01) related to a con-
sumer's social distance perception. The interaction between a service
representative's physical attractiveness and the consumer's physical
attractiveness is significant (Step 3, β=0.46, p < 0.05).

Simple slope analyses and slope difference tests revealed that
compared to the low physically attractive consumers, the high physi-
cally attractive consumers perceive a shorter social distance towards
highly attractive service representatives and a greater social distance
towards low attractive service representatives. Thus, H3 was supported:
a consumer's physical attractiveness moderates the effect of a service
representative's physical attractiveness on the consumer's social dis-
tance perception.

5.3.3. The moderating role of attractiveness-ability belief
Again, we used the SPSS PROCESS and hierarchical moderated re-

gression analyses (model 4) to test the moderating role of attractive-
ness-ability belief. Similar to the procedures used in the previous test,
we first entered the control variables. We then added the service re-
presentative's physical attractiveness and the consumer's attractiveness-
ability belief. Finally, we added the interaction of the service re-
presentative's physical attractiveness and the consumer's attractiveness-
ability belief.

As shown in Table 6, a service representative's physical attractive-
ness is negatively (Step 2, β=−0.30, p < 0.01) related to a con-
sumer's social distance perception. The two-way interaction of a service
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representative's physical attractiveness and a consumer's attractiveness-
ability belief is significant (Step 3, β=−0.53, p < 0.01). We also
examined this moderating effect using PROCESS based on 5000 boot-
strap samples with 95% confidence intervals. The bootstrapping results
indicated that a consumer's attractiveness-ability belief moderates the
effect of a service representative's physical attractiveness on a con-
sumer's social distance perception (95% CI, LLCI=−0.372,
ULCI=−0.096).

We used simple slope analyses and slope difference tests to reveal
how a consumer's attractiveness-ability belief affects the relationship
between a service representative's physical attractiveness and the con-
sumer's social distance perception. As shown in Table 7, when a con-
sumer considers there is a positive relationship or no relationship be-
tween physical attractiveness and service ability, the service
representative's physical attractiveness decreases the consumer's social
distance perception. However, when a consumer believes that the
physical attractiveness is negatively related to service ability, they
perceive a greater social distance towards the service representative.
Thus, we found support for H4: A consumer's attractiveness-ability
belief moderates the effect of a service representative's physical at-
tractiveness on the consumer's social distance perception.

5.4. Discussion

In Study 3, we confirmed the stereotype effect of a service re-
presentative's physical attractiveness and the moderating role of a
consumer's physical attractiveness and attractiveness-ability belief. This
confirms our earlier proposition that the effect of attractiveness-ability
belief may not hold in the context of jobs requiring professional skills.

6. Discussions and implications

6.1. Summary

This study presents four main findings to extend our understanding
of the physical attractiveness stereotype in the service encounters. First,
Studies 1, 2 and 3 demonstrated that attractive service representatives
do have positive impacts on consumer responses, namely the customer
satisfaction, service quality perceptions, and the likability of the service
representatives; the beauty premium is operating in service marketing.

Second, a consumer's social distance perception (Studies 1 and 3)
mediates the physical attractiveness stereotype. This finding is sup-
ported by laboratory and real consumption setting data. In line with our
proposition supported by the selective accessibility process model
(Mussweiler, 2003) and the construal-level theory (Trope et al., 2007),
the impact of physical attractiveness on consumer responses works
through social distance perceptions. Physical attractiveness stereotype
generates different degrees of social distance through the comparison
between a consumer and a service representative, consequently affects
the customer satisfaction, service quality perceptions, and the likability
of the service representative.

Third, we furthered our contribution by considering the role of
consumers. Previous research has been focusing on the employee and
company side of a service encounter. Recent research has started to
switch the focus from company and employee to a more consumer-
centered view, for instance by considering the consumers' self-pre-
sentation concerns (Wan and Wyer, 2015). Our study move this practice
further along by considering consumers' own physical attractiveness.
The moderating role of a consumer's own physical attractiveness is
significant in both laboratory and real consumption settings.

Finally, our findings showed that a consumer's attractiveness-ability
belief acts as a moderator of the physical attractiveness effect, although
this finding could not be replicated in a specialized service setting (e.g.,
flight attendant service setting). This opens a new future research

Table 4
Means, standard deviations, and correlations.

Variables Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5

1. Service representative's physical attractiveness 4.29 1.20 1
2. Consumer's attractiveness-ability belief 1.37 0.65 −0.01 1
3. Consumer's social distance perceptions 3.28 1.33 0.29** 0.11* 1
4. Consumer's physical attractiveness 4.35 1.23 0.24** 0.08* 0.16** 1
5. Consumer response 4.73 1.11 0.24** −0.07 0.53** 0.04 1

Note: *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01. The mean of consumer's attractiveness-ability belief is calculated from nominal scale (1=no relationship, 2= positive relationship
and 3=negative relationship).

Table 5
The moderating effect of consumer's physical attractiveness.

Variables Step 1 Step 2 Step 3

B SE β B SE β B SE β

Constant −3.67 0.38 −2.02 0.43 −3.44 0.79
Service Type −0.08 0.05 −0.07 0.00 0.05 0.00 0.00 0.05 0.00
Familiarity −0.17 0.08 −0.09* −0.18 0.08 −0.09* −0.18 0.08 −0.09*
Employee Gender −0.11 0.13 −0.06 −0.18 0.12 −0.06 −0.20 0.12 −0.07
Customer Gender −0.21 0.13 −0.07+ −0.18 0.12 −0.06 −0.17 0.12 −0.06
Education 0.00 0.06 0.00 0.00 0.05 0.00 0.00 0.05 0.00
Age −0.08 0.06 0.00 −0.12 0.06 −0.08* −0.12 0.06 −0.08*
EPA −0.31 0.05 −0.28** −0.02 0.16 −0.02
CPA −0.11 0.05 −0.10* −0.20 0.15 −0.19
EPA×CPA −0.07 0.03 −0.46*
F 2.17* 9.04** 8.31**
R2 0.023 0.118 0.125
Adjusted R2 0.013 0.105 0.111
△R2 0.095** 0.007*

Note. N= 550; EPA= service representative's physical attractiveness, CPA= consumer's physical attractiveness; +p < 0.1, *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01.
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avenue to examine the moderating effect of service specialization.

6.2. Theoretical implications

Consumers often react more favorably to physically attractive ser-
vice representatives than to unattractive ones; their higher satisfaction
and intentions to purchase a product when interacting with an attrac-
tive service representative are evidence of this effect (Ahearne et al.,
2010; Argo et al., 2008; Wan and Wyer, 2015). However, prior to this
study, the mediating and moderating factors influencing this relation-
ship were far from fully studied in the literature. Our research not only
identifies these conditions, but it provides evidence of the mechanisms
that underlie these effects. Our findings support the statement that
social distance perceptions, a result of social comparison, are able to
explain the physical attractiveness stereotype.

We offer multiple theoretical contributions. First, this paper ad-
vances our understanding of the physical attractiveness stereotype by
examining the mediating role of social distance perceptions. Due to the
interactive characteristic of services, the interaction between a con-
sumer and a frontline service representative is necessary, and thus, the
perceived social distance between a self and the service representative
is highly influential on how a consumer is affected by the beauty pre-
mium. To the best of our knowledge, we are among the first empirical
researchers to examine the mediating effect of social distance in the
physical attractiveness context, which provides preliminary evidence
for future conceptual model development among the focal variables.

Second, this study provides insights into the attractiveness

stereotype by examining the moderating effect of a consumer’ physical
attractiveness. This article presents the conditions under which the
beatify premium holds and when it does not. This well explains the
conflicted findings of physical attractiveness in the extant literature
(i.e., beauty premium versus beauty is beast). While the beauty pre-
mium is widely accepted in different fields, we specify the boundary
effect in which consumers’ own physical attractiveness interacts with
the service representative physical attractiveness level to alter the
physical attractiveness stereotype. That is to say, beauty is a double-
edged sword, where it could be a premium for some consumers,
whereas as an inferior one to others. Furthermore, this enriches our
understanding of the possible different consumer responses toward the
beauty premium.

Third, a consumer's attractiveness-ability belief acts as a moderator
to the relationship, a new finding that enriches our understanding of the
physical attractiveness effect. When a participant relates a service re-
presentative's physical attractiveness negatively to their ability to pro-
vide a service, they perceive a greater social distance toward the service
representative and report a negative response to the service encounter.
Conversely, when a consumer believes there is a positive relationship or
no relationship between a service representative's physical attractive-
ness and their service abilities, they perceive a shorter social distance
toward the service representative and report a positive response to the
service encounter. The findings from Study 3 suggest that the physical
attractiveness effect can be altered by a consumer's attractiveness-
ability belief.

Finally, the results from three studies present a group of preliminary

Table 6
The moderating effect of consumer's attractiveness-ability belief.

Variables Step 1 Step 2 Step 3

B SE β B SE β B SE β

Constant −3.67 0.38 −2.02 0.43 −0.58 0.61
Service Type −0.08 0.05 0.07 −0.02 0.05 −0.02 −0.03 0.05 −0.03
Familiarity −0.17 0.08 −0.09* −0.19 0.08 −0.10* −0.18 0.08 −0.09*
Employee Gender −0.11 0.13 −0.06 −0.16 0.12 −0.06 −0.15 0.12 −0.05
Customer Gender −0.21 0.13 −0.07+ −0.17 0.12 −0.06 −0.17 0.12 −0.06
Education 0.00 0.06 0.00 −0.01 0.05 −0.01 −0.01 0.05 −0.01
Age −0.08 0.06 0.00 −0.10 0.06 −0.07+ −0.10 0.06 −0.07+

EPA −0.33 0.05 −0.30** −0.66 0.11 −0.59**
AAB −0.22 0.08 −0.11* −1.18 0.30 −0.58**
EPA×AAB −0.23 0.07 −0.53**
F 2.17* 9.12** 9.47**
R2 0.023 0.119 0.136
Adjusted R2 0.013 0.106 0.122
△R2 0.096** 0.017*

Note. N= 550; EPA= service representative's physical attractiveness, AAB= consumer's attractiveness-ability belief; +p < 0.1, *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01.

Table 7
Differences among different attractiveness-ability beliefs.

Variables Consumers' attractiveness-ability belief

No relationship Positive relationship Negative relationship

B SE β B SE β B SE β

Constant −1.88 0.46 −2.11 0.95 −4.49 1.38
Service Type −0.08 0.05 −0.07 −0.04 0.14 −0.03 −0.98 0.26 −0.50**
Familiarity −0.18 0.08 −0.10* −0.05 0.24 −0.02 −0.34 0.32 −0.13
Employee Gender −0.21 0.14 −0.07 −0.26 0.31 −0.09 −0.54 0.38 −0.18
Customer Gender −0.15 0.14 −0.05 −0.15 0.29 −0.05 −0.12 0.40 −0.04
Education −0.02 0.06 −0.01 −0.02 0.15 −0.02 −0.14 0.20 −0.09
Age −0.08 0.06 −0.06 −0.30 0.17 −0.19+ −0.22 0.22 −0.13
EPA −0.40 0.05 −0.35** −0.35 0.11 −0.36** −0.12 0.19 −0.09
F 10.24* 1.95+ 3.76*
R2 0.154 0.134 0.37
Adjusted R2 0.139 0.07 0.27

Note. N= 550; EPA= service representative's physical attractiveness, AAB= consumer's attractiveness-ability belief; +p < 0.1, *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01.
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important findings of the physical attractiveness effect and provide
possible explanations: a consumer's attractiveness-ability belief is a
significant moderator only in instances of unspecialized services: this
effect does not hold for highly-specialized services. Findings from
Studies 2 and 3 reveal that the characteristics particular to the service
may, too, moderate the physical attractiveness stereotype. As a service
increases in specialization, the less appearances become important. The
evidence of the consumers' role in service encounter needs to be further
tested in future research.

6.3. Managerial implications

The attractiveness bias is troublesome to organizations because re-
cruitment decisions based on criteria unrelated to job abilities or service
skills can lead to inefficient or unsatisfactory outcomes (Holtom et al.,
2006). The findings of this study have significant implications for
marketing and service managers.

First, attractive service representatives receive better customer
evaluations in service encounters: they are generally more favorable
and produce a higher level of customer satisfaction. Therefore, in
general, it is good for service companies to recruit individuals whose
physical appearances subscribe to the beauty premium.

Despite this first finding, by taking a closer look at the ‘beautiful is
good’ stereotype, consumers do not always respond positively to at-
tractive service representatives, which is also known as ‘beauty is
beast’. Therefore, managers need to use the beauty premium strategy
very cautiously. When the service representative is highly attractive, a
consumer may have a stronger desire to make a good impression, yet
may have very distinct reactions to the service representative (Dong
and Wyer Jr, 2014): If consumers see themselves as good-looking, they
feel relatively confident and perceive a shorter social distance toward
the service representative. However, if they see themselves as less at-
tractive, they may feel anxious about making a good impression and
perceive a greater social distance. In a service management context,
while managers may want to pay attention to the appearance of their
employees, they should be sensitive to and aware of their consumers'
characteristics. Segmentation of consumers' physical attractiveness and
personality characteristics is then of greater importance when im-
plementing service management strategies. For example, low attractive
service representatives may be better positioned to serve consumers
who do not perceive themselves as attractive or are low in confidence,
as to avoid creating instances of greater social distance perceptions.

Finally, this research has practical implications for a society
working on reducing lookism or appearance discrimination. The
‘beautiful is good’ stereotype is pervasive. Although people generally
believe that attractive individuals are more sociable, persuasive, and
likable (Eagly et al., 1991; Sigall and Aronson, 1969; Wan and Wyer,
2015), this article attests to the notion that consumers do not always
care for physically attractive service representatives. Individuals who
perceive themselves as unattractive may instead prefer to interact with
service representatives who are not characterized as attractive. Thus,
good-looking employees are not always beneficial to a service company.
While many reasons are perpetuating the current beauty revolution,
findings from this study further support nuancing the beauty premium,
as how consumers perceive themselves regarding their appearance will
affect how they will judge the quality of the service provided to them.
As a result, managers should give more attention to low attractive in-
dividuals and fight against appearance discrimination in recruitment.

6.4. Limitations and future research

This research has limitations. The results obtained from the res-
taurant, airline, and shopping mall scenarios may not apply to other
specific service industries such as beauty salons and fitness centers
where consumers attribute greater importance to a service re-
presentative's physical appearance. Although the results from Study 3

are generalizable, we are aware of the different results captured in
Studies 2 and 3 regarding the moderating effect of attractiveness-ability
belief. Future research should explore the potential moderating role of
service characteristics. Given that a linear relationship may not ap-
propriately capture a consumer's response to an attractive service re-
presentative, a bell-shaped response curve may be examined in the
future (Imamoglu, 2000). Although our three studies fail to find evi-
dence for a nonlinear relationship, an inverted U shape may emerge if
extreme levels of attractiveness are tested. While we propose a new
concept, the consumer's attractiveness-ability belief, without a rigorous
scale development process, we hope that other researchers will pick up
where this study ends, and develop a multi-item scale to strengthen the
conclusions of our paper. In addition, we measured the consumer re-
sponses holistically. It is possible that we missed capturing the effect of
physical attractiveness on certain aspects of customer response, for
instance, the service quality. Finally, although we checked the four way
interaction among a service representative's and a customer's gender
and physical attractiveness, the paper did not make a thorough analysis
of this interaction. Further study could examine the role of a service
representative's and a customer's gender in a more thorough manner.
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