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ABSTRACT
Judgement of what one views as good appearance in 
the selection of job applicants may reveal racial bias in 
access to the labor market. The purpose of this study 
is to evaluate the effects of racism in judging physical 
appearance in personnel selection. The non-random 
sample was composed of seventy-four (74) parti-
cipants, of whom forty-two were human resources 
professionals (57%). The instruments used were an 
assessment of résumés, a set of prejudice scales, an 
inventory of racism in the labor market, an indicator of 
good appearance and a sociodemographic question-
naire. Three hypotheses were tested. Hypothesis 1, 
which postulated a preference for white candidates 
was confirmed. Hypothesis 2 was corroborated, be-
cause the professionals showed a higher tendency to 
choose candidates with a fairer complexion. Hypothe-
sis 3, which made reference to good appearance was 
rejected, because the participants elected hygiene as 
a further element present in the judgment in selecting 
candidates. Finally, it is considered that the selection 
process should be based on the acceptance of racial 
diversity, a key element for the development of creati-
ve and innovative organizations.

Keywords: Social Psychology. Racism. Good looks. 
Personnel Selection.

RESUMO
A boa aparência nos processos seletivos pode revelar 
o viés racial no acesso ao mercado de trabalho. Este 
estudo teve como objetivo avaliar os efeitos do racis-
mo no julgamento da boa aparência em seleção de 
pessoal. A amostra, não aleatória, foi composta por 
setenta e quatro (74) participantes, sendo quarenta e 
dois profissionais (57%). Os instrumentos utilizados 
foram uma avaliação de currículos, um conjunto de 
escalas de preconceitos, um inventário sobre racis-
mo no mercado de trabalho, um indicador de boa 
aparência e um questionário sociodemográfico. Três 
hipóteses foram testadas. A hipótese 1 que postulava 
a preferência por candidatos brancos foi confirmada. 
A hipótese 2 foi corroborada, pois os profissionais 
mostraram uma maior tendência em escolher candi-
datos de cor mais clara. A hipótese 3 referente à boa 
aparência foi rejeitada, pois os participantes elegeram 
a higiene como um elemento mais presente no jul-
gamento em seleção de candidatos. Considera-se por 
fim que os processos seletivos devem se fundamentar 
no acolhimento da diversidade racial, elemento fun-
damental para o desenvolvimento criativo e inovador 
das organizações.

Palavras-chave: Psicologia Social. Racismo. Boa 
Aparência. Seleção de Pessoal.
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INTRODUCTION

P ersonnel selection represents the process used for hiring qualified professionals to meet 
the needs pointed out by several sectors of an organization. In order to be efficient, it is 
essential that the previous stage, screening/shortlisting, be performed in an adequate 

and consistent way (MAZON; TREVIZAN, 2000). From the candidates recruited, the person 
selecting the applicants evaluates the most suitable candidates for the position, and, to do 
so, must use objective criteria such as education, skills, knowledge and professional expe-
rience.

This process, however, is not free from stereotypes and social prejudices. Shared 
beliefs and representations guide practices and distort the perception of the recruiter in 
the process of comparing candidates. A choice that should be made on the basis of com-
petencies for professional performance may suffer the effect of biased judgment based on 
assumed and stereotyped attributes. The recruiter’s bias can guide strategies for recruiting 
and selecting people for the organization. The professional is confronted with the information 
overload associated with the number of candidates and the dynamics of the interactions 
in the various stages of the selection process. In this context, they can reproduce cultural 
stereotypes to minimize uncertainties, simplify and justify their decisions (UHLMANN; SIL-
BERZAHN, 2014).

The expression has been perceived by the black movement as a subtle mechanism 
of institutional racism that operates constant and regular practices of racial discrimination 
in organizations. (FIGUEIREDO, 1994; PAIM, 2005; DAMASCENO, 2011). Damasceno 
(2011) investigated, in Rio de Janeiro’s newspaper ads from the 1930s to the mid-1950s, 
the meanings of this requirement for domestic work. The association between the term and 
skin color of the candidates was explicit in advertisements until the mid-1940s. From the 
1950s on, the expression was restricted to functions that were more valued socially. This 
phenomenon demonstrated the blatant exclusion mechanism of a society that only four 
decades before had gotten rid of slavery and did not have any type of legislation to combat 
racism. In the master's dissertation, “Physical appearance, stereotypes and professional 
insertion: a study on the profession of executive secretary according to the students' percep-
tion” (Aparência física, estereótipos e inserção profissional: um estudo sobre a profissão 
de secretariado executivo segundo a percepção das estudantes de secretariado) the object 
of study was the judgment on good looks (PAIM, 2005) among students of Executive Secre-
tary programs, in two colleges, a public and a private institution. The hypothesis that such a 
criterion is fundamental to be a secretary was attested, and the students who participated in 
the study acknowledged the existence of racial discrimination practices in this professional 
space in the city of Salvador.

In some Brazilian states and cities, regulations have been created aiming to avoid 
this discriminatory process. Law 1905 of 11/24/98, in Mato Grosso do Sul, and Law 
5876/2015, in the State of Rio de Janeiro, are examples of norms that prohibit the use of 
the expression good appearance in any job advertisement. Gomes, Braga, and Vieira (2008) 
in their survey of job ads in a major newspaper in the Federal District noted a warning that 
advertisers do not include requirements considered discriminatory.



658

Altair dos Santos Paim e Marcos Emanoel Pereira
Judging good appearance in personnel selection

Revista Organizações & Sociedade – v. 25, n. 87, p. 656-675, out./dez. 2018
DOI 10.1590/1984-9250876 | ISSN Eletrônico – 1984-9230 | www.revistaoes.ufba.br

In Salvador, specifically, the Public Prosecutor's Office and the major newspapers 
made an agreement, in 1992, so that advertisements with such a requirement would no 
longer be published. Law 5.420, published on September 4, 1998, specifies the prohibition 
of such expression in advertisements of employment, in the capital of Bahia, providing for 
the punishment of those who fail to comply.

The judgment of physical attributes in human resources (HR) practices reveals 
how current racism combines flagrant and subtle forms of expression that circumvent the 
anti-racist norm in democratic societies (LIMA et al., 2006; PEREIRA; VALA, 2011). The 
newspaper job advertisements in the capital of Bahia no longer have any explicit demands 
regarding the appearance of a candidate for different job openings. Nevertheless, the recrui-
ters still ground their choices on this criterion (PAIM, 2005).

A gap on the criteria that determine the requirement of good looks remains. The 
present article is a research report that sought to answer specific questions about these 
criteria in personnel selection and to what extent racist beliefs determine the process of 
screening. The purpose of the research was to evaluate the effect of the candidate's racial ca-
tegorization on the selection of personnel. In order to do so, the following specific objectives 
were defined: comparing the judgments on black and white candidates for external (direct 
contact with the client) and internal (no client contact) functions; checking the criteria used 
to determine the good appearance of a jobseeker; and evaluating the effect of racial prejudice 
on the selection of candidates in personnel selection. To achieve the objectives, a simulated 
selection of résumés was carried out with the participation of human resources professionals 
and undergraduate students.

STEREOTYPES AND RACIAL PREJUDICE IN THE LABOR MARKET

The perception of physical appearance is fundamental for the process of categoriza-
tion and, therefore, for the creation and development of stereotypes. Appearance facilitates 
the maintenance of labels attributed to a group, as it allows the perceiver to distinguish and 
homogenize the members of a target group under judgment. Stereotypes are embedded in 
the culture in which they are shared and are reproduced throughout all social structures 
(BROWN, 2010), being transmitted through socialization, in the family and at school, in 
repeated exposure to images in books, television, newspapers and the media in general 
(BAR-TAL, 1997; BROWN, 2010). These stereotyped beliefs represent a particular constel-
lation of features and functions associated with a group (DOVIDIO; HEBL, 2005; JUSSIM 
et al., 2009) and serve as the foundation for judgments based on the supposedly shared 
attributes (BIERNAT, 2009), creating a context of expectations against which an individual 
member of the group is assessed. 

Biernat, Fuegen and Kobrynowicz (2010) evaluated how stereotypes of work-rela-
ted incompetence affect the hiring process of the applicant. This happens when people judge 
an individual member of a stereotyped group and might use a stereotyped expectation as a 
standard or reference point. Such expectation, influenced by the stereotype then lowers the 
standards in relation to certain attributes when members of excluded groups are evaluated. 
Stereotyped beliefs are at the basis of biased attitudes.
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Prejudice, as other attitudes, provides an outline for interpreting the environment, 
and preparing people to make decisions (DOVIDIO; HEBL, 2005) supporting discriminatory 
behaviors (PEREIRA, 2002; BROWN, 2010), such as maintaining and justifying hegemo-
nic hierarchies of power and status and social invisibility that makes the group become 
under-represented (FRYBERG; TOWNSEND, 2008). Racial discrimination usually is the 
expression of an attitudinal structure that is produced in a society marked by inequalities 
between groups.

Race, in this study, is understood not as a biological condition, but as a construc-
tion erected in sociocultural relations (GUIMARÃES, 2003), since racial interactions are 
structured as a function of group disputes over power, status and social space. Guimarães 
(2004) emphasizes that the adoption of a mistaken view of human biology, expressed by the 
concept of "race", established a justification for the subordination of other individuals and 
peoples. The nineteenth-century scientific ideology, expressed in Biology and Law, trans-
formed a temporary inequality (cultural, social and political), into a permanent, biological 
inequality (GUIMARÃES, 2003).

The works of Pager, Western and Bonikowski (2009), Pager and Western (2012) 
allow us to reflect on the discriminatory behavior in personnel selection. In their research, 
individuals who differ only by their race or ethnicity were trained and rigorously chosen to 
apply for real job openings. In the studies, men between the ages of 21 and 24 were hired 
to play the role of job seekers. These young people (testers) were matched based on their 
physical characteristics (height, weight, attractiveness), verbal skills, interaction styles (eye 
contact level, behavior, and verbosity), educational attainment, work experience (quantity 
and type) and neighborhood of residence. The dependent variable in each study would be 
any positive response in which a job was offered or they were called back for a second 
interview. The rate of positive responses for white candidates was up to twice as high as the 
rate observed for equally qualified black candidates. In most of the selections, participants 
did not detect signs that employers would anticipate a different treatment, but the white 
candidate was chosen for the job.

Rooth (2010) conducted an experiment to evaluate discrimination against (Arab) 
minorities in personnel selection. Two different field experiments on ethnic discrimination 
in hiring personnel were combined with a measure of automatic attitudes of recruiters and 
performance stereotypes toward Arab and Muslim men compared to Swedish men using 
the Implicit Association Test (IAT). The results showed how negative attitudes toward Arabs 
and Muslims can predict discrimination in selection processes. These conclusions are in line 
with the discussions of Bendick Jr. and Nunes (2012) who have studied how the effect of 
negative associations on selection processes affects socially excluded groups such as blacks, 
who are perceived as uneducated, and women, who are viewed as not being committed to 
the professional career.

Harrison and Thomas (2009) analyze the influence of "skin tone" or colorism on 
racial discrimination in the labor market, arguing that most studies fail to recognize the role 
of skin-tone stratification. Therefore, they created an experiment in which the participants 
should evaluate résumés which contained one of the three photos of the same black candi-
date (there were three photos of the same man and three photos of the same woman with 
skins with various color shades, that is, with a dark, medium and light skin tone). Partici-
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pants evaluated the candidate based on academic background, previous work experience 
and general curriculum. The participants then received six image options and indicated the 
one that had appeared in the résumé they had read. The results suggest that skin tone plays 
a considerable and more prominent role than the educational background and prior work 
experience: there was a preference for candidates with a lighter skin tone. 

Brown-Iannuzzi, Payne and Trawalter (2012) conducted two experiments on racial 
discrimination in selective processes. Participants in the experimental condition were asked 
to imagine an ideal employee for a skilled job in a company. The authors used a measure of 
prejudice to identify the effect of negative attitudes on choice. The hypothesis that people 
could bias the judgment in favor of white candidates was corroborated and this occurred 
independently of explicit prejudice, suggesting that even less prejudiced individuals may be 
affected by this bias.

A racist society spreads negative stereotypes about racial groups (bad hair x straight 
hair, a black person with a white soul, dirty belly x clean belly) that resonate in all spheres 
of social institutions. Stereotypes reinforce negative feelings that define social distance and 
preferences in the daily life of Brazilian society. Racism is based on prejudiced feelings, 
stereotyped thoughts of individuals who are biased and prone to discriminatory actions. 
Racism and other forms of oppression consist not only of obstacles that unjustly prevent 
the inclusion of people who are members of oppressed groups, but it is also present in the 
creation of a system of privileges for people belonging to dominant groups.

Dovidio, Gaertner, and Kawakami (2013) consider that racism represents an or-
ganized system of exclusion that is systematically structured on the basis of disadvantages 
for a group because they are members of a certain race. For the authors, there would be 
three defining elements of racism. First, it reflects a culturally shared belief that groups have 
physical characteristics that are common to their members and distinguish them from other 
groups. Second, some physical characteristics renders one group as inferior to others. Third, 
racism involves not only negative beliefs and attitudes, but also social disadvantages and 
limited opportunities.

Attributes such as beauty, competence and intelligence would supposedly be shared 
according to the perceived race. This phenomenon does not derive, but is associated with 
the socioeconomic structure of the country that segregated the black population from oppor-
tunities for upward mobility and condemned them to negative indexes of social inclusion. 
Racism is distinguished from prejudice because it is a historical product that, in its structure, 
presents "the naturalization of differences, the hierarchization of cultures, and consequent 
infra-humanization of racialized minorities, as well as the ideological function of justifying 
the social and economic position of the groups which are the targets of discrimination". 
(LIMA, 2005, p.85). 

Contemporary racism is characterized by being indirect and wrapped with impreci-
sion and uncertainty (LIMA; VALA, 2004; NUNES, 2010). In the literature, the expressions 
of subtle racism receive different denominations such as Symbolic, Modern, Ambivalent, 
Aversive and Subtle Racism (LIMA, 2004, AUGOUSTINOS; WALKER, 2006). In their re-
search, Camino et al. (2001) discussed the reduction of explicit acts of racial discrimination 
in Brazil. Facing laws that prohibit such practice, people have started inhibiting the expres-
sion of prejudice, while retaining negative attitudes. Nunes (2010), in a doctoral thesis, 
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investigated the phenomenon. The study was conducted to evaluate prejudice against blacks 
in Brazil, as well as to analyze negative attitudes toward gypsies in Spain. The research 
used open interviews and scales of subtle and flagrant racism. The results demonstrate how 
flagrant racism has less expression in both countries. The subtlety of racism came in the 
form of racist jokes, blaming the blacks and the gypsies for their disadvantage. In addition, 
participants asserted that black people should be responsible for changing their situation, 
and thereby refuse the proposals of racial public policies such as affirmative action.

In opposition, direct and declared forms of racial hierarchy are perceived (ZÁRATE, 
2009). Racist insults on social networks, offenses with the same content in sports competi-
tions and discourses against affirmative action policies reinforce this theory. Brazilian racism 
was structured, among other forms, on the basis of explicit disqualification of the physical 
appearance of the black population. Skin color, hair texture, nose and lip shape were the 
main targets of stereotyped images. The judgment on white aesthetics (straight hair, fair 
skin and narrow nose) would be positive and, therefore, the pattern to be followed by other 
racial groups.

The labor market is an essential context for analyzing this phenomenon, since 
racism is shown explicitly in this space. People need to conform to the social norms de-
manded, whether implicit or not, according to expectations of behavior that are reinforced 
in organizations. By electing physical attractiveness as a criterion, the personnel recruiter 
would define the hiring of personnel on the basis of an aesthetic standard (SALGUEIRO, 
2009) that must be socially imposed. In this case, professional experience is often neglected 
for the benefit of an attribute that is more related to the physical attractiveness of the 
candidate, and, consequently, attractive faces are favored in decision making in personnel 
selection (HOSODA; STONE; STONE-ROMERO, 2003; SHAHANI-DENNING, 2003; HAR-
RISON; THOMAS, 2009; LITTLE, 2012). 

In order to understand decision-making in the selection of people on the basis of 
race , it is essential to discuss how the perception of a candidate's racial belonging is confi-
gured. Racial belonging depends on the subject's position, target or picker. In the case of the 
recruiter, it is subject to the acceptance of the racial condition and the perception that the 
subject constructs about that social group. The target (candidate) undergoes an evaluation 
of their physical appearance in the sense of being identified as belonging to a racial group. 
The recruiter can fit the candidate into a racial category (black, white, brown, indigenous) 
regardless of self-perceived phenotypic characteristics. An individual with a darker skin tone 
may perceive her/himself as not being black because s/he has straight or wavy hair. The 
evaluator, however, can define her/him as being black. That means that a person may have 
a lighter skin tone and be perceived as black. Social judgment about physical appearance 
refers to the color, skin tone and hair type of the individual being evaluated.

Racial belonging, perceived under the filters of prejudice, restricts the candidates 
perceived as white to the vacancies that are destined to direct customer service or in a 
prestigious organizational position. In a selection context, the perceived physical appearance 
reinforces the stereotypes that hold expectations about the members of a target group (MOU-
RA; LOPES, 2014). The interviewer associates stereotyped beliefs with the characteristics 
established by the work and makes a biased decision in favor of a candidate who represents 
the ideal professional expected for the position. Studies on racial bias in staff selection have 



662

Altair dos Santos Paim e Marcos Emanoel Pereira
Judging good appearance in personnel selection

Revista Organizações & Sociedade – v. 25, n. 87, p. 656-675, out./dez. 2018
DOI 10.1590/1984-9250876 | ISSN Eletrônico – 1984-9230 | www.revistaoes.ufba.br

shown how the perception about skin color can determine restricted spaces in the access 
to the labor market (BROWN-IANNUZZI; PAYNE; TRAWALTER, 2012; MOURA; LOPES, 
2014).

HYPOTHESES

Hypothesis 1 postulates that participants preferably choose white candidates in 
personnel selection. The decision-making in this sense (SHAHANI-DENNING, 2003; AG-
THE et al., 2014) is influenced by stereotyped beliefs and expectations about the physical 
appearance of the target candidate (LANGLOIS et al., 2000). Hypothesis 2 indicates that, 
unlike the choice pattern of the students, HR professionals tend to make choices yielding to 
the racist norm. The labor market pressures those responsible for selecting personnel in their 
organizations to choose a candidate to fill a position (LANGLOIS et al., 2000; SHAHANI-
-DENNING, 2003; AGTHE et al., 2014), influenced by stereotypes. Hypothesis 3, regarding 
good appearance, supposes that in the judgment on the items that define this criterion in 
a selection of personnel, the color of the skin would present a lower rate of acceptance, as 
participants tend to control prejudice by denying that skin color defines ‘good appearance’ 
or physical attractiveness.

METHODOLOGY

PARTICIPANTS

The non-random sample consisted of seventy-four (74) participants; forty-two were 
professionals (57%) from the Human Resources area. The participants declared themselves 
mostly female (77%), black (41%) and brown (23%); and their age ranged from 19 to 56 
years (M = 29; SD = 7.75).

INSTRUMENTS

A software was built to make it easier for participants to simulate a selection of 
résumés in two conditions, with a photograph or without a photograph. The résumés were 
constructed based on the template1, and changes were adopted based on the suggestion of 
two consultants, one with a master’s degree in organizational psychology and a personnel 
management consultant.

The photos were taken from the prototypical image database developed by Men-
des, Arrais and Fukusima (2009), and submitted to validation by judges. A scale was then 
produced with the following formatting: at one end was the prototypical image of the darker 
man, who was given the value one (1) and, at the other extreme, the most prototypical 
picture of a white, which received the value eight (8). The other photographs represented 

1.  Available on <http://office.microsoft.com/en-us/templates/curriculo-TC102918880.aspx>.

http://office.microsoft.com/en-us/templates/curriculo-TC102918880.aspx
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black men according to a gradient of fairer skin (2, 3, 4) and white men with a skin tone 
that was a little darker (5, 6, 7), representing an ascending scale of skin tone evaluation. 
The positions of salesperson (direct contact with the client) and typist were chosen for the 
recruitment simulation.

To maintain the standardization, an advertisement that was found in a newspaper 
of great circulation in Salvador was choses, because it met the specifications for the seller 
and typist positions. This advertisement was adjustable for candidates in both areas, as 
it presented only three explicit requirements: high school degree, the requirement of good 
looks and property of a vehicle. The requirement for good appearance was excluded from 
the advertisement to avoid the influence of social desirability on participants' responses 
and to identify to what extent this criterion still persists in the evaluation of candidates in 
personnel selection. Five human resource professionals evaluated the software by identifying 
inadequacies and flaws.

PROCEDURE

The participant, after having read and accepted the Informed Consent Term, 
evaluated three résumés according to the advertisement presented for the seller position, in 
accordance with five criteria: professional experience, training and personal development, 
academic background and professional profile; then they would choose the most suitable 
candidate for the position. Three résumés for the typist position were also analyzed under 
the same criteria.

In the photo condition, the software randomly adjusted the résumé and photo for 
evaluation of the participants, so that everyone had the same chance to evaluate all the 
photos of the scale. In the no-photo condition, the résumé was presented with a silhouette 
of the image.

After the evaluation of the résumé, the participants answered a set of five-point 
scales, with the following extremes: I totally disagree (1) and totally agree (5), namely: 
Motivation Scale to Respond Without Prejudice (GOUVEIA et al., 1998), Scale of Racial 
Privilege (NEVILLE et al., 2000), Scale of Flagrant Racism (NEVILLE et al., 2000) and Scale 
of Affirmation of Differences (SANTOS et al., 2006). The participants also completed an In-
ventory on Racism on the Labor Market, based on the reflections and discussions proposed 
by Pereira (2015) on racial discrimination, with choices of responses (1) yes or (2) no, an 
indicator of good appearance and a sociodemographic data questionnaire (PAIM, 2016).

In view of the Resolution 466/2012 of the National Health Council, which assists 
the rights and duties that concern the scientific community, research subjects and the State, 
this study was conducted according to the ethical principles present in the scenario of 
research with human beings

All data collection was performed on a Pentium 200 Mhz notebook, running the 
Windows XP operating system. The instruments used were an evaluation of résumés, a set 
of biases, an inventory of racism in the labor market, an indicator of good appearance and 
a sociodemographic questionnaire. The instruments were elaborated with the Asymetrix 
Toolbook Instructor II, version 5.03. 
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DATA ANALYSIS AND DISCUSSION

JUDGMENT ON APPEARANCE

The hypothesis regarding appearance indicated that participants in the condition 
with photo, on average, would preferably choose candidates with a lighter skin color. The 
data confirmed the hypothesis. In the evaluation of résumés for the position of seller, the 
white candidates presented a greater percentage of choices in all the items, with or without 
the presence of a résumé with the photo of a black candidate. The résumés that presented 
the white prototypical photo obtained a greater percentage of choices regarding the profile 
(60%), professional training (54%), experience (58%) and courses (52%). Résumés with 
prototypical photographs of blacks received a higher percentage of choices in items judged 
for the typist advertisement: academic background (61%), experience (60%) courses (57%) 
profile (57%). 

In order to evaluate the effect of the skin tone criterion in the evaluation of the 
photos for the seller and typist résumés, we conducted two t-tests for a single sample. In 
both, the value 4 was adopted (corresponding to the black candidate's measure with less 
prototypical characteristics). In the case of the seller, a significant difference was identified 
in relation to the test value (Mean (M) = 5.0, Standard Deviation (SD) = 2.45, t(35) = 2.45 
p <.05), which did not happen in the case of the typist (M = 4.6, SD = 2.29, t(35) = 1.53 
p = .135).

Shahani-Denning (2003) reflects how the presence of photos in a résumé in-
fluences the choice of the most attractive candidate for this position. The seller position 
demands, in principle, direct contact with the public. The recruiter directs their choice, 
guiding themselves by an image which is deemed appropriate to a supposedly standard 
of attractiveness for this job. This ideal image for a candidate, a professional with a fairer 
complexion, determines the decision making process, biasing the judgment in favor of a can-
didate who meets the expectations of physical attractiveness (BROWN-IANNUZZI; PAYNE; 
TRAWALTER, 2012; MOURA; LOPES, 2014). When using this parameter for the choice, 
the recruiter combines stereotyped beliefs with the supposed characteristics for the job. And, 
in doing so, discriminates the candidate based on the apparent lack of adjustment between 
the job and the profile of the candidate.

The photo highlights a striking feature: the color of the skin, which allows the per-
ceiver to receive specific information contained in the category. This additional information 
then becomes part of the basis for judgment, regardless of its relevance to the decision 
making. The results are consistent with the discussions proposed by Ruffle and Shtudiner 
(2011) and Little and Robert (2012) on evidence linking physical appearance to staffing 
and professional success.

It is important to note that the evaluation pattern for the photos in the résumés for 
the position of typist did not show significance in the evaluated items. It should be noted that 
the results show a tendency towards a candidate profile that is less white. It is possible to 
discuss how skin color and other physical attributes would be of little importance to a typing 
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professional. Job ads for typists do not include appearance as a criterion, as this job does 
not require contact with outside public or clients.

It should be emphasized that the participants, in making the choice of résumés, 
should present the reasons that led to the decision. The contents identified in these jus-
tifications for the selection for the seller position were divided into the following themes: 
academic background; professional experience; competence.

COMPARISON BETWEEN THE JUDGMENT OF STUDENTS AND HUMAN RESOURCES PROFESSIONALS

The following hypothesis assumed that, unlike the students’ choice pattern, HR 
professionals tend to make choices by acquiescing to the racist norm. The labor market pres-
sures those responsible for selecting personnel in their organizations to choose a candidate 
to fill a position, influenced by racial stereotypes. (SHAHANI-DENNING, 2003).

When the participants' choices are analyzed according to their skin color, the re-
sults show another discrepancy in the assessment made by professionals and students. 
Professionals tend to choose candidates with a lighter skin tone for the seller position. These 
participants show preference for résumés with photos that are closer to the prototypical 
images of blacks for the typist position. Students, on the other hand, show less tendency 
toward a selection based on skin color.

There was no moderating effect of racial affiliation (F(1) = 0.674, p = 0.983), 
nor of the sex of the professional participants (F(1) = 0.423, p = 0.524) in choosing the 
résumés with a photo for the seller. For the typist function, similarly, these participants, 
according to gender (F(1) = 0.99, p = 0.757), do not differ in the judgments of the résumés. 
Professional experience, however, seems to determine the different pattern of choice for 
customer service positions and positions that do not require direct contact with the public/
client. The discrepancy in these results motivated a more refined analysis to evaluate these 
data. There is a tendency for professionals to choose candidates with a lighter skin color for 
the seller position (M = 5.0, SD = 2.4, t(41) = 2.9, p <0.05), which is not manifested in 
relation to the evaluation of candidates for the position of typist (M = 4.2, SD = 2.2, t(18) 
= 0.42, p = .68). The students, however, despite choosing, in average, the candidates 
with lighter skin tone, presented a lower mean (M = 4.6, SD= 2.62) for the seller position 
and higher for the typist (M = 5.0, SD= 2.4). These results do not demonstrate statistical 
relevance for the evaluation of the seller's (t(16) = 1.01 p = .32) and typist’s résumé (t(16) = 
1.72, p = .11).

Racial belonging (F(1) = 5,530, p <0.05) showed a significant influence on the 
results of professionals (Figure 1). Professionals who declared themselves brown and white 
tended to choose résumés with photographic images depicting a fairer complexion (M = 
4.9, SD = 2.7). On the other hand, the résumés with prototypical photos of candidates with 
a darker skin tone were more often chosen by participants who see themselves as blacks  
(M = 2.7, SD = 1.21).

The choice of professionals for this position, even though they do not have direct 
contact with the public, is influenced by the perception of the candidates' photo. The dis-
crepancy between the means of the groups of participants has an effect when taking into 
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account the skin color of the professionals. Professionals who have not declared themselves 
to be black maintain a choice based on the appearance of candidates even in a position that 
does not require contact with customers.

It is noted in-group favoritism in this choice, in accordance with studies on social 
identity. Lima and Vala (2004) and Vala (1997) discuss how the activation of an identity 
dimension, when intergroup differentiation proves to be salient, triggers more positive endo-
group evaluations.

Figure 1 - Graph of the 95% confidence intervals of the averages  
of choices by skin color of sellers and typists, depending on the professional  

category and color of the participant

Source: Research Data.

Students who participated in the survey in the photo condition show the same 
pattern of results when choosing a seller. The pattern of choice of these participants is not 
different between those who declare blacks, browns or whites (F(1) = 0.354, p = 561) 
and between male and female participants (F(1) = 0.004, p = 0.527 ). In the selection 
process for the typist position, the results show that sex (F(1) = 0.93, p = 0.765) and racial 
identification (F(1) = 0.23, p = 0.370) do not influence the responses of participants either.

Professionals, in the no-photo condition, faced with the scale of motivation to 
control prejudice, showed a tendency toward internal control of prejudiced attitudes (MIC = 
4.07, SD = 0.65, t(22) = 7.94, p <0.05) (MEC = 2.2, SD = 0.73, t(1) = -5.12, p <0.05). 
The results showed the same pattern in the condition that the résumés were evaluated with 
a photo (MIC = 4.10, SD = 0.75, t(18) = 6.38, p <0.05) = 0.73, t(1) = -5.46, p <0.05).

With the scale of motivation, students and professionals show greater internal 
control of prejudice in the condition with photo (MIC = 4.0, SD = 0.81, t(14) = 4.91, p 
<0.05), (MEC = 2.1, SD = 0.66, t(1) = -5.07, p <0.05) and no photo (MIC = 4.3, SD = 
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0.37, t(16) = 14.374, p <0.05) (MEC = 2.4, SD = 0.85, t(16) = -2.86, p <0.05). Such a 
finding reveals how external standards and social norms would have less influence on the 
expression of prejudice than personal beliefs among participants.

The dynamics of race relations in the contemporary world translates into the at-
tempt of people to appear to be less prejudiced. The studies of Plant and Devine (1998) 
show how the external and internal motivations for controlling prejudice are two different 
motivational forms, but which are interrelated in the attitudinal structure of an individual. 
Gouveia et al. (2006) indicate that people who are internally motivated to respond without 
being prejudiced tend to be less prejudiced than those who are motivated externally. The 
participants respond without being prejudiced, driven more by personal interests (motiva-
ted internally) than by the characteristics of the social context and pressures to agree to 
non-biased norms (externally motivated). The internal motivation to respond without being 
prejudiced presupposes that people tend to position themselves on the basis of internal and 
personal standards. 

The professionals in the no-photo condition present the same mean pattern in the 
racial privilege factor (MRP = 3.9, SD = 0.72, t(22) = 6.43, p <0.05) that the participants 
in the condition with photo (MRP = 4.0, SD = 0.72, t(18) = 9.28, p <0.05). The mean of 
the students for the racial privilege factor, in the no-photo condition (MRP = 3.7, SD = 0.42, 
t(14) = 6.86, p <0.05) and with photo (MRP = 3.9 , SD = 0.63, t(16) = 5.73, p <0.05) 
is also close to the professionals’. Participants demonstrate agreement with the existence 
of privilege based on skin color that negatively affect blacks in their professional insertion. 
Racial privilege is a factor composed of six items (6) extracted from the "racial blindness" 
scale of Neville et al. (2000). It refers to an attitudinal structure that is characterized by 
a "blindness" to the existence of privileges and advantages for the white population to the 
detriment of the other racial groups.

In Brazil, racism determines unequal relations, despite racial mixing and fluidity 
between groups (TELLES, 2003). Racism represents an organized system of exclusion that 
structures itself on the basis of social disadvantages and limited opportunities for a group 
because of its racial belonging (DOVIDIO; GAERTNER; KAWAKAMI, 2013). In this context, 
racial privilege is revealed through socioeconomic injustices among racial groups, especially 
in the labor market. The data of survival conditions disclose the precariousness to which the 
black population is subjected, in opposition to the benefits generated to the white popula-
tion (SABINO, 2006). The exclusion or insignificant representation of blacks in prestigious 
positions reiterates the discussion that social structures determine rights in terms of racial 
belonging. (SMITH; BRIEF; COLELLA, 2013).

In our study, the professionals, in the no-photo condition, presented the same 
pattern of mean in the Labor Market Racism Inventory (MIR = 0.7, SD = 0.23, t(22) = 
-45,916, p <0.05) that the participants in the photo condition (MIR = 0.7, SD = 0.23, t(18) 
= -45.916, p <0.05). The response of students to the Inventory of Racism in the Labor 
Market, however, points to another direction of the value presented by professionals. On 
average, in the no-photo condition they agree less that racial membership affects discrimi-
nation in insertion on the labor market or career advancement (MIR = 0.5, SD = 0.26, t(14) 
= -57.601, p <0.05), as well as in the condition with photo (MIR = 0.5, SD = 0.28, t(1) 
= -58.466, p <0.05). The comparison between the means of the groups showed statistical 
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significance in relation to the condition without photo (F(1) = 8.53, df = 1, p <.05) and with 
photo (F(1) = 6.78, 1, p <.05).

The job market places pressure on those in charge of recruiting staff in their 
organizations to fill positions according to a candidate profile which has a pre-defined phy-
sical appearance. The logic that defines skin color as a reference for this pattern of choice 
translates how racism defines entry, permanence and growth of people in the business 
environment. In this sense, the attractiveness factor in decision-making and its implications 
for the discrimination in the labor market (PEREIRA, 2015; SHAHANI-DENNING, 2003; 
AGTHE et al., 2014) is influenced by stereotyped beliefs and expectations of behavior in 
relation to the attractiveness of the target (LANGLOIS et al., 2000). Professionals, whether 
or not they adhere to the thesis on racism, seem to be more in favor of the racist standard 
by choosing candidates with a fairer complexion.

In this study, it was verified that beliefs about Racism in the labor market did not 
influence the results in the choices for seller (F(1) = 3.03, p = 0.86) and typist (F(1) = 0.802, 
p = 0.591). The judgment of candidates' résumés did not depend on the perceptions about 
racial inequalities in employment.

Modern racism is revealed in indirect ways and many times imprecise manners 
(LIMA; VALA; 2004; NUNES, 2010), and also in some other direct and declared ways of 
racial hierarchization (ZÁRATE, 2009). The laws which prohibit racism tend to inhibit its 
manifestation. Lima and Vala (2004) state that, in Brazil, there is a “Cordial Racism” that 
coexists in a harmonious way with the anti-racist norm, which makes this type of racism 
much more difficult to detect and fight. It is in this context that we can situate the results of 
judgement on good appearance in our study.

JUDGMENT OF GOOD APPEARANCE

The skin color of the participant did not influence the results, as there is no diffe-
rence between the black, brown and white participants on the definitions among the criteria 
on the suitable appearance for a job vacancy. The sex of the participants has the same 
pattern of racial belonging, having no effect on the answers on the items (F(1) = 0.327, p = 
0.569) (F(1) = 0.223, p = 0.638).

Table 1 - Average indicators of good appearance between professionals and students

Indicator/participants Professional Student

Hygiene M = 2,79; SD = 0,42 M = 2,97;SD = 0,18

Attire M = 2,50; SD = 0,51 M = 2,41; SD = 0,56

Hair M = 1,74; SD = 1,01 M = 1,60; SD = 0,87

Skin color M = 0,62; SD = 1,06 M = 0,19; SD = 0,47

Source: Research data.

There is a significant difference in relation to the four criteria (skin color, hygiene, 
attire, hair). The hypothesis that skin color would have a lower frequency as a defining 
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criterion was corroborated. The participants chose hygiene as a more present element in 
the evaluation of a candidate, rejecting the hypothesis that the attire would present a higher 
frequency among the participants (Table 1).

The use of good appearance is an everyday practice in decision making in personnel 
selection. It is assumed that certain positions should be filled only by candidates with cha-
racteristics that would transcend professional skills. Regardless of professional background, 
this would be a key criterion for recruiting a candidate (LITTLE; ROBERTS, 2012).

There is a discussion in the literature that associates the requirement of a particular 
appearance for certain jobs to the subtle and concealed form of Brazilian racism that was 
structured on the basis of stereotyped beliefs and negative representations of the black 
population or the denial of positive attributes (SILVÉRIO, 2002; DAMASCENO, 2011). Such 
an argument is reinforced in the studies of Damasceno (2011) who identified job advertise-
ments from the 1930s, associating the requirement of good appearance to the racial group 
of the candidate. It should be clarified that this judgment is recurrent for vacancies that 
require direct contact with the client, such as salespeople and executive secretary (PAIM, 
2005).

The results demonstrate that, for the participants, the skin color would have a 
lower influence than the other items to define good appearance. It is possible to analyze 
this result based on two considerations: the participants' attempt not to demonstrate racial 
prejudice and the valorization of professional competence instead of less objective criterion 
for the selection of a candidate.

The scientific literature refers to the implicit forms of racism that present them-
selves in the face of norms that have prevented the manifestation of unequal attitudes and 
beliefs. People, in an attempt to respond without being prejudiced, are guided by two forms 
of independent motivations: external and internal (PLANT; DEVINE, 1998; GOUVEIA et 
al., 2006). Internal motivations are guided by personal interests, and external motivations 
are driven by social contingencies. In the studies by Plant and Devine (1998), participants 
motivated by external pressure showed differences in their endorsement of racial stereotypes 
as a function of providing responses in private or in public. They, it seems, strategically alter 
their responses in public to avoid revealing their true prejudices. In the absence of outside 
observers, they responded with strong support of the stereotype. Those who were internally 
motivated, regardless of their external motivation level, as well as those who reported not 
being particularly motivated to respond without showing prejudice, showed little difference 
in the expression of stereotypes whether public or not. The authors discuss the importance 
of considering the joint influence of internal and external motivation to respond without 
showing prejudice when evaluating the probable situational impact of the responses.

Gouveia et al. (2006) validated a scale of motivations to respond without prejudice 
to blacks in Brazil. Such study becomes reference in this research by its pioneering in the 
use of this scale. The internal motivation factor to respond without prejudice has some items 
like "According to my values, it is right to use stereotypes in relation to blacks" and "I try to 
act in a non-prejudiced way because it is important to me". The external motivation factor 
to respond without prejudice presents items such as "I try not to present prejudice to avoid 
disapproval" and "because of norms do not show prejudice against blacks".
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Participants may seek control of their prejudiced attitudes in their judgment of 
the factors that determine the ideal look for job openings. However, there is no interaction 
between the participants' responses on the motivation scale to control prejudice and the 
evaluation of good appearance, both among students (F(1) = 0.282, p = 0.602) and among 
professionals (F(1) = 0.037, p = 0.850).

It is necessary to discuss social norms to understand the reasons for controlling 
biased attitudes, the forms of internalization and the social pressures that give rise to motiva-
tions to respond without prejudice. Anti-racist norms seek effective control over the behavior 
of individuals to prevent social expectations and judgments from negative stereotypes that 
promote social exclusion. Lima et al. (2006) investigated the effect of social norms on 
automatic prejudice against blacks, based on two normative contexts (egalitarian and meri-
tocratic). The results indicated that prejudice is influenced by situational factors represented 
by response contexts. The context of competition has made people more prejudiced. The 
context of solidarity equality inhibited prejudice against blacks. The authors state that racism 
in Brazilian society manifests itself violently by finding an appropriate normative context that 
can justify or disguise its practices of exclusion against social minorities. Current racism 
combines flagrant and subtle forms of expression that circumvent the anti-racist norm in 
democratic societies (LIMA et al, 2006; PEREIRA; VALA, 2011). The present, more open 
forms of expression of racism allow us to discuss how racism is a complex phenomenon that 
articulates subtle and direct hierarchies.

Research on racism in the labor market can be categorized in three perspectives, 
individual, group and systemic (DIPBOYE; COLELLA, 2003). Individual perspective, such as 
the theory of social categorization, includes discrimination based on stereotyped beliefs and 
prejudices (DOVIDIO; HEBL, 2003). Gelfand et al. (2003) found that the relevant research 
on group relations focuses on problems involving social categories and disadvantages based 
on shared or assigned characteristics. Finally, systemic theories refer to approaches that view 
organization as an open system in which broader aspects such as culture, leadership, human 
resource systems and organizational climate can contribute to or mitigate discrimination. 
These aspects would be mediated by cognitive processes and interpersonal relationships and 
influenced by the socio-cultural environment (THOMAS; CHROBOT-MASON, 2003). The 
research on diversity in organizations is an example of systemic studies (ROSA, 2014; TOR-
RES; PÉREZ-NEBRA, 2004), mainly as a strategy for identifying and evaluating business 
practices for inclusion, development and management of human resources performance.

Dipboye and Colella (2003) propose a multilevel model of analysis of discrimina-
tion in the labor market, articulating these perspectives of analysis. A study of the judgment 
of good looks in this sense requires a complex articulation of organizational processes at all 
levels, which are articulated as determinants of the obstacles that the black population faces 
in accessing job openings

FINAL CONSIDERATIONS

The objective of this investigation was to evaluate the effect of race on the judgment 
of candidates in personnel selection. The phenomenon of good appearance is present in the 
discourse of recruiters and candidates and is criticized for its association with racist beliefs 
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and representations. The job ads in the 1980s presented this requirement in staff selection. 
The behavior of recruiters and candidates was openly and explicitly guided by this criterion. 
Recruiters maintained an explicitly discriminatory process, while the candidates conformed 
to that standard. This criterion is no longer visible in the ads, but is still present in HR prac-
tices, revealing a subtle form of Brazilian racism, which was structured based on stereotyped 
beliefs and negative representations of the black population or denial of positive attributes. 
To reach the proposed objective, a simulation of the selection of personnel was conducted, 
with the participation of human resources professionals and undergraduate students.

The results showed that the inclusion of photos has an effect on the evaluation 
of résumés in the case of professionals. Unlike students, professionals chose candidates 
who had a lighter skin tone when selecting personnel for positions that demanded good 
appearance. Résumés with prototypical pictures of blacks were more likely to be excluded in 
the selection processes than résumés with prototypical images of whites. 

The hypothesis that the color of the skin would show a lower frequency as crite-
rion that defines good appearance was corroborated. Participants chose hygiene as a more 
present element in the evaluation of a candidate. The results demonstrate that, for the 
participants, when defining good appearance, skin color would have a smaller influence 
when compared to the other items used to define good appearance. It is possible to analyze 
this result based on two considerations: the participants' attempt not to demonstrate racial 
prejudice and the valorization of professional competence instead of less objective criterion 
for the selection of a candidate.

In an Organization that does not value competence in staff selection, what counts 
is the subtle or explicit racist beliefs and representations that tend to guide the behavior of 
the recruiter and the Personnel Management policy. On the other hand, the choices in a 
selection process must follow the premise that the differences between people transform the 
organizational environment into an innovative, creative and productive space. 
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