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Bias Against Overweight Job Applicants in a
Simulated Employment Interview

Regina Pingitore, Bernard L. Dugoni, R. Scotl Tindale, and Bonnie Spring

This study assessed wheter maderutely obese individuals, cspecially women, would e discrimi-
mated against in o mock emplovment inlerviow: Pousntial confounding factors were controlled by
baviing J20 5a rate videotepes of o job interview i wsed the same prolessional actors appearing as
nurmal weight or mode up @ apper cverweight by the vse ol theatrical prostheses, Regulis sugoested
that biss apainst hiring overseight job applicants docs exist, especially for female applicants. Bias
wis mast pronounced when applisinls were rated by S5 whe were satished with their bodies and lor
wham perceplions of {heir bodies were centrul 1o sell-coneept, The decision not 1o hire an obess
applicant was, howeser, anly partially medinted by personality altributions, Implications and limira-

tions of thwese results ore discussed,

Rescarch on impression formation consistently shows that
stereotypes influence judgments aboul olher poople (Fiske &
Taylor, 1991, Maost theoretical accounts ol stereetyping conphia-
size e mechanism of category accessibility {e.g.. Brower, [958
Fiske & Meuberg, 990, Hamillon, 9810 A salient characleris-
Lie deg., race and petder) evokes the stereotypic catrgory and
brimgs with it all of the specific information vondained in the
¢megory, The additional information Lhen becomes part af the
basis [or the judgment. repardless of ils pertinence o the deci-
sion a1 hand,

Some evidence supgests thal stereolypes can influence per-
sonnel decisions [Fiske, Bersolt, Borgida, Deaws, & Heilman,
14991 Heilman, dariell, & Simon, 1983} 1n such coses, salient
but job-irrelevant atteibotes play a role in the decision-making
process, Body weight may be sach an attribute, but i has re-
ceived only Bmited atention. A currend cullural asswmpion
is that people can remain lean if they will mercly exercise and
maintain selcontrol over dietary intake (Brownedl, 1990
Given this presumplion, body weipht s a legitienate datam
Fronme which Lo infer psycholopical character. Considerable ¢vi-
denee supgests that, in Westernized culwres, those who are
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overweight are stercotypically pereeived as having delioets ol will
power, charsctes, and responsibility {Delong, 1980, Lackin &
Pines, 1979, Spring. Pingitore, Bruckner, & Penava, in press),
The stereatype that the obese are emotionally bopaired, lazy,
and sclfish might be especied o lead 10 employment
diserimination.

Indeed, there is empirical evidence of employment discrimi-
nation against the obese. For example, Larkin and Pines {1979}
Lriefly displaved an overweight or a normal weight job candi-
date, followed by an identical videptape depicting hands Gilling
oul a job application. Yiewers who associated the application
with the overweight person were less likely to perceive the can-
didate as having desirable qualities that warranted employ-
ment. [n a similar study, Beoson, Severs, Talgenhorst, and Lod-
dengaard { 1980} mailed identieal resumes w health adminisira-
tors, Whal varied was whether the accompanying phetagraph
displayed 5 normal-weight applicant or an obese applicant.
Their results indicated thal overweight applicants were Jess
likely to be comtacted by the administrator and, il conlacied,
were less likely 10 be hired. Using videotapes, Klesges et al.
(19900 showed two different women, one normal weight and one
overweight, in o simulated interview for a clerk=receptionist po-
sitjon. The candidates Faces were masked during the interview
1o eliminaie extraneous cues, The findings were that the judges
were less likely to advocate hiring the obese applicant, even
Mhough she bad the same resume as ber lean counterpart,

Although supgestive of bias against obese job applicants, the
findings 10 date arc open 1o olher interpreiations. In all prior
studics. different people have plaved the roles of the overweight
ancd 1he normal-weight applicants. Therelore, it remains possi-
ble that some non-weight-related attrite of the obese person
legitimately sriggered the appraisal thal the applicant was un-
suitable. Although Facial anractiveness was masked in one study
[Klesges ot al.. 1990, it 15 plausible that the obese person was
ollerwise unattroctive or exhibited a2 slumped postire, de-
pressegd volee or demeanor, or gestures thot suppested o lesser
degree of enerpy. conlidenee, or enthusiasm than one would de-
site im 4 new eoploves.

Aoprimary ohjective of 1his study was wo eomtead for these con-
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founding influences by having the same professional actor se-
quentially assume the roles of the normal-weight and the over-
weight applicant, while performing identical job interviews in
each role. The transformation from normal weight to obese was
done through the use of theatrical prostheses. Because the ap-
plicant was actually the same person at different body weights, it
was possible to ask whether overweight adults are discriminated
against in hiring decisions, when all other factors are held
constant.

A substantial body of evidence indicates that equally quali-
fied men and women are evaluated unequally when applying for
jobs (Arvey, 1979; Cohen & Bunker, 1975; Heilman, Martell, &
Simon, 1988). Different performance expectations and apprais-
als are elicited by gender stereotypes that depict men as strong,
dominant, and unemotional and women as affiliative, emo-
tional, and highly concerned about appearance (Martell, 1991).
Gender stereotypes may also affect the consequences of depart-
ing from expectations in the domain of physical appearance,
such that breaching body weight norms results in more negative
consequences for women than for men.

Indeed, some evidence supports the suggestion that the obe-
sity stereotype is more pronounced for women than for men.
Harris, Harris, and Bochner (1982) found that obese women
were assigned attributes significantly more negative than those
assigned to obese men. Similarly, Stake and Lauer (1987) found
that obese women were viewed more negatively than obese men.
Additionally, although being overweight interferes with both
men’s and women’s efforts to establish romantic heterosexual
relationships, the impediment is significantly greater for women
(Gortmaker, Must, Perrin, Sobal, & Dietz, 1993). 1t would not
be surprising if obese women also suffered greater employment
discrimination than their male counterparts, but to date this
question has not been studied systematically. A second objective
of this study was, therefore, to test the hypothesis that employ-
ment discrimination is greater for overweight women than for
overweight men.

Gender and body weight are genuinely relevant to perfor-
mance in a few jobs but only stereotypically related to perfor-
mance in others. For example. it is legitimate to deny a man the
job of a wet nurse or a heavy person the job of a jockey. More
often, however, gender and weight are not job-critical, but only
seem job-relevant because decision makers rely on stereotypical
beliefs about an applicant’s characteristics and how these
should match job requirements (Heilman, 1983: Olian,
Schwab, & Haberfeld, 1988). For example, women are less pre-
ferred as managers because the attributes considered desirable
in a manager (e.g., assertiveness, compeltitiveness, and driven-
ness) are considered atypical or unattractive in a woman (Heil-
man, 1983; Massengill & DiMarco. 1979: Schein. 1973).

Some evidence suggests a bias against hiring obese applicants
for sales positions. It is unclear whether this bias originates in
stereotyping or is job-fair because a case could be made that
maintaining an attractive appearance, including a lcan phy-
sique. is a legitimate rcquirement of jobs that entail sales, cnter-
tainmemt. or customer relations. Rothblum, Miller. and Gar-
butt (1988) found that obese applicants were less likely than
lean applicants to be hired for a position involving extensive
sales but equally likely to be hired for a business position re-
auiring less mteraction with clients. Also. if hired. overweight

salespersons were seen as less effective than normal-weight
salespersons, and overweight females, in particular, were seen as
less desirable work partners (Jasper & Klassen, 1990). A third
purpose of this study was, therefore, to determine whether even
moderately overweight applicants, particularly if female, would
suffer more discrimination when applying for highly public po-
sitions (sales representative) than for positions with limited
public contact (computer systems analyst).

When employers subscribe to traditional stereotypes, it may
seem to them that behaviors or attributes not in conformity
with these stereotypes derive from a job applicant’s or employ-
ee’s negative personal characteristics (Seigfried & Pohlman,
1981). Negative dispositional inferences are made about women
who apply for “traditionally male” jobs (Heitman, Block, Mar-
tell, & Simon, 1989). Negative attributes—including incompe-
tence, emotionality, and self-indulgence—have also been as-
signed to the very obese (Louderback, 1970; Silverstein, Perdue,
Peterson, & Kelly, 1986). A fourth aim of the study was, there-
fore, to examine whether negative personality attributions are
also made about overweight applicants and whether this attri-
butional process is influenced by an applicant’s gender or the
job type. A fifth aim was to determine whether negative dispo-
sitional inferences actually mediate or explain why employ-
ment discrimination against the obese occurs. Thus, we tested
the hypothesis that overweight women experience a disadvan-
tage in employment interviews because they are inferred to
have negative personality attributes.

A final question was whether it is possible to characterize the
attributes that make some individuals more likely than others
to discriminate against overweight applicants. It might be ex-
pected that individuals who are themselves overweight would
be more tolerant of obesity in others, and therefore, less likely
to discriminate against overweight applicants. Alternatively, it
may be the case that attitudes toward one’s own body are more
important than actual body weight in determining reactions to
another perspn’s body weight. Two components of body schema
can be distinguished: the degree to which an individual is satis-
fied with his or her body and the degree to which the body is
important to the self-concept. Body schemata vary considerably
across individuals and influence the evaluation of others
(Franzoi & Herzog, 1986; Franzoi & Shields, 1984; Secord &
Jourard, 1953; Tucker, 1982; Young & Reeve. 1980). People
with a high degree of concern about their own bodies exhibit
heightened sensitivity to weight-related information about
themselves and others (Markus, Hammill. & Sentis, 1987). The
literature on self-other evaluation suggests that when an attri-
bute is central to one’s self-definition and when one is satisfied
with that trait, there is a tendency to be both aware and highly
critical when judging that aspect of another person (Lewicki,
1983). This leads to the prediction that those with a high body
schema, who are both highly concerned and highly satisfied
with their own bodies. will react most negatively to obesity in
another person.

To summarize, by means of a methodology that should rule
out many potentially confounding factors, we assessed whether
overweight individuals. especially women, would be discrimi-
nated against in an employment decision. In addition. we ex-
amined a possible basis for such discrimination by assessing
whether the decision maker’s attributions about the applicant
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would medine a decision not 1o hire an overweight person, Fi-
nably, we attemnpted 1o identily both situational {job type) and
individuat difference (body schema) lactors that could delimit
when weight-related discrimination might ocour,

Method
ooty

The subjects were 320 imroduclory psychology students (99 men,
221 women) at Loyola Unbwersity of Chivago, who ranged in age from
P b 20 voars (A = 22570 ) Seocken s par begnaded i e resesieeh
o 4 voluntary bagis and received course oredil in return For (heir
participmtion.

Muaterials

Fidvntopes.  Eight videotaped simulated job inlerviews were pre-
pured in o fashion similar io that used by Dugoni (1987), Te eliminoiz
dilfzrences in ullractiveness, commu nication style, ond wocal inlonostion
that result wihen different aciors portray differem applicants, only one
male and one female sotor were Rlmed, Each sctor was videolaped i
cuch of four conditions determincd by The crossing of job tvpe {sales
fepresenlative va systems andlyse) and body weight fnornml v, over-
weight) Both actors were of normal weight according 1o the crileria of
the Depariment of Health, Education, and Welfare (DHEW). For the
overweight condition, a professional mokeugs artist spplicd special
ellects makeup and prostheses so that Lhe actors were made (0 pppear
2% heavier or about 120% of ideal body seight and o meet DITEW's
crileria lor moderate obosily (Ahraham, Johnson, & MNajjac 1979 The
fof mal-weight female actor weighed 142 |b (644 kg) and wag 66,57
(.69 m) tall. For the overweight condition, she was made wp Lo appear
10 weigh spproxinately |70 b The normal-weight male weighed 162
b {735 kg and was 6875701, 73 m) tall. For the overweight condition,
bee was made U o appeat 10 weigh opprosinusely 199 1 To create o
paturalistic appearance, (he special efleets makeup artist modeled the
physiques ol 3 men and § wamen whowere the same Beight as e actars
anitl weighed within § lib af the intended overweight physiques. To guide
the size and placement af the prosiheses, the makewp artist matched the
clathes sizes, hip and waist measucements, s overall physical appear-
ence of the il subjects, Professional actars from the Chicago Theater
Guild portrayed the applicants and were speeifically instroucied to keep
their character's vocal intonation, bady movements, gestures, and pos-
ture the same in all conditiens. To further minimize the possibility thar
wenring the prostheses subily altered the aclors’ behavion the actors
wore ol permitied Lo view themselves or réceive sociad feed back from
wrlhers while finted wirh the prostheses, Ty match the lages as chscly ns
provsible, multiple “takes™ of cach condition were videoiaped and then
edited to mike vocal inmistion am pitch. faecial expresgions, s seit=
ing prasiiions e same in ol conditions.

Amdivan s peeterials, A Job deseriplion and applicant’s resume
were consiructed for Lwe pesitions, The job deseripion for the retail
salus repyesentalive position requested o highly cesponsible. productive,
prodessicnal adult whe would be able 10 portray the company’s image,
The description for e svstems analvel position requested o highly re-
gponible  productive, professiosal odult who would work indepen-
dently with only Hmuted public contact, The resumes and dialogue used
i (he intes views were dbentical eacept lur the manipulated variables
oof gender angd weight, The infor mation contained tn the rosemes and
imlerview predocols deall with jols relevim stirimdcs such as provios
exrnence, educulion, molivatiog, and so oo, The appliconts porirayed
wers aeither priremely good ong cstremely pagt 11 Uheie preseplition
and quatifications, because the patential indluences afweiglin pod gender
mdght have been mimimized for g condedades with extreme eharmeier

istics. All applicant materials were pilat tested (o ensure that they de-
picted anplicants wha possessed averape ahbifities,

Measures

Rater's demogeaphic fearnres. A dermicgraphic questionnaire was
used (o assess pavtici pants’ age, gender, height, and body weight. Raters
were divided into four weight categories on the basis of body massindex
(Al = [tweight in kghiheight in mill: underweight {<20], normal
weight (20-25), overweight (25, 1=30}, and ohese (= 30.1)

Applicant’s perceived personality dispositions. Subjects’ attribuo-
tinns about the applicant’s personality were assessed by having the sub-
jocts rate upplicants o i serics of 16 pairod personal disposilions de-
rived from Larkin and Fines {197%). Adjective pairs—such as pra-
ductive=nonproductive, decisive—indecisive, atlractive-unaitractive,
amd compelent-incompetent—svere rited with 7-point scales, on which
bawver values denoted 2 nepative disposition and higher values denoted a
positive disposition. An overall index of the applicant’s positive person-
afity amributes was construcied by summing the responses 1o the 16
items (Cronbach’s alpha = .B7).

fliving deciston. Subjects indicoted whether they would hire the job
appllcant by vsing a T-paint scale, where | = dyfritedy aof direand 7 s
definiteh fiire.

Reter's hody selema and weight satigfroion. Two aspeels of body
sell-concopt were incorporaled inle o mensure of body schema: satis-
faction-dissatisfaction with the body {satisfaerion index) and the impar-
tnece or centraliny of body avareness to the sell-concept (eentrality in-
dea). The Body Esteem Scole {BES; Franzoi & Shields, 1984) was used
L quandtify the rater’s degree of satisfaction with variows body parts and
processed. Toassess the centrality ofbody awareness o the self-concepl,
subjects rated the importance of ¢ach BES item with a S-point scale
{Richards, Boxer, Petersen, & Albrecht, 19901 A 1oal body scheima
soore was ereated for each subject by multiplying (weighting) the bady
sarisfaction rating foreach BES item (imes the rating of that item's im-
portance and then summing the scores. A median split was used toiden-
tily individuals who scored above and below the S0ih percentile on this
measure, Finally, subjects also made a rating that specifically character-
ired heir degree of weight conscigustess by using a F-point rating of
satisfaction with body weight,

Appdicant ‘s percefved weight The weight manipulation was assessed
after all other measures were completed by having subjects rate the ap-
Mlicont's body weight on & ?-point scale, where | = underwedel and 7
= mrerneight,

Frocedure

Subjects were randomly assigned 1o view one of the sight videotapes
{overweight vs, normal weiglt ¥ male va, fomale applicant X systoms
anafyst ve, sales reproscntative job), Subjecis read the job desceipion
ind the applicant’s resume biefore watching one of 1he sight simuladed,
vitdeotnped job interviews, Alter watching the inlervicws, subjects ratec
the job applicants and compleied 1he demographic and body schema
qUPSIION LAk es,

Results
Manipulation Check

A two-way analysis of variance (ANMOVAY with applicant’s
weighl and gender as factors supporled the effectiveness of the
weipht manipulation, When ficted with prosthetic fillzes, the ap-
plicants were scen as significantly heavier (Af = 6.8, 50 = 46)
than when shown as normal weight (9 = 1.6 50 = 48y R,
I = 12074, pr < UL Mesther the main effect of gender nor
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the interaction between weight and gender was significant,
which suggests that the male and female actors were, in the ap-
propriate conditions, scen as comparably average and
overweight.

Hiring Decision

To test the major hypotheses, data on the hiring decisions
were analyzed by a five-factor ANOVA with the lollowing be-
tween-subjects factors: applicant’s weight (normal-overweight),
applicant’s gender (male-female), job description (sales-system
analyst). rater’s gender (male-female), and rater's body schema
(high-low). Results of this analysis are presented in Table 1.
The means and standard deviations for the complete design are
presented in Table 2.

Are overweight applicants subject 1o bias in interview evalua-
tions? Whether gmerweight applicants cxperience bias in in-

Table 1
Analysis of Variance Sununary for the 1iring Decision and
Attribution Index

Hiring
recommendation Attribution index
Source (1, 288) w? 171, 28R%) w?
Weight (W) 223.228 .346 82.889 198
Applicant gender (A) 68.178 104 0.259 —
Body schema (B) 2.443 — 0.148 —
Job type (J) 6.614 008 2.596 -
Rater's gender (R) 3.217 — 0.452 —_
Two-way
WX A 12.081 017 0.125 —
WX B 6.539 008 0.045 —
Wix] 0.005 — 0.660 —
WX R 0.218 — 4.222 .007
AXB 0.693 — 0.498 —
AX] 0.211 — 1.186 —
A XR 0.026 — 1.264 —
JXB 0.122 — 0.065 —
R X B 0.794 — 0.929 —_
JXR 0.302 — 0.002 —
Three-way
WXAXB 10.481 014 1.811 —
WX AX)] 0.000 — 0.414 —
WX AXR 0.351 — 1.559 —
WxBx) 0.294 —_ 0.140 —_
WxBYX¥R 5.989 007 2.139 —
WXJXR 1.091 — 0.758 —
AMXB>) 0.085 -— 1.424 —
AXBXR 0.026 — 1.978 —
AFX)HXR 0.058 — 0.289 —
B>1=R 0013 — 0.000 —
Four-way
WX AMBX] 2.277. — R.144 017
WxA. - BXR 0.396 — 3982 007
Wx AT AKR 0.747 — 0.154 —
Wi R» JXR 0.335 — 1.693 —
A¥ B I¥R 2,708 — 1.73} —
Five-way
WYXABX]¥R 0.001 - 1.212 —
MS 0.84Y 132.263

Nowe, o eflect sizes are presented only for /7 ratios significant at p 2
A0 Al other 2 ratios are ponsigniheam,
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terview evaluations was tested.by examining the main effect of
applicant’s weight on the hiring decision. As shown in Table 1,
a main eflect of applicant’s weight was significant and indicated
that overweight applicants (M = 4.22, §D = 1.17) were indeed
reccommended for employment significantly less often than
their equally qualified normal-weight counterparts (M = 5.75,
SD = .93). The eflect size (omega squared) indicated that the
applicant’s body weight explained 34.6% of the variance in the
hiring decision and was the most powerful predictor studied in
this experiment. However, as scen in ‘Table 1, this main effect is
cmbedded in significant higher order interactions that will be
discussed below.

Is bias against the overweight greater for women than for men?
The main eflect of applicant’s gender was significant, indicating
that female applicants (M = 4.55, SD = 1.3) were less likely to
be hired than their male counterparts (M = 5.40, SD = 1.0).
Gender bias against women explained 10.4% of the variance in
the hiring decision, although this effect is also qualified by
higher order interactions.

Analysis of the interaction between applicant’s weight and
gender tested the prediction that employment bias is greater for
overweight women than for overweight men. As indicated in
Table 1, this interaction was significant and accounted for about
2% of the variance in the hiring decision. Simple effects analyses
were used to determine whether overweight women experience
greater employment discrimination than overweight men. This
necessitated the comparison of gender at cach level of appli-
cant’s weight. The likelihood of hiring a normal-weight woman
(M = 5.52, SD = .98) did not differ from the likelihood of hiring
a normal weight man (A = 5.9, SD = .82), with gender account-
ing for a nonsignificant portion of variance in the hiring deci-
sion. However, within the overweight category, overweight men
(M = 4.83, SD = .96) were significantly more likely to be hired
than overweight women (M = 3.61, SD = 1.0), F(1, 288) =
138.04. p < .01, with applicant’s gender accounting for 27% of -
the variance in the hiring decision. To dectermine whether
weight has a more pronounced effect for women than it does
for men, we examined the percentage of variance in the hiring
decision accounted for by applicant’s weight. For female appli-
cants, weight accounted for 47% of the variance in the hiring
decision, F(1, 155) = 144.5, p < .01. For men, although weight
continued to account for a significant portion of the variance in
the hiring decision. its effect was less pronounced. R? = .29; F(1,
166) = 67.8, p < .01. Using Fisher’s =, transformation (Fergu-
son, 1976), we compared the correlations corresponding to
these percentages of variance and found them to be significantly
different (Z = 2.23, p < .05). indicating that weight had a more
pronounced cflect for female than for male applicants.

Taken togcther, these findings support the hypothesis that em-
ployment discrimination is, in general. greater for overweight
women than for overweight men. It is important to note, how-
ever. that these effects are also embeddcd in a three-way interac-
tion with rater’s bodv schema, the results of which will be dis-
cussed below.

Who is most api not to hire an overweight adult?  To deter-
mine whether it is possible to characterize the attributes that
make some individuals more likely to discriminate against over-
weight applicants. we first examined the interaction between the
rater’s body schema and the applicant’s weight. Table | shows
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Table 2

Means, Standard Deviations, and Cell Sizes for the Hiring
Recommendation as a Function of Applicant Weight and
Gender, Rater Gender and Body Schema, and Job Type

Applicani
Normal weight Overweight
Variable Male Female Male Female
Female raters
Low schema
Sales job
M 5.80 5.41 4.83 4.00
SD 0.84 1.06 0.92 1.22
n 5 17 18
Analyst job
M 6.06 5.27 5.16 4,37
SD 0.68 0.96 1.17 1.12
n 16 15 19 19
High schema
Sales job
M 6.17 5.46 4.64 3.00
SD 0.39 1.13 0.81 0.73
n 12 13 11 16
Analyst job
M 6.00 6.15 491 3.27
SD 0.73 0.55 0.83 0.65
n 16 13 H 1
Male raters
Low schema
Sales job
M 6.00 5.00 4.50 329
SD 0.82 1.00 1.29 1.38
n 4 3 4 7
Analyst job
M 6.60 5.50 4.00 4.00
SD 0.55 1.38 0.63 0.71
n 5 6 6 5
High schema
Sales job
M 5.58 5.43 4.7 3.29
SD 1.17 0.79 0.76 0.76
n 19 7 7 7
Analyst job
M 6.20 5.67 5.20 3.33
SD 0.45 0.58 0.84 0.52
n 5 3 5 6

that this two-way interaction was significant. which indicates
that raters with a high body schema exhibited greater selection
bias in favor of normal-weight applicants. As stated above. how-
cver. applicant’s weight and gender interacted with rater’s body
schema. Although the cttect was small (.014) and not predicted
a priari, ¥ probed this three-way inferaction in an attempt to
explore further how individual differences might delimit em-
ployment bias against overweight applicants. Simple cifects
analvses were used to assess whether the effects of applicant’s
weizht and pernder varied by differences in rater’s body schema.
Re:.ults revealed that raters with a low bodv schema endorsed
hiring normal-weight applicants in prefcrence to overweight ap-
plicants, (1. 288) = 74.57. p < .01. and although they tended
to endorse hiring an overweight male applicant (M = 4.9 8D =

1.06) in preference to an overweight female applicant (A = 4.0,
SD = 1.17), this effect was not significant. In contrast. the anal-
ysis of raters with a high body schema showed that applicant’s
weight interacted significantly with applicant’s gender., {1, 288)
= 24.09, p <.01. As shown in Table 1, high-schema individuals
werc significantly more likely to hire an oversweight male appli-
cant than an overweight female applicant, I(1, 288) = 144.8, p
< .01. Also indicated in Table 1 is a significant thrce-way in-
teraction of applicant’s weight and rater’s body schema with
rater’s gender. A probe of this interaction showed that over-
weight applicants were less preferred than normal-weight appli-
cants, particularly when evaluated by women with high body
schema. Because the two components of the body schema index
(body satisfaction and body importance) were significantly but
not highly correlated, r = .34, p < .05, we also assesscd whether
each bodv-schema component yielded similar results. A me-
dian split was performed on each component, and both were
analyzed separately in the full factorial ANOVA. The results of
two analyses essentially yielded the same results as the overall
analysis of body schema. These findings suggest that individuals
difler in the degree to which their hiring decisions are influenced
by an applicant’s gender and body weight. Findings regarding
body schema should, however, be interpreted cautiously be-
cause they reflect a small effect size, could have resulted spuri-
ously from the large number of tests performed, and might not
be gencralizable beyond this particular sample.

The construct of body schema includes surplus clements not
specifically germane to body weight. Consequently, it remained
possible that bias against the obese could be explained more
parsimoniously by knowing the rater’s weight satisfaction or ac-
tual body weight. When the rater's assessment of weight satis-
faction was examined in the full factorial ANOVA, however,
weight satisfaction had no significant effect on the hiring deci-
sion either by itself or in combination with any other factor.
Similarly, the rater’s actual weight also failed to affect the hiring
decision. Because including the rater’s weight in the full facto-
rial ANOVA model resulted in empty cells. the data for this
analysis were collapsed across rater’s gender and job-descrip-
tion. No factorial effect of rater's BMI was found in the col-
lapsed analysis, and there was no significant factorial cffects
change when rater's BMI was covaried out of the full five-factor
ANOQVA. It seems, then, that the body appraisal processes that
result in bias against the obese may be more complex than what
is capturcd by the simpler variable of weight consciousness, al-
though it must be acknowledged that the body schema con-
struct was measured with greater psychometric power than was
weight satisfaction.

Is emplovment bias against overweight people heightened in

Jjobs with extensive public contact?  As shown in Table 1. a

main etlect for job type was significant. which indicates that
raters were more likely to reccommend applicants applying for
the systems analyst position (A = 5.14, SD = 1.25) than those
applying for the sales position (M = 4.83. SD = 1.34). If. how-
cver. employment bias is heightened when physical appearance
can be construed as salient to job requirements. then the
ANOVA should indicate a significant interaction between appli-
cant’s weight and job type. possibly moderated by applicant’s
gender. On the contrary. however. no interaction involving job
tvpe was significant. This suggests that the relevance of appear-
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Tuble 3

Moeans and Standard Deviations of Dispositional Atteifnitions
s a Frenetion of Appficand Weight andg Gender, Roter Gender
and Body Schema, and Sob Type

Applicant
Mormal weigh Chverweight
Variahie Male Female Ml Female
Fenvale raters
Low schema
Sales jolb
A 78.80 B8.5B T8.50 71.59
£ B.52 10,39 1232 16.35
Analysl joby
M B0 o027 73.42 .74
S M5 1089 1186 13.86
High schema
Saleg job
A 0§75 E8.23 FLES ) Ti63
Fi 935 10,55 13,90 522
Amalyvst jah
A #6.13 o421 T8.27 73.09
5D 11.47 T.98 1393 14.87
Male raters
Larw schema
Sales job
Af BR.00 B0 13.25 74.71
5L 1o 8.0 13.30 392
Analyst jok
A 89,20 R3.E3 .33 4,20
=0 B.04 538 1007 13,95
High schema
Sales job
%) 5103 B1.2% B4.00 1.7
50 10,63 B.AT 291 1,84
Andlyst job
Af 9240 84,67 2540 72.83
Slr 890 4,50 9.7 16,35

ance Lo job requirerneants had no effect on the decision to hire
or not hire an overweight applicant.

Are shnre negative persanaliny dispositions geribnged to over-
wirdgfif applicanits?  To determine whether raters made more
nepative pursonality atvibulions about overweight applicants,
especially women, the full five-Factor ANOVA was recompuled
with the index of perceived positive personality traits as (he de-
pendent variahle, The results of this analysis are presented in
Talale: 12 cell means and standad deviations appear in Table 3,

As shown in Table 1. the main effect of applicant’s weight was
signilicant. revealing thal overweight applicants (A = 87.79, 50
= |1L21} were indeed perceived more negatively than normal-
welght applicants (A = 7604, 50 = 12,06). in addition, there
was a significant interaction between applicant's weight and rat-
er's gender, Adthough both male and Temale raters attributed
fewer positive personality trails 1o obese applicants {male’s
mean rating = 77.25 5D = 1224 female’s mean raling =
79,54 &1 = 13.26) than normal-weight applicants (male’s
mean rating = 15,01, 57 = 8.9: lemale’s mean rating = 89,08,
S8 = LAY fomede raters made 3 more pronounced diflcren-

tizlion on the basis of weight. In fact, the difference between
the ratings that female raters assigned to obese versus nortmal-
weight applicants was nearly Iwice as great as the difference for
ale raters, and this difference was significant in a post hoe
analysis, F{1, 288) = 412, p < 01. This finding suggests that
weight is 8 more salient judgment criterion for women than
men, consistent with women's grealer societal pressure Lo main-
tain a slirm physigue,

As Table | demonstrates, the effcet of applicant’s weipht was
alse embrdded in two significant fourwiy interactions involv.
itg, the applicant’s gender, the rater's gender, his or her body
schema, and the job type, In both cases, however, the interaction
was seemingly caused by an outlying cel! formed by six Jow.-
schemia male taters who made unusually nepative attributions
about the obese male applicant, Because of the small sample
size in this cell, and because each of these inleractions ac-
counted for a very small pereentage of the total variance (0
amd 30T, they were not interpreted further. '

P negative persinelify ativiliiions mediate S refationship
fetween obesivy aned hiving fudgiments?  Our hypotheses con-
cerning the effects of obesity on hiring judgments were based on
the premise [hat the negative steteolype associated with obesily
would lecad 1o negative dispositional attributions about over-
weight applicants. We expected that the degision ot to hire an
obese person would be predicted on and mediailed by the nega-
tive dispositions attributed o that person, Te assess this bypoth-
esis, we compuled a hierarchical regression analysis that ve-
gressed hiring judgments oato the disposilional index and sub-
jects” obesity judgments. We enlered the dispositional index
first, followed by the rating of the applicant's perceived weight,
1o discern whether perceived obesity would account for vari-
ance unaccounied for by the dispositional index. The resulis are
presented n Table 4 and indicate that personality attributions
did account for a significant proportion of varignce in the hiring
decision. Nonctheless, even alter the variance explained by the
disposition indey, was removed, significant residual variance
was explained by the applicant’s perceived obesity. Because gen-
der and body schema influenced the hiring decision and the ai-
tributional ralings, we also ran the regression analyses within
each of the four cells defined by these factors. Although the per-
centage of variance cxplained by perceived obesity versus dis-
positional attributions varied across the four cells, perceplions
of obesity always accounited for a sipnificant percentage of vari-
ance gbove that cxplained by personality attributions. Thus,

Table 4

Results of o Hievarchical Regression Analvais Predicting the
Hiring Decision From Roter's Aviribitions and

Apgficant's Body Weieht

Yariahle e R change F df
Attribotion index 29 .29 13533 I. M8
Applicant’s body weight 435 16 8364 TR

Mote.  The carrelations hetween hiring decision and rager’s attriby-
tions, appdicant's weight and rater’s attribwtions. and applicant’s weight
amd hiring decision were (55, — 45, and - .59, respeetively. Al coree-
laripns were signtficant at p < 01,

*pe B
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dispositional attributions never E:omplclely mediated the rela-
tionship between obesity and the hiring judgment. These results
indicate that employment bias against overweight applicants
can only partially be explained by the negative personality traits
attributed to the obese.

Discussion

Construed from the vantage point of the American preoccu-
pation with maintaining personal control, being overweight
may constitute evidence of deficient willpower, character, and
responsibility. It would not be surprising, therclore, il over-
weight people suffered employment discrimination, and in-
deed. some prior evidence supports this possibility. In all prior
studies, however, different people played the roles of the obese
and the normal-weight applicants, which left open the possibil-
ity that some non-weight-related attribute of the obese person
(e.g., unattractiveness, depressed voice or demeanor) may have
prompted an appraisal that the applicant was unsuitable. In this
study, we controlled for these confounding influences by having
the same professional actor perform the roles of the normal-
weight and the overweight applicant.

Our first question was whether, with all other factors held con-
stant, a selection bias exists against hiring overweight adults.
The results provide strong evidence of employment bias against
the obese. The applicant’s body weight explained about 35% of
the variance in the hiring decision and was the most powerful
predictor studied in this experiment. This finding suggests that
body weight is indeed a salient attribute in decisions about
employment.

The second question was whether overweight women experi-
ence greater employment discrimination than overweight men.
Surprisingly, this question had not been previously addressed.
Once again, support was very strong for the conclusion that
overweight women experience greater employment discrimina-
tion than overweight men. When considered against a larger
background of research findings showing that being a woman
generally reduces employment opportunities (Heilman et al.,
1988), this finding suggests that being an overweight woman fur-
ther delimits employability.

The third question was whether bias against hiring obese ap-
plicants is more pronounced when physical appearance can be
construed as salient to job performance. Contrary to expecta-
tions, whether appearance could be construed as relevant to job
requirements had no effect on the decision to hire or not hire an
overweight person, Overweight applicants were no more likely
to be hired for a position requiring minimal public contact than
they were for a job requiring extensive public contact. Although
it is conceivable that employment bias against the obese oper-
ates equivalently regardless of whether appcarance is job-rele-
vant o1 job-irrelevant, as these results suggest, other inter-
pretaticus are possible. First, because the study subjects were
undergraduates who lacked experience in making personnel de-
cisions, they may have overlooked specific job requirements that
would have been salient to people more skilled in making hiring
d-cisions. Sceond, the jobs chosen for comparison may not have
been described distinctly enough to highlight the ditlerential
job-salience of appearance. Although the job descriptions im-
plied that appearance was more salient for the sales position

than the systems analyst position, the differences between the
jobs may have been too subtle to be perceived by students who
lack professional experience in the workplace. Similarly, the
fact that the analysis of the disposition index data (see Table I)
failed to yield an interaction between applicant’s weight and job
type suggests that subjects perceived the characteristics of the
overweight applicants as falling short for both job types. Finally,
it may have been that viewing the overweight applicant triggered
negative emotions, which strongly biased the evaluative process
and the hiring decision and overrode any influence of job type.
Recent research findings suggest that cmotions are a powerful

" determinant of impression formation (Forgas, 1992), and they

complement or sometimes even override the influence of cogni-
tions. 1t is noteworthy that in this study, subjects’ cognitive ap-
praisals about applicants’ personality dispositions only partially
mediated the decision not to hire an obese applicant; much re-
sidual variance remained unexplained. Fiske and colleagues
(Fiske & Neuberg, 1990; Fiske & Pavelchak, 1986) have argued
that categories (and thus stereotypes) are structured in such a
way that the emotion associated with a particular category is
more directly accessed by the category label than are any spe-
cific pieces of information (e.g., traits or dispositions) contained
in the category. Once a category (e.g., obese) has been triggered
by a particular person, the emotion associated with the category
remains associated with the person even when other contradic-
tory information is presented (Fiske, 1982; Kulik, 1989). Al-
though the resumes and interview dialogues in this study por-
trayed the applicants as average, they did provide considerable
positive information about the job candidates (good scholastic
record and high motivation, etc.). Such positive information
may have discouraged the attribution of specific stereotypical
traits associated with obesity (e.g., lazy, incompetent), although
some such attributions were nonetheless made. According to
Fiske's model of category structure, however, the more positive
information presented in the resumes and interviews would
have done little to dispel the negative emotions evoked by the
obese category. The significant variance in the hiring decision
explained by subjects’ obesity judgments, over and above the
variance accounted for by dispositional inferences, may be me-
diated by affective appraisals of the obese. Emotional and cog-
nitive evaluations may both influence the hiring decision, and
the former are less likely to be educable by the provision of in-
formation. These findings provide little encouragement for the
prospect that employment bias against the obese can be dis-
pelled through training. Although training may discourage em-
ployers from making stereotypical attributions about personal-
ity traits, it may be much more difficult to prevent basic, affec-
tive, gut responses from influencing employment decisions.
Finally, this studv aimed to characterize individual differ-
ences associated with hiring bias against the obese. Simple
weight-related characteristics failed to identify those who were
most likely to be biased against hiring overweight adults. This
study provided no evidence to suggest that lean raters are
differentially disposed to discriminate against obese applicants.
although a limitation that must be acknowledged is that weights
were self-reported and not objectively verified. Overall body
schema was a predictor. however, suggesting that attitudes to-
ward one’s body may be a cognitively salient basis for social
comparison and judgment. Shrauger and Patterson (1973) ar-
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goedl that, when cvalusting athers, an individoal focuses on di-
roensions, such as the body, that are relevam, prized aspects of
the self-imape. Beeawse comparing the sclf to others on the basis
of valued competencies perimils successful sell-aggrandize-
meni, self-csteem is enhanced, and the comparison process is
reinforced.

The findings provide greater insight into the sociel conse-
quences of obesity by sugpestiog that overweight adults, partic-
larly women, are likely o suller empleyiment bias, The limita-
tions of the study should be acknewledged, however, First, cau-
tion must be exercised belore inferring that these resulis can be
generalized to hiring bias in 2 naturalistic, nonsimulated em-
ployment interview. The study’s external validity is limited by
the fact that its ralers were not individuals who are experienced
and empowered 1o make hiriog dectsions, although it ¢an be
noted that no differences have been found between sludenis”
and manngers’ predictions of applicanis' joly success (Stnger &
Brubns, 1991} A second limilavon s at, sithough we at-
tempted 1o control {or extraneous non-weight-related differ-
enees between the job applicants by having the same aclor cnact
both weight conditions, it remaing possible that wearing the
prastheses penerated other subtie behavioral changes, not de-
tected by us, that nonctheless influenced the applicants’ appar-
ent suitability for employment, Third, because job qualifica-
tions and other attributes (o.g., age) were held consiant, it is not
possible to evaluate the relative impact of abesity versus other
altributes that are typically considered in making crmployment
decisions, Howeser, the Toct that even LThe moderane level of obe-
sity simulated in this study explained 34% of the variance in the
hiring decision demonsteales thal weight exerts a potent influ-
ence. Whether the strong bias against hiring an overweight job
candidate has any justification or consequences for job perfor-
mance aod whather the bias can be overcome i the applicant
presents unusually sirong credentials are important queslions
that warrant systemalie future study,
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