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Abstract

This article builds upon the body of literature confirming that aesthetics
matter for finding work by investigating how gatekeepers reflect on the rel-
evance of appearances in their evaluations of job candidates. Starting from
the notion that in hiring the relevance of appearance conflicts with ideals
of meritocracy and fairness, we seek to understand how gatekeepers
solve this dispute and how they morally legitimize the importance of aes-
thetics. The analyses are based on in-depth interviews with 40 employee
gatekeepers from the cultural (n=17) and corporate (n=23) sector, and
show that although the gatekeepers problematize the importance of beauty,
they do acknowledge that it plays a role in their evaluations. Three cultural
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repertoires for solving this contradiction and for legitimizing appearances as
a hiring criterion are discerned from the data: (I) beauty as a business case;
(2) appearances express personality; (3) looking right is a matter of effort.
What the gatekeepers try to do is to come to a hiring decision using eval-
uation criteria that can be considered contextually legitimate. Yet, this can
lead to applying evaluation criteria and, more structurally, labor market out-
comes that they find morally problematic. This study highlights the relevance
of cultural repertoires in processes of legitimation for understanding repro-
ductions of inequalities related to appearances.

Keywords
cultural repertoires, legitimation, hiring, gatekeeping, aesthetics, appearances,
reproduction of inequalities

Beauty lies in the eye of the beholder, but what happens if the beholder is
expected to ignore the value of being beautiful? It is well established that
in industries such as fashion, retail or catering, beauty is explicitly valued
as these sectors rely on aesthetic labor to generate profits (Entwistle &
Wissinger, 2006; Holla, 2016; Warhurst & Nickson, 2020). But in many
other sectors beauty is not supposed to co-determine the worth of
workers. A shared belief in the - contestable (Young, 2008 [1958]) - ideol-
ogy of meritocracy (Dobbin, 2009; Van Pinxteren & de Beer, 2016), as the
guiding principle that shapes labor market success, stands in stark contrast
with appearances entering as criteria for employment or promotion.
However, a torrent of studies has demonstrated that beauty clearly influ-
ences labor market outcomes, even beyond sectors marked by aesthetic
labor (Anderson et al., 2010; De Keere et al., forthcoming; Hamermesh &
Abrevaya, 2013; Kukkonen et al., 2024; Sarpila et al, 2024; Van
Campen & Versantvoort, 2014; Williams & Connell, 2010) . This paper
tackles this issue by taking the employer’s view and follows their logic.
The goal here is not to establish, once again, ‘which type’ of beauty is
valued or ‘how much’, but to answer the question of Ahow it is entering
employee evaluations.

To do so we focus on evaluations of job candidates by employee gatekeep-
ers such as hiring managers, recruiters or HR workers responsible for hiring.
Hiring is a critical moment — both for job applicants and for organizations —
that is characterized by uncertainty and ambiguousness. Even though gate-
keepers may use techniques and tools in an attempt to standardize interviews
and to make their evaluations of candidates more objective, many studies
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have shown that actual evaluations and decisions are informed by cultural
codes and signals (Blair-Loy et al., 2025; Brown & Hesketh, 2004; Imdorf,
2010; De Keere, 2022; Nichols et al., 2023; Rivera, 2012, 2015; Roberts &
Campbell, 2005). Due to the lack of consensus on which criteria are accept-
able and suitable, employee selection is not only about instrumentally finding
the ‘best’ or most productive candidate, but also about cultural matching and
‘gut feeling’ (Rivera, 2015), thus adding to the reproduction of inequalities.
Furthermore, supposedly ‘objective’ hiring criteria often contain multiple
meanings, potentially obfuscating practices of structural discrimination. For
instance, as Lauren Rivera illustrated in her research on hiring within elite
firms, hiring managers value a ‘polished’ style of dress and demeanor not
only for its potential to enhance the firm’s image but also due to class-based
cultural matching. Cfonsequently, gatekeepers perform a highly complex act
when evaluating candidates and making hiring decisions, leading to moral
uncertainty and a need to legitimize their choices (De Keere, 2025; Nichols
et al., 2023).

This study focuses on how gatekeepers consider the role of aesthetics in
their evaluations of job candidates. The role of aesthetics in hiring procedures
is particularly interesting given the complex ways in which aesthetics and
morality are tied together (Kuipers et al., 2019; Sarpila et al., 2020, 2021)
and considering the increasing demands on the aesthetics of workers
(Warhurst & Nickson, 2020; Widdows, 2018), which at the same time
seems non-meritocratic and possibly illegitimate. We therefore ask: how do
gatekeepers interpret and legitimize appearances as hiring criteria?

We understand legitimacy not as something that either is or is not but as
something that is interactionally achieved through a process of categorization,
solving disputes, justifying criteria and testing arguments, within specific sit-
uations (Boltanski & Thevenot, 2006; De Keere & Burchartz, 2025; Johnson
et al., 2006; Reinecke et al., 2017). As a point of departure, we take the
premise that, as social beings, we experience a felt need to justify our
actions and negotiate our social lives (Boltanski & Thévenot, 2000). In
other words, and as Charles Tilly (2012) pointed out, we need to always
give reasons to our doing in order to maintain our social relationships. One
important way people construct these reasons is by employing, what
Lamont and Thévenot called, cultural repertoires, which are ‘schemas of
evaluation mobilized at the discursive and interactional level’ (2000, p. 8).
People fall back on these repertoires to solve questions of value and the
appropriateness of criteria we use to evaluate things, ideas and people. In
line with this perspective, we argue that these repertoires are not only
rooted in people’s personal cognitive frames, as social psychological
approaches have contented (Fiske, 1998), but that they are as much embedded
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in the role-based, organizational, and societal context recruiters and hiring
managers find themselves.

In order to better understand the persistence of inequalities in the labor
market informed by beauty, we need to get insight into the repertoires
employee gatekeepers rely on to interpret and legitimize beauty as an eval-
uative criterion. This study obtains these insights through in-depth inter-
views with 40 recruiters, HR professionals, and hiring managers in the
cultural and corporate sectors in the Netherlands. The interviews employed
the interview technique of ‘video elicitation’ (De Keere, 2022; Keesman,
2022), combined with a decision game, which means that the respondents
were shown short video resumes, after which they were asked to evaluate
and rank the applicants. The goal of the interactive interview method is
to move past social desirable responses. It allows gatekeepers to demon-
strate their evaluation process during the interviews, rather than simply
reflecting on it. The aim of this study is not to demonstrate that appearance
plays a role in hiring, nor to examine gatekeepers’ individual biases
and preferences, but rather to explore how they legitimize the role that
appearance plays in how job candidates are evaluated. By first having
them make actual choices, the question of legitimacy becomes acute and
urgent. In this way the elicitation method allowed us to arrive at a discus-
sion on beauty and legitimacy which otherwise would have remained purely
hypothetical and easier for respondents to ignore or fall back on socially
desired answers.

This article first looks into the role of beauty in hiring, and why this role
might be considered to be morally problematic or, at least, at odds with mer-
itocratic ideals within hiring. We then go into the insights offered by scholar-
ship about hiring and gatekeeping, and into the question of legitimacy in
hiring. The results are organized into two parts. The first part briefly describes
how gatekeepers problematize the importance of beauty in hiring, and the
second analyzes how they nonetheless legitimize this importance in their
own evaluation practices. We distinguish three repertoires for legitimizing
appearances as hiring criteria and suggest that these repertoires are the out-
comes of a contextually determined need to justify the morally complex deci-
sion of selecting and rejecting. These repertoires contribute to the
understanding of sow discrimination works.

Beauty and Hiring

Beauty counts in hiring. This is clearly the case for jobs in which presentation
is central, such as modeling (Entwistle & Wissinger, 2006; Holla, 2016) and
acting (Dean, 2005). Also for jobs in retail and hospitality employee
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aesthetics are evidently crucial, as they are considered to be an important part
of the product being sold (Leidner, 1991; Warhurst & Nickson, 2020).
‘Aesthetic labour’ (Witz et al., 2003) is almost self-evidently expected of
service workers. Importantly, while the research on aesthetic labour has pri-
marily focused on hospitality and interactional labour (Mann & Rawat,
2023), appearances matter for finding work in general - even when they are
not directly related to aesthetic service work (Kukkonen et al., 2024;
Sarpila et al., 2024).

Indeed, a large number of studies have found support for relationships
between what is perceived to be an attractive or appropriate appearance
and being viewed as credible and intelligent, leading to more favorable
labor market outcomes (Anderson et al., 2010; Hamermesh & Abrevaya,
2013; Van Campen & Versantvoort, 2014). Evaluations of job candidates
are partly defined by whether traits perceptible by the senses (face, hair,
body, smell, sound, clothes, accessories, demeanor/posture) are perceived
as appealing, or as indicators of health and productivity (Huzell & Larsen,
2012; Ren, 2024). Although some scholars have assumed or sought to find
universal standards for what beauty is and how it pays off, it appears that
only the importance of beauty is universal in many contemporary societies,
whereas the definition of beauty is situational and culturally defined (De
Keere et al., forthcoming; Elias et al., 2017; Mears, 2014; Wolf, 2013).
Norms and definitions of beauty tend to vary along cultural lines (Kuipers,
2015) and, moreover, beauty does not automatically translate into benefits
(Sarpila et al., 2020, 2021). Hence, the importance of aesthetics is not only
about a standard ideal of visual beauty, but more accurately about looking,
sounding and smelling ‘right’ which is defined across gendered, racial and
classed lines (Kuipers, 2015, 2022; Vonk, 2024; Warhurst & Nickson,
2001). Following from this, the importance of aesthetics for finding employ-
ment can be at least partly understood in terms of the hiring criterion of ‘cul-
tural match’ communicated through appearances (De Keere, 2022; Moss &
Tilly, 1996; Rivera, 2012). The implication of the fact that evaluations of
appearance are strongly gendered, classed, and racialized is that lookism is
essentially — or at least for a large part - about gender, class, and race.
Following Moss and Tilly’s (1996) argument that soft skills are seemingly
neutral judgment criteria that legitimize racism, the importance of appearance
in hiring could be a way in which gender, class, and race-based inequalities in
the labor market are perpetuated. This underscores the importance of under-
standing how the role of appearance in hiring is legitimized. Although we
know quite a bit about the effect of appearances on professional careers,
we know relatively little about Zow beauty is actually evaluated by those reg-
ulating the gates to the labor market.
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Critical perspectives have been invaluable in pointing out and analyzing
the disciplining and exclusionary practices by employers in their attempt to
gain commercial benefit (Butler, 2014; Butler & Harris, 2015; Elias et al.,
2017; Hall & van den Broek, 2012; Williams & Connell, 2010). Several
studies have offered strong evidence that exclusion based on aesthetics
takes place through choices made in hiring by employers (Warhurst &
Nickson, 2020; Williams & Connell, 2010). These studies partly explain
the persistence of inequalities, but do not offer us full insight into how exclu-
sion is made legitimate by those who make the decisions (Alexander & Smit,
2001). On top of that, those who implement exclusionary practices might not
even intend to do so. We cannot know the individual motives of gatekeepers
on the outset, but we can empirically investigate how they ‘give reasons why’
(Tilly, 2012). In this sense, we can temporarily set aside individual biases or
cognitive frames and instead focus on the practice of legitimacy. This
involves examining which repertoires of justification are considered accept-
able, as this provides insight into how people make their own decisions —
which can be determined by both individual inclinations as well as structural
constrains — justifiable to themselves and their immediate environment As
argued, people find themselves in situations in which they need to navigate
and justify their actions (Boltanski & Thévenot, 2000; Tilly, 2012). By inves-
tigating the cultural repertoires of legitimizing the importance of appearances
in hiring, this study contributes to the understanding how and why inequali-
ties are (re)produced. For inequalities to be durable, actors and organizations
involved need to — time and again — find ways of making them acceptable.

The Legitimacy of Gatekeeping Decisions

Legitimacy should not be understood as a binary (i.e., it is or it is not) but as
always in the making, a process that inevitably involves negotiation and
power struggles between multiple actors, both stakeholders and audiences
(De Keere & Burchartz, 2025; Friedland & Alford, 1991; Johnson et al.,
2006; Reinecke et al., 2017). Consequently, legitimacy is never universal
but always subject to situationally defined conditions, norms and conven-
tions. Similar to Tilly (2012), we therefore hold that people achieve legiti-
macy through reason-giving strategies they employ to explain and justify
their practices with the goal of maintaining their social relations. An idea
that shows much affinity with Boltanski and Thévenot’s (2000, 2006) under-
standing of legitimacy as emerging out of a sense of justice and search for
common ground by testing the appropriateness of different types of justifica-
tion. Both Tilly and Boltanski and Thévenot share the conclusion that trying
to establish legitimacy is therefore more than merely social decorum but
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comes from the inevitable need to establish proper connections and navigate
oneself through social situations. In this regard, Suchman (1995) provides us
with a helpful distinction between pragmatic, cognitive and moral legitimacy.
While the former two are grounded in either defending one’s self-interest or
taken-for-granted cultural codes, the latter form of legitimacy is about what is
deemed ethically acceptable and appropriate given the social situation one is
in.

It is exactly this moral legitimacy that is a pressing concern for employee
gatekeepers (De Keere, 2025). The decision of who should and who should
not be hired can have large consequences, both for organizational success, for
the individual lives of job candidates, and for how inequality is structured in
the labor market and society in general (Dobbin, 2009). On top of that, when
it comes down to determining the worth of candidates there is a lack of clear
consensus on how to evaluate and of which criteria to use (Eymard-Duvernay
& Marchal, 1997; Imdorf, 2010). One of the most important reasons for this,
as several studies indicate, is that employee gatekeepers usually have to,
while assessing the ‘fit’ of the candidate, evaluate both the hard and soft cur-
rencies they bring to the labor market (Brown & Hesketh, 2004; De Keere
et al., forthcoming; Imdorf, 2010; Jackson, 2006; Nichols et al., 2023).
Hard currencies such as degree, years of experience or specialized knowledge
are, relatively speaking, easy to assess through setting benchmarks, making
direct comparison or employing tests and exercises. Soft currencies, on the
other hand, such as communication, self-presentation or sociability, are
much harder to grasp which asks for more ambiguous and subjective decision
taking. Employee gatekeepers often rely on job interviewing to evaluate
exactly this. As many studies have proven, this face-to-face encounter
between gatekeepers and candidates is an intricate interaction, shaped by cul-
tural schemas, subjective preferences, status signaling and emotional decision
making (Blair-Loy et al., 2025; Brown & Hesketh, 2004; De Keere, 2022;
Imdorf, 2010; Rivera, 2016; Roberts & Campbell, 2005). Consequently,
the assessment of soft skill always runs the risk of appearing illegitimate as
it stand in contrast to conception of the labor market as meritocratic princi-
ples. Selection based on ‘merit’ serves two important purposes: fairness (soci-
etal positions are not inherited but can be achieved through effort) and
efficiency (the person with the best capacities is selected for the job,
meaning that talents are optimally put to use) (Van Pinxteren & de Beer,
2016).

Hence, when having to assess the value of candidate, employee gatekeep-
ers find themselves in a situation of moral uncertainty and are therefore in
need for cultural repertoires that, as schemas of evaluation (De Keere,
2025; Lamont & Thévenot, 2000), allow them to narrate the logic behind
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their criteria and decisions. A revealing example of this is Moss and Tilly’s
research on racial discrimination in the labor market (1996). In their study
they focused not only on the level of discrimination but also on the way employ-
ers rationalized their decisions by ‘telling stories’. Although not one of the
employers admitted to refusing to hiring black people altogether, many of
them actually discriminated against black candidates by couching their negative
views in terms of soft skills. To legitimize why their choices were disadvantaging
black candidates, they argued that their problems in the labor market are a result
of individual differences, a failing welfare system or even of candidates growing
up in the inner-city. Important here is that they relied on cultural repertoires that
appear generally accepted (i.e., it is fair to select on soft skills and racial inequal-
ity is a larger social problem) when trying to defend the legitimacy of their
choices and reestablish their social relations (with the candidates, their clients,
the public and even the interviewer).

In respect to establishing moral legitimacy as a gatekeeper, the role of
beauty in producing labor market inequality is particularly interesting.
Although beauty clearly comes with benefits (Holla & Kuipers, 2016), and
working on beauty has even become a duty (Kuipers, 2022; Widdows,
2018), many people feel a moral unease about the importance of beauty and
about ‘using’ beauty for gaining advantages (Sarpila et al., 2021).
Seemingly, hiring in particular should be about merit, not about looks. The
considerable role of aesthetics hence conflicts with meritocratic ideals in two
important ways. First, it means that employment chances are dependent on
an aspect of the self that can only be partly manipulated and on aesthetic hier-
archies that come into being in unequal power relations (Bordo, 2003; Kwan &
Trautner, 2009). In other words: looking good for work is something that not
everyone can achieve to the same extent through effort, and the importance of
looking good reinforces norms that are racist, sexist or ageist. Second, it means
that selection is based partly on characteristics that are not an inherently rele-
vant skill for work — save for, arguably, work in retail and hospitality, which
can obviously also be seen as problematic (Warhurst et al., 2009). All this is
amplified by the use of job interviewing as a test to evaluate soft currencies.
In this context, one’s demeanor, facial features, body type or clothing style,
can be deployed as capital which increases one’s chances of getting hired.
This issue is generally acknowledged when it concerns sex and race, but not
so much for appearances. We know relatively little of how gatekeepers of
employment organizations — i.e., those in the operational role of employee
selection — deal with and resolve this tension between meritocratic ideals
and the relevance of appearances for employment chances. Therefore, this
study aims to gain insight into which cultural repertoires gatekeepers mobilize
to legitimize beauty as a criteria to evaluate their candidates.
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Methods

This study is part of a larger research project aimed at further understanding
hiring processes by looking into the roles of cultural signaling, moral reason-
ing, and evaluation logics. Other studies within this project have investigated
how recruiters and hiring managers decode cultural signals sent out by job
applicants (De Keere, 2022) and how gatekeepers deal with the moral
unease of hiring through justifications of their evaluations and decisions
(De Keere, 2025). The three studies, including the present one, are based
on the same data set, consisting of 40 in-depth interviews with occupational
gatekeepers.

The previous studies included a comparative aspect and therefore respon-
dents were selected from either the corporate (n=23, focusing on banks,
insurance and multinational companies) or cultural (n=17, such as
museum, concert venues and theaters) sector (see Table 1). The corporate
sector sample includes only individuals who hire for private companies,

Table |I. Overview of Respondents.

Cultural
sector Corporate sector
Age 25 to 35 3 9
35t 45 2 7
45 to 55 9 2
55+ 3 5
Gender Women 13 15
Men 4 8
Organizational
types
Concert venue | Bank 5
Art centre I Insurance company 3
Broadcasting | Multinational firm 2
Theater 4  External 13
Museum 10 recruitment
agency
Job title
Department hiring 3 2
manager
HR manager 14 6
Recruiter/ talent 0 15

acquisition
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such as large banks, consultancy firms, international logistic service provid-
ers, and insurance companies. Given that, at the time of the study, the corpo-
rate sector commonly relied on external recruiters to fill vacancies due to high
demand, we also included recruiters working for independent staffing agen-
cies. In contrast, the cultural sector, which typically does not use external
agencies, tends to keep hiring in-house, with HR staff and departmental man-
agers handling recruitment. In our cultural sector sample, most respondents
worked for government-subsidized museums, with the exception of one
respondent working at a broadcasting company and two in a private
museum (which still receives governmental funding).

For the purposes of the current paper the comparative aspect is not central,
but this set-up of the data collection did allow for a variety of perspectives, as
the two sectors vary in the ratio of supply and demand of job openings and
candidates, in market pressure, and in organizational size. Moreover, the cul-
tural sector is more commonly associated with aesthetic labor (McRobbie,
2016) whereas the corporate sector is not so much.

Both samples consist only of respondents in operational roles, such as recruit-
ers, HR staff, or departmental hiring managers.They executed directives from
higher management and provided HR support to individual departments within
their organizations. This is crucial, as in this context, they have little influence
over the overall composition of the workforce, which is largely determined by
the separate departments and higher managerial levels. Additionally, they rarely
hire direct colleagues—except in smaller organizations, which was sometimes
the case in the cultural sector, or when recruiting for their own HR department.

LinkedIn and snowbal sampling were used to approach possible partici-
pants. Participants were selected based on their professional experience
(that is, they did at least five job selections procedures yearly) and field
(i.e., cultural or corporate). The interviews were conducted face-to-face and
consisted of two parts. The first part consisted of the participants’ reflections
on their own hiring practices. In order to not only falk about hiring but to
invoke evaluative decisions, the second part of the interview employed a
video elicitation exercise (De Keere, 2022; Keesman, 2022). The respondents
were asked to watch 3-min fictive video resumes played out by actors, and to
then evaluate and rank the fictive job candidates. The videos resumes were
based on two different scripts with similar structures, played out by white
actors of more or less the same age (23-26), wearing the same clothes.
Although the videos resumes were artificial, the visual elements and the
game of ranking were helpful because they encouraged our respondents to
actually demonstrate how they evaluate and, importantly, how they justify
their evaluations. The analytical focus is not necessarily on the respondents’
direct reaction to the candidates in the video, but allowing them to make
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actual choices creates an interview context in which legitimacy becomes a real
concern. More detailed information on the set-up of this video elicitation
method can be found in De Keere (2022) and (2025). These articles are based
on the data gathered specifically through the method of video elicitation and
on the comparison between the two sectors. All interviews were audio-recorded
with the participants’ consent and later transcribed verbatim for analysis.

The objective of the present study was to investigate how physical traits,
body types or other aesthetic features that the fictive might candidates have,
enter evaluation process of the respondents and trigger a demand for legiti-
macy. For this reason, the reactions to videos were used as springboards to
discuss the acceptability of appearances as eclements of assessments.
Respondents were confronted with the physical appearances of the candidates
when viewing the fictive application videos, after which this appearance was
or was not a factor in their evaluation of the candidate. Eventually, at the end
of each interview, the gatekeepers were also explicitly asked about how they
deal with issues of appearances during the hiring process.

It is almost certainly the case that our respondents are aware of the con-
tested role of appearance in the labor market. While they may not have intrin-
sic issues with using appearance as a selection criterion, they may recognize
that it is a contentious issue in society. Although the possibility of socially
desirable responses exists, it does not directly affect how we can use the inter-
view to answer our research question. After all, the issue at hand is not
whether appearance is used as a selection criterion, but rather how gatekeep-
ers justify the importance of appearance.

Both authors independently coded the entire dataset the interviews with a
focus on how aesthetics are discussed. The result of this analysis was com-
pared and discussed, leading towards a more fine-tuned coding schema that
was used for a second round of coding by both researchers. This allowed
us to look more systematically into how the respondents talk about the aes-
thetics of the fictive candidates and into how they talk about appearances
as criteria for evaluations in their actual selection practices. Further rounds
of coding led to discerning three repertoires of legitimizing beauty as a
hiring criterion, as will be discussed in the following section.

Context: the Dutch Labor Market

In the Netherlands, laws are in place to prevent discrimination based on attributes
like skin color, gender, religion, social background, or political affiliation. It is pro-
hibited to ask questions about these topics during job interviews. However, anti-
discrimination legislation does not extend to personal appearance. In fact, the
importance of aesthetics for employment is even reinforced by the government.
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The Dutch Participation Act of 2015 mandates that welfare recipients are required
not to “obstruct employment through appearance”, regarding for instance clothing
or personal grooming (Van den Berg & Arts, 2019). ‘Inappropriate’ appearance
can even be grounds for the government to reduce welfare benefits.

Unsurprisingly, quantitative analyses indicate a correlation in the Netherlands
between aesthetic capital and variables such as income and high-level positions,
as defined by the International Standard Classification of Occupations. And
despite anti-discrimination laws, numerous studies of the Netherlands also
show evidence of discrimination based on race and gender (e.g., Di Stasio
et al., 2021; Fernandez-Reino et al., 2023; Lancee, 2021).

Given that race and gender affect how people evaluate appearances
(Kuipers, 2015; Monk, 2021), it is striking that appearance itself remains a
legitimate reason for exclusion. As a result, appearance might serve as an
effective stand-in for other symbolic cues of discriminated positions,
similar to Moss and Tilly’s (1996) argument about soft skills.

The Dutch context is particularly interesting because of its historically dom-
inant discourse of egalitarianism and the disapproval of overt displays of status.
Snobbery and (class) inequalities are generally not a topic of conversation (van
Eijk, 2011). However, this does not mean that the Netherlands is truly an egal-
itarian country with equal opportunities, as demonstrated by the aforemen-
tioned racism and sexism in the labor market. And although there are
relatively high levels of social mobility in terms of class (Bukodi et al.,
2020), the cultural sector is fairly exclusive (Giiveli et al., 2012).

In sum, although the Netherlands likes to see itself as an egalitarian country
with equal opportunities, class, gender, and race remain significant factors influ-
encing labor market opportunities. Discrimination on these grounds occurs
despite being prohibited. However, exclusion based on aesthetics is not forbid-
den; on the contrary, it is even endorsed by the law, which states that an appro-
priate appearance is part of being ‘employable’ This suggests that aesthetics can
serve as a means of reproducing structural inequalities (Vonk, 2021, 2024).

Findings

Problematizing Beauty

Aesthetics matter for employment chances, and it could therefore be expected
that candidates’ appearances are often mentioned when gatekeepers evaluate
video resumes. However, this was not the case in the interviews conducted for
this study. When the gatekeepers were asked to make hiring decisions based
on fictive clips, they very rarely referred to beauty or looks explicitly. This
indicates that the hiring managers are, at least, weary of expressing how
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they see the candidates in terms of appearances. This is striking, given that
research showed that even the smallest detail in appearances can actually
influence the chance of being hired. As demonstrated by Pajunen (2021),
even something as simple as changing one’s glasses for a job interview can
impact hiring chances. But in the interviews conducted for the present
study, actual mentioning of certain concrete aspects of appearances occurred
only a few times, when respondents mentioned glasses, teeth, hair or beard.
Consider for instance James, who works in a leading function in the cultural
sector, discussing candidates’ teeth as off-putting:

James: But the strange thing that stands out immediately are his teeth.
[: Yes?

J: That’s one of the first things that attract attention

I: Does he have remarkable teeth?

J: Yes, bad teeth, didn’t you notice?

James explicitly mentions a particular aesthetic feature of a candidate as
part of his negative evaluation. Note that teeth serve as a clear marker of
class. A complete, white, and straight set of teeth has become the norm,
but not everyone can afford to shape or maintain their teeth in this way
(Craig, 2021; Kuipers, 2022).

The finding that other gatekeepers were not explicit in their aesthetic judg-
ments does not mean that they deny the importance of aesthetics nor that they
do not reflect on how aesthetics influence them. In the parts of the interview
that were focused on gatekeepers’ reflections on making hiring decisions in
general, the vast majority of respondents acknowledged that beauty and
appearances influence how they perceive candidates. Consider, for instance,
Jacob, who works as an executive director in the cultural sector: ‘Let’s face it,
when we have a bunch of CVs with pictures on them, and we all think ‘so
good looking’... then we do try and get a better look. Even though I
myself am against it, it does work that way, that’s what you do.” Jacob
expresses the problem of legitimacy of beauty as a criterion here: he is
aware of his preference for beauty, but he is also against letting this prefer-
ence have an influence on who gets invited for a job interview.

The majority of the respondents both acknowledge that aesthetics play a
role in their evaluation of candidates, yet they also question the legitimacy
of this type of evaluation. Here we notice that it is not merely a matter of
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having personal biases or not, but when is it legitimate to use your preferences
during the selection and when is it not. This might reflect social desirability
rather than their ‘actual’ position towards the role of aesthetics in hiring. Yet,
for our question at hand, the ‘trueness’ of their hesitance is not relevant. The
main point here is that the gatekeepers seem very aware that they run the risk
of creating a dispute and the breakdown of legitimacy. Hence, the role of aes-
thetics in application procedures evidently requires of them to solve the ques-
tion of the appropriateness of this evaluation criterion (Lamont & Thévenot,
2000).

Legitimizing the Importance of Beauty

This section looks into the cultural repertoires employee gatekeepers use to
achieve moral legitimacy of beauty as a criterion for evaluating job candi-
dates. Three repertoires stood out: a) beauty as a business case; b) appear-
ances indicate personality and c¢) looking right is a matter of effort.

Beauty as a Business Case

The repertoire of ‘beauty as a business case’ entails that aesthetics may serve
as grounds for exclusion when there is an economic benefit to it in terms of
profit or commercial success. This exclusion is considered acceptable because
it, for example, increases client satisfaction, allows the company to meet
industry standards, or enhances the organization’s image. Put differently,
selecting based on appearance is allowed when there is a ‘business case’
for it. As Arciniega (2021) showed in the case of diversity, the notion of a
‘business case’ makes any morally sensitive matter acceptable in a corporate
setting by reframing it as an economic concern and thus apparently ‘neutral’
and merely instrumental

The task of evaluating not only technical skills, but also soft skills and
‘match’ with the organizations can be quite different for internal and external
recruiters. The first — e.g., personnel officers — work internally in the sense
that they try to find a candidate for the organizations which they themselves
work for. The latter — e.g., professional recruiters - make employee selection
decisions for external, i.e., other, organizations. Hence, these external gate-
keepers try to select candidates that match their client’s preferences — absolv-
ing them even more from personal responsibility. Consider for instance
external corporate recruiter Marc, who takes his clients’ preferences regard-
ing aesthetics into serious consideration in his evaluation of job candidates:
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Marc: It’s all fine for me, but if you’re in a motorcycle club in your free time,
and you’re applying for a job as a director and I can see that you have lots of
tattoos, that’s all fine, but I would think: I’m not going to hire you, because I
know how my client thinks about these kinds of things. We have a client in
Amsterdam (...) that’s one of the biggest trade companies in the world. No
piercings, no nose rings, no tattoos — nothing.

I: So they ask for that?

M: Yes (...). That’s just their policy. Is that discrimination? Yes or no, I don’t
know. But that’s what the client wants and it doesn’t matter whether you’re
Dutch or Surinamese, that’s all the same. (...) They don’t want offensive
behavior, they don’t want a girl at the reception with a nose ring.

In this excerpt, Marc asks himself: is it discrimination to exclude job candi-
dates based on their appearances? He is clearly aware of racial bias and, by
referring to Suriname, even calls attention to the colonial history of the
Netherlands. Yet, he is not sure and tries to resolve this issue by stressing
that for himself it does not matter what a candidate looks like, but that his
clients do have certain preferences regarding new employees and they
draw on revenue generating reasons (e.g., better customer service) to
justify this. Adhering to his clients wishes here is not only considered more
important but also neutralizes his own position: it is simply his job to find
the right employee for his client, he maintains. In this repertoire, aesthetics
are a relevant criterion because they are important for finding a candidate
the client will like. The repertoire of beauty as a business cases here overrules
the question of whether selection based on looks is discriminatory (but note
the exception Marc makes for racism).

Somewhat similarly, gatekeepers legitimize the role of aesthetics as eco-
nomically instrumental by referring to the importance of representativeness.
Our respondents tend to agree that workers should meet an undefined
minimum standard of self-presentation, often expressed using the term ‘rep-
resentative’. When asked how beauty plays a role in hiring, external recruiter
Jeanette explains the difference between beauty and representativeness:

Jeanette: Sure. Yes, we even rate people on that aspect [appearance]. It is not so
much about beauty, but more about representativeness.

I: What is the difference between the two?
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Jeanette: Well you can be incredibly beautiful but if you smell bad then you’re
not representative. So representative is also.. if someone applies here for
working at a bank, then you shouldn’t come to the interview dressed in your
old jeans and baggy sweater.

Representativeness is seen as a crucial criterion both for job candidates and
for employees, and is often explained in terms of cleanliness, hygiene, or
decent clothing style. When discussing the importance of self-presentation,
many respondents are quick to emphasize that it is not about looking beautiful
or about being attractive, but that it is crucially about meeting a minimal stan-
dard of what is acceptable within a certain sector. Norms of representation can
vary greatly between sectors, as Friedman and Laurison (2019) have shown.
Whereas corporate sectors appreciate ‘polish’ — i.e., a formal suit or female
equivalent - organizations within the cultural sector appreciate informal
attire. However, particularly in the cultural sectors knowledge of specific cul-
tural codes is required to display the right taste and to achieve the right kind of
‘studied informality’ (Friedman & Laurison, 2019). The aesthetics and styles
of job candidates are then a test as to whether they are familiar with the
sectors’ cultural codes. This specific cultural knowledge required to be
seen as ‘representative’ highlights how being able to meet these seemingly
neutral judgment criteria is closely linked to social class (see also Rivera,
2015). Jeannette’s argument for the importance of representativeness illus-
trates the role of gatekeepers in finding candidates who look ‘right’ and
who match the image of the sector, hence contributing to drawing symbolic
boundaries and (re)producing inequalities (Lamont & Molnar, 2002).

Economic instrumentalism can also apply to the organization itself.
Following the classic aesthetic labor logic of trying to appeal to a certain cli-
entele (Butler, 2014; Warhurst & Nickson, 2020), this repertoire is most used
when discussing ‘front stage’ as compared to backstage jobs, as illustrated by
Albert, who works as a personnel officer in the cultural sector:

Albert: Well, it all really depends on the function. For technical jobs it won’t be
the case so much, but at the ticket box, if you have a public function then I
suppose you sort of have to... [...] at a business event we hired someone
recently, it was only a temporary function but still that person has to have an
agreeable appearance. There are of course plenty of functions for which that
is not necessary. But in the majority of functions at [organisation] you are in
contact with the public and then you do want to keep up a certain standard.

This justification for the importance bears strong resemblance to what studies
on aesthetic labor in the service industry have consistently argued: employers
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select employees based on their style and aesthetics in order to appeal to cus-
tomers. . Time and again, research shows that consumer-oriented service or
frontstage work demands both emotional and aesthetic labor to arrive proxim-
ity service, i.e., an interactionally established sense of connection (Wilson,
2016). Appearances play a major role in this. It is therefore not a coincidence
that — as Karen Ho’s (2009) research on finance workers revealed — more mar-
ginalized bodies are deemed more acceptable for backstage or hidden office
than front stage jobs.

Since most respondents we interviewed were involved in hiring for both
frontstage and backstage jobs, our data does not allow us to establish clear
patterns as to whether this would lead to a stronger focus on appearances
or preferences for certain bodily traits—which might very well be the case.
However, our analysis does reveal strong consistency in the opposite direc-
tion of the selection logic: if personal appearance is used to make judgments,
it is deemed fully acceptable when it pertains to looking presentable to clients
or connecting with customers.

In sum, it is through such an economically instrumental repertoire that
‘lookism’ (Warhurst et al., 2009) becomes pervasive in sectors involving
work with audiences or customers. Hence, the exclusion of marginalized
bodies in these jobs is ultimately justified by framing it as ‘neutral’ through
economic rationality.

Appearances Express Personality

The repertoire of ‘appearances express personality’ legitimizes the role of
appearances in gatekeepers’ evaluation by reframing appearances as an indi-
cator of personality, thus presenting exclusionary evaluations as seemingly
neutral. Although actual physical traits were mentioned rarely by our respon-
dents when evaluating fictive candidates, less concrete aspects of aesthetics
were often voiced by gatekeepers. Confirming the stream of studies pointing
out the role of intuition and gut feeling in labor market selection, consider-
ations such as feeling a certain energy, emotional click, liking or disliking
the way and frequency a candidate smiles were ubiquitous (Brown &
Hesketh, 2004; Rivera, 2015; Sharone, 2014). Strikingly, when asked if
and how aesthetics matter in their evaluation of candidates, the majority of
our respondents answered by stating that looks should not matter, but that
‘charm’ (in Dutch expressed by using the word uitstraling) certainly does.
A small number of respondents, while selecting their top threecandidates
based on the videos, would even justify their selection by stating that these
candidates just have more ‘charm’ than the others, without going into what
candidates actually said during the video clips. Hence, the respondents
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themselves directly connect aesthetics to personality and aesthetic appeal, and
spoke about the general impression candidates give off while avoiding spe-
cific physical features.

Following from this, the second repertoire gatekeepers employ in legitimizing
aesthetics as a hiring criterion is that looks are a proxy for personality. According
to this repertoire, appearances are not about being beautiful, but about
hard-to-pinpoint personal traits. This is somewhat similar to Huzell and
Larsen’s (2012) finding that employers view physical traits related to body size
and signs of tobacco use as indicators of qualities such as willpower and self-
discipline. The study by Ren (2024), based on interviews with 73 Chinese recruit-
ers, shows how athletic appearance is being interpreted as an important sign of
professionalism. Candidates with a fit body type are more readily perceived as dis-
ciplined and ambitious. While our respondents remain more vague about actual
body types, they do also use appearances as proxies for personality types

Christian’s statement about this is exemplary: “I just know that appearances
play a role. Whether they are important is a different point, but I just know that
appearances - and I’'m not saying good-looking or something, maybe I should
say charm — that that plays a role.” According to Christian, appearances
matter not because of beauty but because of what they express. Not beauty,
but aesthetic appeal is taken into consideration when evaluating candidates.
Our respondents find it difficult to explain what ‘charm’ is exactly, or how it
can be observed. Whereas bureaucratic forms of organizational decision
making (including employee selection) are based on explicit rules and technical
knowledge, aesthetic appeal is about likeability and compatibility (Brown &
Hesketh, 2004, pp. 33—39; Dean, 2005). In hiring, these are not mutually exclu-
sive; after making a first selection based on credentials, technical knowledge and
skills, gatekeepers base a further selection on ‘soft currencies’, but the criteria
and how to evaluate them are not clear, causing uncertainty. Interestingly, the
gatekeepers find that ‘charm’ is a legitimate criterion whereas ‘good looks’
are not. Good looks are understood to be superficial, but aesthetic appeal is
linked to personality, as illustrated by recruiter for corporate traineeships
Louise’s take on the use of visual material in application letters:

Louise: So always with some visual material, with faces. If someone adds that, that
just speaks to me more. That’s personality. It doesn’t really matter what someone
looks like, you should hope not, I hope I don’t look at it like that. You try to be
objective, but regarding personality and making a connection it can help.

Louise prefers resumes with photos because they tell her something about the
personality of the candidate. Paradoxically, she goes on to explain that she
hopes that it does not matter what someone actually looks like and that she
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hopes that she does not judge people on that. But for making a connection it
can help, she states. Christian’s and Louise’s explanations of why looks
matter are similar in the sense that they both express discomfort about the
fact that looks matter (“Whether they are important is a different point”, “I
hope I don’t look at it like that”) and then deal with this discomfort by recon-
ceptualizing looks: it is not about aesthetic appeal, but about what looks tell
you about a person. As discussed, the ways in which looks are perceived and
evaluated is strongly raced, classed and gendered. Hence, this repertoire not
only underlines the moral discomfort of gatekeepers with beauty as a hiring
criterion, but at the same time, it legitimizes the relevance of aesthetics in
hiring by reframing them as an indicator of personality, thus presenting exclu-
sionary evaluations as seemingly neutral (Moss & Tilly, 1996).

Looking Right is a Matter of Effort

The third repertoire for legitimating the relevance of aesthetic in hiring is the
imperative to show effort. According to this repertoire, looking right is
equally attainable for anyone willing to put the effort in. Looking representa-
tive and dressing in a way that ‘fits’ the organization, is a way for candidates
to show that they have put effort into preparing for the interview. In many
Western, post-industrial labor markets, finding work requires of job seekers
that they enhance their employability by doing unpaid work, for instance
on their self-presentation (Vallas & Cummins, 2015; Van den Berg & Atrts,
2019). Rather than for instance a sign of respect, making the effort to look
right is primarily a means of communicating motivation. Moreover, this rep-
ertoire is a reflection of the idea that self-presentation is something that can be
controlled and improved by putting in the effort (Kuipers, 2022; Widdows,
2018). As such, the importance of self-presentation is defined as emphatically
meritocratic: by putting work into self-presentation or appearance anyone can
increase their chances of finding employment. External corporate recruiter
Maarten explains that candidates who look well-groomed have a head start:

Maarten: I think you cannot escape from [taking looks into consideration], to
have an opinion about that as a person. To take that with you in your role,
unknowingly. (...) Imagine someone who really tries his best to present
himself nicely, and you really don’t have to be a super model, but a nice
jacket, tie, shirt, hair neatly, ehm that’s fine. Yeah and if another [candidate]
doesn’t do that, then that person was also not so willing to put effort in it.

According to Maarten, looking ‘right’ as a job candidate is matter of being
willing to put the right amount of effort in. As illustrated by this excerpt,
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recruiters tend to mention aspects of appearance that are relatively easily
adjustable in this repertoire, such as clean hair and nails or wearing certain
clothes, and disregard the efforts, costs, and specific cultural knowledge
this might actually require (Friedman & Laurison, 2019). As such, the rele-
vance of aesthetics is reframed as not discriminatory, but as a test of motiva-
tion. Consider for instance Jeannette, who maintains that anyone can be
representative, as long as they make the right effort:

I: So clothes are important [for job interviews]?

Jeannette: Sure, that also has to do with representativeness. Washed hair, are
your shoes polished. And for some it is important and for others it’s not, but
you just look like: is this person groomed? Whether someone is representative
in that sense is not so much about beauty, but about the total picture. Are they
fat and wearing a tight top.. nothing wrong [with being] fat, but if you wear a
tight top [then] something is wrong. You have to dress accordingly.

Jeannette implies a disapproval of large bodies but suggests that body size is
itself not the issue: it is about how you dress. This points out an important
form of inequality in the way different body types are perceived. Body size
is linked to social class, which is evident from the finding that individuals
with higher social status are more likely to fit the norm of slimness (Mears,
2014, p. 10; Vandenbroeck, 2016). Jeannette does not acknowledge body
size as a signifier of social class, but rather places emphasis on what candi-
dates can do to present their body in a suitable way. This way, a systemic
form of inequality related to body size and class is denied and presented as
a matter of choice.

This repertoire makes candidates responsible for how their appearance is
evaluated: they should put the effort into presenting their body in a certain
way and if they do that, they will not be excluded. As such, the seemingly-
neutral criteria of effort covers the classist evaluation taking place (Moss &
Tilly, 1996; Rivera, 2015). Moreover, this repertoire for legitimizing the
importance of beauty in hiring supports the argument made by Widdows
(2018), Sarpila et al. (2021) and Kuipers (2022) that in many Western coun-
tries working on personal beauty has become a duty. Within this beauty
regime, working on your self-presentation for a job interview (or any day
at work) is not perceived as vain, but a normal element of the preparations
that are expected of job candidates as illustrated by research on the aesthetic
advice given by labor market intermediaries in the Netherlands (Vonk, 2024).
Furthermore, this study demonstrates that in aesthetic advice, the importance
of aesthetics is presented as an opportunity to make a good impression rather
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than a risk of being excluded based on appearances. Similar to the gatekeep-
ers in the current study, labor market intermediaries deny the exclusionary
effects of the relevance of aesthetics in job interviews and present it as a mer-
itocratic way to present oneself as the right “fit” for the job (De Keere et al.,
forthcoming; Nichols et al., 2023).

Discussion

This article investigated the question of how gatekeepers in the labor market
consider beauty as a hiring criterion. Gatekeepers acknowledge that aesthetics
matter in their evaluations of job candidates, and they tend to problematize
this. We seek to understand how gatekeepers solve this dispute and how
they morally legitimize the importance of aesthetics. By including an elicita-
tion exercise whereby respondents had to make choices we were able to make
legitimacy a real concern. Interestingly, specific physical elements were
rarely mentioned by the respondents when evaluating the fictive clips.
However, when prompted about actual recent job interview situations and
evaluations of candidates, they discuss how aesthetics actually do play a
role in how they evaluate candidates. Our aim was not to again reveal the
beauty preferences of hiring agents or to map out the cognitive frames that
shape these preferences. However, what remained unclear is how gatekeepers
justify selecting candidates based on appearance—both to themselves and to
others. To maintain social relations — in this case, between interviewer and
interviewee — individuals fall back on socially ‘acceptable’ reasons to legiti-
mize their choices and actions (Boltanski & Thévenot, 2000; De Keere, 2025;
Tilly, 2012).

We distinguish three cultural repertoires for morally legitimizing appear-
ances as hiring criteria. The first repertoire is that appearances can be econom-
ically instrumental (‘beauty as a business case’) — be it on the level of the sector,
organization or the client. This is similar to the typical aesthetic labor logic of
gaining revenue through style and looks, and our material illustrates that this
repertoire can be extended to sectors outside of hospitality. Second, gatekeep-
ers employ the cultural repertoire that appearances express personality. The
third and final repertoire is that aesthetics are a matter of effort, hence
making their importance conducive to meritocratic hiring.

Neither of these repertoires should be interpreted as solely personal predi-
lections. Our method does not allow us to examine the minds of respondents
and figure out whether they personally believe in these legitimacies or not.
What we do know is that they consider these repertoires accepted and con-
vincing enough to justify using appearance, charm, and beauty as hiring
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criteria. In this sense, we argue that these repertoires are more tied to context
and situations than to individuals.

The first repertoire, beauty as a business case, pertains to client demands
and job functions, making it more closely linked to organizational and sec-
toral contexts. This dovetails seamlessly with the literature on aesthetic labor
(e.g., Boyle & De Keere, 2019; Warhurst & Nickson, 2020; Widdows, 2018;
Witz et al., 2003), service work (Wilson, 2016), and variations in sector stan-
dards (Friedman & Laurison, 2019; Rivera, 2016). The second repertoire,
which frames appearance and charm as important signifiers of personality,
is more embedded in the role of hiring agents as evaluators of people and
their suitability, which remains a highly ambiguous task. As research has
shown, this ambiguity—especially when assessing soft skills—often leads
gatekeepers to rely on gut feeling, interactional signaling, and cultural sche-
mata (e.g., Blair-Loy et al., 2025; Brown & Hesketh, 2004; De Keere, 2022;
Imdorf, 2010; Rivera, 2016; Roberts & Campbell, 2005). The third repertoire,
which suggests that beauty can be a matter of effort, is rooted in a broader
societal belief—or myth—of meritocracy (Dobbin, 2009; Mijs, 2021; Van
Pinxteren & de Beer, 2016; Young, 2008 [1958]), where effort and talent
are seen as determinants of labor market success. In sum, the repertoires of
legitimacy that gatekeepers rely on should be traced back to societal, organi-
zational, or role-based contexts rather than being understood as merely indi-
vidual beliefs.

What does this teach us about the importance of aesthetics for work? We
know that this relevance potentially increases exclusions and inequalities.
Earlier studies have been critical of this and have emphasized the systematic
exclusions and inequalities related to aesthetics. This study advances the
understanding of these persistent inequalities by providing insight into the
repertoires employee gatekeepers use to morally legitimize appearances as
evaluative criteria. The importance of aesthetics in gatekeepers’ evaluations
of job candidates can in effect serve as a legitimation for evaluations that
are essentially based on factors such as class, race, or gender.

Our analysis suggests that labor market gatekeepers do not consciously
seek to build or maintain these systemic exclusions. Instead, what they
attempt to do is have their, often intuitively based, choices pass a test of jus-
tification. The highly complex task of evaluating candidates and making
hiring decisions causes moral uncertainty among gatekeepers, and therefore
a need to legitimize their evaluations and the criteria on which they base
their decisions. These criteria may conflict in several ways. For instance, gate-
keepers attempt to create equal employment opportunities, but might also feel
that they have to meet their clients’ or customers’ aesthetic preferences. Or
gatekeepers might, as a rule, only take criteria into account that are relevant
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for the job, but may argue that aesthetic appeal is indeed relevant. The uncer-
tainty and ambiguousness regarding criteria for evaluating candidates, partic-
ularly regarding soft skills, means that there is room to legitimize different —
and even conflicting — evaluations and decisions. Importantly, the cultural
repertoires that gatekeepers rely on appear generally accepted but neverthe-
less legitimize lookism and, in effect, structural sexist, classist and racist
inequalities. After all, they provide arguments for why it is acceptable, impor-
tant, or even morally just within specific situations, to consider appearance as
an evaluation criterion in job application procedures. While the first and
second repertoire primarily emphasize the actual importance of appearance
for work and disregard the exclusionary nature of this importance, the third
repertoire suggests that taking appearances into account even contributes to
making fair selections as everybody is supposed to be able to work on
their appearances, it is just a matter of effort.

Conclusions

The repertoires identified in our analysis provide valuable starting points for
future research. While the first repertoire (‘beauty as a business case’) has
already received considerable attention in studies on aesthetic labor, it is espe-
cially the second (‘appearances express personality’) and third repertoire
(‘looking right is a matter of effort’) that call for more explicit focus on
how beliefs in personal agency underpin the acceptance of lookism and
other forms of discrimination. It is clear that employers justify lookism and
other systemic inequalities through functional arguments. The third repertoire
adds a new dimension by presenting exclusion as inherently just. This raises
questions about how lookism relates to broader beliefs in meritocracy, how
physical appearance is actually viewed as merit, and how employees and
job seekers themselves perceive this.

If lookism should be avoided, these findings have several possible impli-
cations. One obvious way of preventing exclusion is through legislation and
policy, but the question of what the government can do to prevent exclusion
— including racism and sexism—through the logic of aesthetics is a complex
one. While recent policy developments have addressed this issue, a satisfac-
tory solution has yet to be provided. In theory, the government could play a
more direct role, particularly in the cultural sector. Since this sector is partly
publicly funded in the Netherlands, the state has significant leverage to
enforce anti-discrimination hiring practices. In 2011 the cultural sector,
with explicit support of the national government, launched charter ‘Code
Cultural Diveristy’ (renewed in 2019) with the goal of increasing diversity
in programs, audience, partners and employees. This charter largely rests
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on self-regulation and had relatively little impact. On top of that, because it is
illegal to register skin color in the Netherlands, Dutch legislation is somewhat
limited in achieving explicit diversity objectives besides gender. Government
incentives and penalties often rely on the registration of characteristics that
are difficult—and perhaps undesirable—to record. And strikingly, policies
that focus on equal opportunities in hiring do nothing to address aesthetic dis-
crimination. Unless such policies also address the profound aesthetic discrim-
ination—which is also based on class, gender, and race—they will always fall
short in effectiveness.

Next to that, our analysis confirms why training programs aimed at
addressing biases and stereotypes are often ineffective (for an overview see
Dobbin & Kalev, 2022). People often find justifications for practices they
may even understand as wrong or about which they are at least ambivalent.
So, only focusing on individual cognitive frames might have limited affect
as it misses important contextual dimensions. A more effective approach,
therefore, would be to shift the focus toward organizational practices in
addressing discrimination. One way of diminishing the role of aesthetics in
application procedures is completely reconsidering the way in which these
procedures take place, by, for instance, replacing the job interview with a
standardized and formalized assessment procedure or a random selection
process. Another, perhaps more subtle, way is not only formulating clear cri-
teria for evaluating candidates but also explicating why these criteria are
important and making a hierarchical order of the criteria beforehand. For
instance, organizations and recruiters could reflect on why a certain aesthetic
presentation is important for workers who are in contact with customers, what
their idea of what a ‘right’ aesthetic presentation is actually based on, and
whether it is indeed attainable for anyone putting the right amount of effort
in. Making these considerations and criteria explicit, might indeed lead to
awareness and the conclusion that aesthetics as a hiring criterion do not
stand the test of legitimation.

In this respect, future research should focus more on how gatekeepers form
these perceptions of what looks representative, suitable, or ‘right’ and where
these notions stem from. Can they be traced back to the social background of
the gatekeepers, or are they born out of field-specific norms? This could, for
example, offer valuable insights into why candidates deemed attractive in
general surveys don’t always succeed, either in controlled experiments or
real-world job markets (see Kukkonen et al., 2024; Kuwabara & Thébaud,
2017). Relatedly, much is to gain by also further examining the impact of
the personal social positions — in terms of gender, class, race, or ability —
of the gatekeepers themselves on the way they perceive, read, and justify
beauty as a hiring criterion. For decades, the focus has been primarily on
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the appearances of job candidates but turning the telescope towards those
who make the actual hiring decisions is still only done sporadically (see
also Bills et al., 2017).
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