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Abstract
Inferences from faces can predict important real-world outcomes. But little is known about the stability of these effects. Here the
authors find that inferences of power from photos of the faces of the managing partners of America’s top 100 law firms significantly corresponded to their success as leaders, as measured by the amounts of profits that their firms earned. More interesting,
this relationship was also observed when judgments were made based on photos of the leaders taken from their undergraduate
yearbooks, before they began their careers or entered law school. Facial cues to success may therefore be consistent across much
of the lifespan (approximately 20–50 years).
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Faces affect impressions of individuals throughout the lifespan
and influence others’ behavior. Facial appearance has been
found to affect individuals’ employment opportunities (Collins
& Zebrowitz, 1995), their levels of success within particular
jobs (Stevenage & McKay, 1999), and their outcomes in court
(Zebrowitz & McDonald, 1991). One study (Mueller & Mazur,
1996) found that judgments of dominance from the faces of
some high-achieving West Point cadets predicted whether they
became generals. In another study, judgments of power from
the faces of chief executive officers (CEOs) of Fortune 1,000
companies predicted their actual success as leaders, as measured by the amounts of profits that their companies earned
(Rule & Ambady, 2008). In the present work, we examined
whether judgments of personality from facial cues in young
adulthood were related to career outcomes later in life.
Early characteristics can predict important later life outcomes. In a host of studies, Caspi and colleagues have found
that children’s personality and behavior have effects on their
social behavior (Caspi, 2000), health (Caspi, Harrington,
Moffitt, Milne, & Poulton, 2006), socioeconomic status (Poulton
et al., 2002), and work performance (Roberts, Harms, Caspi, &
Moffitt, 2007) in adulthood, with effects reaching as far as the
molecular functioning of the individuals’ immune systems
(Danese, Pariante, Caspi, Taylor, & Poulton, 2007). Similarly,
children’s standardized test scores have shown surprising levels
of predictive value for their life outcomes in terms of success and
creativity, particularly among those earning scores within the
99th percentile (Lubinski & Benbow, 2006). These longitudinal
studies have employed multivariate self-reports, which provide
a great deal of information about the participants’ relationships,
personalities, and social environments; but other studies with a

more focused set of predictors have shown similar effects. Harker
and Keltner (2001) found that the degree to which women smiled
in their college yearbook photographs predicted their well-being
and marital satisfaction later in life, and Hertenstein, Hansel,
Butts, and Hile (2009) expanded this to show that the extent of
smiling in photographs from childhood predicted whether individuals were likely to be divorced. All of these studies show that
personality—that is, individuals’ ways of approaching and
responding to the world (Caspi, 1987)—tends to be fairly stable
over the life course (Caspi et al., 2003). Not only personality but
also structural aspects of facial appearance (attractiveness and
facial maturity) have also been found consistent in individuals
across time (Zebrowitz, Olson, & Hoffman, 1993).
Although some judgments of personality from appearance
early in life show evidence of consistency with judgments later
in life (Zebrowitz, Collins, & Dutta, 1998) and such judgments
have been found to predict well-being, little is known about
which other aspects of individuals’ lives relate to their appearance in youth. The current study, therefore, examined the relationship between trait impressions of leaders based on
photographs taken in early adulthood before they started their
careers or began training in the field of their later leadership.
These judgments were compared to judgments made from
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current photographs of the leaders and related to an objective
measure of their success as leaders: the profits earned by their
organizations. Thus, participants rated the current and college
yearbook photos of the managing partners (MPs) of America’s
top 100 law firms. MPs of law firms are similar to companies’
CEOs. But unlike many CEOs, MPs rarely find their positions
through external hiring. MPs advance through the ranks of the
law firm and acquire their positions by vertical promotion. This
necessitates that MPs have the base set of skills and legal training required to first get hired at a particular firm and to later be
successful in the work performed at the lower ranks, although
much of the work that takes place for MPs in their early days is
not that of leadership per se.

Method
Stimuli
Headshot photographs of the MPs of each of the firms from the
American Lawyer’s top 100 firms for 2007 (AmLaw 100:2007;
see http://www.law.com) were downloaded from their firm’s
Web sites. Current photos for 8 of the firms’ leaders could not
be retrieved, for a total of 92 targets. In addition, undergraduate
yearbook photos from each MPs graduation year were digitally
scanned from their respective college yearbooks. We were able
to obtain photos for 73 of the 92 targets, spanning 43 different
universities. Mean latency since undergraduate graduation was
33 years (SD ¼ 6 years; range ¼ 21–49 years).
Each photograph was standardized by cropping the image to
the extremes of the head: the top of the hair, the bottom of the
chin, and the limits of the ears or hair. Thus, no clothing was
visible in any of the photographs. In addition, each photo was
converted to grayscale and standardized in size.
Information about each MP’s firm was acquired from the
AmLaw 100:2007 listing, including profit margin, profitability
index, profits per equity partner (PPP), and the number of lawyers in each firm, among other variables. Of these, we were
principally interested in measures of profits for use as dependent variables.

Procedure
In exchange for partial course credit, 67 undergraduates were
randomly assigned to rate either the current photos (n ¼ 35)
or the college yearbook photos (n ¼ 32) of the MPs. The
experiment consisted of four blocks. In each block, participants
saw all 73 faces (either the current or yearbook photos) presented in random order. The order of the blocks was random,
and each block consisted of a different trait judgment:
dominance, facial maturity, likeability, and trustworthiness
(Rule et al., 2010). Each trait was rated along a 7-point scale,
anchored at 1 (not at all x) and 7 (very x; all Cronbach’s as
> .81). After completing the experiment, participants were
asked whether they had recognized any of the faces; none did.
Because of the influence of attractiveness (Dion, Berscheid,
& Walster, 1972) and emotional expression (Zebrowitz,
Kikuchi, & Fellous, 2010) on judgments of faces, separate

Table 1. Factor Loadings and Variance Explained for Principal
Components Analyses
Current photos

Dominance
Facial maturity
Likeability
Trustworthiness
Variance explained (%)

Yearbook photos

Power

Warmth

Power

Warmth

.71
.93
–.12
.05
35

–.53
.14
.94
.96
53

.85
.84
.08
–.10
36

.06
–.08
.97
.96
47

groups of blind coders provided ratings of attractiveness (yearbook photos: n ¼ 10, Cronbach’s a ¼ .89; current photos: n ¼
15, Cronbach’s a ¼ .70) and affect (yearbook photos: n ¼ 9,
Cronbach’s a ¼ .95; current photos: n ¼ 10, Cronbach’s
a ¼ .89) for use as covariates in the analysis. In addition, to
control for differences based on approximate age and years
of experience, each MP’s year of graduation from law school
was subtracted from the listing’s fiscal year (2006) and entered
as a covariate in the analysis. Finally, to control for firm size,
the number of lawyers working in the firm (as based on the
AmLaw 100 listing information) was used as a covariate as
well.

Results
Ratings of the targets in their college yearbook and current
photos were relatively consistent across time. Ratings of dominance, r(71) ¼ .25, p ¼ .03, likeability, r(71) ¼ .27, p ¼ .02,
and trustworthiness, r(71) ¼ .35, p ¼ .003, were significantly
correlated across the two conditions. However, participants’
ratings of facial maturity were not significantly correlated,
r(71) ¼ .06, p ¼ .63, nor were the separate raters’ judgments
of attractiveness, r(70) ¼ .03, p ¼ .81, or affect, r(71) ¼ .07,
p ¼ .53.
The participants’ trait ratings were subjected to
principal components factor analyses with varimax rotation
(see Table 1). For both the current and yearbook photos, ratings
of dominance and facial maturity were averaged to form a
power composite and ratings of likeability and trustworthiness
were averaged to form a warmth composite.
The power and warmth scores were then correlated with the
dependent variables of profit margin, profitability index, and
PPP while controlling for the influence of facial attractiveness,
affect, number of lawyers per firm, and MP years of experience. Where necessary, variables were transformed using the
natural logarithm to achieve normality and outliers greater than
three standard deviations from the mean were removed, resulting in the exclusion of eight of the targets from the current
photos and seven of the targets from the yearbook photos.1
For the current photos, power was positively correlated with
profit margin, r(59) ¼ .31, p ¼ .02, profitability index, r(59) ¼
.32, p ¼ .01, and PPP, r(59) ¼ .38, p ¼ .003, whereas none of
these indices was related to warmth (see Table 2). Similarly, for
the yearbook photos, power was again positively correlated
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Table 2. Correlations Between Ratings of Power and Warmth From
Yearbook Photos (Above the Diagonal) and Current Photos (Below
the Diagonal) With Firm Profits, as Measured by Profit Margin,
Profitability Index, and Profits per Partner (PPP), While Controlling for
Affect, Attractiveness, Managing Partner Years of Experience, and
Number of Lawyers per Firm
1
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Power
Warmth
Profit margin
Profitability index
PPP

–.10
.31*
.32*
.38**

2

3

4

5

–.21

.27*
–.32**

.25*
–.14
.58***

.22y
–.19
.67***
.92***

–.09
–.22
–.20

.56***
.66***

.92***

y

p < .09.
* p < .05.
** p < .01.
*** p < .001.

with profit margin, r(60) ¼ .27, p ¼ .04, profitability index,
r(60) ¼ .25, p ¼ .05, and PPP, r(60) ¼ .22, p ¼ .09, though this
last relationship was only marginally significant. Warmth was
again unrelated to profitability index and PPP (rs < j.19j, ps >
.15) but did show a significant negative relationship with profit
margin, r(60) ¼ –.32, p ¼ .01.

Discussion
Judgments from both current and college yearbook photos predicted leaders’ success, as measured by their firms’ profits.
Firms’ profits are typically regarded as the ‘‘gold standard’’ of
an organization’s performance, providing a strong indication
of an individual’s ability as a leader (Kaiser, Hogan, & Craig,
2008). Specifically, inferences of power from the faces of law
firm MPs predicted the amounts of profits that their firms
earned. These relationships were consistent for current photos
and for photos taken roughly 20 to 50 years earlier. The aspects
of the face that are predictive of these leaders’ success therefore
appear to be consistent across time rather than developed
through experience.
These results are particularly noteworthy given the homogeneity among the targets’ yearbook photos. Unlike the MPs’ current photos, the college yearbook photos were much less
susceptible to self-presentation biases that might occur in
photographs released by law firms. For instance, MPs and their
firms’ public relations advisors may wish to present a firm’s
leader in a particular way, or more successful firms may hire
better photographers. In addition, although the MPs in the law
firm photographs varied in age, they were all approximately the
same age in the yearbook photos taken in their senior year of
college. Moreover, these effects emerged even when removing
the influence of important secondary variables, such as emotional expressions, facial attractiveness, the MPs’ years of
experience, and the size of the MPs’ firms.
Our findings highlight the importance of power as judged
from the face in predicting professional success. In U.S. culture,
dominance and power are strongly associated with perceived
leadership abilities as well as with leadership performance

outcomes (Rule & Ambady, 2008; Rule et al., 2010). The present data show not only that these perceptions may correspond
with actual ability but also that the seeds of the relationship
between perceptions and performance are evident early on; that
is, the perceptions can predict the outcomes before the task
begins. Moreover, although all of the MPs of America’s 100 best
law firms can be considered successful, perceptions of power
from their faces distinguished their degree of success relative
to one another. Perceived power not only might therefore be
important for obtaining a leadership position but also may correspond to one’s success within a leadership position.
Previous research has shown that appearances can influence individuals’ own traits and behaviors via expectancyconfirmation processes. For instance, teachers’ expectations
influence students’ progress in school: Students whom teachers expect to perform better may actually perform better
because the teachers give them more attention and provide
them with more opportunities for success (Rosenthal, 1994;
Rosenthal & Jacobsen, 1968). Similarly, attractive infants are
treated more warmly by their parents (Langlois, Ritter,
Casey, & Sawin, 1995), which may cause them to become
warmer adults (Trzesniewski et al., 2006). In addition,
appearances can lead individuals to select particular environments and activities, which might then lead them to develop
stereotype-congruent patterns of behavior (Caspi et al., 2006;
Zebrowitz, 1997). Thus, in the domain of leadership, individuals who look like better leaders could actually become better leaders because they are more often chosen for leadership
positions, are more likely to be treated like leaders by their
peers and mentors, and are given more opportunities to
develop leadership abilities.
This work has some limitations. First, these data pertain to
a specific set of individuals who have attained a high level of
success. It is unknown whether perceptions of these same
traits from these individuals’ undergraduate classmates, for
example, would also predict their success or if these effects
are restricted to particular individuals within a particular
domain. Along these lines, it is important to note that the participants’ perceptions of power explained approximately 14%
of the variance in the MPs’ success. Although this is a significant portion of variance, clearly numerous other variables
also shape these outcomes.
Similarly, although the relationship between judgments of
the MPs’ faces with their current success as leaders was consistent across time, this may vary in other domains. There is much
evidence suggesting that life experiences influence the development of facial appearance (Malatesta, Fiore, & Messina,
1987; Zajonc, Adelmann, Murphy, & Niedenthal, 1987), and
the present findings should not be interpreted as suggesting that
facial appearance is the sole determinant of one’s life outcomes. Rather, it seems more likely that innate appearance and
life experiences work in concert to shape facial appearance in a
way that predicts outcomes. Indeed, one limitation of the present work is that the photos were taken from college yearbooks,
well into the individuals’ psychological and physical development. It therefore remains possible that early appearance
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effects (Clifford & Walster, 1973) and experiences may also
have an important influence on appearance and subsequent
behavior. Further research is needed to disentangle how innate
and experiential factors contribute to the development of
appearance in this context.
Finally, both participants’ judgments and the targets’ outcomes were indirectly related to leadership. Participants judged
personality traits that are highly relevant to leadership ability
(e.g., Kaplan, Klebanov, & Sorensen, 2008) but that do not
directly measure a perceiver’s opinion of an individual’s capacity as a leader. Similarly, although profits are the most robust
measure of a financial institution’s success (Kaiser et al.,
2008), they are not direct measures of the management ability
of its leader. The indirect nature of these relationships may be
limitations to the present work but might also be advantages, as
direct judgments may sometimes be less accurate than indirect
judgments (Rule & Ambady, 2008). Future work may wish to
explore this question in more detail.
In sum, there seems to be consistency in judgments of personality from photographs of faces in early and later adulthood with
a span of approximately 20 to 50 years between the two sets of
photographs. Moreover, judgments of power from individuals’
faces in young adulthood predicted their professional success
an average of 33 years later, and judgments of power from faces
in later photographs were also related to success. The elements
of facial appearance that predict some individuals’ professional
success may therefore be consistent across time.
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Note
1. The affect ratings of the yearbook photos could not be transformed
to achieve normality, and so the nearest to normal transformation
was used. Notably, the results did not substantially differ when the
affect variable was excluded from the analysis.
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