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The session delivered by Prof. Stephen Courtright offered an insightful and theoretically grounded 

presentation on the role of physical attractiveness in leader emergence, drawing from the recently 

published meta-analytic study co-authored with Thurgood, Liao, Morgan, and Wang. The talk focused 

on the role of physical attractiveness on leadership emergence. Fundamentally, he argued that leadership 

is a mutual influence process and thus it must be granted to the leader. The person granting the 

leadership does so based on judgments they make on the “leader-like” qualities held by the person. 

Since the judgments play a significant role in whether someone will be chosen to be a leader or not, 

understanding what goes into such judgments is seen as a relevant and important area of study. Accurate 

judgment can help the right people to emerge as leaders.  

It is believed that such judgments are formed based on competence, skill, personality and likability. 

However, there is research to show that we also perceive someone as a leader because of unquestioned 

long held beliefs of what competent people look like. One such belief is that possibly competent people 

are also good-looking people. The implicit leadership theory, which suggests that individuals carry 

cognitive schemas of what a leader should look like and physical attractiveness is a part of these mental 

prototypes. Physical attractiveness is also unconsciously seen as a status indicator, and as per the status 

generalization theory (SGT), we infer status from a few overt aspects of the other person, and thus 

people who are perceived to be physically attractive are also seen as high status.  

The establishing of beauty bias in leadership emergence is important because there is research to show 

that people who are physically attractive are not necessarily more or less competent, skilled, intelligent, 

likable etc. The holding of such bias leads to possibly the selection of not the most suitable person to 

the position of leadership. There is clear evidence that at all levels within organizations there is positive 

impact on performance when the right person serves as the leader.  

While there has been scattered evidence on the relationship between beauty and leadership emergence, 

the study presented by Stephen Courtright with the help of a meta-analysis of 65 independent studies 

and 3,500+ participants studied, the questions-is there a beauty bias in leadership emergence? Is there 

a gender difference in perception of beauty and leadership (that is are women and men who are 

physically attractive likely to be equally seen as leader material)? Why are we as humans prone to 

beauty bias? Is the bias likely to be stronger in certain countries and contexts?  



The results of the meta-analysis showed that beauty bias is found to explain leadership emergence 35 

percent of the time. The results also showed that both attractive men and women alike benefitted from 

this bias in leadership assessments.  

Delving deeper into the how and why of this relationship, Prof. Courtright unpacked the mediating 

mechanisms identified through the Stereotype Content Model specifically, perceived warmth and 

perceived competence. The findings showed that while both pathways were relevant, warmth played a 

more substantial and consistent role. In other words, attractive individuals are often assumed to be more 

kind, sociable, and trustworthy traits that facilitate follower endorsement, especially in early-stage or 

informal leadership settings. 

The presentation also mapped out important contextual moderators. For instance, the bias was stronger 

in informal settings and among college student raters, suggesting that structured environments or 

professional experience may temper superficial judgments. Moreover, the beauty bias was found to be 

slightly more pronounced in collectivist cultures, where communal traits like warmth and social 

harmony are more valued. However, contrary to expectations, the bias was not significantly different 

across executive vs. non-executive roles, indicating its pervasiveness even at the highest organizational 

levels. 

The webinar concluded with thoughtful reflections on the ethical and practical implications. Prof. 

Courtright called for a re-evaluation of leadership identification practices, cautioning against over-

reliance on superficial cues that may disadvantage competent individuals who do not fit the 

conventional standards of attractiveness. He advocated for leadership development ecosystems that 

mitigate bias through structured assessments, awareness training, and inclusive criteria. 

The research presented by Dr Courtright challenges all of us to rethink the role of stated and unstated 

criteria in leadership evaluation. It highlights the shortcut we use in making judgments based on 

physical attractiveness. This research emphasized the subtle, often unconscious ways in which people 

are promoted into leadership roles, not decided by merit but by our biases around what physically 

attractive people are capable of. The research hightlights the need to develop leadership selection 

paradigms that are grounded in real capability. 

Overall, the session offered a rigorous and much-needed interrogation of the often-invisible influence 

of physical attractiveness in leadership processes. By revealing how implicit judgments rooted in 

appearance shape real-world opportunities, the talk served as both a scholarly contribution and a call to 

action for HR professionals, academics, and institutional leaders committed to fairness and meritocracy 

in leadership pathways. 
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