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ABSTRACT

During the past decade, academic interest in physical attractiveness-based social
inequalities has spread significantly beyond the United States to Europe. In
previous research, however, there has been no consensus on whether the
socioeconomic outcomes of physical attractiveness are gendered. Thus, we
conducted a systematic review to determine to what extent and how the
socioeconomic outcomes of physical appearance in labor markets are
gendered. A total of 58 articles were reviewed after searching through five
databases and identifying relevant articles. The results show that, in general,
more attractive individuals are socioeconomically favored, which is true for
both men and women. The number of studies that claim that attractiveness is
more beneficial for women is almost equal to the number of studies that claim
it is more beneficial for men. Moreover, while the socioeconomic outcomes for
men are somewhat consistent, the outcomes for women appear to be more
inconsistent; only women appear to be both rewarded and penalized for being
attractive. Therefore, we conclude that contextual factors play a greater role in
attractiveness-related outcomes, especially for women, than previously assumed.
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Introduction

Social interactions are influenced by physical appearance, which has a sig-
nificant impact on social inequality. Several decades of cross-disciplinary
research have shown this to be a social fact: A good appearance benefits in
aworkplace and beyond, whereas not living up to standards of attractiveness
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is linked to severe social and economic penalties (Hamermesh 2011). In the
era of an expanding service sector, social media, and visual culture, the
importance of looking good has increased. Moreover, good looks have
become a more crucial requirement for work (van den Berg and Arts
2019; Warhurst and Nickson 2001), leading to discussions about prohibiting
appearance discrimination in the labor market (Hamermesh 2011; Mason
and Minerva 2020). Apparently, social scientists are re-engaging with the
timely topic, ‘beauty is having a moment in the social sciences’ (Mears
2014, p. 1130). In particular, there is a rapidly growing body of research
that focuses on analyzing gendered consequences of perceived physical
attractiveness. Therefore, a systematic review of the research on socioeco-
nomic outcomes of physical attractiveness among men and women is
urgently needed.

Although a layman’s understanding of appearance-related inequality
relies on the idea that appearances are more important and consequential
for women than for men, there is no scientific consensus regarding
whether appearance-related socioeconomic inequality is gendered. In
fact, most of the literature on this subject ignores the issue of gender.
Hence, it is perhaps not surprising that gender has also been ignored
in many previous literature reviews on physical appearance-related
inequality (e.g. Anderson et al. 2010; Langlois et al. 2000). However,
even the literature reviews that have considered physical appearance as
a gendered source of inequality have reached conflicting conclusions.
According to Hosoda et al. (2003), physical appearance brings perks
and penalties equally for men and women. Maestripieri et al. (2017)
suggested that attractiveness is more advantageous for women than for
men, whereas Morrow (1990) concluded that men are more likely to
receive the benefits. Previous review articles (e.g. Hosoda et al. 2003; Lan-
glois et al. 2000; Maestripieri et al. 2017) relied upon two competing
hypotheses: (a) both men and women are evenly rewarded for being
attractive, or (b) outcomes of attractiveness are gendered.

We commenced this systematic review to provide an up-to-date
summary of the gendered outcomes of physical attractiveness in the labor
market. This allowed us to fill in the gaps of previous reviews on this
subject. Our review focuses on quantitative studies that provide a compari-
son of socioeconomic outcomes for physical attractiveness based on gender
(including cross-sectional and longitudinal studies, as well as experimental
studies, both lab-based and field experiments). We operationally define the
outcomes of physical attractiveness as socioeconomic factors, including
income, salary, hiring, tips, electoral votes, and career success.
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The review is guided by the following question: To what extent and how
are the socioeconomic outcomes of physical appearance gendered in
working life? We conducted a systematic review of previous studies that
compared work-related socioeconomic outcomes of physical appearance
for men and women. After briefly discussing theoretical approaches to
gender and attractiveness and introducing past literature reviews, the selec-
tion criteria and data collection of this review are explained. Next, we
provide an overview of the included studies and show how literature on
the topic has not only increased in number, but has also become more
global and based on more realistic and comprehensive data. We demon-
strate how research on socioeconomic (dis)advantages of attractiveness
has been heavily concentrated in the U.S. before the 2010s, but has dramati-
cally increased in Europe over the past ten years. We then discuss what
these studies can tell us about the genderedness of physical appearance-
related inequality in working life. According to our systematic review,
attractiveness seems more consistently beneficial for men than for
women. For women, attractiveness is not a universal asset. According to
some studies in our review, attractiveness appears to be detrimental for
women in some instances, but not for men. We conclude by proposing
several key ways through which future studies — both quantitative and
qualitative — can better understand the gendered economic outcomes of
physical appearance and develop research designs and measurements to
better capture the complexities of physical appearance-related inequalities.

Theoretical approaches to (gendered) outcomes of
attractiveness

General approaches: attractiveness as a universal asset

Much of the current literature on physical appearance and socioeco-
nomic inequality assumes that good looks are a universal good (Ander-
son et al. 2010; Hakim 2010; Hamermesh 2011); overall, beauty is
considered as a positive quality, whose evaluations are universally
shared and its consequences are generally positive (Mears 2014). Many
economists, political scientists, social psychologists, and scholars of
social stratification have drawn on this perspective of attractiveness as
a universal good (Berggren et al., 2010; Jeeger 2011; Sala et al. 2013;
Wolbring and Riordan, 2016).

In economistic explanations, the main mechanism through which
beauty is believed to confer benefits is related to preferences; employers,
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customers, and coworkers alike prefer beautiful people (Hamermesh
2011; Mobius and Rosenblat 2006; Rosenblat 2008). These preferences
for beautiful people add up to social and economic rewards for attractive
people, and penalties for unattractive people. This is called taste-based
discrimination (Hamermesh 2011). The taste-based perspective is
general and descriptive rather than explanatory, as the source of these
preferences is rarely explained or questioned (Maestripieri et al. 2017).
There have, however, been debates as to the extent to which the so-
called beauty premia have to do with attractive people having more confi-
dence as a result of being preferred in different situations throughout life
(Mobius and Rosenblat 2006), or attractive people being more intelligent
(Kanazawa 2011; Kanazawa and Still 2018), better negotiators (Rosenblat
2008), or whether the preferences indeed cause employees to be more
productive in certain fields of work where, for example, customer prefer-
ences are crucial for productivity (Biddle and Hamermesh 1998; Hamer-
mesh and Biddle 1994). Furthermore, economics-inspired analyzes tend
to draw upon evolutionary explanations and social psychological research
on stereotypes in order to explain the origin of preferences.

Evolutionary psychologists go the furthest in explaining preferences
for beautiful people. Evolutionary approaches claim that the preference
for beautiful people is a result of deeply ingrained dispositions stemming
from the evolutionary role of attractiveness in selecting mates for success-
ful reproduction (Buss et al. 1990). Some claim that facial attractiveness
has intrinsic value and indicates reproductive quality (Maestripieri et al.
2017). Specifically, evolutionary-based research suggests that individuals’
brains contain flexible and advanced systems, which help them to make
adaptive responses to (non-)attractive faces. These systems aim to maxi-
mize the benefits of choosing not only mates, but also other social part-
ners with whom to co-operate, such as in context of labor market. (Little
et al. 2011.)

Research in social psychology proposes that beauty is advantageous
because people associate it with other desirable traits, such as trustworthi-
ness, sociability, and intelligence. This mechanism is often referred to as
‘what is beautiful is good” or attractiveness stereotype, and sometimes the
halo effect (Eagly et al. 1991; Langlois et al. 2000). In sociology, beauty has
been considered a diffuse status characteristic, which signals status in a
similar manner to other forms of status generalization, such as sex or
race (Webster and Driskell, 1983; Frevert and Walker 2014; Wolbring
and Riordan 2016). These approaches have been complemented by
expectation states theory (Ridgeway et al. 1985, Correll and Ridgeway
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2006), which suggests that status characteristics and stereotypes are based
on widely shared cultural beliefs that shape people’s expectations of
themselves and others, and subsequently shape their actions, regardless
of whether they personally endorse cultural beliefs (Ridgeway 2001).

Overall, the predominant perspectives in this line of research indicates
that attractiveness is a universally appreciated and rewarded property.
Latently, these considerations also suggest that unattractiveness — or
plainness or homeliness, as it is often euphemized in the literature
(Hamermesh 2011) - is penalized irrespective of gender. Thus, we can
hypothesize that the consequences of attractiveness are not gender-
specific.

Gendered approaches: attractiveness as a gendered form of
inequality

Other hypotheses on how physical appearance unequalizes individuals
suggest that physical appearance might be associated with unequal out-
comes for people depending on their gender - or sex, as proposed by
evolutionary psychologists. They claim that the central role of physical
appearance in mate selection accounts for the economic and social out-
comes of beauty (Buss et al. 1990). Thus, such evolution-based expla-
nations suggest that gender matters, as male and female mating
motivations and strategies differ by nature (Maestripieri et al. 2017).
According to Buss (1989), attractiveness is more consequential for
women, since their fertility and ‘reproductive value” are more important
than men’s. Furthermore, evolutionary psychologists propose that the
consequences of attractiveness are affected by interpersonal competition,
particularly intrasexual competition among women who are considered
envious of other women’s appearances, thus seeking to undermine attrac-
tive women’s success (Ruffle and Schtudiner 2015). In summary, certain
evolutionary perspectives suggest that beauty premiums should exist,
particularly in interactions between opposite sexes, and biases might be
more pronounced for women (Maestripieri et al. 2017).

According to sociologists and social psychologists, too, the socioeco-
nomic outcomes of attractiveness might be gendered. In sociology, it is
well understood that attractiveness as a status characteristic intersects
with other status characteristics (Monk et al. 2021). Thus, the conse-
quences of attractiveness may differ, for example between men and
women, because of the way stereotypes linked with attractiveness interact
with stereotypes about gender. Notably, scholars who draw on gender
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stereotypes, especially the lack-of-fit model (Heilman 1983), propose that
stereotypes related to physical appearance affect men and women differ-
ently because attractiveness enhances perceptions of femininity. An
attractive woman is considered more feminine, and assumed by employ-
ers to be unfit for jobs that are stereotyped as masculine. Conversely,
unattractiveness might increase the chances of a women being considered
fit for jobs stereotyped as masculine, since unattractive women are con-
sidered to be less ‘typically’ feminine, and therefore more suited for a
masculine role. This explanation is sometimes referred to as the
‘beauty is beastly’ effect (for example, Heilman and Saruwatari 1979).
Although scholars drawing on gender stereotypes implicitly rely on uni-
versal standards of attractiveness, the consequences of attractiveness are
believed to be contingent on other relevant status characteristics and
depend on context, including the occupational field’s gender type.
Because of the intimate connection between beauty and femininity,
gender stereotype approaches suggest that the consequences of attractive-
ness are more varied for women than for men. Moreover, recent research
has shown that the returns of attractiveness vary across different categori-
cal combinations of gender and race (Monk et al. 2021).

Recent research in sociology, social psychology, and organizational
studies has explicitly questioned the universal logic related to beauty
and its positive outcomes, particularly regarding socioeconomic out-
comes for women. This line of inquiry draws on Bourdieu’s (1984)
understanding of cultural capital, as well as feminist theorizing, most
notably supplementing Hochschild’s (1983) notion of emotional labor
with a sister concept: aesthetic labor. From this perspective, many aes-
thetic standards are a result of culturally embedded processes of evalu-
ation, and the value of attractiveness is negotiated within social fields
with particular power constellations (Kukkonen 2021; Mears 2014).
Research has shown that beauty standards are not universally shared,
but multiple tastes are expressed based on several evaluative repertoires.
Importantly, women are more easily evaluated based on strict aesthetic
standards than men (Kuipers 2015).

Furthermore, this approach views beauty not only as a natural gift or
something purely genetic, but also as something that is actively nego-
tiated and ‘done’. The labor of beauty is highly gendered; feminist scho-
lars has shown how, in everyday interactions, gender is often presumed,
made, and presented based on physical appearance (Bartky 1990; Bordo
1993; Elias et al. 2017; Wolf 2002). Specifically, femininity is achieved
through meticulous work on the body (Kwan and Trautner 2009). In



EUROPEAN SOCIETIES e 7

their professional lives, aesthetic laborers are expected to present particu-
lar femininities and masculinities (Barber 2016; van den Berg 2019).
However, even though women are expected to work more on their
appearances than men (Sarpila et al. 2020), they are not necessarily
rewarded for this effort. Mears has shown how men use attractive
female bodies for their own status projects, whereas women themselves
may be stigmatized by the benefits of attractiveness (Mears 2015;
2020). Indeed, strict social norms regulate the use of one’s physical
appearance in order to gain socioeconomic advantage, particularly for
women (Kukkonen et al. 2018; Sarpila et al. 2020). This line of research
suggests that attractiveness may not always benefit women.

Therefore, based on previous research on beauty and gender, we
hypothesize that socioeconomic consequences of attractiveness are pri-
marily gendered. Next, we examine how previous systematic reviews
have accounted for gender in their analyzes.

Gaps in the previous reviews

Early psychological research reviews on the physical attractiveness stereo-
type have concluded that people tend to attribute more positive charac-
teristics to attractive individuals, both women and men (Eagly et al. 1991;
Feingold 1992). In their meta-analysis, Langlois et al. (2000) examined
whether the attractiveness stereotype mattered for men and women in
more realistic research settings. They found no differences based on
gender. The lack of gender differences may be due to the fact that the
majority of existing research does not distinguish between men and
women in the data analysis, or analyzes only one gender. (Langlois
et al. 2000.)

While Langlois et al. (2000) concluded that attractiveness strongly
impacts judgments of occupational competence in actual interactions,
Hosoda et al. (2003) furthered this knowledge by conducting a meta-
analysis of attractiveness bias in simulated employment contexts. More-
over, Hosoda et al. (2003) included the results from a larger number of
studies (27), and used a broader set of job-related outcomes, including
selection, performance evaluation, and hiring decisions. Additionally,
the authors particularly focused on examining gender effects. They
found no gendered differences in employment situations. They con-
cluded that physical attractiveness was always an asset for both men
and women alike, regardless of the job for which they applied. According
to their review, the attractiveness effect varied depending on the research
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design. The authors disclosed that a potential limitation of their meta-
analysis was that they only included experimental studies and were
unable to infer the outcomes of non-experimental studies (i.e. calculating
the external validity of their research).

In one of the most recent reviews on the topic, Maestripieri et al.
(2017) examined the effect of gender of the raters. Focusing on labor
market analyzes and laboratory studies with experimental economic
games, the authors analyzed 17 studies that pay particular attention to
the impact of opposite-sex versus same-sex social interactions. The out-
comes seem to vary according to opposite-sex and same-sex logic,
women are likely to disfavor attractive women (same-sex social inter-
actions), whereas men in general are prone to favor attractive women
(opposite-sex social interactions). According to the researchers, their
review supported an evolutionary psychological understanding in
which attractive individuals are favored in opposite-sex interactions as
they are regarded as desirable potential mates, whereas attractive individ-
uals appear as sexual competitors in same-sex interactions. Indeed, the
review argues that sexual attraction and mating motives explain the
unequal outcomes of attractiveness. The finding that women are more
likely to experience attractiveness-related outcomes compared to men
is presumed to be due to the overrepresentation of men in positions of
power, that is, if a male employee has the opportunity to hire an attractive
female, his mating motives are activated despite his will and intentions
(Maestripieri et al. 2017: 10). According to this view, man has two
brains: one that thinks rationally, and another carnal, primal ‘penis
brain,” which operates in contrast to the man’s rational, cerebral thoughts
(Potts 2001). Overall, it is worth considering the setup used by Maestri-
pieri et al. and their inclusion criteria used to reach such results.

Beyond these more systematic reviews, certain more narrative litera-
ture reviews are also worth noting. Anderson et al’s (2010) narrative
review of beauty perks and penalties touched on gender differences.
The authors claimed that, although women receive demands to pay a
high price for beauty, looks may also provide them with symbolic,
social, and material wealth. Although the authors attempted to discuss
the outcomes of physical appearance from a gender perspective, they
failed to actually review the gendered nature of outcomes.

Sierminska and Liu (2015) reviewed literature on the effect of physical
attractiveness on labor market outcomes. They discussed potential expla-
nations for the effect, as well as gender differences and consistency of the
findings across cultures. Instead of adopting a systematic approach, the
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authors relied on selected findings — mostly from economics - without
explaining the selection process. Their findings lead them to assume
that men have a greater beauty premium than women. Women are less
likely, overall, to participate in the labor market and more likely to stay
at home, which could explain the gender differences. The authors
suggested (based on Hamermesh 2011) that the disincentives of less-
than-average looks on the labor market may lead women who are less
attractive to opt out. Conversely, attractive women self-select into the
labor force. Hence, the female labor force is generally more attractive
than the male labor force, indicating that there is less variation in attrac-
tiveness, and therefore, a smaller beauty premium for women. In light of
converging gender roles, the authors hypothesized that the beauty-
premium gender gap is decreasing. Alas, the authors did not discuss,
let alone test, this hypothesis in conjunction with their comparisons of
the (gendered) effect of beauty on wages across various countries. They
reported that, apart from Luxembourg, attractiveness was rewarded in
most of their selected country findings, consisting of nine studies. The
highest beauty premium was found in Australia and China, especially
for women.

Overall, previous literature reviews on the gendered outcomes of phys-
ical appearance have come to conflicting conclusions; some find no
gender differences (Eagly et al. 1991; Hosoda et al. 2003; Feingold 1992;
Langlois et al. 2000), one suggests that attractiveness is more beneficial
for women than for men (Maestripieri ef al. 2017), and another presumes
that attractiveness is more beneficial for men than for women (Sierminska
and Liu 2015). These reviews illustrate their authors’ highly variable
understanding of gender: some interpret gender in terms of sex and
mating, and appear to take hegemonic masculine sexual subjectivity for
granted (Maestripieri et al. 2017), whereas others refer to gender roles
in a rather loose manner (Hosoda et al. 2003; Sierminska and Liu
2015). Furthermore, previous reviews have included a limited number
of studies (the most comprehensive being Hosoda et al’s [2003] review
of 27 studies), and the reviewed studies largely lean towards less realistic
experimental methodologies rather than field experiments. Whereas
Hosoda et al. (2003) suggested that the outcomes of attractiveness may
vary based on the research design, previous reviewers have neglected to
analyze this. Furthermore, Sierminska and Liu (2015) discussed how the
effects of physical appearance might differ worldwide, but previous
reviews have not analyzed how the gendered outcomes of physical attrac-
tiveness vary between countries or cultural contexts.
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Therefore, we take a gender perspective to systematically analyze sig-
nificantly more studies (58) than previous reviews, including and com-
paring both experimental and real-life studies. Furthermore, in contrast
to previous reviews, we also analyze how results vary according to
research design, culture, and context. In line with previous literature
reviews and theoretical accounts on the topic, we also rely on the follow-
ing hypotheses: (a) both men and women are rather evenly rewarded for
being attractive; (b) outcomes of attractiveness are gendered.

Methods
Search strategy, inclusion criteria, and data extraction

Our systematic review was conducted using several search engines, includ-
ing EBSCO, Scopus, ProQuest, Web of Science, and Google Scholar. We
conducted the searches in three waves. The first search wave was conducted
on October 1 and 2,2019, using EBSCO, Scopus, and ProQuest. The second
wave was conducted on October 18, 2019 using Web of Science. After
screening the results of the first and second search waves, we noticed that
our searches had not managed to capture certain relevant articles that we
were aware of. Thus, the third search wave also included additional searches
using Google’s related-articles search for such relevant articles (Anderson
et al. 2010; Hamermesh and Biddle 1994; Harper 2000; Liu and Sierminska
2014; Mobius and Rosenblat 2006).

Our search string (see Appendix A) was adjusted for each search engine;
however, the search contents were consistently maintained. A major chal-
lenge in the searches was to find all relevant studies, while limiting the
results for efficient screening. Thus, we consulted an information specialist
from the university library to construct an efficient search string. After this
appointment, we achieved our goal, with the exception of Google Scholar,
which yielded 1,100,000 results. After screening the first 100 results of the
Google search, the number of relevant results dropped dramatically, and
we decided to include only the first 1,000 results in order of relevance.
The details of our initial bibliographic search are presented in Appendix A.

In the first phase of article selection, two authors independently
screened the search results by reading their titles. In the first round, we
selected all titles that seemed to be vaguely related to the subject and
potentially met the inclusion criteria (Table 1). The search on the Web
of Science was an exception; we only included unique articles that were
not found by the other search engines in the first wave of the search.
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After collecting the titles and removing duplicates, we obtained 504
articles that passed the first phase of screening.

In the second screening, two reviewers independently read the
abstracts of the selected 504 articles. Both reviewers were advised to
include rather than exclude articles if they were uncertain whether the
abstract met the predetermined inclusion criteria. After both reviewers
had screened the abstracts, a third reviewer compared the choices of
the two and made a final decision regarding which articles were eligible
for data extraction. Finally, 101 articles met the criteria.

Before delving into reading the articles, we created a data extraction
table to gather the information in a more condensed and easily compar-
able format. The columns in the extraction table were as follows:

e article name

e country of the data

¢ total number of participants (men, women, other)
e possible name and year of the data

e sample characteristics/population
 short outline of the study

e method

e how attractiveness was measured

o what fields or occupations were studied
* type of outcome

e main results

¢ other possible remarks

Independently, two researchers extracted each article. All authors par-
ticipated in the extraction process. The results from the two extractions
were then compared. In case of mistakes or conflicts, the reviewers

Table 1. Inclusion and exclusion criteria.

Included Excluded
Written in English Other languages

Peer-reviewed articles Non-peer-reviewed articles, books
Quantitative studies Qualitative studies

Attractiveness or beauty as a measure of appearance  Weight, BMI, height, dressing, femininity, or
masculinity as a measure of appearance

Labor market-related socioeconomic outcomes (e.g. Other outcomes, such as success in
earnings, recruitment, obtaining a loan, electoral relationships
success, getting tip, and career success)

Both men and women are acknowledged and Studies concerning solely either men or

compared in the analysis women, or making no comparisons
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discussed and resolved them together. It should be noted that not all
studies provided information for all columns. In some cases, the
country or year of the data was missing, and if that information could
not be deduced, we left blanks in the extraction table.

Our inclusion criteria were not met by several studies during the
extraction process, leading us to discard them. Some of the studies dis-
carded were clearly unsuitable for our study, such as those with only
either women or men as their subjects. Others, however, revealed ambi-
guities in our inclusion criteria, which we have discussed below.

As a result of careful consideration of the interpretation of our
inclusion and exclusion criteria, we had lengthy discussions regarding
two of our inclusion criteria, namely ‘attractiveness (or beauty) as a
measurement of appearance’ and ‘labor market-related socioeconomic
outcomes’. First, the manifold and sometimes imaginative ways in
which previous research has measured attractiveness posed questions.
Initially, we considered including only studies that measured attractive-
ness based on facial photos that were evaluated in terms of attractiveness
by several raters. However, this would have excluded some of the most-
cited studies on the subject (e.g. Hamermesh and Biddle 1994), which,
among many others, employed data from a longitudinal study in the
United States called Add Health. In Add Health, attractiveness was
measured by a single interviewer visiting respondents’ homes (Monk
et al. 2021). Thus, instead of evaluating respondents’ attractiveness
based on facial photographs, the interviewer establishes their rating on
a general, bodily impression of respondents’ appearance. We finally
included all studies that used attractiveness or beauty as a measure,
regardless of whether the measurement was based on facial impressions
or impressions based on more general bodily attractiveness. Appendix B
discusses in detail the ways in which included articles measured
attractiveness.

Second, when applied to actual research papers, the criterion for labor
market-related socioeconomic outcomes proved to be ambiguous. One
question that emerged was whether to include studies on student
ratings of teachers (e.g. Hamermesh and Parker 2005; Riniolo et al.
2006; Wolbring and Riordan 2016). Although some studies (Kaun
1984; Moore et al. 1998) have stated that student ratings may have an
indirect impact on teachers’ salaries, we decided to exclude these
because there is no clear evidence of a causal relationship between the
two variables. Similarly, we excluded studies that used academic
success as an outcome (Gheorghiu et al. 2017). Additionally, it was
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necessary to determine whether to include experimental laboratory
studies that utilized game theoretical designs, ultimatum games, or bar-
gaining tasks (e.g. Deryugina and Shurchkov 2015; Solnick and Schweit-
zer 1999; Quereshi and Kay 1986). There was concern over the feasibility
of these research designs in simulating real-life outcomes. Nevertheless,
we included all game studies that concerned working life contexts. More-
over, we debated the inclusion of multiple studies that measured the
relationship between physical attractiveness and electoral success, both
in political and corporate elections (e.g. Berggren et al. 2010; Geiler
et al. 2018; Jackle and Metz 2017). We discussed whether electoral
success could be viewed as a socioeconomic outcome, and finally
decided to include such studies, rationalizing our decision to view politi-
cal and corporate management positions as usually paid jobs, thus com-
parable to occupational hiring. Even people who are not politicians by
profession often receive monetary remuneration, for instance, for attend-
ing meetings. Previous research on electoral outcomes has also been
related to the literature concerning appearance premiums in the labor
market (e.g. Berggren et al. 2010). Lastly, we discussed the inclusion of
several studies (Duarte et al. 2012; Gonzalez and Loureiro 2014; Jenq
et al. 2015) that used loans as the outcome. The consensus resulted in
ruling out personal loans, but including studies on company loans,
which are not fully private loans, but are concerned with working life
and are applied for not as an individual but in an occupational role.
Finally, 58 studies matched our inclusion criteria.

Data analysis
Descriptive outlook on the selected studies

Figure 1 provides an overview of the included studies and shows, first,
how the majority of studies (64%) were published in 2010 or later.
This implies that plenty of research on gender differences in the econ-
omic outcomes of physical appearance in working life has been con-
ducted since the publication of previous literature reviews on the topic.
Second, until 2010 almost all studies on the topic have been conducted
in North America, mainly the U.S. Since then, studies from Europe
and Asia, in particular, have increased, and several studies have also
been conducted in Australia and South America. Africa was the only con-
tinent where we did not find any research that met our inclusion criteria.
Third, recent research has employed more non-experimental designs
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Figure 1. Overview of included studies by study type, year of publication, and conti-
nent. Number labels refer to article ID, see Appendix C.

than earlier studies. Considering these three aspects in the overall trends
in our data, we should update our current understanding of the subject.
Furthermore, it is worthwhile to consider whether the data employed in
earlier reviews were biased in favor of studies that employed experimental
designs in the US. Research from the 2010s adds cultural and methodo-
logical diversity to the pool of research, allowing us to assess the consist-
ency of the logics of beauty in working life.

Table 2 shows how different socioeconomic outcomes were measured
in these studies. Often, the outcomes were related to recruitment pro-
cesses (e.g. the likelihood of hiring, providing recommendations for
hiring, or rating and ranking the applicants on their hireability) and
different monetary measurements, including hourly, monthly, and
yearly incomes as well as tips in service jobs. Moreover, electoral
success was a commonly used measurement, and included both political
(communal and national) and corporal elections, such as elections for

Table 2. Measures of socioeconomic outcomes in the studies.

Studies %
Money 21 36,21
Hiring 20 34,48
Votes 9 15,52
Other 8 13,79

Total 58 100
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Table 3. Occupations examined in the studies reviewed, categorized according to the
International Standard Classification of Occupations (ISCO-08).

Categories 1SCO-08 Studies %
High skilled white-collar Managers 5 8,62
Professionals 1 18,97
Technicians and associate professionals 7 12,07
Low skilled white-collar Clerical support workers 9 15,52
Service and sales workers 13 22,41
High skilled blue-collar Skilled agriculture, forestry and fishery workers 0 0
Craft and related trades workers 0 0
Low skilled blue-collar Plant and machine operators, and assemblers 2 3,45
Elementary occupations 1 1,72
N/A Unknown 33 56,9

corporate directors (Geiler et al. 2018) or for officers in an association
(Hamermesh 2006). In addition, there were some studies that did not
fit into these categories. These studies measured, for example, occu-
pational status or standing (Anyzovd and Matéjt 2018; Sala et al.
2013), competence (e.g. evaluations of career progress and capability;
Heilman and Stopeck 1985), or speed of obtaining a loan in different
sectors of the labor market (Jenq et al. 2015).

Table 3 depicts the occupations examined in the articles. The occu-
pations were first classified using the 10-pointed ISCO-08 classification
and then further grouped into four categories containing low - and
high-skilled white- and blue-collar occupations. Since many studies
examined more than one occupation, the numbers and percentages in
the table do not add up to our total N of 58 or 100%. Table 3 shows
that most of the research on the gendered economic outcomes of attrac-
tiveness that has taken occupation into account has focused on white-
collar jobs. There is a clear imbalance in the occupations studied,
marked by the near total absence of studies on blue-collar jobs.

Gendered outcomes

Next, we discuss the distribution of appearance-related socioeconomic
outcomes in labor markets between men and women. We begin by intro-
ducing the general results of our analysis.

Table 4 shows the number of reviewed studies in which various con-
ditions were supported. In coding the results, we specifically examined
the paper’s gender comparisons. If a paper included, for example, step-
wise models we looked at the model which was the most comparable
to models in other papers. Apart from our interpretations of the
models, we also took into account the authors’ interpretation. The total
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Table 4. Distribution of gendered outcomes of articles (N = 58) reviewed.

Gendered outcome Number of papers
Attractiveness more beneficial for women 19
Attractiveness more beneficial for men 20
Attractiveness beneficial for both 39

Attractiveness beneficial for neither
Attractiveness more detrimental for women
Attractiveness more detrimental for men
Attractiveness detrimental for both
Attractiveness detrimental for neither
Plainness more beneficial for women
Plainness more beneficial for men
Plainness beneficial for both

Plainness beneficial for neither

Plainness more detrimental for women
Plainness more detrimental for men
Plainness detrimental for both

Plainness detrimental for neither

NOUDAOO—=N=NOOX®LO

number of results is greater than the number of studies included because
many studies have provided several results that were not mutually exclu-
sive. For example, if attractiveness was found to be generally beneficial for
both genders, but more to men than to women, the result was marked in
both the second (‘attractiveness more beneficial for men’) and third
columns (‘attractiveness beneficial for both’). According to this count
of results, there are no clear differences between genders in the benefits
associated with attractiveness. Instead, a similar number of studies
have supported the claim that women benefit from attractiveness more
than men, as there is support for the claim that men benefit more than
women. In most cases, we find evidence to support the claim that attrac-
tiveness is socioeconomically beneficial for both men and women.

Thus, we find that attractiveness is not exclusively a benefit for women,
but there is evidence that it is an asset for men. Interestingly, the most
obvious gender differences are observed in cases where attractiveness
acts as a detrimental property, often referred to as the ‘beauty is beastly’
effect (Heilman and Saruwatari 1979). Seven studies have found this
effect for women, but no study has detected it for men. Accordingly, attrac-
tiveness seems to be more coherently an asset for men, whereas the out-
comes of attractiveness are more unsystematic for women.

A limited number of studies have focused on the effects of being less
attractive (often referred to as unattractiveness or plainness). Hence, we
can say less about the gender differences in the effects of unattractiveness
or plainness. Overall, most studies focusing on plainness found it to be
linked to negative outcomes for either one or both genders (15 papers in
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total). According to three studies, plainness may be beneficial either for men
or women, and none of the studies reported it to be generally rewarding.
Moreover, Heilman and Saruwatari (1979) found unattractiveness to be
more beneficial for women in managerial jobs in terms of hiring and
salary recommendations, as well as qualification evaluations. The same
result was replicated in a study by Shahani-Denning et al. (2010), but
only in their U.S. sample, not in India, where they compared the U.S.
results. In contrast, Lee et al. (2015) found that unattractiveness may be ben-
eficial for men instead of women in situations where the decision maker
expects them to compete with the evaluated person in the future. In
short, all studies that found plainness to be beneficial for either gender con-
sidered more situational logics involved, implying that the process through
which appearance-related inequalities emerge is multidimensional.

As a supplementary analysis, we inquired into possible patterns behind
the inconsistent outcomes in terms of gender by analyzing in more detail
the studies that found attractiveness to be beneficial either for men (20
studies) or women (19 studies), as well as studies that found attractiveness
to be more detrimental for women (seven studies). We tabulated these
studies by country, year, study type, occupational categories, outcomes,
as well as based on ratings and pool of raters. The results of this supplemen-
tary analysis can be found in Appendix D. We did not find clear patterns
that could explain the discrepancies in results. Our analysis revealed that
the majority of studies that reported the existence of beauty penalties for
attractive women were conducted in the U.S. (and only one in Europe)
and utilized an experimental design. It is possible that these types of lab
experiments, based on first impression and stimulus-reaction schemes,
reinforce gender stereotypes related to attractive women in particular
(Kuwabara and Thébaud 2017). Moreover, six European studies found
attractiveness to be more beneficial for women, whereas only three
reported attractiveness to be more beneficial for men. However, further
research is required to draw conclusions about the existence of cultural
differences in the gendered outcomes of attractiveness.

Discussion

This study provides a detailed and up-to-date summary of the gendered
socioeconomic outcomes of physical attractiveness in the labor market.
Over the past decade, researchers from Europe have become increasingly
interested in physical attractiveness-based inequalities, besides those from
the U.S. However, the results have often been scattered in terms of gender.
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Similar to previous literature reviews, we also relied on two competing
hypotheses: (a) both men and women are universally rewarded for
being attractive; (b) outcomes of attractiveness are gendered.

First, we found that attractiveness is generally socioeconomically ben-
eficial for both men and women. A very common conclusion in the
studies that we reviewed was there are no significant gender difference
in socioeconomic outcomes of attractiveness in working life. Indeed,
we found no evidence that attractiveness would be more beneficial par-
ticularly for women, as lay understanding suggests. Instead, we found
an almost equal amount of studies indicating that attractiveness is
more beneficial for men as we found studies reporting that attractiveness
is more beneficial for women.

Second, we found that the outcomes of attractiveness are gendered in that
it is more consistently beneficial for men than for women. For women,
attractiveness appears to be detrimental in certain cases, which is not the
case for men. Thus, we conclude that attractiveness is a rather universally
beneficial for men, whereas it may be more context-dependent for
women. In other words, both genders generally benefit from attractiveness,
but only women get penalized for being attractive. Women are expected to
constantly engage in aesthetic labor to improve their looks (Elias et al. 2017),
yet attractiveness entails risks of not only stigma (Tse€lon 1992), but also
socioeconomic penalties on labor markets. The fact that women walk
such a tightrope means that we can hardly consider attractiveness an indi-
vidual characteristic or form of capital that universally yields gender-neutral
beauty premia. Thus, our results partially support the second hypothesis
regarding the outcomes of attractiveness being gendered.

Several papers we reviewed straightforwardly drew from very empiri-
cal and often theoretically void (Maestripieri et al. 2017) research on
beauty premia, assuming that attractiveness is a universal asset that auto-
matically confers benefits to individuals (Mears 2014). The inconsisten-
cies in the results of this research in terms of gender, however,
highlight that this approach simply does not suffice for understanding
and explaining appearance-related labor market inequalities. It is plaus-
ible that context and power relations play a role in determining attrac-
tiveness-related outcomes: Perhaps unequal outcomes relate as much to
contextual power relations as to individual characteristics. In Bourdieu-
sian terms, the structure of the social field matters (Green 2014; Kukko-
nen 2021). Additionally, quantitative research on appearance-related
inequality could benefit significantly from engaging with the literature
on aesthetic labor, which underscores how appearance-related
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inequalities are shaped in social interaction in particular labor market
contexts, where the power relations tend to be skewed, such as in
terms of social class, gender, age, and race (e.g. Boyle and Keere 2019,
Wissinger 2012, Walters 2018).

The reviewed quantitative research on the socioeconomic outcomes of
attractiveness largely glosses over power relations. Despite focusing on
socioeconomic inequality, the research field is surprisingly blind to
forms of inequality, both in terms of status and class. For example, it is
striking that blue-collar occupations were barely represented in the
studies we reviewed in this paper. This not only causes a middle class
bias, but may also distort results in terms of gender, as blue-collar occu-
pations tend to be more sex-typed than white-collar jobs.

Generally, more recent studies included in our systematic review
acknowledged different social categorizations better than older studies,
for example, by employing comparative study settings and including
more detailed analyzes of different statistical interactions. If studies
increasingly examine differences in the outcomes of attractiveness
between social groups, future studies could be conducted to review the
interplay between attractiveness and, for example, age and race in
shaping labor market inequalities in different fields of work or different
cultures. However, the potential for drawing together research results
and comparing results is undermined by attractiveness being measured
in numerous ways, on countless different scales, and a lack of uniformity
in analysis. With the overwhelming focus on the positive outcomes of
attractiveness in the literature, there is a tendency to contrast some
groups defined as ‘attractive’ to ‘others,” rather than examining outcomes
of unattractiveness, or comparing different levels of attractiveness. This
limits our understanding of appearance-based inequality (Griffin and
Langlois 2006; Kanazawa and Still 2018).

Considering that attractiveness in itself is a classed, gendered, racist,
and ageist concept (Craig 2002, Jha 2015, Kuipers 2015, Kwan and Traut-
ner 2009), exploring these social categorizations may help us better
understand appearance-related inequality. For example, a recent study
by Monk et al. (2021) found that the returns of attractiveness vary
depending on the intersections of race and gender, with Black women
gaining the most advantage from attractiveness, while facing the most
disadvantage from unattractiveness. Such intersectional - or even
infra-categorical (Monk 2022) - thinking and methods of analysis
could be key to understanding the dynamics of appearance-related
inequalities. Current research often takes the role of attractiveness for
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granted, thus contributing to the naturalization of attractiveness-related
inequality. More efforts should be made to unpack the ‘black box’ of
attractiveness (cf. Mears 2014), and focusing on cues of categories, as
well as typicality (Monk 2022). Therefore, complementary measures
should be developed and studied to capture, for example, how styles of
clothing, hair, posture, facial expressions, grooming, and living up to
occupational appearance expectations produce unequal outcomes. We
encourage applying innovative research designs to solve inconsistencies
from previous research and to increase our understanding of gendered
appearance-related inequalities in working life. In a visually oriented
social world, these inequalities will rapidly deepen unless they are
better recognized and understood.
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Appendix A: Bibliographic search strategy
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engine EBSCO Scopus ProQuest Google Scholar Web of Science

Search (keywords) (DE ‘Facial Features’ (keywords) beauty OR ‘facial ~ (All subjects & indexing) (beauty OR ‘facial appearance’ (ALL = (beauty OR ‘facial
string OR DE ‘Physical appearance’ OR ‘physical MESH.EXACT(‘Beauty’) OR OR ‘physical appearance’ OR  appearance’ OR ‘physical

Attractiveness’) OR ((DE
‘APPEARANCE discrimination’
OR DE ‘DISCRIMINATION in
employment’) OR (DE
‘PHYSICAL characteristics
(Human body)’)) OR (DE
‘FEMININE beauty
(Aesthetics)’) OR lookism OR
beauty OR ‘facial appearance’
OR attractiv* AND
(abstrakteista) labo*r OR salar*
OR financial OR benefit* OR
recruit* OR employ* OR
tipping OR earning* OR wage
OR performance OR
occupation* OR lookism OR
penalt* OR outcome* OR
discrimination OR inequal* OR
success* OR wealth AND
(mistéd tahansa) appearance
OR beauty OR attractiveness

appearance’ OR appearance
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‘physical attractiveness’ OR
lookism OR attractiv* AND
(article title, abstract,
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OR financial OR benefit* OR
recruit* OR employ* OR
tipping OR earning* OR wage
OR performance OR
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(anywhere except full texts) noft
(labo*r OR salar* OR financial OR
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OR tipping OR earning* OR wage
OR performance OR occupation*
OR penalt* OR outcome* OR
discrimination OR inequal* OR
success* OR wealth) AND
(anywhere) appearance OR
beauty OR attractiveness OR
good-looking AND (anywhere
except full texts) gender NOT
(abstract) mating OR dating OR
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attractiveness OR lookism)
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salar* OR financial OR
benefit* OR recruit* OR
employ* OR tipping OR
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outcome* OR discrimination
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earning* OR wage OR
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wealth) NOT ALL = (mating
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LANGUAGE: (English) AND
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Results

OR good-looking AND (mista
tahansa) gender NOT
(abstract) mating

PsycINFO, Academic Search
Premier, SocINDEX with Full
Text, Business Source
Complete, Political Science
Complete
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Number of 62
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articles

Social Sciences, Psychology, ~ ProQuest Central, British
Business, Management and Periodicals, Periodicals Archive
Accounting, Economics, Online
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Appendix B: Measuring attractiveness
Table B1. Measurements of attractiveness in the studies

Studies %
Basis of rating
Facial photograph of a real person 34 58,62
Digitally generated or edited photo 7 12,07
Real-life encounter 13 22,41
Other or multiple types 4 6,90
Number of ratings per picture
1 " 18,97
2-9 14 24,14
10-49 17 29,31
50-99 5 8,62
100-199 4 6,90
200+ 2 3,45
Information unavailable 5 8,62
Pool of raters
Students 18 31,03
Interviewer 11 18,97
More diverse sample 19 32,76
Other or multiple 2 3,45
Information unavailable 8 13,79
Scale
5-point 18 31,03
7-point 9 15,52
9-point 10 17,24
Other 21 36,21

58 100,00

There is no standard measurement of attractiveness in research, instead, studies have
approached it in several different ways. The majority of studies measured attractiveness
by having a panel rate unmanipulated facial photographs of real people, which ensured
that each appearance was evaluated several times. Some studies digitally manipulated
photographs that were checked for manipulation by a group of raters (e.g. Deng et al.
2020; Rooth 2009). Numerous studies evaluated attractiveness based on ratings on
face-to-face encounters. In these cases, the evaluation of attractiveness was based on
a whole-body impression, rather than a static two-dimensional facial photograph.
Ratings based on real-life encounters were typically based on a rating given by an inter-
viewer. In five studies (Cash and Kilcullen 1985; Lee et al. 2018; Lev-On and Waismel-
Manor 2016; Maurer-Fazio and Lei 2015; Parrett 2015), the number of times each
appearance was evaluated was not reported. In approximately in one-third of the
studies, the pool of raters consisted of undergraduate university students. Another
one-third used a more diverse sample of raters, including individuals of different
nationalities (e.g. comparisons between USA and India (Shahani-Denning et al.
2010)), different age groups, occupational groups, or more random combinations of
people (e.g. restaurant visitors (Parrett 2015)). In 12 studies, attractiveness was evalu-
ated by an interviewer whose background or gender was not disclosed.

Generally, attractiveness was measured using 5-point scales (31% of studies used
some type of 5-point scale), but narrower and wider scales were also used, ranging
from scales of 1-3 all the way to 11-point scales. Often, only the peak numbers
were verbally explicated (for example, the terms for lowest attractiveness were
‘very unattractive’, ‘homely’ or ‘not at all attractive’ and the terms for highest
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attractiveness were ‘very attractive’ or ‘strikingly handsome/beautiful’). Moreover,
one study determined attractiveness by asking raters to select the more attractive
one out of two pictures (Jackle and Metz 2017). In most studies, only attractiveness
was evaluated, but about one-third of the studies also measured other appearance-
related characteristics, such as babyfacedness, trustworthiness, or likeability.

Appendix C: Included Articles in Alphabetical Order

Article ID

1 Abramowitz et al. (1991).

2 Andreoni and Petrie (2008).

3 Anyzova and Matéji (2018).

4 Benzeval et al. (2013).

5 Berggren et al. (2010).

6 Biddle and Hamermesh (1998).
7 Bédo et al. (2013).

8 Cash and Kilcullen (1985).

9 Cash et al. (1977).

10 Chiang and Saw (2018).

1 Chiao et al. (2008).

12 Deng et al. (2020).

13 Deryugina and Shurchkov (2015).
14 Doorley and Sierminska (2015).
15 French (2002).

16 Frieze et al. (1991).

17 Fruhen et al. (2015).

18 Gehrsitz (2014).

19 Geiler et al. (2018).

20 Geys (2015).

21 Hamermesh and Biddle (1994).
22 Harper (2000).

23 Heilman and Saruwatari (1979).
24 Heilman and Stopeck (1985).
25 Jackson (1983).

26 Jackle and Metz (2017).

27 Jawahar and Mattsson (2005).
28 Jenq et al. (2015).

29 Johnson et al. (2010).

30 Judge et al. (2009).

31 Kanazawa and Still (2018).

32 King and Leigh (2009).

33 Kraft (2012). (Study 1)

34 Kraft (2012). (Study 2)

35 Lee et al. (2018).

36 Lee et al. (2015).

37 Lev-On and Waismel-Manor (2016).
38 Lutz (2010).

39 Lynn and Simons (2000).

40 Marlowe et al. (1996).

41 Maurer-Fazio and Lei (2015).
42 Mavisakalyan (2018).

43 Nicklin and Roch (2008).

44 Oreffice and Quintana-Domeque (2016).
45 Parrett (2015).

46 Patacchini et al. (2015).

47 Patel and Wolfe (2021).

(Continued)
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Continued.

Article ID

48 Paustian-Underdahl and Walker (2016).
49 Poutvaara et al. (2009).

50 Robins et al. (2011).

51 Rooth (2009).

52 Roszell et al. (1989).

53 Ruffle and Shtudiner (2015).
54 Ryabov (2019).

55 Sala et al. (2013).

56 Shahani-Denning et al. (2010).
57 Sigelman et al. (1986).

58 Wong and Penner (2016).

Appendix D: Supplementary analysis

Table D1. Inconsistent gendered outcomes by country, year, study type, occupational
categories, outcomes, basis of rating and pool of raters.

Attractiveness
Attractiveness Attractiveness more
more beneficial more beneficial detrimental for
for women for men women
N % N % N %
Country
North America 1 57,89 13 65 5 62,5
Europe 6 31,58 3 15 1 12,5
Asia 0 0 2 10 1 12,5
Others 2 10,53 2 10 1 12,5
Year
Median 2012 2007 2010
Mean 2009 2003 2003
Study type
Cross-sectional 6 31,58 6 30,00 1 12,50
Longitudinal 3 15,79 4 20,00 0 0,00
Lab experiment 7 36,84 8 40,00 5 62,50
Field experiment 3 15,79 2 10,00 2 25,00
Occupational categories
High-skilled white collar 5 26,32 7 35,00 6 75,00
Low-skilled white collar 8 42,11 6 30,00 6 75,00
High-skilled blue collar 0 0,00 0 0,00 0 0,00
Low-skilled blue collar 2 10,53 0 0,00 1 12,50
Unknown 1 57,89 10 50,00 0 0,00
Outcomes
Monetary 8 42,11 8 40,00 1 12,50
Hiring 6 31,58 9 45,00 6 75,00
Votes 2 10,53 2 10,00 0 0,00
Others 3 15,79 1 5,00 1 12,50
Basis of rating
Facial photograph of a real person 12 63,16 12 60,00 7 87,50
Digitally generated or edited photo 1 526 0 0,00 1 12,50
Real-life encounter 4 21,05 6 30,00 0 0,00
Other or multiple types 2 10,53 2 10,00 0 0,00
Pool of raters
Students 7 36,84 5 25,00 4 50,00
Interviewer 4 21,05 6 30,00 0 0,00
More diverse sample 4 21,05 6 30,00 4 50,00
Other or multiple 1 526 1 5,00 0 0,00
Information unavailable 3 15,79 2 10,00 0 0,00
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