 
Science reveals the power of personal appearance

1 Facebook founder Mark Zuckerberg was once a hoodie-jeans-and-trainers-wearing university student with a good idea for a social network. Now he’s a billionaire businessman – who wears a hoodie, jeans and trainers to work, including to important meetings. Not everyone approves. When he wore casual clothes to meet with Wall Street investors, some critics claimed that it showed he was uncommitted and immature.

Harvard Business School researcher Francesca Gino has a different idea. She says that while most people seem to think that dressing differently from those around you generally has a negative effect, her belief is that it can actually have a very positive effect. And she’s done experiments to prove it. When her researchers, wearing sportswear, visited speciality shops selling luxury brands in Milan, they found that shop assistants usually assumed they were wealthier and more important than those who visited the shops ‘properly’ dressed in furs and designer clothes.

Reporter Randi Newton of the New York Observer newspaper ran her own version of the experiment at one of New York’s major department stores. When she visited the store dressed in hiking books, track suit bottoms, a T-shirt, casual jacket and woolly hat – with messy hair underneath – one assistant asked her if she was an actress and showed her the most expensive cosmetics. She repeated the experiment with her hair carefully styled, wearing glamorous clothes and even carried a small dog – and was largely ignored. According to the Harvard Business School research, if the relatively strange style of dress looks as though it’s intentional, or trendy, many people will believe you’re wealthy or important.

2 But is it always the case that people judge less formal clothing more positively? Is the effect on others of the clothing we wear the same everywhere we go? 

Researchers in France used a similar approach to Gino’s and Newton’s, but rather than testing the perceptions of assistants in high-end boutiques, they took their research out into the street, to the general public. The video they made of the experiment shows an actor dressed in a smart, well-cut suit with a tasteful tie and polished shoes walking along the road. He begins to cough, stops and bends over to catch his breath, then falls down. Before he even calls for help, people rush to his aid.

In a second video, the actor comes back to the same crowded location and repeats the actions in exactly the same way. But this time, not one person comes to help him, even when he repeatedly calls out for help. The difference? In the second version of the experiment, he’s wearing scruffy clothes and old trainers and looks like a poor or homeless person. In a situation such as this, the clothes you’re wearing could mean the difference between life and death.

3 It seems that our clothing doesn’t only alter the way others view us, but also the way we see ourselves – and apparently it affects our intelligence as well. Researchers at the Kellogg School of Management at Northwestern University in the USA did some simple experiments with students.

One experiment tested subjects’ ability to pay attention to details. One group wore their usual, everyday clothes while a second group wore a white lab coat. A second experiment tested the group’s ability to concentrate for several minutes in a task that involved spotting minor differences between two very similar images. For this one, there were three groups: one wearing their normal clothes, one wearing a white coat that had been described to them as a painter’s coat, and the third wearing a white coat they were told was a doctor’s coat. Amazingly, the test subjects wearing the so-called doctor’s coat performed better in both tests. The researchers believe that the test subjects’ ‘basic abilities’ were improved as a direct result of the clothing they wore.

What the experiment didn’t show was whether there were any longer-term effects. If people always wore a doctor’s coat, would they be permanently more intelligent? More experiments are needed before we decide to make the white coat the fashion accessory of choice.

Advanced





Reading text    Unit 2: Image, identity and clothing





Keynote








