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Effect of Attire on Service Quality in Midwestern 
Department Stores 
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Customer service is an integral part of a successful business. There are many aspects of customer service; 
however, one of its initial components is promptness. This study explored the premise that discriminations based 
on attire can influence the promptness of service a customer receives. A field experiment was conducted by 
confederates visiting stores wearing two different styles of attire (formal and informal) and recording the time it 
took to be acknowledged by a sales personnel. As hypothesized, the confederates received service significantly 
more promptly when dressed in formal attire than in informal attire. These results may have implications for both 
department store personnel and consumers. 
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First impressions are often superficial. Frequently, 
physical appearance is the only available social cue, and one 
consequently expects first impressions to be based primarily on 
physical appearance (Buckley & Haefner, 1984; Regan & 
Llamas, 2002). There has been substantial research on the 
impact of physical appearance on one’s perceptions of others. 
For example, Buckley (1983) found that manipulating a 
person’s clothing was an effective method of changing other’s 
perceptions of that person’s physical appearance. Dion, 
Berscheid, and Walster (1972) found support for the idea that 
one should “dress for success” through their findings that 
people who project a physically attractive self-image are 
perceived by others to have better lives, be more competent, 
have more likeable personalities, and be more successful at 
their jobs than less attractive individuals. Clearly, first 
impressions are affected by physical attractiveness, and insofar 
as attire contributes to this effect, one expects individuals with 
formal clothes to be perceived in much the same way as 
reported in Dion, et al. (1972). The present study extends these 
findings, and examines the effect of attire on a particular kind 
of first impression:  the first impression of store customers by 

  

 
1 Molly Gurovitsch (gurov003@umn.edu) received her BA in Psychology in 
December, 2008. She will be perusing a Masters degree in Marriage and 
Family Therapy at East Carolina University in the coming fall. 
 
2 Nicole Prince (princ038@umn.edu) is a senior in The College of Education 
and Human Development. In December 2009, she will receive a BA in 
Kinesiology with a minor in Psychology. She intends to further her studies by 
attending an accredited Physical Therapy program. 
 

department store service representatives and the resulting 
service that is provided.   

In the growing and diversifying retail sector, 
customers have a greater variety of stores to patronize than 
ever before (Leung & Fung, 1996). Since the retail sector has 
become increasingly competitive, high-quality customer service 
has become a vital way to give one’s business a much needed 
edge (Haelsig, Swoboda, Morschett, & Schramm-Klein, 2007). 
Chowdhary and Prakash (2007) emphasized the vital 
importance of customer service, stating that it is an “essential 
strategy for success and survival in today’s competitive 
environment” (p. 493).  

Kim and Lennon (2005) conducted a study involving 
service quality in specialty stores.  They examined whether 
manner of dress impacted service promptness and friendliness 
in large-sized clothing stores.  During the naturalistic 
observation of 90 customers, they found that friendliness of a 
salesperson was affected by variables of dress such as 
attractiveness, fashionability, and formality of clothing. 
Through the analysis rating from a seven-point scale, the 
researchers concluded that customers were identified by the 
salespersons as either “purchasers” or “browsers” based solely 
on their attire, and those who were categorized as purchasers 
experienced friendlier service.  

Paulins (2005) attempted to explore the expectations 
and quality of customer service experienced by college students 
in a variety of subject-selected stores including department 
stores, specialty stores and groceries stores. Through pre-visit 
and post-visit questionnaires, Paulins (2005) showed that there 
were significant differences in the quality of customer service 
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received by participants in differing dress styles. She concluded 
that professionally-dressed students received higher levels of 
service than informally-dressed students. 

Stead and Zinkhan (1986) investigated the effect of sex 
and dress on customer service priority, that is, which 
customers are serviced first. They found that formality of a 
male’s dress had an overall effect on service priority with 
formally-dressed confederates receiving service priority. 
However, a similar effect was not found for female 
confederates. More recently, Ainscough and Motley (2000) 
examined the effect of race, gender, and dress on the quality of 
customer service, measured through service timeliness. In their 
research, they had four different confederates visit stores with 
the intent to return an item without a receipt. For the analysis 
of the dress dimension, each confederate varied their dress 
within two categories: “grubby” and “business casual” attire. 
Ainscough and Motley (2000) found that confederates were 
assisted on average 19 seconds faster when well-dressed or in 
business casual attire, than when they were poorly dressed or in 
grubby attire, regardless of whether they were white, black, 
female, or male.  However, this effect did not reach statistical 
significance. Regan and Llamas (2002) observed that 
employees of women’s clothing stores in a California shopping 
mall serviced their confederates less quickly when the 
confederates were dressed in informal or gym attire than when 
they were dressed in formal or work attire.   

The present investigation addressed some of the 
limitations that were seen in past studies.  First, some past data 
were limited to specialty stores. We focused on department 
stores, which might be expected to supply a larger and more 
diverse population than specialty stores, in terms of age, body 
type, ethnicity, and socio-economic status because of its 
diversity of merchandise.  Another limitation seen in previous 
research was that the observations were limited to one 
confederate, which might limit the generalizability of the 
results.   

The current study was conducted in a variety of 
department stores in the Midwest. Each confederate visited the 
department stores dressed in both formal and informal attire. 
Promptness of service was measured by the time it took for 
each confederate to be approached by a salesperson. It was 
hypothesized that the promptness of customer service would 
differ between the two styles of attire, with formally-dressed 
customers receiving prompter service than informally-dressed 
customers.  
 

METHOD 
 

The experiment's complicated design required 
statistical analysis that accounted appropriately for the 
dependence between confederates' visits. First, some notation:  
Subject refers to an individual trial; Confederate denotes a 
person, one of the individuals who agreed to participate in this 
study; Condition is whether formal or informal attire was worn 
during a trial and Store refers to the store (e.g., Macy's, 
Nordstrom, etc.). In the present design Subject is nested within 
Confederate, Condition, and Store. As our present interest is 

only in the effects of Condition, we conducted a split-plot 
analysis to account for the systematic influence of Confederate 
and Store.   

A total of 7 different department stores were used in 
this study.  The different stores included Sears, Younkers, 
Macy’s, Bloomingdale’s, JC Penney, Sephora, and 
Herberger’s. All the department stores were located in malls 
within the states of Minnesota and South Dakota. Confederates 
consisted of 10 undergraduate students from the University of 
Minnesota-Twin Cities, and the University of South Dakota - 
Vermillion. All confederates were Caucasian females, between 
the ages of 19 and 22 (M=20, SD=0.672).  Confederates were 
not compensated for their participation and at no point prior to 
the study informed of the research hypothesis. 

The independent variable, Condition as denoted above, 
consisted of two levels: formal and informal attire. Formal 
attire was typical “business casual” attire; confederates 
dressing formally were restricted from wearing jeans, t-shirts, 
sweat shirts, and tennis shoes. Informal attire guidelines limited 
this category to sweat/jogging pants and t-shirts or sweaters.  
Confederates were asked to visit four department stores of their 
choice that contain a perfume section, in each type of attire, for 
a total of eight visits. To maintain consistency, and in an effort 
to reduce the effects of confounding variables, confederates 
kept make-up, nail polish, jewelry, hairstyling, purses, and 
other accoutrements constant between department store visits. 
Hats were not worn, cell phones were off, and any shopping 
bags from previous purchases were not present.  

Confederates picked the day of the week and time of 
each visit. Decisions on the ordering of the informal and formal 
visits were made by the confederates. However, the two store 
visits, one made in an informal attire and the other in a formal, 
of a single department store were required to be made at the 
same time, and on the same day of the week a week apart from 
each other. This afforded us the ability to control some 
systematic error, and reduce random error, which may have 
resulted from confederates choosing to go to the same store on 
different days of the week.  For example, some stores are 
much busier (as are the service personnel) during the weekend 
or evening than weekday or morning.  By holding constant the 
day of week and time of day for each of the visits (one 
informal, one formal), we were able to control for this possible 
source of error. The week separation between visits allowed 
informal and formal visits of a department store to be at the 
exact same time of day and also decreased the likelihood that 
sales personnel would recognize our confederates on their 
second visit. 

Upon visiting a department store confederates 
proceeded to a predetermined section of the store: the women’s 
perfume sections, which sold similar products in the chosen 
stores. The same section was used for both the formal and 
informal visit of the same department store. Once they arrived 
at the section, they discretely started a stopwatch to measure 
the dependent variable, which was promptness of service. 
Confederates were told not to make direct eye contact 
(regardless of attire) with sales personnel when approaching or 
browsing through the section of the department store. After the 
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stopwatch was started, confederates browsed the products until 
an employee approached them. When approached, confederates 
said that they were “just looking” and discretely noted the 
elapsed time. If confederates were not approached within eight 
minutes, they reported whether or not employees were present.   

After store visits were made, confederates completed 
post-visit evaluations, which were written for the purpose of 
this study.  The post-visit evaluation asked general questions 
about the confederates’ sex, age, and demographics; the name 
and location of the department store; and the day and time the 
visits were made.  Confederates also recorded in detail the 
attire worn, and any specific issues resulting from the 
department store visits.   

This study was conducted as part of undergraduate 
coursework at the University of Minnesota.  All research 
conducted as part of this coursework was approved by the 
University of Minnesota IRB. 
 

RESULTS 
 

A total of 80 visits were made by the 10 
undergraduates: 40 visits with informal attire; 40 with formal 
attire.  There were 3 confederates who did not receive service 
within the eight-minute time limit during at least one of their 
visits. This occurred a total of 11 times: 5 times for the formal 
attired visits and 6 for the casual attired visits. The data from 
these visits and the corresponding opposite attired visit to the 
same department store were discarded. 

  Stores were visited with the following frequency: 
Nordstrom = 14; Younkers = 4; JC Penney = 10; Sears = 
16; Macy's = 20; Bloomingdale's = 10; Herberger's = 4; 
Sephora = 2.  Formal attired visits had a service promptness 
mean of 169.65 seconds (SD=164.04). Informal attired visits 
had a service promptness mean of 237.25 seconds (SD= 
144.04).  Figure 1 shows the mean differences between the 
formal and informal attires. The analysis was run with 
Statistical Analysis Software's (SAS) PROC MIXED function. 
After accounting for the effects of Confederate and Store, the 
split plot model was significant for the effect of attire (F (1,6) 
= 6.40, p = .0392).  This effect showed that formal-attired 
visits were associated with a shorter service wait. No other 
main effects or interactions were significant. 
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FIGURE 1.  Mean number of seconds until service was received for the 
informal and formal groups. The error bars represent standard 
deviations. 

DISCUSSION 
 

The hypothesis of the present investigation was that 
formally-dressed individuals would receive more prompt 
customer service than informally-dressed individuals. This 
hypothesis was supported in that we found a significant 
difference between the promptness of customer service received 
by individuals in formal and informal attires, with customers 
wearing formal attire receiving significantly more prompt 
service.   

Our findings suggest that people in a retail setting 
make evaluations of others based on outward appearance as 
attire is entirely “outward”. These results are consistent with 
prior research (Stead & Zinkhan, 1986; Kim & Lennon, 2005; 
Regan & Llama, 2002). However, the present research was 
more conclusive than these previous studies. Our experiment 
used methodological design controls to limit the effect of third-
variable problems and the statistical analysis was sophisticated 
enough to account for these design-specific covariates. In such 
a way, we were better able to isolate the effect of attire on 
service. 

There were some limitations to our study that must be 
addressed. One limitation was a possible “breaking of the 
blind,” where confederates suspect the research hypothesis and 
act in accord with their expectations. While we implemented 
design controls to prevent this, the possibility of blind-breaking 
is inevitable. It should be clear that while an effect of attire was 
found, the process by which attire affects service is unclear. It 
may be that attire is a cue of a customer’s wealth for sales 
personnel; therefore, they might act according to that 
perception. Another viable hypothesis is that the attire affects 
the confederates.  For example, a confederate in formal attire 
may, perhaps unconsciously, approach a sales’ counter in the 
predetermined section more confidently than they would 
wearing informal attire. After a moment's reflection, many 
such hypotheses present themselves. Thus, while the attire is 
the causal source of the discrepancy in service time, the mode 
by which this cause results in the discrepancy is unknown. 

Another limitation of this study was the demographics 
of the confederates.  All confederates were between the ages of 
19-22, and they were all Caucasian females.  These 
characteristics narrow the external validity of this study to a 
very specific population. However, this social group, college-
aged students, may be more apt to wear informal attire in a 
public setting. Therefore, store personnel might be more 
inclined to overlook casual dress in college students than in 
middle-aged individuals. For these older age groups, wearing 
informal attire might lead to worse customer service than 
observed in the present study.  Future research may want to 
investigate the differences in service promptness across all age 
groups. 

Customer service is an important element for success 
and longevity of a retail store (Haelsig, et al., 2007). 
Therefore, it is essential that salespeople are aware of 
discriminative sales practices, and its effect on the customer's 
perception of customer-service quality. As evident in our 
findings, a shopper's clothing influences the promptness of 
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service they receive. While sales personnel may not be aware 
that they attend to some customers faster than others depending 
on their attire, others may intentionally pursue such a strategy 
in order to conserve time and effort and to obtain maximum 
commission. Store managers could take measures to encourage 
or require personnel to approach all customers equally. Also, 
management may want to hire secret shoppers to assess 
whether or not personnel perform to store standards. The 
present study did not examine whether or not commission or 
store standards were in place. Additional research would be 
beneficial to determine whether the findings of this study are 
affected by commission and varying store standards. 

A second possibility is for customers themselves to 
dress differently.  As Johnson, Yoo, Kim, and Lennon (2008) 
stated, dress is an advantageous technique for public 
interactions. Until attire discrimination is reduced, customers 
who want to receive prompter service may have to dress more 
formally. Future researchers may wish to investigate if 
formally-dressed customers spend more money in department 
stores than casually-dressed customers. This new information 
could potentially prove a justification for stores associates who 
consciously choose to assist formally-dressed customers before 
informally-dressed customers.  

In conclusion, the present results suggest that 
formally-dressed individuals receive more prompt service than 
informally-dressed customers in department stores. This effect 
is consistent with past investigations. The results may have 
implications for department store management and consumers 
alike. 
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