How’s Your Halo?
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“Long before I am near enough to talk to you on the street, in a meeting or at a party, you announce your sex, age, and class to me through what you are wearing – and very possibly give me important information (or mis-information) as to your occupation, origin, personality, opinions, tastes, sexual desires, and current mood.  By the time we meet and converse, we have already spoken to each other in an older and more universal tongue.”  The New Professional Image by Susan Bixler and Nancy Nix-Rice

When you are approaching a job interview, how you look and what you wear suddenly becomes crucial.  We could probably agree that appearance should not matter-- but it does!   When a job is at stake, personal appearance should help, not hinder your chances. 

Psychologists say in 30 seconds our first impressions are already in place. They include our almost unconscious conclusions about a person’s education, career competence, success, personality, level of sophistication, trustworthiness, sense of humor, and social heritage – all this in the first 30 seconds after meeting.   This is referred to as the “Halo Effect.”  These first impressions are so strong, that training for professional interviewers includes instruction on how to bypass first impressions and suspend judgements made during that first 30 seconds.  Interviewers could be so thrown off by the initial ‘halo’, that they actually miss highly qualified applicants.  Unfortunately, most interviewers have not had this professional training and allow the initial ‘halo’ to color their final impression of a job candidate.  A savvy job seeker must take this all to human rush to early judgement into account when dressing for an interview.  

To emphasize the impact that first impressions make, research has demonstrated the following results. In controlled tests, employers were sent identical resumes of potential employees.  The only difference was that some of the resumes had a ‘before’ picture attached, others, an updated, more professional picture of the applicant was included.  Resumes with the more professional picture were given proposed salary ranges 8% - 20% higher than the ‘before’ pictures.  No interviews ever took place, this was the perception based entirely on appearance. 

Interviewers are trying to pick up clues, subtle messages, anything that will give them insight into an applicant’s potential and value as an employee.  Like it or not, personal grooming signals others on how you value yourself. If an applicant’s appearance demonstrates a lack of personal value, an employer will probably have a difficult time seeing him/her as valuable to the company. 

“Seeing is believing”, or “I won’t believe it till I see it with my own eyes!” are phrases that enforce the idea that we are more likely to believe the information our eyes receive over what we hear.  Knowing this, the job seeker needs to do a ‘Halo Check.’  Step in front of a full-length mirror.  Don’t look for handsome or beautiful attributes.  Evaluate the subtle messages your dress, posture, personal grooming, and facial expressions are sending.  Seek out the honest opinions of others.  Maybe pick up a book on professional appearance and get some ideas. With research and planning, you can develop techniques to predictably strengthen and even take advantage of the ‘halo’ effect.   

