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Abstract 
People often wonder why physically attractive individuals seem to enjoy nu-
merous benefits. In the contemporary landscape, AI-generated characters are 
gaining popularity, often selected for their physical attractiveness. This study 
adopts a persuasion-attitude perspective, utilizing the Elaboration Likelihood 
Model (ELM), to uncover the reasons behind the persuasive impact of physi-
cal attractiveness and the subsequent favorable decisions made by individuals. 
Employing structural equation modeling (SEM) techniques, the study con-
ducted a multi-group analysis with a sample of 134 recruiters in the food and 
beverage industry. The key findings reveal that while recruiters tend to prefer 
hiring physically attractive applicants due to affective information processing, 
the moderator role of recruiters’ need for cognition can significantly mitigate 
this stereotype premium. These findings have important implications for fu-
ture research and practice. Understanding the interplay between physical at-
tractiveness, cognitive processing, and decision-making process can contribute 
to the development of strategies to promote fair and objective decision-making 
processes. 
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1. Introduction 

In the current era, various AI tools are prevalent, and people are often drawn to 
edited photos or influencers. Sometimes, these tools are also used for improper 
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purposes, such as scams exploiting attractive photos. These technologies evoke 
both love and fear, but for most people, the reasons behind their attraction and 
decision-making are actually perplexing. Studies consistently highlight the signi-
ficance of physical attractiveness, as individuals instinctively associate beauty 
with positive attributes such as “good-better,” “smart-successful,” and “impor-
tant-valuable”. The groundwork for this understanding stems early from a se-
minal study by Dion et al. (1972). Their findings indicated that, irrespective of 
gender, attractive individuals are more likely to be perceived as socially desira-
ble, have a higher likelihood of securing prestigious jobs, enjoy happy marriages, 
and be regarded as good spouses (Dion, Berscheid, & Walster, 1972). Subsequent 
research has unveiled a pervasive view where people routinely presume that at-
tractive individuals are not only smarter, more successful, and sociable but also 
more dominant, sexually warmer, possess better mental health, and exhibit 
higher self-esteem. This attractiveness premium extends even to perceptions of 
moral traits, with good-looking individuals being perceived as more honest and, 
at times, receiving the benefit of the doubt when dishonest (Gugushvili & Bulc-
zak, 2023; Kanazawa, 2011; Kwan & Trautner, 2011; Montoya, 2014; Ryabov, 
2019; Wolfe & Patel, 2024).  

Our natural tendency to ascribe all sorts of positive traits to beautiful people 
also means that we give them more breaks in life. This is nowhere more pro-
nounced than in human resources. Physically attractive job candidates whose 
qualifications are similar to those of less attractive candidates are more likely to 
be hired for the same job (Watkins & Johnston, 2000). Experienced personnel 
managers are not immune to this premium. Despite believing that they are able 
to overlook physical appearance and that they do not consider it in their hiring 
decisions, experienced managers will often believe that a physically attractive 
person with a resume identical to that of a less attractive person is better quali-
fied and/or will make a better employee. Although this effect is generally smaller 
with the most experienced personnel managers, physically unattractive women 
are at a consistent disadvantage when it comes to applying for jobs, regardless of 
the personnel manager’s experience. This raises issues and questions that is it 
that we are too strict in our requirements for recruiters, demanding that they go 
against the natural human inclination for beauty and always make completely 
rational decisions? Moreover, such decisions may not necessarily be the most 
suitable. Therefore, understanding the decision-making process of the physical 
attractiveness premium becomes an important issue in finding the most appro-
priate way to address it. After all, identifying the problem is crucial to finding 
solutions. This study delves into the challenge of the formation of individuals’ 
attitudes and decision-making toward the physical attractiveness premium ac-
cording to a persuasive model, the Elaboration Likelihood Model (ELM).  

Petty and Cacioppo (1986a) define elaboration as the depth of individual 
thought on issue-relevant arguments, influenced by personal traits and situa-
tions. Elaboration Likelihood Model (ELM) posits two attitude formation routes: 
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central and peripheral. High-EL individuals, termed “cognitive elaborators,” use 
the central route, requiring extensive cognitive effort for enduring judgments. 
Low-EL individuals opt for the peripheral route, relying on simpler cues like source 
attractiveness or message length. This approach entails less cognitive processing, 
emphasizing affective cues. Njus and Johnson (2008) note that under the peri-
pheral route, individuals favor less effortful thinking, letting simple message cues 
shape their attitudes. Figure 1 is our conceptual framework. 

2. Theoretical Framework and Hypothesis Development 
2.1. Recruiters’ Attitude toward Applicants’ Facial Appearance  

Based on the ELM 

Social psychologists believe that attitude is the most distinctive and indispensa-
ble variable for behavior change. They refer to attitude as “disposition to eva-
luate objects favorably or unfavorably” (Insko & Schopler, 1972: p. 1). Recent 
evidence in neuroscience research also indicates that visual perceptions of social 
categories are highly sensitive to both facial features and higher-order social 
cognitive processes such as attitudes (Freeman & Johnson, 2016). In the field of 
attitude research, one of the most influential models is the Elaboration Likelih-
ood Model (ELM), developed by Petty and Cacioppo (1986b). The ELM is essen-
tially a theory that models the effects of a person’s elaboration of individual per-
suasive items on his or her overall attitude. According to ELM, information re-
cipients can vary widely in their ability and their motivation to process the in-
formation (Cao, Liu, Zhu, Hu, & Chen, 2017). Petty and Cacioppo (1981), pro-
posed the ELM to explain the persuasion process when individuals encounter 
different incoming messages and information. As a well-supported model of at-
titude, Petty and Cacioppo (1986b) explained elaboration as the extent to which  

 

 
Figure 1. Research model: Recruiter’s hiring recommendation in the context of ELM. 
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an individual thinks carefully about issue-relevant arguments and contended 
that personal traits and different situations may affect motivation and ability, 
leading to different levels of elaboration likelihood (EL). The ELM describes two 
routes of attitude formation: the central route and the peripheral route. When 
individual with high EL attitude is formed through central route, it takes indi-
viduals more cognitive efforts and critical thinking to make judgments or evalu-
ations, which may be more extensive and enduring (Sicilia et al., 2006). Individ-
uals who travel this route may be referred to as “cognitive elaborators” (Morris, 
Woo, & Singh, 2005). In contrast, individuals with low EL take the peripheral 
route and tend to take less complex approach to process upcoming messages. 
Under the peripheral route, individuals have less desire to engage in effortful and 
cognitive thinking and are likely to use affective cues such as perceived source at-
tractiveness, message length and rule of thumb (Njus & Johnson, 2008). In this 
case, relatively simple cues in the message may influence his or her attitude. 

According to Watkins and Johnson (2000: p. 76), “A fundamental principle of 
person perception is that people form first impressions of others on the basis of 
their immediately apparent features, such as physical appearance” Goodman, 
Morris and Sutherland (2008: p. 148), referred to a generalization known as the 
“what is beauty is good” stereotype that “People are more willing to accept per-
suasive messages from beautiful individuals whether the beautiful person is ac-
tually there, shown photographically, or on film.” Consequently, during the se-
lection process, if the applicants are facially attractive, recruiters are affectively 
brought happiness (Chiu & Babcock, 2002). Hence, this selection situation can 
offer recruiters pleasure, which may arouse the recruiters’ positive attitude to-
ward the applicant and then lead them more likely to make favorable evalua-
tions. Therefore, when it comes to applicants’ facial appearance, according to the 
ELM, individuals take the peripheral (affective) route and habitually look for in-
formation with more intuition and less critical thinking. Higgins and Judge 
(2004) suggested that recruiters might judge the facially attractive candidates to 
have proper personality for the job vacancy and thus to perform better. Since at-
titude is an evaluative judgment, the recruiters’ judgments of physical attrac-
tiveness may affect their likeability towards the applicants. Then, the judgments 
of likeability may influence recruiters’ judgments of hiring recommendation. 
Consequently, recruiters have positive attitudes toward the good-looking appli-
cant. Thus, we hypothesize that: 

H1: According to the ELM, recruiters are inclined to take the peripheral route 
and form a positive attitude toward facially attractive applicants and make fa-
vorable hiring recommendation.  

2.2. Recruiters’ Need for Cognition as a Moderator 

In the ELM model, need for cognition (NFC), an individual-difference variable 
(Cacioppo, Petty, Feinstein, & Jarvis, 1996), plays an important role on a per-
son’s desire to engage in effortful thinking and it is known to influence the for-
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mation of attitudes. Njus and Johnson (2008: p. 647) illustrated that “all people 
try to make sense of the world in which they live, but low and high NFC indi-
viduals do so in different ways.” Individuals with high NFC “naturally tend to 
seek, acquire, think about, and reflect back on information to make sense of 
stimuli, relationships, and events in the world” (Njus & Johnson, 2008: p. 198), 
and have “active, exploring minds” (Njus & Johnson, 2008: p. 243), while indi-
viduals with low NFC favor counting on simple and peripheral cues over engag-
ing in complex and effortful thinking. 

As Kuo, Horng, Lin and Lee (2012) mentioned in their study, individuals with 
high NFC are described as more intrinsically motivated ones who “use syste-
matic rules to process information” more frequently (Kuo et al., 2012: p. 1026). 
Bye and Pushkar (2009) supported that individuals with high NFC have inclina-
tion to gather information. Macias (2003) also indicated that NFC is a stable 
personality characteristic, which may influence how consumers are motivated to 
think about information when they are exposed to persuasion situations. In our 
study, we proposed that when recruiters have high NFC, they are inclined to 
take the central route in information processing and view applicant’s competen-
cy level as a vital cognitive cue. Recruiters with high NFC make hiring judgment 
by evaluating whether the applicant is equipped with sufficient job-related know-
ledge, skills, and traits.  

On the other hand, individuals with low NFC barely make cognitive effort and 
have a tendency to form their attitude toward objects on simple cues such as 
physical attractiveness (Bye & Pushkar, 2009). According to ELM, recruiters 
with low NFC tend to make use of more intuitive cues and consider if an appli-
cant’s outlook appeals to them (Cacioppo, Petty, Kao, & Rodriguez, 1986). The 
peripheral route takes place when individuals with low NFC receive non-argument 
message and take the peripheral cues as their main concerns. During the re-
cruitment and selection process, recruiters would have an impression of appli-
cants’ outlook when taking a glance at résumés photos, or interview applicants 
in person (Chen, Huang, & Lee, 2011). Thus, based on the above findings, the 
hypothesis is formulated that: 

H2: Recruiters with high NFC take the central (cognitive) route whereas re-
cruiters with low NFC take the peripheral (affective) route to make hiring rec-
ommendation. 

3. Method 
3.1. Participants and Procedures 

Because we were interested in attitudes of experienced recruiters in real social 
context, we contacted recruiters who had at least 4-year recruiting experiences in 
the food and beverage industry. Competition for qualified employees is intense 
in the food and beverage industry; managers have to deal with the revolving 
door associated with constantly hiring and training new employees to replace 
those who have left the operation. However, physical attractiveness may be a le-
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gitimate hiring criterion in the service industry. As a result, an interest in the 
factors influencing talent recruiting of these firms is certainly warranted. Have 
those contacted, 134 experienced recruiters participated voluntarily in this study 
(N = 200 initially contacted). In terms of gender distribution, the participants 
are nearly balanced, comprising 47% male and 53% female. Regarding age, the 
participants fall into the following categories: 53% are below the age of 30, 48% 
are between the ages of 30 and 39, 19% are between 40 and 49, and 14% are 
above the age of 50. The tenure distribution of the participants is as follows: 53% 
have less than 5 years of working experience, 36% have between 5 and 10 years, 
and 45% have more than 10 years of experience.  

3.2. Procedures 

A total number of four printed résumés were developed to measure the influ-
ences of applicant competency and physical attractiveness on recruiters’ attitude. 
The résumés provided educational background, working experience and inter-
ests, competency information and the black-and-white photographs attached at 
the top right-hand corner of the résumés (Watkins & Johnston, 2000). Four ver-
sions of the résumé were developed, which differed only in competency infor-
mation and photograph attractiveness according to a 2 (competency: high/low) × 
2 (photograph: attractive/unattractive) between-subjects factorial design.  

We invited 15 recruiters to participate in the pilot study to properly measure 
applicant competency in the food and beverage industry. We listed categories for 
competency according to Work-Related Competency Index (WCI) (Braunstein 
& Stull, 2001). Based on the frequency analysis, four of the most frequently men-
tioned items are selected and included in the résumé design: communication, 
responsibility, team skills, and customer services. We conducted an independent 
sample t-test on competency in order to examine whether the manipulation of 
levels of competency (high and low) really works. The results of manipulation 
check on competency indicate that high-level competency is significantly differ-
ent from low-level competency (t = 29.63, p = .000). 

As for physical attractiveness selection, ten black-and-white printed headshot 
photos are presented for another group of recruiters, and each recruiter has to 
rank the photos according to their facial appearance. “10” is the most facially at-
tractive, while “1” is the least facially attractive. Two of the most facially attrac-
tive and two of the least facially attractive pictures ranked by the respondents are 
selected and included in the résumés design. To ensure the respondents’ per-
ceived physical attractiveness is as intended, we conducted an independent sam-
ples t-test to check the result of the manipulation as well. The results indicated 
that high-level physical attractiveness is significantly different from low-level 
one (t = 30.99, p = .000). 

To avoid the revelation of the true purpose of this study, we simply told the 
participants that this study aims to develop a training tool concerns applicant 
résumé formatting. In order to objectively and justly evaluate the variables, each 
résumé includes the similar work experience, tenure, and educational back-
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ground. The four competency items selected from the pilot study are designed in 
the section of autobiography and in the section of certifications and awards in 
the résumés. Each participant is randomly assigned an envelope containing one 
version of the résumé. Once they felt that they have sufficient information to 
form an opinion of the applicant, they were asked to make hiring recommenda-
tion to avoid the priming effect on our key measures. Then, another author 
handed a survey questionnaire that included the measures regarding cognitive 
response, affective response, and attitudes toward applicant among other mask-
ing items (e.g., on résumé formatting training). After the participants had com-
pleted all the ratings, they were asked to complete a manipulation check to verify 
the competency and physical attractiveness of the applicants. Two weeks later, 
we collected the measure of recruiters’ need for cognition and other personal 
background information to complete the survey procedure. 

3.3. Measures 
3.3.1. Recruiter’s Responses 
We measured recruiters’ responses as a two-component view of responses, 
which is a cognitive (i.e. belief-based) and an affective (i.e. emotion-based) 
component of responses (Verplanken, Hofstee, & Janssen, 1998). Cognitive re-
sponse is measured as the recruiter-reported subjective probability of applicant’s 
performing working behavior, on the basis of his or her cognitive appraisal of 
behavioral determinants. According to previous studies, we used perceived em-
ployability and working behavioral expectation to measure cognitive responses 
in the study (Liden, Wayne, & Stilwell, 1993; Welbourne, Johnson, & Erez, 
1998). Participants responded to items such as “How likely is it that this appli-
cant will come up with new ideas?” and “How likely is it that this applicant will 
be a high performer?” on a 5-point Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (not at all 
likely) to 5 (extremely likely). 

We measured recruiter’s affective response to applicants by using the PAD 
scheme (Pleasure, Arousal, & Dominance) proposed by Mehrabian (1996). Plea-
sure, arousal and dominance are conceived as three basic dimensions of emo-
tional responses that indicate peoples’ state of feeling in the field of environ-
mental psychology (Mehrabian, 1996). Pleasure as an emotional state is a conti-
nuum, ranging from extreme pain or unhappiness to extreme happiness and 
used adjectives such as happy-unhappy, pleased-annoyed, and satisfied unsatis-
fied to define a person’s level of pleasure. Arousal was conceived as a mental ac-
tivity, describing the state of feeling along a single dimension ranging from sleep 
to frantic excitement. Finally, dominance is a reflection of the extent to which 
the individual feels in control of or overpowered by his environment. The PAD 
scheme is measured on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from one to five, with the 
larger scores representing recruiters’ greater positive affect to applicant. 

3.3.2. Recruiter Attitude towards Applicants 
In measuring recruiters’ attitude towards applicant, this study uses a five-point 
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Likert scale to ask the participants to make responses, “How would you rate the 
applicant along the scale?” The measurement items are adapted from the study 
of Hallahan (1999) with some items modified to suit this study. Ranging from 
one to five, the larger scores represent recruiters’ more positive attitudes toward 
applicant. 

3.3.3. Hiring Recommendation 
We measured recruiters’ behavioral outcome by using hiring recommendation 
to evaluate the likelihood of recruiters’ recommending the applicant. The mea-
surement items developed by Higgins and Judge (2004) are adopted for this 
study. A five-point Likert scale asks the participants to make responses such as “I 
would evaluate this applicant positively”. Hiring recommendation scores range 
from one to five, and higher scores indicate a greater likelihood of the applicant 
being recommended by recruiters. 

3.4. Recruiter’s Need for Cognition 

Need for cognition, a stable individual difference in a person’s method of en-
gaging in effortful cognitive activity, is categorized as the moderating variable in 
this study. Participants are asked to reflect on their engagement in effortful 
thought. The NFC scale (Cacioppo, Petty, & Kao, 1984) is implemented to 
measure the participants’ NFC. Participants responded to items such as “I prefer 
complex to simple problems” and “The notion of thinking abstractly seems ap-
pealing to me” on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (not at all possible) to 5 
(extremely probable). 

3.5. Data Analyses 

We followed the two-step procedure suggested by Anderson and Gerbing (1988), 
to test the hypothesized relationships. First, we performed a confirmatory factor 
analysis (CFA) to supply a confirmatory test of the theoretical model and pro-
vide statistics that accounts for how well the factor specification matches the 
reality. In a second step, a multi-group structural equation modeling (SEM) 
served as the basis for exploring the relationships in the model by group. We 
analyzed the structural model for the four-résumé groups (high-low compe-
tency vs. high-low physical attractiveness), then for the two high-low NFC 
groups. The sample size (n = 134) was acceptable as it was within the suggested 
minimum range of 100 - 200 subjects for SEM (Anderson, Narus, & Narayan-
das, 2009a). 

4. Results 
4.1. Descriptive Statistics 

Table 1 presents the means, standard deviations, correlations, and reliabilities of 
the study’s variables. Correlations between applicants’ competency and physical 
attractiveness and hiring recommendations were both positive and significant  
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Table 1. Means, standard deviations, correlations, and reliabilities among variables. 

  
M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

1 
Applicant  

Competency 
3.09 1.16 (.98) 

      

2 
Applicant Facial  
Attractiveness 

3.02 1.29 .05 (.99) 
     

3 Recruiter Cognitive 
Responses 

3.17 .97 .78** .35** (.96) 
    

4 Recruiter Affective 
Responses 

2.73 .82 .44** .86** .02 (.95) 
   

5 Recruiter Attitude 3.02 1.04 .38** .83** .45** .90** (.95) 
  

6 
Hiring  

Recommendation 
2.93 1.18 .49** .74** .53** .83** .88** (.98) 

 

7 Recruiter’s NFC 3.70 .68 .01 −.11 −.06 −.06 .60 .01 (.88) 

aValues that appear on the diagonal in parentheses are Cronbach’s alphas. *p < .05; 
**p < .01. 
 
(r = .49 and .74, p < .01). In addition, cognitive and affective responses were 
both positively and significantly correlated with hiring recommendations (r = .53 
and .83, p < .01). The correlation between recruiter’s need for cognitive and hir-
ing recommendations was not significant.  

4.2. ANOVA 

The results of the one-way ANOVA (Table 2) present a significant mean differ-
ence between four resume types on the constructs of recruiters’ cognitive res-
ponses, recruiters’ affective responses and hiring recommendation (F = 104.854; 
F = 111.994; F = 62.272, p <. 000). According to the post-hoc analysis, between 
the four résumés types, it was interestingly discovered that the recruiters prefer 
to hire the facially attractive applicant with lack of work-related competency ra-
ther than hire the facially unattractive applicant with better competency despite 
the fact that they have perceived higher cognitive ability with higher level of 
competency. The result again confirmed that physical attractiveness does make 
sense in recruiter’s hiring recommendation. 

4.3. Confirmatory Factor Analysis 

Since common source bias can threaten the validity of paths that link two va-
riables measured in a single survey instrument, we first performed a confirma-
tory factor analysis by loading all of the variables in the study into a single factor. 
The result showed that the one-factor model did not fit well in our sample (χ2/df 
= 19.8, CFI = 0.54, RMSEA = 0.38). We then employed the marker variable tech-
nique as an additional test for common method variance. The results show that 
after controlling for the common marker, explained variance in the dependent  
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Table 2. Results of ANOVA analysis. 

variable F value significance 
Post-Hoc  

comparisons* 

Cognitive Responses 104.854 .000 1 > 2 > 3 > 4 

Affective Responses 111.994 .000 1 > 3 > 2 > 4 

Hiring Recommendation 62.272 .000 1 > 3 > 2 > 4 

*1: High CP High PA group; 2: High CP Low PA group; 3: Low CP High PA group; 4: 
Low CP Low PA group.  
 
variables decreases, but the drop is not substantial (i.e., 2 to 5 percent). In addi-
tion, the factor loadings between the hypothesized five factors and correspond-
ing items were still statistically significant after partialling out the method ef-
fects. The relationships between the hypothesized five factors remained un-
changed. These results demonstrate that common method bias is not a concern 
in our data set. 

The confirmatory factor analyses generally support the measurement models 
posed. All of the fit indices meet the acceptable standard: χ2/df < 3.0, GFI > 0.9, 
AGFI > 0.8, and CFI > 0.90. Thus, the fit indices overall, as such show at least 
moderate fit for all study constructs. 

4.4. Model Fit 

Prior research maintains that CFI is a good index for smaller sample sizes and 
posits that RMSEA is among the most informative criteria in covariance struc-
ture modeling (Byrne, 2001). Consistent with extant literature, a well-fitting 
model should meet the requirement of a RMSEA lower than .06 and a CFI 
greater than .95 (Holbert & Stephenson 2002). The results from our multi-group 
SEM analysis with the measurement parts of the model indicate a good fit of the 
model according to standards recommended by Bentler and Bonett (1980): χ2 = 
16.72, df = 12, p = .2, χ2/df = 1.39; CFI = .97; IFI = .98; RMSEA = .05. Thus, the 
proposed model fits the data well.  

4.5. Multi-Group Analysis  

We performed the multi-group SEM analysis on four samples, 2 (competency: 
high/low) × 2 (photograph: attractive/unattractive) to test whether the pattern of 
relationships outlined in the theoretical model (Figure 2) differs on different 
groups of résumés. SEM was used as a technique that allowed the analysis of re-
lationships between exogenous (explanatory) and endogenous (dependent) va-
riables simultaneously. Furthermore, it offered the ability to incorporate latent 
(unobserved) variables in the model, which were approximated by observed or 
measured variables (Anderson et al., 2009b). To test whether the measurement 
models differ across the four groups, we used the χ2 difference statistic to assess 
whether there are significant differences between the unconstrained and the fully 
constrained models. Our result showed that the χ2 difference (χ2 = 61.3, df = 24) 
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is significant between the unconstrained model (χ2 = 27.7, df = 28) and the fully 
constrained model (χ2 = 89, df = 52). This test for invariance points to significant 
differences in the structural model for the four-group résumés. It is therefore 
important to analyze and compare the structural parameters of the model in the 
different subgroups. 

To assess whether the relationships among the latent variables differed on the 
four resume groups, we performed path-by-path comparisons to examine the 
path difference among the four groups. The results of these tests are presented in 
Table 3 respectively. The results indicate that when applicants are facially attrac-
tive (group 1 and group 2), recruiters make favorable hiring recommendations 
via the peripheral (affective) route (physical attractiveness → affective to appli-
cants’ → hiring recommendation), no matter whether the applicants have high or 
low level of competency. The results for group 3 and group 4 show that recrui-
ters still took the peripheral route and gave lower ratings of hiring recommenda-
tion when applicants are less facially attractiveness, even though the applicants 
have high level of competency. We found interestingly that despite recruiters 
could distinguish the four groups with different levels of competency and physi-
cal attractiveness; they finally followed the affective route to make the hiring 
recommendations. Therefore, affective responses to applicants dominate recrui-
ter’s decision-making process during selection and recruitment in service indus-
tries, while cognitive responses to applicant barely take place. 

4.6. The Moderating Effect of Recruiter’s Need for Cognition 

We performed a two-group SEM analysis to examine whether high NFC recruiters  
 

 
Figure 2. Path analysis for the four groups. 
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Table 3. Path by path comparisons for the four groups. 

Path χ2a df significance 
Difference for 
four groups 

Applicant Competency → Recruiter 
Cognitive Responses 

31.2 31 p < .05 Yes 

Applicant Competency → Recruiter 
Affective Responses 

30.7 31 p < .05 Yes 

Applicant Facial Attractiveness → 
Recruiter Cognitive Responses 

30 31 p > .1 No 

Applicant Facial Attractiveness → 
Recruiter Affective Responses 

36 31 p < .05 Yes 

Recruiter Cognitive Responses → 
Recruiter Attitude 

53 31 p < .01 Yes 

Recruiter Affective Responses → 
Recruiter Attitude 

54.4 31 p < .01 Yes 

Recruiter Attitude → Hiring  
Recommendation 

32.1 31 p < .05 Yes 

aχ2 threshold for comparison is 30.41.  
 
are more likely to follow the cognitive route than low NFC recruiters. The results 
of the across-group equivalence of the measurement models for the two groups 
(high/low recruiter’s NFC) showed that the χ2 difference (Δχ2 = 13.5, df = 8) is 
significant between the unconstrained model (χ2 = 11.59, df = 4) and the fully 
constrained model (χ2 = 25.1, df = 12). This indicates that recruiter’s need for 
cognition has a positive and significant moderating effect in the two-group 
structural model. 

In addition, the results from our multi-group SEM analysis with the con-
strained measurement parts of the model indicate a good fit of the model (χ2 = 
11.59, df = 4, p = .2; CFI = .98; IFI = .98; RMSEA = .02). Path analysis for the two 
groups is presented in Figure 3 respectively. We also performed path-by-path 
comparisons to examine the path difference between the two groups. Table 4 
shows that recruiters with high NFC take cognitive information processing to 
make the hiring recommendation, whereas recruiters with low NFC took the af-
fective route in the decision-making process. 

5. Discussion 

By shedding new light on recruiter attitudes through the lens of the ELM, this 
study delves into how recruiters’ information processing influences their deci-
sion-making in the hiring process when considering both factual information 
and peripheral cues from applicants’ resumes. Despite the majority of recruiters 
emphasizing competency as their primary concern, the study reveals a tendency 
to favor facially attractive applicants. Some recruiters even express the belief that  
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Figure 3. Path analysis for the two groups. 
 
Table 4. Path by path comparisons for the four groups. 

Path χ2a df significance Difference for four groups 

Applicant Competency → Recruiter  
Cognitive Responses 

11.6 5 p > .05 No 

Applicant Competency → Recruiter  
Affective Responses 

10.2 5 p > .05 No 

Applicant Facial Attractiveness → Recruiter  
Cognitive Responses 

11.9 5 p > .05 No 

Applicant Facial Attractiveness → Recruiter  
Affective Responses 

11.6 5 p > .05 No 

Recruiter Cognitive Responses → Recruiter Attitude 19.6 5 p < .05 Yes 

Recruiter Affective Responses → Recruiter Attitude 12.7 5 p > .05 No 

Recruiter Attitude → Hiring Recommendation 14.3 5 p < .05 Yes 

aχ2 threshold for comparison is 13.8. 
 

attractive individuals are likely to experience more success and smoother lives, 
particularly in service industries. Moreover, certain participants in the main ex-
periments acknowledge the prevalent issue of high turnover in service industries 
is because the organization doesn’t focus on professionalism, only on appear-
ance. The study suggests that recruiters’ preference for attractiveness may con-
tribute to bias, as attractive employees may lack the competence necessary to 
thrive in service-oriented occupations. Consequently, the findings underscore 
the importance for organizations in service industries to address recruiter per-
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ception issues, assess recruiters’ Need for Cognition (NFC) levels, and carefully 
weigh the proportions of applicant competency and physical attractiveness in 
selection procedures. This strategic approach aims to facilitate longer retention 
and enhance overall performance in the hiring process. 

According to our multi-group analysis, while we distinguished two routes of 
recruiter’s attitude based on ELM, we found that for the group with high com-
petency and high physical attractiveness, recruiters affectively loaded informa-
tion of applicants’ physical attractiveness and followed the affective route to 
make favorable evaluations towards the applicants. For applicants with high 
competency and low physical attractiveness, they ignore the fact of high compe-
tency and still followed the affective route to make low evaluation on the appli-
cants. For the group with low competency and high physical attractiveness re-
cruiters dismissed the fact of low competency and make favorable hiring rec-
ommendation. Of course, the group with low competency and low physical at-
tractiveness leads recruiters to follow the affective route and reject this group of 
applicants. This evidence of our study is consistent with the point made by Ack-
er (2006) and Kirton and Healy (2009), that competence involves judgment from 
the assessors in the recruitment and selection process. Our results affirm that in 
the selection process, even the recruiter processes the message content cogni-
tively, the cognition has an affective core, that is, even though the recruiter rated 
applicants as high cognitive ability, the hiring recommendation is still made 
based on the recruiter’s affective attitude towards the applicants’ physical attrac-
tiveness.  

Fortunately, according to our results of multi-group analysis for the two 
groups (high and low NFC recruiters), we found that high NFC recruiters 
showed expending more cognitive effort in evaluating applicant’s competency 
messages, whereas low NFC recruiters evaluated applicants based on their phys-
ical attractiveness (Figure 3). As such, in the context of high NFC, recruiters’ 
thoughts about the cogency of the issue-relevant information (competency) are 
the primary determinant of persuasion. While we tested our theory in the con-
text of physical attractiveness premium, we believed our model may explain 
various instances of discrimination in selection decisions, because in the psy-
chological processes associated with discrimination selection bias is that; recrui-
ters make judgments based on peripheral cues, such as race, age, religion, and 
physical attractiveness, lacking requisite motivation or ability to scrutinize the 
message content carefully (Watkins & Johnston, 2000). The NFC construct was 
linked to a model of attitude change processes (the ELM), in order to predict 
how certain aspects of applicant information would influence attitudes formed 
by recruiters. The results from our studies provide support for the hypothesis 
that high NFC recruiters tend to process arguments contained in résumés more 
extensively cognitive than low need for cognition recruiters. This observation is 
consistent with Palmer and Feldman’s (2005) findings that raters high in NFC 
produced ratings with low positive halo, whether held accountable or not in 
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performance ratings. 

6. Limitation 

In addition to these major findings depicted above, this study is not without its 
limitations and future studies are necessary for a better understanding of why 
recruiters’ information processing impacts the outcomes of the employment for 
the labor market. First, despite this study chose the competency-needed position 
of restaurant management associate (MA), physical attractiveness is considered 
one of the key characteristics for employees in service industries to raise business 
sales and enhance customer satisfactions. Future studies may test the hypothe-
sized model with positions from other types of organizations, professions, and 
industries, which may not consider employee’s appearance the essential element 
for career success.  

A second potential concern of the current study is that participants are asked 
to browse the simple-designed resume with the competency information along 
with the black-and-white photo attached and to subsequently respond to ques-
tions about their perceptions of the applicant. Although it is assumed that the 
designed experimental process largely reflects the selection procedure, partici-
pants have scrutinized only a limited amount of information without interview-
ing the candidates in person. Future studies may improve this limitation by us-
ing the videotaping method to record recruiters under the context of selection 
and examine their evaluation on the real job seekers either in the first-round or 
the following interview situations.  

Third, this study uses only two independent variables, namely, applicants’ 
competency and physical attractiveness as the cognitive information and peri-
pheral cues respectively. Future studies can identify several factors such as ap-
plicants’ bio data, pre-hire attitude, personality traits, educational background, 
and their former work tenure that might influence recruiters’ hiring recom-
mendation under the context of selection. 
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