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Clothing is an important aspect of communication that can influence the perceptions of wearers’ credibility and attractiveness as
well as a variety of other judgments. In the classroom, these perceptions are made by students about teachers and are a function of
the type of behavior expected from their teachers. This paper argues that we have expectations for appropriate and inappropriate
attire. Burgoon’s expectancy violations theory was applied to the study of clothing and the credibility of instructors in college
classes. Two instructors gave lectures in undergraduate college classes and violated or adhered to the students’ expectations for
appropriate attire and acted in a highly rewarding or less rewarding manner. The results do not support the U-shaped pattern
predicted by expectancy violations theory, but rather, the results suggest that teachers should strive for a moderately formal
clothing style. This result is qualified by the finding that students appeared to have attended to their instructors’ clothing less
under conditions of high reward than in the low-reward conditions. This suggests that teachers’ clothing will be a less consequential
determinant of the impression that their students form when the teachers are otherwise perceived as having a high instrumental
value in and of themselves.

1. Introduction

Clothing is an area of visual communication that is of great
interest to scholars and the lay public alike. There are laws
and ordinances that govern it and strict social norms for its
appropriateness. Clothing is constantly used to measure and
display status and a host of other social variables. Virtually
everyone has expectations for what types of dress will be
worn in specific social contexts and violations of those
norms may elicit a range of responses from onlookers. In
addition to societal-level norms, we also have expectations
for the behavior of particular individuals who we know
based on our regularly occurring interactions with them.
One important context in which these expectations clearly
play a part is in the classroom. When building a rapport
with students, instructors are often aware of the impression
they make on their students with their appearance. Many
studies have been conducted to shed light on the impact
of instructor attire on student perceptions but no studies
have taken the character of the individual instructor into

account. Expectancy Violations Theory (EVT) explains how
both societal and individual expectations contribute to
reactions to those whose behavior noticeably deviates from
expectations [1–3]. Given the importance of clothing for
making judgments about others in everyday interaction, EVT
appears to hold considerable promise for predicting the
impact of instructor clothing practices on the impressions of
students.

2. Expectancy Violations Theory

According to Burgoon’s research [1–6], EVT frames inter-
personal communication patterns and their outcomes within
the context of expectancies and violations of those expec-
tations. Expectancies are enduring patterns of anticipated
behavior for a particular individual that are appropriate,
desired, or preferred. Expectancies can take a variety of
forms. For example, when walking through a crosswalk, we
expect motorists to stop and wait, and we trust that they
will do so. When we go to the dentist, fly on an airplane,
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or take a college course, we expect to deal with people
who can perform their jobs competently [7]. Violations of
expectancies occur when actions are sufficiently discrepant
from the expectancy to be noticeable. Deviant or unexpected
behaviors, by virtue of their novelty, can draw attention to
the communicator and increase the information processing
engaged in by the receiver. For example, if an instructor
comes to class wearing a new dress shirt, students are not
likely to notice it because it is not sufficiently discrepant from
the norm, but if an instructor arrives to teach a class wearing
only a t-shirt and shorts, we would certainly notice it because,
as EVT suggests, expectancy violations catch our attention
and heighten our awareness of the situation [7].

One key assumption of EVT is that communicators
have characteristics which have valences attached to them.
Suppose a single woman is sitting on a bus and a man
sitting across from her is staring at her, thus violating her
expectations of eye contact norms. How should she react?
This will depend greatly on how she perceives the person
committing the expectancy violation. If he is professionally
dressed and attractive, she might think he is flirting with
her and react positively by returning his stare or smiling
at him. If he is shabbily dressed and unattractive, she
might assume his stare is threatening and react negatively
by averting his gaze or changing seats. EVT assumes that
although individual communicators have many character-
istics, the communicator reward level refers to whether the
communicator, on balance, is deemed rewarding or not
and whether or not interactions with the communicator
are desired. We evaluate all communicators on a positive
to negative continuum according to their apparent “reward
value” for us. Communicators who have a high reward level
are those who provide more positively valued messages than
negatively valued messages. Conversely, communicators who
have a low reward level are those who generally provide
more negatively valued messages than positively valued
messages. Someone who is physically attractive, has a great
sense of humor, has high status, can help us attain our
goals, or gives us positive feedback, or instance, should be
more positively regarded than someone who is physically
repulsive, lacks a sense of humor, is of lower status, cannot
help us attain goals, or who gives us negative feedback
[8]. Heightened awareness of the communicator, caused
by expectancy violations, can exaggerate the value of the
communicator. When this unexpected behavior is attributed
to a rewarding communicator, receivers tend to be more
charitable than when unexpected behavior is committed
by less rewarding communicators. Thus, highly rewarding
communicators are given more “slack” than less rewarding
communicators.

The communicator reward level is not the only infor-
mation available to the person who is interpreting the
behavior of others. EVT recognizes that both positively and
negatively regarded communicators may commit expectancy
violations and that those behaviors have valences attached to
them. The violation valence refers to the interpretation about
the behavior made by the person observing the behavior,
whether positive or negative. An example may clarify this
point. Suppose that a student is required to give a speech

in her public speaking class. The speech teacher is someone
she likes and admires (has high communicator reward)
and so she expects positive feedback from the teacher on
her speech. If the teacher praises her work and gives her
constructive suggestions for improvement, her expectations
have been confirmed. If the teacher criticizes her work,
saying it is the worst speech she or he has ever heard, thus
embarrassing the student in front of the whole class, EVT
would call this a negative violation. If the teacher praises
her speech glowingly in front of the entire class, saying
it is a great example for them to follow, the teacher has
committed what EVT would call a positive violation. Thus,
communicators with both high and low reward may commit
positive or negative expectancy violations, so one must take
into account both the behavior itself and the communicator
who enacts the behavior when deciding how to interpret a
certain function.

When these two variables, the communicator reward
level and the violation valence, are combined, EVT makes
specific predictions about how their behaviors will be
interpreted. Specifically, EVT predicts that positive viola-
tions will cause more positive outcomes than confirming
behavior and negative violations will produce more negative
outcomes than confirmations. Thus, for highly rewarding
communicators, violations of expectancies can help to draw
attention to the behavior and engender more positive inter-
pretations of the behavior, creating an inverted U-shaped
curve with both positive and negative expectancy violations
rated more favorably than expectancy confirmations. Less
rewarding communicators should avoid expectancy viola-
tions, however, because when they draw attention to the
communicator, they serve to produce negative evaluations of
the behavior, thus creating a U-shaped curve with expectancy
conformations rated more favorably than either positive or
negative expectancy violations. Many of Burgoon’s experi-
ments have confirmed this relationship. For example, in a
series of field experiments, Burgoon and Aho [9] provide
evidence that rewarding communicators create favorable
outcomes by violating, rather than confirming expectations
while nonrewarding communicators usually create the most
favorable outcomes by confirming rather than violating
space expectations.

3. Instructor Clothing as Communication

Clothing behavior is an area for obvious application of
EVT given that we hold expectations for what appropriate
attire is and what certain types of dress mean when they
violate these social norms. There is little doubt that style of
dress influences the attributions made about the wearer; the
empirical evidence for the impact of clothing on impression
management abounds. For example, both male and female
models’ intelligence was judged to be highest when dressed
formally [10]. Many studies have shown that the success
of compliance-gaining attempts are affected by the clothing
worn by the source of the message with formal or high-
status attire resulting in more successful influence attempts
[11–15]. Bushman [16, 17] and Bickman [18] found that
study participants dressed as authority figures, wearing the
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uniforms of fire fighters or security guards, were able to
gain compliance from targets even when their request was
not related to their realm of authority. A meta-analysis of
nonverbal behavior and compliance gaining indicates that
sources wearing more formal and higher-status clothing are
more successful at gaining compliance in a variety of contexts
[19].

Although there are no studies of instructor attire that
directly test the expectancies of students for their teachers,
there are a plethora of studies that examine the desirability
of various clothing types in an instructional setting. This
section will first review those studies that demonstrate the
influence clothing has on perceptions of instructors so that
the influence of expectancy violations can be discussed later.
For example, many studies have shown that teachers can gain
more credibility from their students when they dress more
formally. School administrators feel that formal clothing
is more appropriate for classroom teachers than informal
clothing [20]. Bassett [21] found that high-status dress (suit
and tie for males, a dress and heels for females) was rated
as significantly more credible than low-status dress (jeans
and work shirt for males, inexpensive blouse and shoes for
females). Professional attire of instructors can even affect
the perceptions students have of their educational experience
after graduation [22].

Student ratings of instruction are also higher for teaching
assistants who are perceived to dress more professionally
[23]. Teaching assistants wearing formal clothing received
a higher score on credibility, intelligence, and preparation
than those wearing semiformal or informal clothing [24].
Informal clothing is not always negative, though, because
instructors dressed in informal clothing style (jeans and a
sweater) were rated as most approachable and flexible, yet
elicited ratings of least respect [25]. According to Butler
and Roesel [25], teachers in jeans are viewed as fun,
approachable, not especially knowledgeable, commanding
limited respect, not looking like a teacher, but generally the
style students prefer overall. In contrast, the suited teacher
was seen as unapproachable, not especially fun, but someone
who possessed the image of a teacher. Similarly, Davis
[26] found that formality was negatively associated with
friendliness, sympathy, clarity of communication, enthusi-
asm, and flexibility but positively associated with knowledge.
A moderate clothing style is formal enough to command
respect, yet not so formal as to discourage contact among
college students [27, 28].

Similarly, in another study of college students’ attribu-
tions, Sweat and Zentner [29] found that teachers wearing
dramatic styles (bold or severe design lines) were seen
as unconventional, approachable, sophisticated, and dom-
inant. Those wearing natural styles (informal, casual, and
comfortable, with minimal ornamentation) were viewed
as conventional, somewhat approachable and unsophisti-
cated, and slightly dominant. Teachers wearing romantic
styles (feminine with gently curved lines) were seen as
approachable, unconventional, sophisticated, and submissive
while those wearing classic styles (simple, conservative, and
tailored) were seen as very conventional, sophisticated, and
dominant as well as somewhat standoffish.

Lukavsky, et al. [27] suggest that a moderate style which
encourages contact but also fosters credibility and respect
is the ideal. This suggests that for many students, what is
most expected and desired is a moderate degree of formality
in the attire of their instructors, but no studies have taken
into account the reward value of the instructor. Based on
the propositions of EVT, when a behavior is enacted by a
positively valenced communicator (i.e., someone with high
reward value), deviation from expectation will be associated
with more positive communication outcomes, relative to
behaviors that meet expectation. On the other hand, for
a negatively valenced communicator (i.e., someone with
low reward value), any deviations from the norm will be
evaluated negatively. Prior research on EVT suggests that
these patterns will hold for attitudinal or evaluative outcomes
such as ratings of source credibility and attractiveness as
well as cognitive outcomes such as attention to message
or information processing [1, 2]. We therefore developed
hypotheses from EVT that include these two classes of
communication outcomes. In terms of evaluative outcomes,
we hypothesized the following.

H1: For high reward value teachers, the relationship
between deviation from expectations and evaluations
of the teacher is curvilinear such that either a positive
or negative deviation will produce the most positive
evaluations of credibility and attraction and the most
recall of message information than behaviors that
meet expectations.

H2: For low reward value teachers, the relationship
between deviation from expectations and evaluations
of the teacher is curvilinear such that either positive
or negative deviations will produce the most negative
evaluations of credibility and attraction and less recall
of message information than behaviors that meet
expectations.

4. Overview of Present Experiment

Many studies of clothing effects use photographs as the
stimulus materials, often with the heads removed in order
to eliminate any bias. Butler and Roesel [30] acknowledge
that this has the effect of ensuring the perceiver’s attention
to clothing. However, this method comes at the cost of
mundane realism. Clothing messages are complex and are
combined with a host of other nonverbal and verbal messages
[31]. In a realistic setting, additional stimuli may dilute
the strength of the clothing cue but would more closely
approximate the judgments made of teachers while lecturing
in a classroom [30]. As a result, a method utilizing actual
teachers similar to that used by Morris et al. [32] and
Gorham et al. [33] in two of their “fashion in the classroom”
studies was used. In the present experiment, styles of clothing
that were less formal than expected, expectedly formal,
and more formal than expected were selected based on
extensive pilot-testing. Actual teachers then wore these exact
outfits while giving a guest lecture in a college class, under
conditions of high or low reward value to the students.
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Table 1: Means and standard deviations for appropriateness/
expectation of apparel presented in the pretest.

Formality of clothing

Wearer Less than expected As expected More than expected

Female 1.98∗ (.90) 4.29 (.66) 3.95∗ (.81)

Male 1.66∗ (.92) 4.29 (.64) 3.25∗ (1.15)

Note: standard deviations are in parentheses. Significant differences between
males and females are noted with an asterisk (P < .05).

5. Method

5.1. Participants. Participants were 240 students enrolled
in a multisection course on business communication at
a large southwestern university. The participants’ average
age was 21.86 (SD = 3.62) with 65% males and 35%
females. Participants’ racial backgrounds were as follows: 1%
American Indian or Alaskan Native, 10% Asian or Pacific
Islander, 1% Black, 9% Hispanic, 76% White, and 3% other.
The self-rated socioeconomic status of participants’ families
of origin was 12% “upper class,” 46% “upper-middle class,”
36% “middle class,” 5% “lower-middle class,” and 2% “lower
class.”

5.2. Pilot Test. A pilot test was conducted in order to estimate
the expectations of undergraduate students for “moderate”
attire of their instructors. Participants for the pilot test
were 208 students in either one of 8 sections of the class
mentioned, or 2 sections of a comparable class. Students who
participated in the pilot test were not involved in the actual
experiment. Participants in the pilot test viewed 15 slides of
the confederates, who were actually college instructors who
were part of the experiment, in “formal,” “moderate,” or
“casual” clothing presented in random order.

The stimulus included multiple instantiations of each
level of formality. The pictures were cropped so that the
model and his or her clothing were only evident from the
neck down. Subjects saw each slide for 25 seconds and were
asked to rate how appropriate, reasonable, expected, usual,
and consistent the attire was using a semantic differential
scale while they viewed the slide. Alpha reliabilities for this
scale ranged from .76 to .89 for the different clothing
conditions, with and average alpha of .83. This combined
index was used as a dependent measure to select different
clothing examples for use in the actual study. Three different
sets of apparel (formal, moderate, and casual) were selected
for a male style of dress, and a corresponding set of three
outfits were selected for a female style of dress based upon
results of the pilot test. These 6 clothing examples were
selected by virtue of (1) being significantly different from
each other based on a one-way ANOVA with formality as
the independent variable for males, and a similar ANOVA
for the female style and (2) the lack of a significant difference
in the ratings of the male and female style at the same level
of formality (i.e, the female casual could not be significantly
different from the male casual). Means, standard deviations,
and results of these analyses appear in Table 1 and the actual
apparel appears in Figure 1.

As evident from Table 1, the three clothing conditions
were significantly different from each other for both the
male and female models however, there were some significant
differences in violations of expectations for the male and
female model at the same level of formality (although the
pilot test indicated that the male and female confederate
were significantly different in some cases, this was taken
as a product of their clothing (the female was dressed
more casually than the male in the informal condition and
the male was dressed more formally than the female in
the formal condition) we were limited by their wardrobes,
and thus these differences should not be taken as concrete
sex differences for the analyses of the experimental data,
the two confederates were combined as such, these two
confederates should not be seen representative of all males
and all females).

5.3. Procedure. For the main experiment, one male and one
female graduate teaching assistant served as confederates
in the study. These confederates were the same instructors
with the same outfits as those who appeared in the pilot
test. They were each in their late 20s, of similar build,
attractiveness, and ethnicity. The confederates were given a
15-minute guest lecture that they presented to 12 discussion
sections of a business communication class during their
regularly scheduled class meetings. The sizes of each group
are presented in Table 2.

Each confederate gave the guest lecture 6 times, three
times in the positive reward and three times in the negative
reward condition while wearing formal, moderate, and
casual attire. The formal condition consisted of a dark
suit and conservative tie for the male and a dark suit and
high-heels for the female. The moderate clothing condition
consisted of a collared dark golf shirt and khaki slacks for
the male and a long-sleeve dark blouse and tan slacks for
the female. The casual condition consisted of a plain t-shirt,
shorts, and running shoes for the male and a flannel shirt,
sweat pants, and sandals with socks for the female. The
confederates were trained not to stray from their script and
to use identical visual aids and nonverbal cues in order to
assure comparability across sections, but care was taken to
ensure the practiced speech sounded natural.

Positive and negative valance of the instructors was
manipulated at the beginning of the confederates’ guest
lecture. In the positive reward condition, the confederate
presented an overhead transparency with some free exam
questions and the subjects were given time to copy them
down. The confederate told the subjects:

Your professor has asked me to write a couple of exam
questions for your final exam. I think the best way to
start off this lecture is by giving you those questions.
I think it will help you focus on the lecture a little
better since you’ll know what to be watching for.
These three exam questions will be on your final—
write the answers down, they are freebees!

In the negative reward condition, the confederate pre-
sented a list of 45 possible exam topics on an overhead
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(a) Male clothing selected from pilot test

(b) Female clothing selected from pilot test

Figure 1: Clothing styles worn by confederates in the experiment.

Table 2: Cell sizes and means and standard deviations for all dependent measures.

Competence Character Caring Soc. Attrac. Phys. Attrac. Homophily Recall

Sex Reward Formality N M SD M SD M SD M SD M SD M SD M SD

Male

High
Casual 22 2.05 .60 1.86 .64 2.47 .51 4.66 1.07 4.03 .69 4.08 .73 2.80 1.06

Moderate 18 2.09 1.02 2.06 1.01 2.80 .76 4.23 1.26 4.22 1.22 4.04 1.01 2.72 1.07

Formal 21 2.09 .63 2.33 .56 2.83 .59 4.56 .91 3.91 1.13 3.84 .89 3.37 .50

Low
Casual 21 2.17 .51 2.12 .50 2.75 .43 4.53 .78 3.90 .95 4.06 .69 3.10 .79

Moderate 12 1.78 .47 2.01 .43 2.56 .76 4.80 1.08 4.52 1.39 4.86 1.20 3.42 .67

Formal 18 2.06 .59 2.56 .93 3.26 .72 3.82 1.05 3.51 .99 3.57 .75 2.78 .81

Female

High
Casual 22 2.38 .63 2.43 .65 3.11 .77 4.20 .97 4.04 1.18 4.02 .45 2.68 .95

Moderate 22 2.20 .56 1.86 .45 2.78 .57 4.39 .83 4.43 .98 3.85 .85 3.05 .95

Formal 25 2.42 .60 2.41 .65 3.05 .73 4.18 .83 4.59 1.09 3.83 .78 2.33 .87

Low
Casual 20 2.43 .46 2.47 .54 2.94 .58 3.97 .84 3.49 .94 3.83 .57 2.32 1.06

Moderate 19 2.40 .67 2.07 .64 2.86 .57 4.40 .77 4.58 1.24 3.70 1.04 3.56 .71

Formal 20 3.08 .65 3.17 .59 3.44 .60 4.03 .97 4.34 1.68 3.78 .96 2.95 1.13
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transparency and did not give the subjects enough time to
write them down. The confederate said:

Your professor has asked me to write a couple of exam
questions for your final exam. I think the best way
to start off this lecture is by quickly showing you a
list of topics that I could use to make up those exam
questions. You do not need to write them all down
because I will be discussing all of these things in the
next 15 minutes.

After the guest lecture, the confederate gave the sub-
jects the posttest questionnaire and left the room. The
subjects’ regular class instructors (also graduate students)
collected the surveys and returned them to the experi-
menters. Although there are a variety of ways in which a
communicator’s positive and negative reward value could be
manipulated, the nature of the confederate’s contact with
the subjects and the motivations and goals of the subjects
put constraints on potential operationalizations of reward
value. We sought to develop a manipulation that would be
unambiguous, easily implemented in a classroom setting,
and equally meaningful to all audience members, while still
being realistic in the context of an educational setting. By
having the guest lecturer either give students exam questions
and answers or just a long list of potential exam question
topics, subjects would either immediately recognize the value
of the guest lecturer or dismiss the information about exam
questions as useless, if not become downright agitated with
the guest lecturer’s flippancy. In so doing, the reward value
manipulation was designed to create a sense of utility and
helpfulness (or lack thereof) in the guest lecturer.

5.4. Dependent Measures

5.4.1. Credibility. Perceptions of the confederates’ credibility
were measured using the 6-item competence (α = .83) and
the 6-item character (α = .84) subscales from McCroskey
[34] credibility instrument. As an additional measure of
credibility, participants completed Teven and McCroskey’s
[35] 9-item perceived caring measure (α = .89). All items
were measured on a 5-point semantic differential differential
scale. The competence subscale included items with end-
points such as “reliable/unreliable,” “informed/uninformed,”
and “qualified/unqualified.” Character was measured with
items such as “honest/dishonest,” “pleasant/unpleasant,” and
“friendly/unfriendly.” The caring measure included items
such as “cares about me/does not care about me,” “has my
interests at heart/does not have my interests at heart,” and
“self-centered/not self-centered.”

5.4.2. Attractiveness and Similarity. Attractiveness was mea-
sured using a 7-point Likert-type scale using the 5-item
physical attraction (α = .80) and 5-item social attraction
(α = .68) subscales of the interpersonal attraction measure
[36]. The physical attraction items included “I think he
or she is quite handsome or pretty” and “I find him or
her attractive physically.” The social attraction dimension
included items such as “I think he or she could be a friend

of mine” and “I would like to have a friendly chat with
him or her.” The perceived homophily scale [37] was used to
measure perceptions of similarity to the target and included
items measured on a 7-point semantic differential scale such
as “does not think like me/thinks like me” and “similar to
me/different than me.” Although originally designed with
4-item attitudinal and 4-item background subscales, these
were combined into a 8-item general homophily index (α =
.82) due to the low reliability of the background subscale.
Attractiveness is a common dependent variable in social-
psychological research and was measured by the majority of
our literature cited previously. In order to keep our study
consistent with past research, we included attractiveness in
our study. Attractiveness and similarity are treated as similar
dependent variables in the analyses here because of the link
documented by many theorists between the two constructs
[38, 39].

5.4.3. Recall. Participants’ recall of the lecture material was
measured using four multiple-choice questions based on
information presented in the guest lecture, producing a scale
that ranged from 0–4 depending on the number of answers
the subjects correctly recalled.

6. Results

Hypothesis 1 predicted that high-reward teachers would be
rated most positively under conditions of deviations from
expectation (either more or less formal) compared to those
who meet expectations. Hypothesis 2 predicted that low-
reward teachers would be rated most positively when they
meet participants’ expectations for clothing formality, and
that they would experience comparatively lower ratings when
their clothing deviates (either more or less formal) from
expectation. These hypotheses were evaluated with a series of
2 (reward value: high, low) by 3 (clothing formality: formal,
moderate, casual) MANOVAs that treated the credibility
ratings (competence, character, and caring) attractiveness
ratings (social attractiveness, physical attractiveness, and
homophily) and recall of the lecture as dependent measures.
Although sex was not a theoretical variable of interest,
we conducted the analyses initially with the sex of the
respondent as a covariate but, contrary to the findings of
others like Lightstone et al. [28], sex of the respondent did
not have an appreciable effect on the results. There was only
two out of seven variables, social attractiveness, F (1, 225) =
5.22, P = .02, η2 = .02 and message recall, F (1, 225) =
11.26, P < .01, η2 = .05 for which there was a significant
difference (females saw the confederates as more socially
attractive but males had greater recall of the lectures overall)
and sex did not interact with any of the study variables
(reward, formality, or reward X formality) thus, sex was
not included as a covariate for any of the analyses reported.
The means and standard deviations for all seven dependent
variables can be found in Table 2.

Results of this analysis for the credibility ratings, found
in Table 3, revealed a significant multivariate main effect for
confederate reward value, and for clothing formality. How-
ever, there was no reward by clothing formality interaction.
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Table 3: Multivariate analysis of variance for credibility ratings.

Independent
variable

Multivariate effect Univariate effects

Reward Wilks’s Λ = 0.97, F (3, 230) = 2.75, P = .044
Competence F (1, 232) = 3.20, P = .075, η2 = .01

Character F (1, 232) = 8.29, P = .004, η2 = .03

Caring F (1, 232) = 2.71, P = .101, η2 = .01

Formality Wilks’s Λ = 0.86, F (6, 460) = 6.05, P < .001
Competence F (2, 232) = 3.53, P = .031, η2 = .03

Character F (1, 232) = 16.94, P < .001, η2 = .12

Caring F (1, 232) = 8.08, P < .001, η2 = .06

Reward ×
formality

Wilks’s Λ = 0.98, F (6, 460) = 0.98, P = .438
Competence F (2, 232) = 1.03, P = .359

Character F (1, 232) = 2.17, P = .123

Caring F (1, 232) = 2.59, P = .077

Post hoc univariate tests for the reward main effect indicated
that subjects rated the high reward value teacher higher in
character and somewhat higher on competence (effect sizes
were hand calculated using the formula recommended by
Levine and Hullett [40] for η2). Post-hoc univariate analyses
of the formality main effect indicated significant main
effects for competence, character, and caring. It was always
the teacher in the high-formality clothing condition that
received the highest credibility ratings. Post-hoc Tukey HSD
tests on these means indicated that for all three dependent
measures, the formal condition was significantly higher than
the moderate condition, and the moderate condition never
differed significantly from the casual condition. The formally
dressed teachers were rated as significantly more caring
and as having significantly more character than their casual
counterparts. The means for competence, character, and
perceived caring are visually displayed in Figures 2, 3, and
4, respectively.

As a further test of hypotheses 1 and 2, a similar 2
(reward level) by 3 (clothing formality) MANOVA was
run on the two attractiveness subscales and the homophily
scale. Results of this analysis, found in Table 4, indicated
no significant multivariate main effect for reward level.
However, there was a significant multivariate main effect for
clothing formality. As with the ratings of credibility, there
was no reward level by clothing formality interaction. Post-
hoc univariate tests for the formality main effect indicated
significant differences in ratings of physical attractiveness,
but not social attractiveness or homophily. Tukey HSD tests
indicated that the moderately dressed teachers were rated
as significantly more physically attractive than the casually
dressed teachers. However, the formally dressed teachers did
not differ significantly from either of the other two clothing
conditions. The means for social attractiveness, physical
attractiveness, and homophily are visually represented in
Figures 5, 6, and 7, respectively.

In general, the interaction between reward value and
degree of expectancy violation in clothing formality that is
predicted by EVT was not supported by these results. Rather,
it appears that clothing formality operates independent
of teacher reward value such that the more formal than
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Figure 2: Effects of reward valence and formality on competence.

expected teacher was generally rated higher than the moder-
ately or casually dressed teacher. This effect for formality of
clothing was unquestionably more powerful than the effect
for teacher reward level.

For the recall-dependent measure, hypothesis 1 predicted
that under conditions of high reward, the best recall should
occur in the formal or casual conditions. Hypothesis 2
predicted the exact opposite pattern for low-reward teachers:
the moderately dressed teachers would be attended to most
carefully, thus producing greater recall of information than
those teachers who violated expectations by being more or
less formal than expected. These hypotheses were tested
with a 2 (reward) by 3 (clothing formality) ANOVA that
treated recall accuracy as the dependent measure. This
analysis indicated no significant main effect for reward level,
F (1, 223) = 3.09, P = .080, although the pattern of means
suggested slightly better recall from high-reward versus
low-reward teachers when both were dressed moderately.
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Table 4: Multivariate analysis of variance for attractiveness and homophily ratings.

Independent
variable

Multivariate effect Univariate effects

Reward Wilks’s Λ = 0.99, F (3, 219) = 0.38, P = .766
Soc. attrac. F (1, 221) = 0.66, P = .416

Phys. attrac. F (1, 221) = 1.03, P = .312

Homophily F (1, 221) = 0.10, P = .749

Formality Wilks’s Λ = 0.92, F (6, 438) = 3.33, P = .003
Soc. attrac. F (2, 221) = 2.39, P = .094, η2 = .02

Phys. attrac. F (2, 221) = 4.10, P = .018, η2 = .04

Homophily F (2, 221) = 2.22, P = .111, η2 = .02

Reward ×
formality

Wilks’s Λ = 0.98, F (6, 438) = 0.81, P = .560
Soc. attrac. F (2, 221) = 1.82, P = .165

Phys. attrac. F (2, 221) = 1.26, P = .285

Homophily F (2, 221) = 0.64, P = .527
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Figure 3: Effects of reward valence and formality on character.

However, there was a significant main effect for clothing
formality, F (2, 223) = 4.96, P = .008, η2 = .04. There
was no reward level by clothing formality interaction,
F (2, 223) = 2.30, P = .103. Post-hoc analysis of the
individual means with the Tukey HSD test indicated that
the teacher who was dressed at a moderate level of formality
produced significantly greater recall than the teacher dressed
at the casual level. However, the formally dressed teachers
did not differ significantly from the other two in terms of
student recall. The means for recall accuracy are presented in
Figure 8.

These results do not support the predictions of EVT as
stated in these hypotheses. Once again, clothing formality
appears to operate independent of teacher reward level. In
this case, it was the teacher who wore the moderate attire who
produced the greatest recall of lecture material.
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Figure 4: Effects of reward valence and formality on perceived
caring.

7. Discussion

This study tested a core prediction from expectancy vio-
lations theory, namely, that high-reward communicators
would produce the most favorable reactions and outcomes
when their clothing behavior is deviant from the audi-
ence’s expectations, and that low-reward communicators
would produce the most favorable reactions and outcomes
when their clothing behavior conforms to the audience’s
expectations. This hypothesis was tested in the context of
an educational setting. The expected/unexpected nonverbal
behavior was manipulated through the formality of college
teachers’ clothing. In general, the results are not supportive of
the U-shaped pattern of outcomes that are expected for high
reward communicators, and are only occasionally supportive
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Figure 5: Effects of reward valence and formality on social
attractiveness.
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Figure 6: Effects of reward valence and formality on physical
attractiveness.

of the inverted U-shaped pattern of results predicted for
low-reward communicators. Rather, the results are more
consistent with a “formality” main effect hypothesis whereby
expectedly or beyond expectedly formal attire produced the
most favorable attitudinal and cognitive outcomes from the
student audiences, regardless of the reward value of the
teacher. This is further bolstered by fact that the effect sizes
for formality reveal it was the most influential variable,
although the magnitude of these effects should still be
considered small.
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Figure 7: Effects of reward valence and formality on homophily.
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Figure 8: Effects of reward valence and formality on recall accuracy.

8. Clothing and Teacher Credibility

Results for teacher credibility ratings indicate that the teach-
ers who wore the most formal attire consistently received
the highest ratings of credibility from students, regardless
of their reward valence. These results are consistent with
numerous studies in the area of clothing and compliance
gaining that consistently reveal a positive association between
the formality or status conveyed through the clothing,
and the success of compliance-gaining attempts [17, 19].
This is similar to the findings of Workman et al. [24]
and Lightstone et al. [28] who found that formal clothing
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received the highest ratings of credibility and intelligence but
the semiformal and informal clothing were not significantly
different from each other. Results from this study suggest
that the positive effects for formal clothing on perceptions
of competence appear to be as achievable though moderately
(i.e., expected) formal attire as through very formal (i.e.,
beyond expectation) attire, especially when the wearer
otherwise has a high reward value to the audience.

9. Clothing and Teacher Attractiveness

The pattern of means for ratings of low reward value
teachers’ attractiveness, although not significantly different,
were generally consistent with the predictions of EVT, in that
those who conformed to audiences’ expectations produced
the most favorable outcomes. However, for the high reward
value teachers, clothing formality had little effect on ratings
of attractiveness. These distinctions between high and low
reward value teachers are very tentative in that there was no
reward value main effect for any of the attraction measures.

Collectively, teachers in the moderate and formal cloth-
ing conditions were rated as more physically attractive than
the more casually dressed teacher, regardless of the reward
value condition. As with credibility, more formal clothing
may not improve outcomes relative to moderate formality,
but casual clothing was clearly seen as less attractive than the
other two styles.

A notable feature of the results on attractiveness is the
lack of main effects for clothing formality on students’
ratings of the teachers’ social attractiveness or homophily.
Given the generally casual clothing practices of American
undergraduate students, it is surprising that students did not
rate the more casually dressed teachers as particularly similar
to the self. This suggests that students may not rely on the
formality of a teacher’s clothing when making judgments
about similarity to the self. Perhaps other dimensions of
clothing such as color schemes and stylishness, are more
salient cues to homophily than formality.

Unlike the results from Butler and Roesel’s [30] study,
students in this study did not see casually dressed teachers
as any more socially attractive than more formally dressed
teachers. This may be due in part to business orientation of
both the students and class that they were in. College business
majors may not be as predisposed to find blatantly casual
attire as socially attractive, compared to high school students
such as those in Butler and Roesel’s study, who may find the
behavior to be desirably rebellious.

10. Message Learning

Students were expected to exhibit best recall of message
content when the clothing of high-reward communicators
was discrepant from expectation, and when the clothing
of low-reward communicators conformed to expectation.
However, this interaction between formality and reward
value was not evident. Rather, it was the teacher who dressed
at the moderate level who appeared to produce the best
learning in the students when compared to those who
wore unexpectedly casual attire. There was no significant

difference between the moderate and formally dressed teach-
ers. These results are explainable by considering the effects
of distraction on message learning and attitude formation
[41]. The moderate attire may be seen least salient and
distracting to students, allowing them to focus largely on
the information being presented rather than the unusual
clothing of the teacher.

11. Clothing Formality and Teacher
Reward Value

Expectancy violations theory predicts an interaction between
communicator reward value and the extent to which com-
municators’ behavior conforms to or violates expectation.
Results from this study, however, indicate that reward value
and violations of expectations (of clothing formality) operate
independent of each other. One of the more consistent find-
ings from this study was the lack of any effect for formality
under conditions of high teacher reward. For virtually all
dependent variables (e.g, credibility, attractiveness, and recall
of message content) there was little discrimination among
the different clothing styles, provided that the teacher was in
the high-reward condition. It appears as if students overlook
a teacher’s clothing upon learning that the teacher will be an
effective conduit to a high score on an upcoming exam. Once
they saw this inherent value in the teacher, they did not seem
to care what he or she was wearing when making judgments
of his or her attractiveness and credibility. On the other
hand, when the utility of the teacher was less apparent, the
pattern of means suggested that students may have attended
more carefully to his or her clothing when making these
judgments. This suggest that a teacher’s clothing will be a
less consequential determinant of the impression that their
students form, to the extent that they are otherwise perceived
as having a high instrumental value.

12. EVT and Teacher Clothing

Some empirical tests of EVT have yielded conclusions
that question the pervasiveness of the predicted interac-
tion between communicator reward value and expected or
unexpected nonverbal behavior for explaining outcomes and
reactions from others. Burgoon [42, page 107] noted that “it
appears that a U pattern may not be applicable to all commu-
nication consequences across all communication contexts”
Shortly thereafter, in discussing the results of an investigation
on nonverbal involvement behaviors, Burgoon and her
colleagues argued that “consensual meanings attached to a
violation may override any modified interpretations due to
reward, in which case a social meanings model prevails. It
therefore becomes an empirical question as to which types
of nonverbal acts are subject to alternative interpretations,
based on communicator characteristics, and which ones are
not” [43, page 110].

Expectancy violation theory may therefore have greater
utility for explaining and predicting students’ reactions to
other teacher nonverbal behaviors such as eye contact,
speech rate, and interpersonal distance. However, in the
domain of clothing, a “social meanings model” (i.e., formal
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clothing is associated with a more credible teacher) appears
to offer a better account of students’ social perceptions. The
lack of any reward value by clothing formality interactions
in this investigation suggests that perhaps the importance
of a cue that observers attribute to a source is useful
explanatory mechanism for nonverbal acts that take the
form of formal and informal clothing worn by teachers in
the classroom. Clothing formality appears to have a certain
meaning to students, and regardless of the reward value
of the teacher, those who wear formal clothing tend to
produce the greatest perceptions of credibility. However, the
meanings of formal attire appear somewhat less positive
in terms of what students perceive to be attractive, as the
moderate, or expectedly formal, attire was associated with
the more favorable judgments of attractiveness. These results
highlight scope conditions for behaviors and contexts in
which the predictions of EVT may not be relevant.

It should be kept in mind that, as with most academic
studies, this experiment was conducted in a particular
academic institution with its own particular norms and
practices which may not hold true in all academic contexts.
However, if the students in this study are typical, there are
some lessons that may be learned from this research. In gen-
eral, the results of this study support the recommendation
made Lukavsky et al. [27] that teachers should strive for
a moderate clothing style. Students pay more attention to
clothing as a cue when the teacher’s inherent value is not
apparent. In addition, students who are not distracted by
their teacher’s appearance recall more of what is said and find
their teacher more credible and attractive. Although some
small gains are made by erring on the side of overly formal
clothing, the advantages are minimal. By erring on the side
of overly informal clothing however, a teacher risks greater
losses in credibility and attractiveness.
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