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ABSTRACT
This paper describes an experimental research study exploring image norms of CEOs. An image norm is the belief that people must present a certain image, consistent with occupational, organizational, or industry standards, in order to achieve career success (Giannantonio & Hurley-Hanson, 2006). While researchers have explored the effects of physical attractiveness on careers (Stone, Stone & Dipboye, 1992), the role image plays in career success has received limited academic attention. Image is defined as the totality of an individual’s personal appearance. It is a broader construct than physical attractiveness, encompassing several dimensions of attractiveness. Historically, much of the physical attractiveness research has focused on specific physical characteristics such as height (Miller, 1986), weight (Henss, 1995, 2000), clothing (Sullivan, 1997), facial beauty (Synnott, 1990), and handicapped status (Colella, 
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The role of image in career success offers one avenue for extending the research on physical attractiveness. Examining the effects of image, which is a more generalized operationalization of physical attractiveness (Dollinger, 2000), may increase our understanding of the role of appearance in career outcomes such as hiring and promotion. Career outcomes may be based on a more general assessment of an individual’s image, rather than an evaluation of any one specific physical characteristic. This suggests that while an individual may be physically attractive, they may not possess the appropriate image for certain jobs, companies, or fields. Image may be more likely to influence perceptions of person-job or person-organization fit than absolute levels of physical attractiveness. Image norms may influence recruiters’ perceptions of applicants during interviews and lead to applicants being stigmatized by image norms. For example, while recruiters would not be expected to say “You are not pretty enough to work here”, their evaluations of applicants are likely to include perceptions of the match between an applicant’s image and a specified job or company.
Image norms may also play a role in the occupational and job choice decisions of individuals at several stages in their career (Giannantonio & Hurley-Hanson, 2006). Individuals’ beliefs about their own image as well as the perceived image of certain occupations, organizations, and industries may influence the decision to pursue or avoid different career paths. Individuals have beliefs about the image of the people who work for a company; the company’s desire to hire an attractive workforce; and the role of image in advancing one’s career in that organization. The belief that a certain image is a hiring requirement in certain organizations or is necessary for advancement in those companies may result in applicant self-selection into or out of those companies. If an individual does not believe that they have the specific image to succeed in an occupation then the person is not likely to choose that occupation for their career. In a similar fashion, if an individual does not believe that they are attractive enough to be hired by or to advance in an organization (and they believe that physical attractiveness is a necessary requirement for entry or advancement in that organization), then the person is not likely to choose that organization for their career.
Individual career decisions may be partly influenced by three different (but related) sets of image perceptions. First, individuals form perceptions about their own image and level of physical attractiveness. The second set of perceptions involves occupational stereotypes. This is the belief that a certain image is a requirement for entry into an occupation or advancement in one’s career path. Job information may be gleaned from images portrayed in the media, contact with individuals in specific jobs, and part time work experiences. An important source of image norms is one’s own experiences in occupational exploration. During the early stage of career exploration, individuals will meet people who occupy different job categories. These individuals may serve as prototypes of what “typical” persons in different jobs look like. If the job incumbent is physically attractive, the individual may assume that physical attractiveness is a requirement for entry or advancement in that occupation. Finally, the third set of perceptions individuals may develop involves the relationship between their image and an organization’s image. The term organizational image has been used to describe general impressions of a company. Tom (1971) defined image as the way that people perceive an organization, consisting of their knowledge, beliefs and feelings about an organization. Given the uncertainly inherent in the job search and choice process, job applicants may be attracted to companies with favorable organizational images (Barber, 1998). More importantly, job applicants may rely on such images to determine their potential fit with a particular company (Greenhaus, Callanan & Godshalk, 2000).
Companies may use image as a hiring requirement or as the basis for advancement in their company. How directly or subtly this information is conveyed to applicants and organizational members may be difficult to measure. The importance of a specific image to a company may be a commonly known practice (such as Abercrombie & Fitch), but an unwritten standard operating procedure. Moreover, different norms may exist within different companies, industries, and occupations. 
As has been discussed, individuals may develop perceptions of image which influence career decisions. These perceptions about the importance of physical attractiveness and specific images in certain occupations and organizations reflect both occupational and organizational stereotypes. We have termed such image stereotypes about the importance of specific images and physical attractiveness image norms An image norm is the belief that people must present a certain image, consistent with occupational, organizational, or industry standards, in order to achieve career success (Giannantonio & Hurley-Hanson, 2006). Image norms may be important influences on both individual and organizational behavior.
This study explores image norms using an experimental methodology. Graduate MBA students were asked to classify photos of actual CEOs into CEOs or other categories. Actual photos of CEOS were downloaded from the internet. Well known CEOs were not included in the study. Pre-tests were done to make sure the students were not aware of the individuals in the photos. In addition photos of managers in organizations were also collected. The photos were matched on clothing, background, age, and gender. Respondents were then asked to indicate who they would classify as CEOs. This is based on the belief that individuals have an image norm of a CEO. They might not be able to articulate the image, but they know it when they see it.
Image norms offer several exciting streams for future research activity. A delineation of image norms based on specific physical characteristics within different jobs, industries, and companies would be helpful to both individuals and organizations. Also, empirical investigations into how image norms affect specific organizational outcomes are needed. Gender studies examining the formation and impact of image norms would be very useful to the field. It is hypothesized that image norms may have a large effect on individual and organizational behavior. More research is needed on these effects, as well as on the process by which perceptions lead to image norms, and how these image norms affect individual and organizational employment decisions.
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