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Abstract 

This study tested for an interaction between applicant skin color (light vs. dark) and racial prejudice (high vs. low) 

on salespersons’ pre-interview impressions of Hispanic sales applicants. Using a sample of 193 White salespersons, 

the results of between-subjects ANOVA revealed a significant interaction. High-prejudice salespersons held less 

(more) favorable pre-interview impressions toward dark-skinned (light-skinned) Hispanic sales applicants than did 

low-prejudice salespersons. In addition, high-prejudice and low-prejudice salespersons exhibited different skin 

color biases for the Hispanic sales applicant. The findings suggest that diversity issues in sales employment should 

extend race and ethnicity paradigms to include skin color. 
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Introduction 

 
Employment discrimination occurs when job-irrelevant factors or characteristics are considered when making an 

employment decision (Wilson, Gahlout, Liu, & Mouly, 2005). Although Title VII of the 1964 Civil Rights Act and 

the Equal Employment Opportunity Act of 1972 prohibit employers from discriminating based on such factors 

(Chay, 1998; Edelman, 1992), there is growing anecdotal and empirical evidence to suggest that skin color may 

trigger biased judgments in employment decisions (Harrison, Reynolds-Dobbs, & Thomas, 2008). 

For example, research studies have shown that light-skinned Blacks earn higher wages (Goldsmith, 

Hamilton, & Darity, 2007), work in more prestigious jobs (Hughes & Hertel, 1990), and enjoy higher employment 

rates (Hochschild, 2005) than dark-skinned Blacks. While skin color bias has been less studied in the Hispanic 

community (Fuentes, Reyes-Portillo, Tineo, Gonzalez, and Butt, 2021; Hernandez, 2002), dark-skinned Hispanics 

often experience greater labor market discrimination, work in less prestigious jobs, and earn lower wages than do 

light-skinned Hispanics (Espino & Franz, 2002; Massey, 2001; Telles & Murguia, 1990). 

Although dark-skinned minorities face difficult challenges in the job market (Hunter,  2007), skin color 

bias,defined as “the tendency to perceive or behave towards members of a racial category based on the lightness or 

darkness of their skin” (Maddox & Gray, 2002, p. 250), has been largely ignored by sales companies and 

managerial journals. This is unfortunate because skin color bias is a growing problem in workplace diversity 

management. Skin color bias complaints filed with the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC) have 

increased by more than 600% between 1992 and 2009 (Glanton, 2010). Several companies have recently settled 

lawsuits to resolve skin color bias complaints filed on behalf of Hispanic sales employees (EEOC v. Koper 
Furniture, Inc., 2011), Black sales employees (EEOC v. Applebee's Int'l Inc., 2003; EEOC v. Family Dollar Stores, 

Inc., 2009), and other minority workers (EEOC v. Blockbuster, Inc., 2008; EEOC v. Fairfield Toyota, Barber 

Dodge, 2004; EEOC v. RUGO Stone, LLC, 2012; Otis, 2013).  

There are several reasons why EEOC complaints involving skin color bias are expected to increase. First, 

many employers are unaware of their own biases in employment decisions and practices. Second, an increase in 

U.S. interracial marriages has led to greater skin color diversity among Hispanics and other ethnic minorities (Earp,  
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2007; Findley, Garrott, & Wheatley, 2003-2004; Glanton, 2010; Mirza, 2003). Thus, the changing U.S. 

demographics are being reflected in the workplace as more skin color bias claims are included with claims of race 

discrimination. Third, skin color bias is inherent in many cultures and can occur within race or between races. 

Finally, there is an increased awareness of skin color discrimination as a legal basis among employees (Hersch, 

2011).  

If such biases persist, suboptimal hiring decisions could be made, which might lead to a salesforce 

incapable of fully catering to an increasingly diverse Hispanic population. In addition, skin color bias lawsuits can 

damage a firm’s reputation, financial performance, workplace environment, and relationships with a rapidly 

growing Hispanic market. With Hispanics projected to become key players in U.S. sales forces (Comer, Nicholls, 

& Vermillion, 1998; Comer & Nicholls, 2000; Pew Hispanic Research Center, 2009), employment discrimination 

issues that intersect race, ethnicity, and skin color are likely to increase. Therefore, academicians and practitioners 

need to understand how skin color bias and racial prejudice affect employment perceptions of Hispanic sales job 

applicants. 

The current study tests for interaction between applicant skin color (light vs. dark) and racial prejudice 

(high vs. low) on sales professionals’ pre-interview impressions of Hispanic job applicants. Pre-interview 

impressions are opinions, attitudes, and beliefs about job applicants before employment interviews that can take the 

form of cultural stereotypes, expectations, and preferences tangential to job requirements (Comer et al., 1998; 

Marshall, Stamps, & Moore, 1998; Purkiss, Perrewé, Gillespie, Mayes, & Ferris, 2006). Pre-interview impressions 

are important, because employment decision-makers are often unaware that they automatically attend and respond 

to limited information about an applicant’s characteristics that denote racial and ethnic background (Kulik, 

Roberson, & Perry, 2007; Marshall et al., 1998). Since skin color is a salient, perceptual feature that infers category 

membership (i.e., racial and ethnic background) and affects impression formation (Dasgupta, Banaji, & Abelson, 

1999; Golash-Boza, 2006; Hunter, 2004), this study raises awareness of diversity issues in sales employment 

beyond race and ethnicity. 

 

Conceptual and Theoretical Perspectives 

 
Skin Color Bias and Racial Prejudice 

In the United States, the dominant cultural-racial group consists of persons belonging to the Caucasian race whose 

members are distinguished from other racial groups who are generally viewed and treated less favorably based on 

skin color and cultural group affiliation (D’Andrea & Daniels, 2001). The impact of skin color bias on the Hispanic 

community dates back to colonialism, slave trade importation, and the conquest of the Americas by European 

powers (Herring, 2003; Hochschild, Burch, & Weaver, 2005). European soldiers took part in creating a new race as 

they established themselves in the New World. Mestizos, light-skinned Hispanics of mixed European and 

indigenous bloodlines were born to the Americas. Mestizos were associated with Whiteness, which made them 

racially superior to Costeños, darker-skinned Hispanics of mixed Indigenous and African bloodlines (Hall, 1997, 

2002; Herring, 2003; Martinez & Iyer, 2008). Hence, skin color bias derives from and is considered a subcategory 

of racism (Jones, 2000; Thompson & Keith, 2001). Eurocentric favoritism toward lighter-skinned Mestizos became 

globally embedded in many societies. 

It should be noted that while “Hispanic” is an ethnic label, it is often assigned to people based on physical 

appearance (i.e., skin color). Thus, Hispanic also functions as a racial label (Golash-Boza, 2006; Jones, 1999). 

Today, an emerging tri-racial stratification system places Whites at the top, honorary Whites (e.g., light-skinned 

Hispanics) in the middle, and collective Blacks (e.g., dark-skinned Hispanics) at the bottom (Bonilla-Silva, 2004; 

Lee & Bean, 2007). Hispanics who do not fit the Mestizo image generally preferred by mainstream Americans are 

more likely to experience discrimination (Golash-Boza, 2006; Massey, 2001). Thus, skin color continues to not 

only be the physical trait most visible in race distinctions (Fluehr-Lobban, 2005; Russell, Wilson, & Hall, 1992) but 

is also the most pertinent trait to the experience of racism by all racial and ethnic subcultures (Hall, 1992; 

Hernandez, 2006; Pascoe, 1996).  

While empirical studies are limited, researchers have reported a significant relationship between racial 

prejudice and skin color (Smith-McLallen, Johnson, Dovidio, & Pearson, 2006; Williams, 1969). High-prejudice 

persons have expressed more hostility toward dark-skinned versus light-skinned ethnic minorities (Longshore & 

Beilin, 1980). More recently, empirical studies have reported that racial prejudice may affect Caucasians’ 

evaluations of dark-skinned ethnic minorities (Terkildsen, 1993; Watson, DeJong, & Slack, 2009). 

 

Racial Typicality Theory 

Researchers have suggested that categorization is an automatic process based on visually prominent and culturally 
relevant characteristics (Bartholow & Dickter, 2008; Hamilton & Sherman, 1994). Although categorization can 

reduce the complexity and amount of information that perceivers need to evaluate social targets, the process often 

activates stereotypes, which can constrain how social targets are evaluated (Bartholow & Dickter, 2008; Hamilton 

& Sherman, 1994). Stereotyping allows perceivers to place individuals into “categories according to some easily  
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and quickly identifiable characteristics such as age, sex, ethnic membership, nationality, or occupation, and then to 

attribute him qualities believed to be typical of members of that category” (Tagiuri 1969, p. 422). 

Racial typicality theory suggests that certain phenotypic characteristics (e.g., skin color) are more easily 

associated with racial categories than others (Locke, Macrae, & Eaton, 2005; Maddox, 2004). Perceivers identify 

phenotypic characteristics of social targets that cue salient category dimensions and then compare these 

characteristics to category-based knowledge structures to determine goodness of fit (Locke et al., 2005; Maddox, 

2004). Stereotypes are likely to increase when a social target possesses phenotypic characteristics considered more 

typical of a racial category (e.g., high degree of category fit) (Maddox, 2004). The historical linkage between skin 

color and race/ethnicity have resulted in dark-skinned and light-skinned Hispanics being categorized into collective 

Black and honorary White categories, respectively (Gans, 2006; Gómez, 2000; Guinier & Torres, 2004; Hochschild 

et al., 2005; Rothenberg, 2007).  

Skin color is believed to have greater saliency among high-prejudice persons (Ferguson, Rhodes, Lee, & 

Sriram, 2001; Whittler & DiMeo, 1991) because it serves as a measure of racial (dis-)similarity with majority group 

members (Tatum, 2000). Dark-skinned ethnic minorities, being more typical of Black racial categorization 

(Colarelli, Poole, Unterborn, & D’Souza, 2010; Watson et al., 2009), generally experience higher levels of 

stereotyping, discrimination, and social distance from high-prejudice persons (Devine, 1989; Johnson, Rush, & 

Feagin, 2000; Lee & Bean, 2007; Tatum, 2000; Willadsen-Jensen & Ito, 2006). Light-skinned ethnic minorities, 

being closer to Eurocentric ideals and appearance, are believed to be superior to dark-skinned ethnic minorities on 

such attributes as aptitude, competence, intelligence, honesty, and attractiveness (Bristor, Lee, & Hunt, 1995; Hall, 

1994; Harrison et al., 2008; Russell et al., 1992). Stereotypes portray dark-skinned ethnic minorities as being 

deficient in some way, which may lead to biased personnel decisions (Graves & Powell, 2008). 

Based on racial typicality theory and the literature on skin color bias and racial prejudice, the following 

hypotheses are proposed: 

 

Hypothesis 1. Among high-prejudice sales professionals, pre-interview impressions will be less favorable for dark-

skinned versus light-skinned Hispanic sales job applicants. 

Hypothesis 2. High-prejudice sales professionals will have significantly lower pre-interview impressions of dark-

skinned Hispanic sales job applicants than will low-prejudice sales professionals. 

 

Flexible Correction Theory 

Given the historical relevance between racial prejudice and skin color (Jones, 2000; Livingston & Brewer, 2002; 

Longshore & Beilin, 1980), high-prejudice sales professionals are expected to assess light-skinned (dark-skinned) 

ethnic job applicants more (less) favorably. More surprising is that low-prejudice persons may also exhibit skin 

color preferences for ethnic job applicants, but in an opposite manner (Bodenhausen, Macrae, & Garst, 1998; 

Devine & Monteith, 1999; Wegener, Dunn, & Tokusato, 2001). Flexible correction theory suggests that low-

prejudice persons may adjust their assessments and impressions to correct for presumed biases against social targets 

(Bodenhausen et al., 1998; Devine & Monteith, 1999; Wegener et al., 2001).  

Since dark skin color is more likely to activate racial categorization, stereotypes, and biased evaluations 

than is light skin color (Stepanova & Strube, 2009), low-prejudice persons are likely to adjust their assessments of 

dark-skinned (light-skinned) ethnic applicants to be higher (lower) than their initial reactions (Wegener et al., 

2001). Specifically, low-prejudice persons are likely to correct for presumed biases against stereotyped targets in 

situations such as evaluating job applicants and forming impressions of others (Devine & Monteith, 1999).  

Applying flexible correction theory, the following hypotheses are tested: 

 

Hypothesis 3. Among low-prejudice sales professionals, pre-interview impressions will be more favorable for dark-

skinned versus light-skinned Hispanic sales job applicants. 

Hypothesis 4. Low-prejudice sales professionals will have significantly lower pre-interview impressions of light-

skinned Hispanic sales job applicants than will high-prejudice sales professionals. 

 

Methodology 

 
Sample and Research Design 

Participants were recruited from Zoomerang.com, an online survey company that recruits potential participants via 

Internet advertising, referral programs, e-mail, and direct mail services.  

Interested persons sign up to be added to the firm’s panel database (2 million+ members) and receive 

periodic invitations to participate in survey research conducted through Zoomerang. For each completed survey, 
participants received compensatory points that they could redeem for merchandise Zoomerang. For this study, 

Zoomerang contacted participants via e-mail who were then directed to the survey’s Web link. 

A random sample of 225 Zoomerang panel members were selected for the study based on their age (18 

years+), race (Caucasian), and occupation (sales and marketing). Thirty-two respondents were removed because  
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they were employed in non-sales jobs. A final sample of one hundred ninety-three Caucasian sales professionals 

provided their pre-interview impressions of a Hispanic male applicant for an entry-level sales position. One 

hundred-seven males (55.4%) and eighty-six females (44.6%) participated in the study. The participants averaged 

41.2 years of age and 12.1 years of sales experience. A 2 (applicant skin color: light and dark) x 2 (racial prejudice: 

high and low) between-subjects ANOVA was employed to test the hypotheses. 

 

Procedure 

Participants were classified into either a high-prejudice group or a low-prejudice group and received information 

for either a light-skinned or a dark-skinned Hispanic sales job applicant at random. Each participant read a scenario 

online in which three senior personnel from his or her respective company recently screened job applicants for an 

entry-level sales position. The scenario stated that the senior personnel evaluated job applicants on ten factors (e.g., 

personal motivation, communication skills, etc.) deemed relevant for entry-level sales positions and, based on this 

information, asked participants to provide their pre-interview impressions for one of the finalists. 

A stock photograph (2.75 in. [7.0 cm] x 3.75 in. [9.5 cm]) and job applicant description were included as 

reminders of the applicant’s identity. This was done to eliminate the potential confound of research participants 

misidentifying the race/ethnicity of the Hispanic applicant. The job applicant’s description contained the following 

information: 

 

Alejandro Martinez recently received his Bachelor’s Degree in Marketing from a four- year public 

university. He graduated with a 3.0 GPA and was a student chapter member of the marketing club. 

Before graduation, Alejandro worked one semester as a sales intern. He is a U.S. born citizen. 

 

After reading a description of the job applicant, the study participants reviewed the job applicant’s ratings 

assigned by the senior personnel, provided their pre-interview impressions, and answered questions on racial 

attitudes and demographics. Senior personnel ratings were positive and consistent for both skin color conditions of 

the job applicant. 

 

Independent Variables 

A professional graphic artist digitally manipulated a stock photograph of a Hispanic male model into light-skinned 

and dark-skinned conditions (see Figure 1). 

 

                             
FIGURE 1: Photographs of Light-Skinned & Dark-Skinned Hispanic Sales Job Applicant 

 

Participants were grouped into high-prejudice and low-prejudice categories using a median split of the 

Modern Racism scale (McConahay, 1986; Purkiss et al., 2006). The Modern Racism scale (α = .87) is a twelve-

item, five-point Likert scale (e.g., strongly disagree to strongly agree) that tests for subtle prejudice, which is more 

prevalent in America today (see Table 1). Total scale scores range from twelve to sixty, with higher scores 

representing higher levels of prejudice toward Hispanics. To further disguise the research, Modern Racism scale 

items were embedded among several filler questions on social issues. Based on the median split, participants were 

divided into high prejudice (> 38) and low prejudice (</= 38) categories. 

 

1. Global warming is a serious concern. (Filler) 

2. It is easy to understand the anger of Hispanics in America. (MRS)* 

3. Wealthy people do not pay their fair share of taxes. (Filler) 

4. There is no way to end world poverty. (Filler) 

5. Hispanics have more influence upon school language issues than they ought to have. (MRS) 

6. The cost of a college education will become unaffordable for the next generation of students. (Filler) 

7. It is too easy to get a divorce in the United States. (Filler) 

8. Hispanics are getting too demanding in their push for usage of the Spanish language. (MRS) 
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9. With the exception of law enforcement officers, firearms should be banned to the general public. (Filler) 

10. Scientists will find a cure for AIDS within the next fifty years. (Filler) 

11. Mexicans crossing the U.S. border are often dealt with too harshly. (MRS)* 

12. Too many American jobs are being lost overseas. (Filler) 

13. Over the past few years Hispanics have gotten more economically than they deserve. (MRS) 

14. In comparison to the average American worker, corporate executives make too much money. (Filler) 

15. Hispanics often intentionally exclude non-Spanish speakers in their conversations. (MRS) 

16. Same-sex marriages should be legalized. (Filler) 

17. I believe the war on terrorism is the most important issue facing our country. (Filler) 

18. Over the past few years the government and news media have shown more respect to Hispanics than they 

deserve. (MRS) 

19. Welfare recipients can do better for themselves if they just find a job. (Filler) 

20. Television programming has become too violent for the average viewer. (Filler) 

21. Hispanics should not push themselves where they’re not wanted. (MRS) 

22. More alternative energy sources are needed to reduce our dependency on foreign oil. (Filler) 

23. Migrant farm-workers have been treated poorly in many instances. (MRS)* 

24. Discrimination against Hispanics is no longer a problem in the U.S. (MRS) 

25. America should pass tougher trade restrictions on foreign products. (Filler) 

26. Hispanics are taking away too many jobs from non-minorities. (MRS) 

27. The federal government should bail out the subprime lenders. (Filler) 

28. Drinking and driving laws are too strict. (Filler) 

29. Hispanics are taking advantage of their minority status. (MRS) 

30. I am concerned about the housing market. (Filler) 

 

Scale item ratings: Strongly Disagree (1); Disagree (2); Neutral (3); Agree (4); Strongly Agree (5); * Indicate 

reverse-coded items 

TABLE  1: Modern Racism Scale (MRS) 

 

Dependent Measures 

Three items derived from an existing scale were used to assess pre-interview impressions of the applicant (Marshall 

et al., 1998): (1) All in all, how qualified do you think this finalist is for the position? (QUALIFIED); (2) If hired, 

how successful do you believe this finalist would likely be on the job? (SUCCESSFUL); and (3) I would 

recommend the job applicant for the open sales position. (RECOMMEND). Participants responded to each question 

using a 9-point scale, with higher scores indicating more positive evaluations. An aggregate pre-interview 

impression score was formed by averaging responses to the three items (α = .85). Cronbach alpha values were 

nearly identical for the high-prejudiced (0.830) and low-prejudiced (0.863) groups. Correlations between racial 

prejudice and the dependent variable across the three items were not significant (see Table 2). 

 

  
Racial Prejudice 

 Qualified 

Pearson Correlation 0.097 

Sig. (2-tailed) 0.178 

N 193 

Successful 

Pearson Correlation 0.037 

Sig. (2-tailed) 0.611 

N 193 

Recommend 

Pearson Correlation 0.047 

Sig. (2-tailed) 0.514 

N 193 

TABLE 2: Correlations between Racial Prejudice and Dependent Measures 

 

Results 
Before testing the hypotheses, the results of a two-way analysis of covariance (ANCOVA) revealed a significant 

interaction effect between applicant skin color and racial prejudice on pre-interview impressions, F(1, 188) = 15.99, 

p < .01 (see Table 3). Years of sales experience served as a covariate but was not significant F(1, 188) = .09, p =  

.77 (see Table 3). No significant main effects were reported. A graphical representation of the interaction is 

provided in Figure 2. 
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Source 
Type III sum of 

squares 
df M square F p 

Corrected model                          26.950  4           6.737            4.610     0.001  

Intercept                     4,600.439  1    4,600.439     3,147.828           -    

Years of Experience (covariate)                               0.128  1           0.128            0.087     0.768  

Applicant skin color (AS)                            1.481  1           1.481            1.013     0.315  

Racial prejudice (RP)                            1.568  1           1.568            1.073     0.302  

AS × RP                          23.368  1         23.368          15.989           -    

Error                        274.755  188           1.461      

Total                     9,148.222  193       

Corrected total                        301.705  192       

TABLE 3: Tests of Between-Subject Effects 

 

 
FIGURE 2: Interaction of Applicant Skin Color and Racial Prejudice Pre-interview Impression mean 

scores 

 

The first hypothesis predicted that the pre-interview impressions of high-prejudice sales professionals 

would be less favorable for dark-skinned versus light-skinned Hispanic sales job applicants. This hypothesis was 

supported, F(1, 90) = 4.60, p < .05. High-prejudice sales professionals’ pre-interview impressions were less 

favorable for the dark-skinned Hispanic job applicant (M = 6.60, SD = 1.21; n = 47) compared to the light-skinned 

Hispanic job applicant (M = 7.12, SD = 1.10, n = 46).  

The second hypothesis predicted that high-prejudice sales professionals would have significantly lower 

pre-interview impressions of dark-skinned Hispanic sales job applicants than would low-prejudice sales 

professionals. This hypothesis was supported, F(1, 96) = 4.90, p < .05. High-prejudice sales professionals (M = 

6.60, SD = 1.21; n = 47) evaluated the dark-skinned Hispanic job applicant lower on pre-interview impressions than 

did low-prejudice sales professionals (M = 7.11, SD = 1.07; n = 52).  

The third hypothesis predicted that low-prejudice sales professionals would have more favorable pre-

interview impressions of dark-skinned versus light-skinned Hispanic sales job applicants. This hypothesis was 

supported, F(1, 97) = 12.04, p < .01. Low-prejudice sales professionals’ pre-interview impressions were more 

favorable for the dark-skinned Hispanic job applicant (M = 7.11, SD = 1.07; n = 52) compared to the light-skinned 

Hispanic job applicant (M = 6.24, SD = 1.42, n = 48).  

Finally, the fourth hypothesis predicted that low-prejudice sales professionals would haveless favorable 
pre-interview impressions of light-skinned Hispanic sales job applicants than would high-prejudice sales 

professionals. This hypothesis was supported, F(1, 91) = 10.46, p < .01. Low-prejudice sales professionals (M = 

6.24, SD = 1.42; n = 48) evaluated the light-skinned Hispanic job applicant lower on pre-interview impressions 

than did high-prejudice sales professionals (M = 7.12, SD = 1.10; n = 46). 
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Discussion and Implications 
 

Previous studies on employment selection decisions have largely focused on racial stratification (Marshall et al., 

1998; Ford, Gambino, Lee, Mayo, & Ferguson, 2004; Stewart & Perlow, 2001; Terpstra & Larsen, 1980) without 

examining the effects of skin color bias and racial prejudice on pre-interview impressions within the context of 

sales employment. The results of this study revealed a significant interaction between applicant skin color and 

racial prejudice on sales professionals’ pre-interview impressions of Hispanic job applicants.  

Dark skin color is a salient phenotypic feature that heightens Black racial categorization (Charles, 2021). 

Based on racial typicality theory, high-prejudice persons subconsciously stereotype Hispanic sales job applicants 

with phenotypic characteristics considered more typical of Black racial category representation. Our study provides 

support for this theory. Specifically, high-prejudice sales professionals evaluated dark-skinned Hispanic sales 

applicants less favorably on pre-interview impressions than did low-prejudice sales professionals. In addition, high-

prejudice sales professionals’ pre-interview impressions were less favorable for dark-skinned versus light-skinned 

Hispanic job applicants, which also confirms racial typicality theory.  

High-prejudice Whites tend to prefer light-skinned ethnic minorities more than dark-skinned ethnic 

minorities. This is likely because light skin color is a closer approximation to Eurocentric ideals (Jones, 2000). 

Based on flexible correction theory, low-prejudice White sales professionals are expected to adjust their 

assessments and impressions to correct for presumed biases against social targets (i.e., dark-skinned Hispanic job 

applicants) at the expense of less stereotyped social targets (i.e., light-skinned Hispanic job applicants). Our study 

provides support for this theory as well. Low-prejudice sales professionals evaluated light-skinned Hispanic sales 

applicants less favorably on pre-interview impressions than did high-prejudice sales professionals. In addition, low-

prejudice sales professionals’ pre-interview impressions were more favorable for dark-skinned versus light-skinned 

Hispanic job applicants. 

Our results suggest that diversity studies in sales employment decisions should extend to skin color bias, 

an issue that is rarely discussed concerning its possible implications in workplace selection (Harrison & Thomas, 

2009). The potential for employment discrimination exists when high-prejudice White sales professionals evaluate 

dark-skinned Hispanic applicants. Equally important, however, is that low-prejudice White sales professionals may 

subconsciously discriminate against light-skinned Hispanic sales applicants, which would also violate Title VII of 

the 1964 Civil Rights Act and the Equal Employment Opportunity Act (EEOA) of 1972. 

In summary, this study illustrates that past research on selection discrimination in sales employment is 

incomplete and should be extended beyond race and ethnicity. The findings of the present study show that racial 

prejudice level interacts with skin color, a job-irrelevant characteristic, to affect the sales employment prospects of 

Hispanic job applicants. Managerially speaking, educating managers that subtle, race-relevant cues often result in 

biased personnel decisions may reduce subconscious stereotyping and discrimination in employment decisions 

(Gilens, 2004). With an increasing number of companies that employ affirmative action policies, training with an 

emphasis on skin color bias should be conducted during the diversity recruitment, pre-interview, selection, and 

career development processes (Harrison & Thomas, 2009). In doing so, sales organizations may reduce potential 

lawsuits, EEOC complaints, and negative publicity associated with skin color bias allegations while displaying 

sensitivity towards an emerging diversity issue in employment decisions (Earp, 2007). 

 

Limitations and Future Research 
 

Several limitations inherent in the design of the present study provide opportunities for future research. First, 

special care was taken in the stock photo manipulation to ensure that the sales applicant was not misidentified as 

White (i.e., skin color condition too light) or Black (i.e., skin color condition too dark). In addition, skin color 

distinctions are more complicated than the simple light-dark dichotomy presented in this research. For example, 

Latinegras, or Latinas with African and black ancestry, use several skin color distinctions, including dark (negras, 

moreans, and prietas), brown and golden (cholas and mulatas), wheat-colored (trigueñas), light-skinned with black 

features (jabás), and light-skinned with white features (grifas), to reflect their diverse racial and ethnic histories 

(Cruz-Janzen, 2001). Future studies might find an effective way to investigate evaluators’ pre-interview 

impressions of Hispanic job applicants across multiple skin color variations and other phenotypic characteristics.  

Second, skin color bias is a global phenomenon that extends to other racial and ethnic groups. Skin color 

distinctions are significant in many international communities including Latin America, Central America, Cuba 

(Cruz-Janzen, 2003; Hall, 1998), Southeast Asia (Washington, 1990), and India (Béteille, 1967; Hall, 1992). Cross-

cultural studies could provide further insights into how skin color biases affect global communities’ perceptions of 

ethnic sales job applicants. In addition, future research should examine evaluators’ pre-interview impressions of 
U.S. sales job applicants across various racial categories and skin color distinctions. 

Third, the applicant's gender was not included in our research design. Dark-skinned, ethnic female 

applicants are likely to face a combination of interacting cultural stereotypes on skin color, race, and gender (Kulik  
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et al., 2007). Therefore, they may need to display stronger qualifications than other applicants to alter employment 

managers’ pre-interview impressions.  

Future research should investigate the interacting effects of applicant skin color, race, and gender on pre-

interview impressions. 

Finally, this study did not include sales job types in the research design. White employers may prefer 

hiring ethnic applicants who will assimilate into the workplace and will not alienate their customers (Kirschenman 

& Neckerman, 1991). High-prejudice White managers may rationalize that a White customer base would be more 

responsive to White salespersons (Brief et al.,1997). Since light skin color is associated with Whiteness, perhaps 

high-prejudice White sales professionals hold preconceived notions that light-skinned ethnic minority applicants 

would be better suited for higher-status sales jobs that require face-to-face contact with White customers (e.g., 

outside sales) than would dark-skinned ethnic minority applicants. Conversely, to avoid alienating their White 

customers, high-prejudice White sales professionals may steer dark-skinned ethnic minority applicants to lower-

status sales jobs that do not require face-to-face contact with customers (e.g., inside sales). Future studies should 

examine the effects of applicant skin color, sales job type, and prejudice on pre-interview impressions. 
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