Double standards in accumulation and exploitation of aesthetic capital
 
Abstract:

Physical appearance as a form capital has received increasing attention in sociology in recent years. The capital logic suggests that aesthetic capital, like other forms of capital, can be accumulated and exploited in economic and social exchange. Previous research suggests that norms regarding the accumulation and exploitation of aesthetic capital are different for men and for women. This suggests the existence of so called double standards. It is, however, unclear for whom it is actually more acceptable to accumulate and for whom to exploit physical appearance -related assets. Drawing on consumer culture studies, social stratification studies and gender studies, we ask whether there is a double standard of accumulation or exploitation of aesthetic capital. To study the possible differences in norms for men and women, we analyse a nationally representative survey of 15 to 74 year-old Finns (N=1,600).  The measures are based on a split-ballot design. Our findings indicate that double standards do exist. It is more acceptable for women to accumulate their aesthetic capital. However, norms regarding the exploitation of aesthetic capital are stricter for women than for men. The results question the capital logic of physical appearance, as it seems that possibilities for women, in particular, to gain economic or social advantage from their physical appearance are normatively limited.  


1.        Introduction
 
During the past decade, sociologists have increasingly started to consider physical appearance a form of capital, or more specifically, as aesthetic capital (Anderson et al. 2010; Holla and Kuipers 2015; cf. Hakim 2010). Aesthetic capital can be understood as a combination of different resources or assets related to physical appearance including facial beauty, body shape, size and physique, as well as styles of grooming and clothing (Anderson et al. 2010).
 
Following this capital logic, aesthetic capital, like other forms of capital, is convertible and can be accumulated and exploited in economic and social exchange (e.g. Holla and Kuipers 2015; Sarpila 2014). Applying the idea of capital to physical appearance also suggests that there are markets where the assets are evaluated, used and exchanged. However, there is no uniform logic driving these markets; rather, various markets have unique rules and norms (Bourdieu 2005; Zelizer 2010). From a perspective of physical appearance this would mean that accumulability and exploitability of this type of capital varies from one sphere of life to another and from one individual to the next. In other words, it is likely that different physical appearance -related norms apply.
 
Existing literature has, to a large extent, problematised the meaning of gender in relation to physical appearance -related norms. Feminist theory strongly suggests that different norms apply to men and women in terms of accumulability and exploitability of physical appearance (Bordo 1993; Wolf 1991). Instead of studying the actual gender differences in norms, previous empirical research has concentrated on the possible consequences (economic, in particular) of appearance-related norms. In addition, empirical findings are somewhat mixed. Although women seem to spend more on their physical appearance (e.g. Sarpila and Räsänen 2011; Twigg and Majima 2014), their involvement in the accumulation of aesthetic capital at a more general level is not necessarily significantly different from men. Yet, the means of accumulating this type of capital may vary according to gender (Sarpila 2014). Furthermore, it is not clear whether or not aesthetic capital is more or less rewardable, i.e. exploitable for women than for men, as the results vary in accordance with how aesthetic capital is measured and what sphere of life is analysed (e.g. Jæger 2011). By studying the norms that reinforce consequences of physical appearance, it is possible to actually see the extent to which men and women are treated differently with respect to their physical appearance. Here, norms refer to social rules, that is to say individuals’ perceptions of appropriate behaviour for men and women.
 
In this paper, we firstly approach physical appearance as a form of capital that can be developed, i.e. accumulated, and examine if this type of behaviour is gendered in its acceptance. Secondly, we conceptualise appearance as an exploitable form of capital and ask whether it is more acceptable for men or for women to take advantage of it. With the possible difference in how the behaviour of men and women might be evaluated differently, we refer to the so-called double standard of physical appearance (cf. e.g. Rijken and Liefbroer 2016). 
 
We use a unique data with split-ballot design to study the possible double standards in the accumulation and exploitation of aesthetic capital. Similar research designs have been used previously by the European Social Survey to study double standards regarding family norms (Rijken and Mertz 2014; Rijken and Liefbroer 2016). Our data are drawn from a Finnish nationwide survey collected in 2016 (N=1,600). Finland is known for its high level of gender equality; in gender equality comparisons, the country is ranked at the top among other Nordic countries (e.g. Hausmann, Tyson and Zahidi 2011; Plantenga et al. 2009). Thus, we posit that Finland offers a valuable case to study double standards of physical appearance due to these characteristics that lend themselves to representing a baseline of sorts. If we find double standards of physical appearance in Finland, it is plausible that double standards are even more prevalent outside Nordic countries where gender equality is less prevalent.
 
Our paper starts with a theoretical and empirical overview. In the first section of the literature review, we combine a consumer culture approach and a gender studies approach. On the basis of that discussion we formulate our research questions concerning the double standard of aesthetic capital accumulation. In the second section of our literature review, we combine an empirically driven social stratification approach with a gender studies approach and present our research questions on the double standard of aesthetic capital exploitation. We then proceed to describing our survey design and data as well as methods. After that we present our results, and end with a discussion and conclusions.
 
2. Theoretical background
 
2.1 The double standard of accumulation – a theoretical and empirical overview
 
In a consumer culture approach, physical appearance is considered to play a fundamental role in consumption-driven societies. Consumers are not only encouraged, but expected to constantly evaluate, modify and control their body and appearance in order to express who they are (Bauman 2007; Shilling 2012). In consumer culture the message is that physical appearance is an expression of identity and a wise consumer takes every advantage of appearance-related commodities to become the best version of herself/himself. As Featherstone (2007, xxi) has put it:

”The body is presented as the central vehicle to the consumer culture good life: the source of pleasurable sensations which must be looked after (maintained, repaired and improved). Yet, the body is also understood in terms of its image as the visible indicator of the self, hence the attention given to ‘the look’ (presentation, grooming, style).”

The centrality of the body and looks in the consumer culture context means that inner causes have started to subordinate to outer ones: how the body looks has become even more important than how the body works or even how healthy the body is (Sassatelli 2010, 2012; Turner 2008; cf. Featherstone 2010). The more effectively one is able to meet the consumerist requirements of an ideal physical appearance (predominantly having a fit body and youthful appearance), the better are the chances of gaining the benefits of it. Thus, physical appearance turns into a form of capital, which can be accumulated through cultural and economic capital in particular (Bourdieu 1984; Kuipers 2015; Sarpila and Erola 2016; Shilling 2012). Following Bauman’s (2007) ideas, the consumer culture logic spreads to all spheres of life: consumers themselves become commodities who are expected to have up-to-date knowledge about what is demanded from them in different markets, for example in respect to physical appearance. Consumers are expected to buy products that will make them desirable and wanted, and to modify their appearance to maintain their ‘demand’ (Bauman 2007). However, what is demanded or appreciated with regard to physical appearance differs from one field to the next and is likely to vary between individuals as well (Bourdieu 1984; Holla and Kuipers 2015).

According to some influential feminist theorists, including Wolf (1991) and Bordo (1993), there is an unquestionable difference in terms of how men and women are expected to attend to their body and looks. The approach underlines that the double standard of physical appearance appears as a consequence of narrow femininity, which is a product of patriarchal society. Women are their physical appearance: they are defined by it but also define themselves through it. As beauty standards concern women more than men, the process sustains existing power structures. These types of feminist arguments do not actually subscribe to the view that physical appearance, and thus modifying and spending on it, could serve as a form of capital. Although physical appearance may bring advantages to some individuals (women), the disadvantages generally surpass the advantages (for women) (cf. Holla and Kuipers 2015).
 
In consumer culture imagery, different kinds of body modification techniques and physical capital accumulation practices have been increasingly connected with not just femininity but masculinity as well. According to empirical studies, however, from the perspective of male consumers themselves participating in feminised grooming practices, such as beauty care, might be problematic (Barber 2008; Pompper 2010). Furthermore, the avoidance of femininity and the fear of being labelled as vain or narcissistic can affect the way men take care of their looks or the attitudes hold towards appearance (Gill, Henwood & McLean 2005; Twigg 2007). Recent studies also show that, compared to men, women still spend more on grooming services and products as well as clothing (Sarpila and Räsänen 2011; Twigg and Majima 2014). The situation is not, however, clear cut as the attitudes men and women take towards developing aesthetic capital can vary according to the type of aesthetic capital accumulation practices in question. It has been shown that although women in general place more attitudinal emphasis on the importance of how they look, men and women tend to have quite a similar understanding concerning the importance of physical appearance in consumer culture (Sarpila 2014; Sarpila and Erola 2016). Furthermore, it has been found that in regard to norms concerning beauty and grooming practices, men actually face stricter norms than women, as these types of practices are so strongly associated with femininity (Barber 2008; Gill, Henwood and McLean 2005; McNeill and Douglas 2011). This could mean that practices of accumulating aesthetic capital are more expected from and more accepted for women than from men.
 
To summarise, it is not clear in the prevailing consumerist environment the extent to which the expectations people place on men’s and women’s behaviour actually vary. Thus, with respect to the theoretical considerations and empirical findings presented above, we ask the following research questions on aesthetic capital accumulation:
RQ1. Is there a double standard in the accumulation of aesthetic capital, i.e. are the evaluations of the same behaviour different for men and women?
RQ2. Does the strength of a possible double standard vary according to different operationalisations of aesthetic capital accumulation used?
RQ3. Are the norms stricter for men or for women?
 
2.2 The double standard of exploitation – a theoretical and empirical overview
 
As in the consumer culture approach, aesthetic capital has generally been considered a combination of assets that can be developed through consumption-related practices. In sociological stratification research on physical appearance, however, physical appearance has been treated more or less as a biologically defined form of capital. This research approach conceptualises aesthetic capital as physical attractiveness measured as body size and shape (usually height and body mass index) or facial attractiveness, which can be exploitable through various mechanisms for social and economic exchange. 

The uneven distribution of assets related to physical appearance and its consequences have been the main focus in sociological stratification research. In their sociologically groundbreaking research, Mulford et al. (1998) distinguish three types of markets where aesthetic capital related assets are exchanged: the labour market, marriage market and what they call the “everyday market”.  Social and economic exchange can take place in all markets but, as Mulford et al. point out, the logic of exchange can be different in the case of physical appearance. This might also apply to the existence, or strength, of a double standard in different markets. According to Hakim (2010) women generally possess more “erotic capital”, including physical appearance -related assets than men, but cannot make use of it:				
“As women generally have more erotic capital than men, so men deny it exists or has value, and have taken steps to ensure women cannot legitimately exploit their relative advantage.”(Hakim 2010, 499). 

In the light of economic exchange, the labour market is one of the most studied fields, where the association between physical appearance and economic capital has been assessed. Here, sociologists have followed economists who have a far longer tradition in studying the relationship between physical appearance and work life consequences (for a review, see Hamermesh 2011). Whereas a great body of research in economics has analysed the connection between physical attractiveness and income, sociological stratification research has also been interested in outcomes in the form of employment status and socio-economic status. Gender differences have been found to vary depending on how physical attractiveness has been measured.
 
One of the most commonly used measures in social stratification research on the labour market is body mass index (BMI). Results from empirical studies utilising large-scale data sets are, however, somewhat mixed. Several sociological studies, which have analysed the association between BMI and income, have found the association for women only: women with higher BMI, obese women in particular, tend to have lower income than women with normal BMI (Härkönen, Räsänen and Näsi 2011; Pagán and Dávila 1997; Perks 2012; Register and Williams 1990). These studies suggest that men and women are treated differently based on their physical traits. However, few studies in sociology have used facial attractiveness to study the relationship between physical appearance and success in working life, and results are somewhat varied. According to Sala et al.’s (2013) longitudinal study on facial attractiveness and socio-economic standing, facial attractiveness brings same advantages to both men and women over one’s lifetime. In a more recent study on the association between physical attractiveness and income, Wong and Penner (2016) argue that so-called attractiveness premia exist for both men and women. Those considered more attractive tend to earn more compared to those deemed less attractive; however, the mechanism for attractiveness premia varies according to gender. For women the premia are entirely related to grooming while for men it is only partly so. Furthermore, what Jæger’s (2011) analysis on the returns to physical attractiveness over the life course suggests is that different aspects of physical attractiveness have different outcomes for men and women: whereas men seem to benefit from being tall, in the form of higher income, women with more attractive faces or lower BMI tend to have higher socio-economic status later in their lives.
 
Although the results are, overall, somewhat inconsistent, it seems more likely that women’s inability to fit into cultural beauty standards, in particular, may produce more severe consequences in working life than being attractive might bring rewards. This may apply especially to the female-dominated service sector, where employees are expected to “look good and sound right” (Warhurst and Nickson 2001). This phenomenon that depicts the centrality of workers’ appearance in the labour market has been conceptualised as aesthetic labour (Elias, Gill and Scharff 2017). On the other hand, having aesthetic capital may be problematic as well in the work context. Women may face difficulties in attaining credibility in stereotypically masculine jobs in particular, with effect being more pronounced if the applicant is considered relatively attractive (Braun, Peus and Frey 2015; Haynes 2012; Johnson et al. 2010; Paustian-Underdahl and Walker 2015).

Explanations that are given for the difficulties women meet in working life are often linked to gender roles that define the expected and normative behavior for each person. Gender roles carry certain stereotypical personality traits. For example, communal traits, such as agreeableness, affectionateness and negotiability, are commonly linked to femininity, whereas agentic behaviour that emphasises assertiveness, independency and social dominance is characteristically defined as masculine (Eagly and Karau 2002). In addition to this, some occupations are culturally more strongly tied to these personality traits. One widely studied case that illustrates this concerns managerial positions. In those positions, “masculine” agentic traits are traditionally considered desirable, which can result in female leaders increasingly facing role incongruence in their occupation. (Ibid.) They are said to be in a double bind, meaning that when acting according to a “feminine role”, they are not considered to be suitable leaders, and when adopting an agentic role as a leader, they are labeled as “bitchy” or “catty” (e.g. Elsesser and Lever 2011). 

The reasoning behind women’s discrimination in working life is based on the view that female-typed traits are regarded as inferior in life-spheres that are often seen as masculine, such as managerial occupations and the economic sector. For example, Rudman and Glick’s (2001) study illustrated that female managerial job applicants faced an implicit norm to be nice besides enacting in an agentic manner, or else they were seen to be lacking social skills, which in turn affected their hireability. Male applicants did not face similar personality requirements. Rudman and Glick suggest that there are more requirements for women to get in managerial positions compared to men. Women are expected to be both nice and competent (ibid.). Notably, at the same time, niceness is seen as a female-type trait that may not help to get respect as a leader. Kuwabara and Thébaud’s more recent study (2017) reveals similar results about female-typed traits being disadvantageous in male-dominated spheres of life: women that were seeking loans for male-typed endeavors were less likely to receive funding than men, and the effect was greater for attractive women. Overall, these empirical studies suggest that the possibility to exploit one’s appearance in working life depends on the job and how female-typed characteristics are valued therein. 

The marriage market is an area of life where the exploitation of physical appearance is likely to be more acceptable than in working life. The existence of a double standard is, however, possible. According to the traditional sociobiological understanding, men tend to choose their spouse based on their appearance while women tend to focus more on status (e.g. Buss et al. 1990). Normatively, however, it is different for men to choose their partner on the basis of appearance compared to accepting women to exploit their physical appearance in the marriage market. In addition, we might argue that different aspects of physical appearance matter for men and for women. For example, compared to men, women have been found to appreciate their partner’s height more  (Yancey and Emerson 2016), while men appreciate younger age (England and McClintock 2009). On the other hand, it has also been found that physical appearance, when measured as facial attractiveness, may be a shared factor in marriage markets for both men and women (Jæger 2011). 

Furthermore, McClintock (2014, 576) has underlined that although “[i]n popular culture, the concept of a gendered beauty-status exchange, in which an economically successful man partners with a beautiful “trophy wife,” is commonplace”, this type of exchange does not work in longer term relationships. The matching of different forms of capital, such as aesthetic capital and cultural capital in particular, seems to be more crucial, which highlights the importance of mutual understanding and cultural similarity between partners (McClintock 2014). In other words, women may not be able to exchange beauty for status in as straightforward a manner as is usually believed. Instead, according to Mears’ (2015) ethnographic study among VIP party circuits, men can better exploit women’s bodily capital than women themselves can, because success that is gained by means of appearance is often culturally stigmatised. This might in turn suggest that in regard to the exploitability of physical appearance in marriage markets, women’s behaviour is actually normatively more strictly controlled than is men’s behaviour. 

Overall, although women might normatively have better chances to accumulate their aesthetic capital, exploitation of this type of capital might be problematic. In order to study the possible double standards in the exploitation of aesthetic capital, we ask the following research questions:
RQ4. Is there a double standard of exploitation of aesthetic capital, i.e. are the evaluations of the same behaviour different for men and women?
RQ5. Does the strength of a possible double standard vary across the different areas of life studied?
RQ6. Are the norms stricter for men or for women?

3. Data and methods

3.1 Sample

The analysis utilises survey data collected in spring 2016. The purpose of the survey was to collect data on the aspects and meanings of physical appearance. The survey was distributed by mail to a simple random sample of 4000 15 to 74-year-old Finns. The sample was selected from the Central Register of Population. In addition to the paper questionnaire, the respondents were also given the opportunity to complete the survey online. The final sample included 3994 Finns, as those who could not be reached were omitted from the sample. A total of 1600 Finns responded, which amounted to a 40 percent response rate. 280 of those surveyed responded online, while 1320 respondents delivered their responses by mail.  As is typical in survey research, younger men are somewhat under-represented in our final data (1-3 percentage points compared to the general population), whereas older women are, to some extent, over-represented (3-4 percentage points compared to the population). To correct the biases, the data have been weighted to correspond to the age and gender distribution of the Finnish population aged 15 to 74 years. The weights have been calculated by comparing the age and gender distribution of 15 to 74-year-old Finns in official population statistics with our data. All analyses were conducted using these weights.	

3.2 Methodology and analysis

In order to study double standards in the accumulation and exploitation of aesthetic capital, we used a similar research design as was applied in European Social Survey 2006. In ESS, split-ballot design was used to study double standards concerning family norms. Similar to ESS, in our research design the questions concerning men and women were randomised such that half of the respondents answered questions regarding men and the other half answered questions regarding women. The split-ballot design is considered a suitable way to study double standards. If the same respondents would have to answer questions concerning both men and women, the respondents could end up giving similar answers due to the social desirability bias, and thus would not reveal the possible double standards in a given society (see Rijken and Merz 2014). By utilising a split-ballot design, our interest lies in double standards prevailing at a societal rather than individual level.

We included eight dependent variables in our analysis. Firstly, we operationalised norms on the accumulation of aesthetic capital using four attitudinal questions: How much do you approve or disapprove if a man/a woman 1) does not want to leave the house without being well groomed 2) participates in sports in order to modify one’s physical appearance 3) uses plastic surgery to improve his/her physical appearance 4) wants to hide the physical marks of ageing. Secondly, we operationalised norms on the exploitation of aesthetic capital using the following four attitudinal questions: How much do you approve or disapprove if a man/a woman tries to take an advantage of his/her physical appearance to 1) get a job 2) increase his/her salary 3) get friends 4) get a spouse he/she wants. The answers were given on a five-point Likert scale, which ranged from “Definitely disapprove”=1 to “Definitely approve”=5. As mentioned, half of the respondents answered questions concerning only women, another half questions concerning only men. In our analysis, we collapsed five categories into three categories: “Disapprove” (original categories 1 and 2), “Neutral” (original category 3) and “Approve” (original categories 4 and 5). 	 
	 				
Our independent variable was a dummy variable for the questionnaire version including categories 0=female version (questions concerning only women) and 1=male version (questions concerning only men). In this paper we were interested in analysing double standards in accumulation and exploitation of aesthetic capital from different angles and as such we do not analyse who endorses these double standards. However, we included several control variables in our analysis, which in previous studies have been found to be associated with attitudes related to physical appearance. These control variables include gender, age, education, partner status and personal income. Respondents’ gender was included as a dummy variable: 0=female and 1=male. Age was measured in years and included as a continuous variable in the analysis. Education was recoded as “Lower degree”, “Bachelor’s degree” and “Master’s degree” from the original six-point education variable. Partner status was recoded as a dummy variable, coding 1 for those who are single and 0 otherwise. Personal income per month was measured as net income (euros per month), and it was included in the regression model as a continuous variable. A descriptive overview of these variables is shown in Table 1. 

< Table 1 about here>

Analyses were conducted using ordered logistic regression. As the name of the used method indicates, ordinal regression analysis is a suitable method for analysing ordinal variables. Unlike linear models, ordinal regression analysis only makes assumptions concerning the order of the dependent variable values rather than the distance between the variables. This being the case, it is not assumed that the distance between the value 2, “Neutral”, and the value 3, “Definitely approve”, is the same as in the value 2, “Neutral”, and the value 1, “Definitely disapprove”. Ordered logistic regression is reported in the same way as ordinary logistic regression, namely as odds ratios (OR), however here we present the differences in norms for men and women as average marginal effects (AME) in order to allow for making comparisons between models. Ordered logistic regression assumes that the relationship between each group is the same, which is called the parallel regression assumption or proportional odds assumption. In other words, the odds ratios between the two versions are assumed to be the same, irrespective of which categories are examined, i.e. comparing approving to neutral and disapproving (i.e. 3 vs. 2+1) or comparing neutral and approving to disapproving (3+2 vs. 1). (E.g. Long 1997.) These assumptions can be tested with different tests, which can be downloaded for the Stata-program, for example the Brant test, which verified the parallel regression assumption for the variables used in our analysis.  
	


4. Results

We present our descriptive analysis for our attitudinal variables measuring double standards in accumulation of aesthetic capital in Figure 1. Figure 1 gives the distribution of responses for each category by questionnaire version. In general, it seems that a double standard does exist: it is somewhat more acceptable for women than for men to develop their physical assets through practices prevailing in consumer culture. However, the strength of the double standard seems to vary according to type of accumulation behaviour.

<Figure 1 about here>
 
To study differences in accumulation norms for men and women, we conducted an ordered logistic regression. Only respondents who had valid scores on all four attitudinal variables were included in the analysis (N = 1,278). Since we are interested in analysing double standards at a societal rather than individual level, we present our results according to questionnaire version (i.e. norms regarding women versus norms regarding men). Full models are presented in Supplementary Table 1.
 
Figure 2 shows differences in norms for men and women when controlling for respondent gender, age, education, partner status and personal income. We visualise the results with the coefplot-command, which allows results from multiple models to be freely combined and arranged in a single graph (Jann 2014). The differences in norms for men and women are presented as average marginal effects (AME). Thus, Figure 2 describes the average percentage point difference in attitudes towards men and women in the Finnish population. The grey line with a square marker describes the likelihood of disapproving men compared to the reference group, women (y-line), whereas the black line with a dot as marker describes the likelihood of approving men compared to approving women.

<Figure 2 about here>
 
Our analysis reveals that there is no statistically significant difference between attitudes towards men’s and women’s everyday grooming behaviour. It is as likely to be approved of if a man or a woman does not want to leave the house without being well groomed, and conversely, as likely to be disapproved of for both genders. The same applies to attitudes related to participating in sports in order to improve one’s physical appearance, which is equally approved (and disapproved) of for men and women. However, differences in the other two attitudinal variables measuring the accumulation of aesthetic capital are statistically significant. Men are more likely to be disapproved of (8 percentage points difference compared to women), and thus less likely to be approved of (4 percentage points difference compared to women), if using plastic surgery to look better. With regard to a double standard in aging, gender differences were even more clear: men hiding their marks of aging were more likely disapproved of than women conducting the same behaviour, and other way around (11–12 percentage points difference).
 
Figure 3 gives the distribution of responses to attitudinal questions about the exploitability of physical appearance. Descriptive analysis shows that contrary to accumulation-related norms, norms regarding exploitation seem to be stricter for women. The most unaccepted ways to exploit one’s physical appearance relate to the working life context. 58 per cent of the respondents would disapprove if a woman tried to take advantage of her physical appearance to increase her salary. This type of behaviour is highly unaccepted for men as well (52 %). The most approved sphere of life was shown to involve taking advantage of one’s physical appearance in intimate relationships, where it seems to be more approved for men (54 % approved) to exploit one’s physical assets than it is for women (46 % approved).

<Figure 3 about here>
 
Again, we run ordered logistic regression analysis to analyse differences in exploitability norms for men and women. Only respondents who had valid scores on all four attitudinal variables were included in the analysis (N = 1,301). Figure 4 presents these differences as average marginal effects. The figure illustrates that there is a clear double standard regarding the exploitation of physical appearance in a recruitment situation. The difference between men and women is statistically significant, confirming that women are facing stricter norms (8 percentage points difference in disapproval and 6 in approval). Gender differences in norms are also statistically significant in the marriage market (6 percentage points difference in disapproval and 9 in approval). Analysis of norms regarding exploitation of physical appearance in salary negotiation and in getting friends revealed marginally significant differences between genders. The direction of the double standards is the same as for other spheres of life: men are less likely to be disapproved of (and more likely to be approved of). 

<Figure 4 about here>

5. Discussion and conclusions

Considerations of physical appearance as a form of capital have gained increasing attention in sociology over the last decade. The topic is considered relevant particularly in light of social stratification. According to the general understanding, different rules apply for men and women. Drawing from consumer culture theory, social stratification research and gender studies, we asked whether we could find double standards regarding aesthetic capital accumulation and exploitation in the case of Finland. Thus, this study brings novel, empirically tested information about the existence of these types of double standards in a particularly egalitarian society.  From the perspective of social stratification, it is crucial to distinguish the norms that regulate the accumulation of aesthetic capital from the norms that affect how men and women can exploit this type of capital.
 
Our study shows that double standards do exist. According to some influential consumer culture theorists, such as Featherstone (2007), consumers are generally expected to attend to their looks regardless of their gender. This seems to be partially true. In respect of basic grooming behaviour and participating in sports in order to modify one’s physical appearance, the same norms apply for both men and women. Where we can find double standards, however, is in norms regarding the use of plastic surgery and the “management” of physical aging. Norms are stricter for men in the sense that it is more acceptable for women to engage in this type of behaviour.
 
Double standards found in exploitation were more clear, but contrary to what we found when studying the norms regarding accumulation. Our findings indicate that in all the areas of life that we included in our analysis, norms were stricter for women than for men. However, the social acceptability of taking advantage of one’s physical appearance as well as the strength of the double standard varied across different areas of life. The result suggests that the capital logic of physical appearance works differently in different markets, as Mulford et al. (1998) have suggested. The double standards were most evident for approval/disapproval of physical appearance exploitation in the recruitment context as well as in forming romantic relationships. The differences we found in norms regarding the exploitation of physical appearance in attaining more salary and friends were marginally significant, but in line with analysis of the other two attitudinal variables measuring exploitation. On the basis of some of the most recent sociological social stratification research (e.g. Jæger 2011; Sala et al. 2013; Wong and Penner 2016) we could have expected to find no differences in the job context related to norms for men and women since these studies have found that physical appearance does matter for both men and for women. From the double standard perspective, this would mean that men and women have equal opportunities to use their physical appearance in economic exchange. However, previous studies have been inconsistent, as a great body of research has found the association between physical appearance and labour market outcomes for women only (e.g. Härkönen, Räsänen and Näsi 2011; Perks 2012).
 
The conventional wisdom of physical appearance as an all-powerful form of capital has also been called into question. Our findings support the results from recent empirical studies, which have questioned the possibilities for women, in particular, to actually gain social or economic advantage from their physical appearance (Kuwabara and Thébaud 2017; Mears 2015). This idea has been put forward in feminist theory as well (cf. Holla and Kuipers 2015). The fact that women are generally more approved of in accumulating their aesthetic capital but less approved of in exploiting it, puts women in a situation, where traditional gender norms apply: women are objects to be looked at, rather than active agents who should have equal access to resources. Although women may have better possibilities to accumulate their physical appearance -related resources, how much does it matter if they cannot take advantage of these resources?
 
It seems that men and women have very different possibilities to develop, i.e. gain more of these types of physical appearance -related resources in the first place, as well as different possibilities to convert these types of assets into economic and social capital.  From the social stratification perspective, the situation is problematic. But why do people hold these double standards? Several possible explanations can be suggested.
 
On one hand, it could be claimed that women are expected to accumulate aesthetic capital through body modification techniques offered by consumer culture, and hence such accumulation is more acceptable for women. Thus, the double standard could be interpreted as an echo of “narrow femininity”, which ties women, in particular, to their bodies, as feminist scholars Wolf (1991) and Bordo (1993) have argued. On the other hand, it could be stated that men have fewer possibilities to express themselves through physical appearance -related practices (Barber 2008; Pompper 2010) and thus, to accumulate their aesthetic capital. So the results concerning accumulation of aesthetic capital paint a picture of somewhat narrow gender roles in general. 

But how could we explain why women are more disapproved of than men when considering norms regarding exploitation of aesthetic capital? It is possible that in female-dominated labour markets such as in service sectors, where the value of physical appearance intertwines with other requirements (e.g. Elias et al. 2017), it would be more acceptable for women to take advantage of physical appearance. In the labour market and economic life more generally, however, feminine assets are not necessarily valued. As physical appearance is more related to femininity (Bordo 1993), it may not be considered a quality that should be economically rewarded. Nevertheless, the existence of a strong double standard in the marriage market might also be related to how gender roles in spousal selection are perceived. Men are often expected to take a more active and women more passive role when looking for a partner (Clark, Shaver and Abrahams 1999). This is one possible reason for why women’s active exploitation of physical appearance in marriage markets is more disapproved of. Furthermore, the fact that norms regarding exploitation of aesthetic capital are generally stricter for women than for men may also be related to cultural stereotypes. We claim that in popular culture, women who are aware of their aesthetic assets and use them in economic or social exchange are rarely shown in a positive light. This may affect individuals’ perceptions of what is generally accepted for men and for women.

As our study was conducted in Finland, it may not reflect the double standards in other countries. It is likely that in less gender-equal countries the double standards are even clearer than in Finland. International comparisons are therefore encouraged in the future. A more realisable future research area concerns the endorsements of these double standards. As we were interested in the possible existence of double standards in the accumulation and exploitation of aesthetic capital at a societal level, no individual-level interaction analyses were conducted. The next step would be to concentrate either on accumulation or exploitation, or even a particular sphere of life, and to analyse whether respondent’s gender, age, class background and personal physical appearance -related experiences, for instance, are associated with holding a double standard.
 
Although our study has its limitations, it offers valuable information about the existence of double standards related to the accumulation and exploitation of physical appearance. It utilises a novel and unique research design to study differences in these norms for men and women, namely one that has been validated in other contexts. The same type of research design will hopefully be used in other countries to add valuable information about physical appearance -related double standards and, hence, gendered social stratification. 
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Table 1: Descriptive overview of the variables
	
	
	

	Variable
	M or %
	SD 
	Range

	Dependent variables 
	
	
	

	Approval of accumulating aesthetic capital
	
	
	

	Groominga)
	2.23
	0.75
	 1-3

	Sportsa)
	2.46
	0.71
	 1-3

	Plastic surgery a)
	1.56
	0.74
	 1-3

	Hiding signs of ageinga)
	2.03
	0.80
	 1-3

	Approval of exploiting aesthetic capital
	
	
	

	To get a joba)
	1.81
	0.82
	 1-3

	To get more salarya)
	1.64
	0.78
	 1-3

	To get friendsa)
	1.89
	0.79
	 1-3

	To get a spousea)
	2.24
	0.81
	 1-3

	Independent variables
	
	
	

	Questionnaire versionb)
	0.50
	0.50
	 0-1

	Respondent genderb)
	0.43
	0.49
	 0-1

	Partner statusc)
	0.28
	0.45
	 0-1

	Aged)
	48.30
	17.44
	15-74

	Incomee)
	1887.96
	1912.78
	0-35000 

	Education 
	
	
	

	Lower (%)
	54.45
	
	

	Bachelor (%)
	32.00
	
	

	Master (%)
	13.55
	
	

	 N=1,600, a) Scale 1-3 b) 0=female, 1= male c) 0=partner status other than single, 1=single 
	 
	 

	d) Age in years e) Net income (euros per month) 
	
	




