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Abstract
Purpose – The increasing prevalence of unconventional appearance attributes (e.g. tattoos, piercings,
unnatural hair color, alternative clothing) is a concern among employers as these appearance attributes
are often viewed negatively. Because much of the existing employee appearance research has been
conducted in the USA, the purpose of this paper is to examine employee beliefs regarding the impact of
unconventional employee appearance on customer perceptions of service quality in Mexico and
Turkey. The authors also examine the impact of gender, age, and position level.
Design/methodology/approach – The sample consisted of 295 white collar employees in various
service industries in Turkey and Mexico. Respondents reported how they thought eight employee
appearance factors (tattoos, facial piercings, unconventional hair color, unconventional hair styles,
sweat pants, clothing with rips or tears, clothing that bears midriffs, belly-buttons, or cleavage, and
uniforms) would affect customer perceptions of service quality.
Findings – Employees in bothMexico and Turkey indicated that uniformswould have a positive impact on
customer perceptions of service quality and all seven unconventional employee appearance attributes would
have a negative impact. Significant differences for country, gender, age, and position level were also found.
Research limitations/implications – Future research including a more diverse group of countries
and cultures is needed. Future research should also attempt to control for differences in type of
organization, organizational culture, and job type.
Practical implications – Alternative fashion and appearance styles may be trendy but there are
risks in how these might be perceived by customers and by colleagues at work.
Originality/value – This study examines employee beliefs regarding the impact of a variety of
unconventional employee appearance attributes on customers’ perceptions of service quality in Mexico
and Turkey.
Keywords Cross-cultural management, Individual perception, Service quality,
Employee appearance
Paper type Research paper

Introduction
Body modifications (e.g. tattoos, piercings, and unnatural hair color) and other
unconventional appearance attributes (e.g. hair style, clothing style) have been
increasing in prevalence and acceptance particularly among young adults (Ferreira,
2014; Hastings, 2012). This growing popularity has caused concern among employers
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who recognize that, traditionally, these have been associated with risky and deviant
behavior in Western cultures and customers may have negative views of these
appearance attributes (Roberts, 2012; Timming, 2015). Studies of service encounters
show that consumers will base their perception of overall service quality on cues in the
service environment and that the appearance of employees is a key part of that
environment (Ezeh and Harris, 2007). By making inferences and applying stereotypes,
consumers form impressions which become the basis for their expectations of the
service experience.

While there has been a growing body of literature on the role of employee
appearance and attire in the service industry (Harquail, 2006; Warhurst and Nickson,
2007, 2009; Williams and Connell, 2010), there has been little research on the impact of
unconventional appearance factors, other than a few studies on tattoos and body
piercings (Dean, 2010, 2011; Miller et al., 2009; Timming, 2015). In addition, although
workplace appearance norms in other parts of the world have been influenced by
trends from the West, there still exist major differences in how clothing and appearance
are viewed across the globe (Hansen, 2004; Maynard, 2004). Given the paucity
of research examining employee attire and unconventional appearance outside
of the USA and Europe, we know little about how these factors are viewed in
other countries.

The purpose of this paper is to examine employee beliefs regarding the impact of
unconventional employee appearance attributes on customer perceptions. Given that
observer characteristics (e.g. gender, position level, age, culture) influence one’s
sensitivity to appearance cues (Dean, 2010; Solomon and Schopler, 1982; Timming,
2015; Zhang et al., 2008), these characteristics are also examined. Below, we review the
literature examining the impact of employee appearance on observers’ perceptions and
the role of individual differences. We then discuss the role of culture in perceptions of
service quality with a focus on Mexico and Turkey.

Impact of employee appearance on observers’ perceptions
How employees present themselves to others in the workplace can have a powerful
impact on others’ perceptions, whether it is co-workers, supervisors, or customers.
Known as impression management, this process assumes that individuals actively
monitor their environment for clues as to how others perceived them and construct an
image that influences others’ perceptions (Goffman, 1959; Leary and Kowalski, 1990;
Molloy, 1975). Research findings on workplace attire confirm employees use their dress
to influence the perceptions of others and to ensure compliance and legitimization with
the role requirements of their position (Peluchette et al., 2006; Rafaeli and Pratt, 1993).
Recognizing the importance of employee appearance, many companies have sought
ways to “manage” employee image to influence customers’ perceptions of service
quality. Harquail (2006) indicates that, by controlling employees’ appearance and
having them “wear the brand,” brand knowledge is transferred to employee behaviors
and cognitions. As a result, employees internalize the brand so that it becomes part of
their self-presentation to co-workers and customers.

The relationship between employee appearance and customer expectations has been
conceptually acknowledged by scholars studying service organizations. According to
the literature, employees are part of the “servicescape” and their characteristics
combine with other tangible and intangible cues to influence customer perceptions of
overall service quality (Ezeh and Harris, 2007; Hooper et al., 2013). When customers
enter into a service encounter, they typically search the environment for clues as to the
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service performance they can expect and employee appearance is an implicit cue
influencing their expectations of service quality. Research shows that, in these often
short and impersonal (or “zero-acquaintance”) interactions, customers typically base
their impressions on attributes of employees’ faces and clothing, making evaluations of
service providers’ competence by inferring dispositional traits and applying
stereotypes based on their appearance (Berry and Wero, 1993; Mangum et al., 1997).

According to the expectancy disconfirmation model proposed by Oliver (1980, 1993),
customer satisfaction is determined by the customer’s evaluation of the difference
between pre-purchase expectations regarding a product/service and the perceived
quality after consumption. Consumers’ expectations are determined by prior
consumption experience and information gathered during the service encounter and
are confirmed if those expectations are met. If the product/service performs better or less
than expected, consumers’ expectations are either positively or negatively disconfirmed.
Birdwell (1968) and Graeff (1996) argue that the image congruence hypothesis influences
customer expectations with regard to employee appearance in service encounters,
whereby consumers have a mental image of what “normal” appearing service providers
should look like for a particular type of service. Incongruities between the physical
appearance of the service provider and the service environment would likely result in the
expectation of diminished service performance.

This is supported in research by Shao et al. (2004) who found that appropriately
dressed investment bankers (i.e. a business suit) received higher ratings on customer
expectations of firm service quality than those dressed inappropriately (i.e. jeans and a
t-shirt) and concluded that not only do customers judge service employees by their
dress, but customers also “use contact employee dress as cues to the quality of the
service firm itself” (p. 1172). More recently, researchers found that customers formed
positive impressions of service quality and store image when employees were dressed
in formal clothing and presented a professional appearance (Kim et al., 2009; Yan et al.,
2011), and negative perceptions about service providers who were messy or unhygienic
(Vilnai-Yavetz and Rafaeli, 2011).

Several types of unconventional appearance have become more mainstream in
recent years (e.g. tattoos, facial/body piercings, unnatural hair color, unconventional
hair styles, and alternative styles of clothing). While some are less common than
others, all of these appearance factors are generally viewed as different forms of
self-expression. Because of the high visibility and extreme nature of these appearance
factors, there has been considerable controversy in the workplace with regard to their
potential impact on customer perceptions.

Impact of unconventional appearance factors on observers’ perceptions
Evidence indicates that body art, in the form of tattoos and piercings have become
increasingly popular in Western cultures over the past two decades (Carmen et al.,
2012). According to a recent NBC News/Wall Street Journal poll, 40 percent of American
adults said that someone in their household has a tattoo, which is up from 21 percent in
1999 (NBC News/Wall Street Journal Poll, 2014). Likewise, statistics show that about
25 percent of the adult population in Europe has tattoos (Aslam and Owen, 2013). These
less-conventional forms of appearance seem to have particular appeal to young adults.
A 2010 study of 2,020 adults living in the continental USA found that nearly 40 percent
of Millennials (age 18-29) indicate that they have a tattoo, with 38 percent having
more than one, and 25 percent having a piercing in some other place than their earlobe
(Pew Research Center, 2010).
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Articles in the Denver Post and the Los Angeles Times have suggested that
unnatural hair colors are also becoming more mainstream by pointing out that many
celebrities (e.g. Katy Perry, Selena Gomez, Rihanna, Lady Gaga) are wearing bold hair
colors (Brown, 2012; Dawson, 2012). Other controversial hair styles in the workplace
are mohawks, liberty spikes (hair styled in long stiff peaks), dreadlocks, shaved hair
with patterns or words, and hair that is heavily teased or messy (Giegerich, 2012;
LeTrent, 2012). However, evidence suggests that not all workplaces are accepting of
these forms of individual expression, and they may even result in termination
(Los Angeles Times, 1989). In addition, clothing is used by many as a form of individual
expression, such as punk, gothic, or grunge (Osgerby, 2010). Together, these styles
include considerable use of the color black, leather jackets, leather pants, or skirts, fish
net stockings, military boots or Converse sneakers, clothing intentionally torn or with
holes, loose fitting plaid flannel shirts, sweat pants, or long loose fitting granny-style
dresses (Mittica, 2012; Sebra, 2013). Conversely, these styles may also include revealing,
tight-fitting or sexually provocative clothing (e.g. underwear is worn as outer wear,
short skirts, leather studded collars, laced corsets) as portrayed by Madonna in the
1985 film Desperately Seeking Susan or more recently by the Abby Scioto character on
the popular television series NCIS (Daily Herald, 2011; Hunt, 2012).

Despite the popularity of these unconventional appearance factors, research evidence
indicates that perceptions in the workplace are largely unfavorable. In one of the few
studies of alternative clothing, Sklar and DeLong (2012) interviewed men and women
who identify with the punk subculture and found most believed that feeling both
appropriate while at work and like “oneself” was not possible. Thus, they made
accommodations such as keeping two closets (one for work and one for expressing one’s
punk identity) or intentionally blending in vs standing out. In a study of tattoos,
undergraduate students (even those with body art themselves) indicated that they
preferred not to work with others who had visible body art in jobs involving high levels
of face-to-face customer contact or where rewards (e.g. tips) would be shared equally
(Miller et al., 2009). In a study of consumer attitudes, Dean (2011) found that visible
tattoos on tax service providers were viewed by respondents as inappropriate. These
respondents also indicated significantly lower levels of customer satisfaction and less
likelihood to recommend even though the service outcome was favorable. In another
study, Dean (2010) found both young and old respondents, and those with and without
tattoos themselves, believed that employees in financial services should not have visible
tattoos. Likewise, studies of patients reveal that health care providers with visible tattoos
were perceived negatively, or as less professional (Westerfield et al., 2012).

Culture
In an effort to extend past research, we chose to examine two countries outside the USA
and Europe, namely Mexico and Turkey. The following sections discuss what is known
about cultural norms regarding workplace attire in these two countries and how
unconventional appearance factors might affect perceptions of service quality.

Mexico. Evidence indicates that Mexicans expect a certain level of formality in the
workplace and seek ways to manage employee appearance (Hofstede, 1984). A survey of
Mexican executives found that over one-third believed that wearing appropriate business
attire is a “very important” cultural protocol (Hise et al., 2003). Most corporations in
Mexico have and enforce dress codes and uniforms are often required for the clerical staff
(Messenger, 2004). In fact, a recent survey showed that 40 percent of Mexican
respondents wore some type of uniform in the workplace. In addition, since only
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13 percent felt that wearing shorts and 6 percent felt that wearing sandals/flip-flops was
appropriate in the workplace, this shows that a level of formality is expected in how
employees present themselves (Reuters/Ipsos Global @dvisory, 2010).

With regard to unconventional appearance factors, there is limited evidence as to
how these might be perceived in Mexican culture. It appears that the norm in Mexico is
toward a conservative and neat appearance which is evident in O’Connor’s (2004)
research into the Mexican punk culture. He argues that dressing in the punk style is
important in being considered part of the punk culture in Mexico which involves
wearing black clothing with patches and hair that is dyed and worn in spikes or a
mohawk. O’Connor (2004) states that “the look is dramatic […]. and completely goes
against the grain of respectable dress in Mexico” (p. 188). A newspaper article about
O’Connor’s research included a picture of a Mexican punk youth sporting a tattoo, so it
is assumed that the prevalence of tattoos is also part of the punk style (Quinones, 2003).

Turkey. Appearance and clothing have been a source of controversy and debate in
Turkey for several decades, with regulation of appearance being dictated by different
leaders’ opinions of the role that Islam should play in Turkish culture. Evidence indicates
that formal etiquette is central to Turkish culture, governing most social interactions and
use of space. A recent survey of more than 12,500 employees worldwide indicated that
84 percent of Turkish respondents believed that those in senior management should
always dress more formally than their employees (Reuters/Ipsos Global @dvisory, 2010).
In addition, dress codes are dictated by the state for many constituencies including
government employees, students (from primary through graduate school), television
announcers, and religious officials. These dress codes are very specific about the formality,
modesty, cleanliness, and neatness of clothing and appearance, including footwear,
hairstyle, facial hair, and fingernails, with penalties for violating the code (O’Neil, 2010).

Information about the current marketplace indicates that Turkish consumers are
interested in appearing in a religiously appropriate but fashionable way. This involves
blending Western fashion with aspects of Islamic dress that portray trendiness and
modesty (Akou, 2007; Sandikci and Ger, 2007). With regard to customer perceptions,
evidence shows that Turkish consumers place considerable weight on employee
appearance. For example, Filiz (2010) found that 37 percent of the variance between
customer expectations and perceptions in Turkish travel agencies was explained by a
factor that included “neat employees” and customers felt they got better service from
well-dressed agents. This is consistent with findings from a similar study of travel agents
in northern Cyprus. Johns et al. (2004) found that, of the tangible elements in the service
environment, consumers placed the highest weight on “neat appearing” employees in
terms of what they expected and how they perceived the service encounter.

While we have limited evidence as to how Turkish consumers would view
unconventional attire in a service encounter, we expect that it would be viewed as
inappropriate given the religious concern for modesty and weight placed on
appearance in studies on consumer perceptions. This is confirmed in results of a
worldwide survey where only 11 percent of Turkish employees surveyed saw shorts as
appropriate in the workplace and only 12 percent viewed flip-flops as appropriate
(Reuters/Ipsos Global @dvisory, 2010). With regard to body art and piercings, evidence
indicates that, because Turkey is mainly a Muslim country, there is widespread
opposition from religious groups who believe that the natural appearance of the body
should not be modified. A recent study shows that, while tattoos and piercings are
popular among Turkish young adults, they acknowledge the problems that these could
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cause in being accepted socially or in the workplace and some are opting to have them
modified or removed (Atik and Yildirim, 2014).

Existing research examining the role of culture in service experiences have focussed
primarily on Hofstede’s (1984) dimensions of uncertainty avoidance and power distance
because these are most closely linked with the tangible aspects of the service encounter
(Schneider and Barsoux, 2003). High uncertainty avoidance cultures are more likely to
have rigid expectations of beliefs and behavior, having little tolerance for unorthodox
practices (The Hofstede Center, 2015) and thus, it is argued that customers generally
have high expectations for service providers in order to reduce uncertainty or risk in
the service experience (Donthu and Yoo, 1998; Furrer et al., 2000). With regard to power
distance, studies show that consumers in high power distance cultures have high
service expectations and are most satisfied with service experiences when employees
display more formality in terms of appropriate appearance and attire (Furrer et al.,
2000; Ladhari et al., 2011). Both Mexico and Turkey have been found to score relatively
high on the dimensions of power distance and uncertainty avoidance, thus we expect to
find that employees in these countries will tend to believe that unconventional
appearance factors, which are neither formal nor mainstream, will have a negative
impact on customer perceptions of service quality. However, given that both cultures
are similar on power distance and uncertainty avoidance, we do not make any
predictions regarding differences between these two countries, therefore we predict:

H1. Unconventional appearance attributes (e.g. tattoos, facial piercings,
unconventional hair color and styles, revealing clothing) will be perceived by
employees as having a more negative impact on customers’ perceptions of
service quality than conventional appearance (e.g. a uniform).

While the studies described above provide some evidence of consumer perceptions
regarding unconventional appearance factors, it is likely that the impressions formed
will vary depending on the individual characteristics of the observer. Below, we review
the literature examining the role of individual differences in impression formation with
a focus on gender, position level, and age.

Gender
Research clearly demonstrates that when it comes to the effects of employee
appearance, gender matters. For example, Karl and Peluchette (2006) found women
were more likely than men to believe their attire affects the impressions of others, and
both men and women indicated that clothing choice has a greater impact on women’s
workplace outcomes (e.g. productivity, promotions, career success, pay raises, perks)
than men’s. This supports findings by Solomon and Schopler (1982) that females,
compared to males, experience a greater connection between their attire and the quality
of their performance. Similarly, Kwon (1994) found that women place more emphasis on
the appropriateness of dress in the workplace than men. Employee attire has also been
shown to have a greater impact on female customer perceptions than those of males.
For example, Chawla et al. (1992) found female clients rated formally dressed CPAs
significantly higher than male clients on dimensions such as likelihood of hiring,
expertise, credibility, reliability, and professionalism. Likewise, Shao et al. (2004) found
that appropriateness of a banking employee’s dress (business suit vs jeans and t-shirt)
had a stronger impact on female customer expectations of service quality and purchase
intent than that of male customers.
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Since evidence indicates that females are more aware of the importance of dress in
impression formation and are also more sensitive to dress cues, it is likely that women
will be more likely than men to believe that unconventional appearance attributes will
have a negative impact on customer perceptions of service quality. In support, Glick
et al. (2008) found that women were less likely than men to make favorable hiring
recommendations for female sales representatives exposing cleavage when attempting
to sell an ineffective drug. These researchers also found that men, but not women,
believed that female sales professionals ought strategically to use sex appeal to distract
from a weak product. Based on these findings, we predict:

H2. Female employees will be more likely than male employees to believe that
unconventional appearance factors will have a negative impact on customer
perceptions of service quality.

Position level
Aware that employee appearance plays a key role in the service encounter, employers
place considerable weight on image both in the hiring process and in what is expected
of workers once employed. A survey of human resource managers, who were asked
about selection factors for staff interfacing with customers, found that, in addition to
having a good personality, 90 percent indicated that having the right appearance was
either critical or important to being hired and 93 percent believed that employee
appearance was either critical or important to success of the business (Nickson et al.,
2005). Once hired, employees are typically trained, monitored, and rewarded by the
organization to produce a type of service encounter that will appeal to the senses of the
customer (Warhurst and Nickson, 2007; Warhurst et al., 2009).

In considering appearance factors, managers are often influenced by their
company’s brand and what they believe customers would expect in a service encounter
(Pettinger, 2004; Williams and Connell, 2010). For example, Timming (2015) found that
hiring managers’ prejudices about applicants’ appearance were largely driven by their
beliefs in the type of image they thought customers would expect in a service
encounter. While this determines what managers are likely to view as acceptable and
not acceptable, evidence suggests that managers tend to be more conservative when
considering their customers’ preferences (Erickson et al., 2000). An on-line survey of 37
recruiters and human resource managers in the hospitality industry found that most
(67 percent) believed that tattoos and piercings would be viewed negatively by their
organizations (Swanger, 2006). Likewise, a study of restaurant managers indicated that
applicants with tattoos are viewed less favorably than those without tattoos (Brallier
et al., 2011). Given these findings, it is likely that managers would have negative
perceptions of all forms of unconventional appearance. As a result, we predict:

H3. Managers will be more likely than non-managers to believe that unconventional
appearance factors will have a negative impact on customer perceptions of
service quality.

Age
According to a study of 1,501 adults living in the continental USA, unconventional
appearance attributes (e.g. tattoos, unnatural hair color such as blue or pink, body
piercings other than the earlobe) are more common among younger generations than
older generations with almost half (54 percent) of 18-25 year olds having one of these
attributes and only 21 percent of those over 40 having any of these attributes
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(Pew Research Center, 2008). Given these findings, it is likely that age will influence the
impressions formed of employees with unconventional appearance. In support, Dean
(2010) found that older respondents held more unfavorable views of visibly tattooed
people than younger respondents and were more likely to see them as less intelligent
and less honest than those without tattoos. In contrast, other studies have found young
individuals also hold negative impressions of the visibly tattooed (Miller et al., 2009;
Timming, 2015), thus, it is possible that younger individuals, especially those with
visible tattoos themselves, are more sensitive to unconventional appearance cues and
their impact on impression formation because they have experienced the stigma first
hand. This was the case with one of Timming’s (2015) interviewees who blamed his
failure to get jobs on the highly visible tattoos which covered his face. Given these
conflicting findings, we intend to examine the impact of age but make no predictions.

Method
Sample
For this study, we utilized a convenience sample of employees in both public and
private sector organizations in in Mérida, Mexico and Ankara, Turkey. In both
countries, surveys were delivered to organizations which had agreed to participate and
returned by mail to protect the privacy of participants. Surveys were translated into
Spanish and Turkish by language specialists. In Mexico, 250 surveys were distributed
and 154 completed surveys were returned, producing a response rate of 63 percent. In
Turkey, 250 respondents were solicited and 141 completed the survey, producing a
response rate of 55 percent. Respondents in Mexico were sampled from various
workplaces including banking (n¼ 4), health care (n¼ 7), education (n¼ 53), and
government (public utilities, social services; n¼ 90). In Turkey, respondents were
sampled from workplaces including a state-owned bank (n¼ 89) and two government
organizations (finance, n¼ 22; tourism, n¼ 30). About 40 percent were males (n¼ 119)
and 54.6 percent (n¼ 161) reported they held a management-level position. The
average age was 34.7 (SD¼ 9.43) and the average hours worked per week was 49.8
(SD¼ 9.24). However, the sample in Mexico compared to that in Turkey, was
significantly older and had a greater proportion of managers (F (1, 280)¼ 3.99, po0.05;
and F (1, 279)¼ 9.90, po0.000; respectively).

Measures
The survey consisted of two sections: demographic information and beliefs regarding
the impact of employee appearance on customer perceptions.

Demographic information. Respondents answered demographic questions regarding
their age and work hours (both continuous variables), gender (coded 0¼male, 1¼ female),
position (management/non-management; coded 0¼ non-management, 1¼management),
and type of organization/industry.

Employee beliefs regarding the impact of unconventional appearance on customers.
To measure beliefs regarding the impact of employee appearance on customer
perceptions, we adapted a measure developed by Hall et al. (2013). Specifically,
respondents were asked what impact they believed that eight different attributes of
appearance or items of clothing had on customer perceptions of an employee’s ability to
provide accurate and dependable service; willingness to help customers and provide
prompt service; knowledge, competence, and ability to convey trust and confidence;
and ability to provide caring and individualized attention. These four items correspond
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to the reliability, responsiveness, assurance, and empathy dimensions of the
well-known SERVQUAL measure developed by Parasuraman et al. (1988). The eight
clothing or appearance variables included seven unconventional appearance attributes:
facial piercings; tattoos; unconventional hair color (e.g. blue, green, bright red);
unconventional hair style; sweat pants; clothing with tears, rips, or holes; and clothing
that bares belly-buttons, midriff, or cleavage. In addition, we included an eighth item
(uniforms) to provide an example of something that was more conventional, allowing
minimal individual expression. All items were answered using a five-point response
scale (1¼ very negative, 5¼ very positive). We computed eight overall measures of
employee beliefs regarding the impact of appearance on customers by calculating the
average of all four service quality items for each of eight types of appearance variables.
α coefficients for these eight overall measures ranged between 0.89 and 0.94.

Results
In Table I, we report the means and standard deviations for uniforms and each of the
seven unconventional appearance items for the total sample. In general, our
respondents believed that uniforms had a somewhat positive impact on customer
perceptions of overall service quality (M¼ 3.76, SD¼ 0.06) but that the other seven
unconventional appearance factors would have a negative impact (means ranged
between 1.81 and 2.26). The correlations show that, in general, older respondents
believed that clothing baring midriff, belly-buttons, or cleavage, and clothing with
tears, rips, or holes, would have a more negative impact on customer perceptions of
service quality than younger respondents. A within-subjects comparison using
MANOVA with repeated measures revealed significant differences between the eight
appearance variables (F (7, 237)¼ 93.61, po0.000). Pairwise comparisons using a
Bonferroni correction revealed that uniforms were rated significantly higher than all
seven unconventional appearance items (all p-valueso0.001) confirming H1. Facial
piercings were perceived as having a more negative impact on customer perceptions
than tattoos, sweat pants, clothing baring belly-buttons, midriff, or cleavage, and either
unconventional hair styles or hair colors (all p-valueso0.05). Sweat pants were
perceived as having the least negative impact as compared to all six of the other
unconventional appearance items (all p-valueso0.001).

Total sample
Employee appearance attributes M SD Age

Uniforms 3.76a 0.93 0.04
Sweat pants 2.26b 0.81 −0.13
Unconventional hair color 1.99c 0.76 −0.10
Unconventional hair styles 1.97c 0.73 −0.12
Clothing that bares belly-buttons, midriff, or cleavage 1.92c,d 0.77 −0.24***
Tattoos 1.88c,d 0.75 −0.10
Clothing with tears, rips, or holes 1.87c,d,e 0.75 −0.26***
Facial piercings 1.81e 0.76 −0.12
Notes: The response scale for these items ranged between 1¼ very negative impact, and 5¼ very
positive impact. a,b,c,d,eMeans with different superscripts are significantly different from one another at
po0.05. ***po0.001

Table I.
Means, standard
deviations, and

correlations between
age and employee

beliefs regarding the
impact of employee

appearance
attributes on

customers’ service
quality perceptions
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To test for the effects of gender and position level on beliefs regarding the impact of
employee appearance on customer perceptions of service quality, we conducted two
MANOVAs with repeated measures. In the first MANOVA, we examined the effects of
gender (between-subjects factor) and appearance (within-subjects factor), and in
the second, we examined position level (between-subjects factor) and appearance
(within-subjects factor). The resulting Wilks λ was significant for both gender
(F (7, 235)¼ 3.06, po0.004) and position level (F (7, 227)¼ 2.68, po0.05) supporting
H2 and H3. We next conducted separate ANOVAs for each of the eight appearance
items with main effect comparisons for gender and position level using Bonferonni
corrections. Means, standard deviations and resulting F-values are shown in Table II.
These results are also illustrated in Figures 1 and 2.

A MANCOVA was conducted to examine differences between our Mexican and
Turkish respondents in their beliefs regarding the impact of employee appearance on
customer perceptions of service quality with age and managerial status entered as
covariates. The resulting Wilks λ was significant (F (7, 218)¼ 3.46, po0.002).
We subsequently conducted eight separate ANCOVAs with main effect comparisons
for country using Bonferonni corrections. Means, standard error terms and resulting
F-values are shown in Table II.

Finally, we also conducted some post hoc analyses using MANOVA to determine
whether there were any significant interactions between gender, position level, and
appearance or country, gender, and appearance. These interactions were not significant
(F (7, 216)¼ 0.93, p¼ ns, and F (7, 215)¼ 1.29, p¼ ns, respectively).

Discussion
Our findings add to the growing body of literature demonstrating that employee
appearance plays an important role in the service experience (Hall et al., 2013; Kim et al.,
2009; Miller et al., 2009). While existing research has focussed mainly on tattoos and
body piercings, this study extends such research by including other aspects of
unconventional appearance, such as alternative clothing and hair styles/color. In
addition, as the service sector becomes a larger part of the international business arena,
a broader understanding of service quality perceptions in other countries is
increasingly important. This study contributes to that understanding by examining
employee beliefs regarding the role that unconventional appearance plays in
customers’ perceptions of service quality in Mexico and Turkey.

As predicted, employees in Mexico and Turkey believed that unconventional
employee appearance items (e.g. revealing clothing, unconventional hair styles/color)
would have a negative impact on customer perceptions of service quality, whereas
uniforms would have a positive impact. Additionally, we found women were more likely
than men to believe that ripped or revealing clothing would lead to negative customer
impressions. It could be that both of these types of unconventional attire are considered
to be provocative and, consistent with previously cited research (Glick et al., 2008),
women view these aspects of clothing and appearance more negatively than men. Also,
consistent with previous research (Erickson et al., 2000), managers indicated that
customers would view unconventional appearance more negatively than non-managers.

While we did not make any predictions for age or culture, we found older
respondents had more negative views than younger respondents on two of the seven
unconventional items, namely, revealing clothing and clothing with rips or holes. As to
why older respondents are more critical of these items than others, it is unclear. Future
research examining stereotypes or biases associated with these unconventional
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Figure 1.
Employee beliefs
regarding the impact
of unconventional
employee appearance
on customer
perceptions of
service quality
by gender
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appearance factors might help to explain these results. We also found that Mexican
employees, compared to Turkish employees, had more negative views of
unconventional hair style, unconventional hair color, and tattoos and more positive
view of uniforms. While the two countries scored similarly on Hofstede’s (1984)
dimensions of power distance and uncertainty avoidance, Mexico’s score on power
distance was a bit higher (81 vs 66), this, combined with the prevalence of uniform
requirements in Mexico, could explain these differences.

One limitation of this study is that we did not survey actual customers. Instead,
using the rationale that all of our respondents have been customers at some time,
we examined employee beliefs regarding the impact of appearance on customer
perceptions of service quality. However, our methodology of asking employees how
customers might view unconventional appearance is consistent with that of Timming
(2015) who asked recruiters for their assumptions about customers’ impressions of
visibly tattooed employees. Additionally, in some cases self-reports, which suffer from
common method variance, are still appropriate (Conway and Lance, 2010). For example,
when implementing and enforcing workplace dress codes, an understanding of
employee beliefs regarding the role their appearance plays in service encounters is
important as these beliefs may affect employee resistance to dress code policies.

Another limitation is that we did not examine differences in context, such as the type
of organization, sector (private vs public), organizational culture, and job type. It is
likely that type of organization is an important determinant of how employee
appearance affects customer perceptions. For example, unconventional employee
appearance in a movie theater or a trendy clothing store may be much more acceptable
than in a finance, health care, or legal organization. Similarly, employee appearance
may be of little concern for positions having no face-to-face contact with customers but
crucial for others which have such contact. Research shows that what subjects see as
appropriate dress is dependent on the industry and the particular workplace
(Kelen, 2012), as well as whether the position is managerial vs non-managerial (Howlett
et al., 2015). Likewise, Timming (2015) found perceptions regarding tattoos was
somewhat mitigated by the type of industry, the customer demographic, the
anticipated level of interaction with customers, and the genre of the tattoo. It is also
possible that having a tattoo or some type of unconventional appearance may actually
have positive outcomes in the workplace. For example, Timming (2012) found that
having a tattoo was an asset for tattoos artists being recruited by tattoo studios.

Finally, it is likely that biases or stereotypes mediate the relationship between
unconventional employee appearance factors and customer perceptions. McElroy et al.
(2014) found pierced individuals, compared to non-pierced individuals, were perceived
as less agreeable, less conscientious, less competent, less sociable, and not as
trustworthy. Thus, we recommend that future research extend this analysis of
mediators to other unconventional appearance attributes.

Implications for practice
The bottom line is that employee appearance does matter in service encounters. While
research shows there is evidence for this in the USA and the UK (Hall et al., 2013;
Nickson et al., 2005), our findings show that this extends to other countries as well. This
has important implications for companies interested in managing customer
impressions in the global arena. While employers can be sympathetic toward
employees’ rights to express themselves, employee appearance is considered to have a
critical role in conveying the company image in the customer service experience.
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Alternative fashion and appearance styles of the Western world may be trendy but
there are risks in how these might be perceived by customers.

Employers who are concerned about their image or brand should develop policies
regarding dress and appearance for employees who have face-to-face contact with
customers that are consistent with mainstream or generally accepted cultural
standards in specific countries where they are doing business as opposed to attempting
to implement organization-wide dress/appearance standards. It is important to note
that these policies may cause employee dissatisfaction or even resistance from those
who prefer to appear in a different way since research shows that some employees
resent the considerable effort they spend to dress appropriately (referred to as
“aesthetic labor”) and can experience dissonance because what they feel they need to
wear is not what they would prefer to wear (Rafaeli et al., 1997; Warhurst and Nickson,
2007; Witz et al., 2003). However, this can be tempered with clear communication from
employers as to why the standards are necessary.

This study has provided preliminary evidence suggesting that unconventional
employee appearance factors are believed by employees to have a negative effect on
perceptions of service quality in Mexico and Turkey. It is our hope that this provides
an impetus for research on other aspects of unconventional appearance and/or
self-presentation that may be of interest to employers such as make-up, perfume, facial
hair, hair length, skirt length, jewelry, sloppiness, cleavage, or tight-fitting clothing. In
addition, as many service providing businesses continue to expand internationally,
research should extend these examinations to a more diverse group of countries and
cultures. This was a step in that direction.
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