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The time, effort and energy people invest into looking 
good for work is not simply driven by vanity. Aesthetics 
have become increasingly important, affecting for instance 
job opportunities, salaries, status, and recognition. The 
‘right’ aesthetics are often a condition for being hired 
and it is common for employers to set appearance-
related standards for employees, particularly in the 
service and creative sectors. This aesthetization of work 
puts substantial demands on individuals in terms of time, 
effort, and mental strain. Moreover, it contributes to the 
exclusion of certain individuals and bodies. These far-
reaching consequences raise questions about how, when, 
and by whom the importance of aesthetics for work and 
specific aesthetic norms in the workplace are reinforced. 

In this dissertation, I look into how the regulation of 
workers’ aesthetics in the Dutch post-industrial labor 
market takes place. In four qualitative case studies, I show 
that aesthetic regulation is an ongoing process performed 
not only by employers but also by other labor market 
actors, that it often takes on implicit or concealed forms, 
and that it is a two-way process, as work aesthetics also 
regulate workers. 

At different points in the process of finding and having a 
job appearances are made to matter. Sometimes in direct 
ways, but often through unclear and implicit forms of 
regulation. It is precisely this opacity and ambivalence 
surrounding the significance of aesthetics in work that 
results in significant yet underestimated consequences for 
the alienation of workers, for the structuring of inequalities 
and exclusions in the job market, and for 
society-wide aesthetization.
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Introduction:  
The complexities of looking right for work
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Looking ‘presentable’ or ‘right’1 for work has become increasingly important in the 
Netherlands. Having the right appearance is important in many labor markets in 
the Global North, both for finding employment and for one’s position at work. It 
is therefore perhaps not surprising that many job seekers look for advice on how 
to dress when applying for a job. An online search for this may quickly lead to, for 
instance, the following advice on how to dress for a job interview from one of the 
largest staffing agencies in the Netherlands:

Every person is different, and the most important thing is that you wear 
something that makes you feel good. So make a wise choice about how 
you dress – it’s about you feeling at ease, so that you can transfer that 
feeling to your conversational partner.

Don’t dress up for a job interview – just be yourself and wear your favorite pair of 
jeans. This is essentially what staffing and temporary work agency Manpower here 
tells job seekers preparing for a job interview. Tempo-Team, one of the largest labor 
market intermediaries in the Netherlands, agrees:

It’s all fun and nice to get advice, but it’s actually about you putting on 
something that makes you feel good. So just wear something that makes 
you feel confident. Did you shop for a hip dress, but feel it doesn’t suit 
your style? It’s simple! You radiate how you feel. So wear something 
that makes you happy. And shine on! 

These exemplary pieces of advice are deceivingly reassuring and simple. An online 
search for advice on how to prepare and dress for a job interview leads to dozens of 
pages from temporary work and staffing agencies, that together organize a substantial 
part of the Dutch labor market (Tijdens et al., 2006; Webbink, 2017). The advice 
promises that anything goes, so long as you feel comfortable. Taste preferences 
in clothing and style of self-presentation are presented as neutral and natural, 
not as related to status differences and inequalities. Essentially, these agencies all 
communicate the same lesson: the most important thing is to dress ‘authentically’. 
Being yourself and dressing authentically not only increases your chances of finding 
work, they argue, but also indicates whether you will fit in somewhere. A dress code 
that does not suit your personal style is ‘a bad sign’, as a temporary work consultant 
explains in an advice article. Another agency, likewise, explains: ‘When you feel you 
have to divert too much from your personal style to meet the expectations, you should 

1 In this dissertation, I will not consistently place terms like these in quotation marks, but that does not mean 
that I consider the meanings of ‘presentable’ or ‘right’ to be universally applicable.
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Introduction

ask yourself whether this [work]place is right for you’. It appears that these pieces of 
advice both downplay and enforce the importance of looking right for work, raising 
the question of how aesthetics come to matter for work.

This dissertation looks into aesthetic advice, but also into how organizational 
gatekeepers (such as recruiters and personnel advisors) and workers themselves 
perceive the matter of appearances for work. I have therefore conducted interviews 
(together with a small team of researchers within Marguerite van den Berg’s 
research project ‘Dress Work in Precarity – The Aesthetics of Precarious Urban Labor 
Markets’) with precariously employed workers in the service and cultural industries, 
with uniformed service workers, and I have analyzed interviews conducted with 
organizational gatekeepers (collected for Kobe De Keere’s research project ‘Hiring 
on taste’). The interviews with the gatekeepers show that not every ‘authentic self ’ is 
appreciated equally. According to those actually making hiring decisions, simply ‘being 
yourself ’ is not enough; authenticity should entail fitting in. In interviews conducted 
for this dissertation, professional recruiters and hiring managers problematized the 
importance of appearances in how they evaluate job candidates, while acknowledging 
that looks do matter. They emphasized that it is not about looking beautiful, but 
about looking ‘right’, which again begs the question: how do you look right? In 
contradiction to what the temporary work agencies say, some gatekeepers argue that 
job applicants should show that they have made an effort. For instance Jennifer, head 
of HR in an organization in the cultural sector, states: ‘Once you’re walking around 
here [as an employee] in the office it’s not a problem – everyone here is dressed 
fairly informally. But for a job interview you need to make your best effort.’ Others, 
however, argue that applicants who dress formally ‘just don’t get it’ and won’t fit in. 

Then again, appearances that might work in a job interview can conflict with what 
the ‘right’ aesthetics are on a normal working day. Our2 interviews with precariously 
employed workers in the creative and service industries illustrate that workers receive 
critical feedback from co-workers for dressing formally (‘it’s not like anyone minds, but 
there are jokes’) and for wearing a dress to work (‘are you going to the beach?’). And 
although these peers have no formal power, their aesthetic judgments are deeply felt 
and have actual effects on how people feel and act at work. Likewise, my interviews 
with uniformed workers in the service sector reveal that work clothing itself can have 
profound effects on work practices, and on how workers perceive themselves at work.

These examples paint a picture of the complexities of work aesthetics that might 
complement what the body of literature on aesthetic labor has argued so far. First, 
whereas this body of literature emphasizes the role of employers in regulating 
workers’ aesthetics (e.g., Warhurst & Nickson, 2020; Williams & Connell, 2010), 

2 The third case study in this dissertation is based on interview data collected as part of a larger research project 
on how precariously employed workers monitor and adjust their appearance through dress in relation to their 
constantly changing work settings. A team of four researchers, including myself, conducted these interviews.
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these examples teach us that not only employers but also other labor market actors, 
such as co-workers and gatekeepers, are involved in making appearances important 
and in shaping norms on what aesthetics are ‘right’. Secondly, whereas studies on 
aesthetic labor tend to emphasize employers’ top-down regulation and even coercion 
(Ibidem), these examples paint a picture of aesthetic regulation as a process that can 
also be subtle and intricate. Moreover, they suggest that clothes can deeply affect how 
people feel and experience themselves, which indicates that the top-down aesthetic 
regulation of employers, for instance in the shape of a work uniform, can have 
profound consequences for workers. And, finally, they illustrate how aesthetic norms 
can be contradictory and morally complex – also for employers and gatekeepers – 
which has thus far not been fully recognized (Ibidem; Timming, 2015). This raises 
new research questions for the field of aesthetic labor, as I will explain after first 
sketching the relevance of my research topic. 

The significance of aesthetics in and for work is a crucial societal issue. In many 
contemporary societies, the pursuit of looking good has become an ‘ethical ideal’ 
(Widdows, 2018), placing increasing demands on appearances and establishing 
a ‘beauty regime’ (Kuipers, 2022). This development can be attributed to factors 
such as the rise of visual media, consumer culture, new media, and the transition 
to service-based economies. As social life becomes more demanding and complex, 
acceptable appearance standards have intensified (Ibidem), resulting in a rising bar 
of normalcy (Widdows, 2018), pertaining to both the intensity and scope of standards 
of appearances. The labor market and workplace serve as a notable context where the 
significance of aesthetics and aesthetic regulation is highly evident.

Aesthetic requirements have become a prerequisite for various types of work 
and, specifically in the case of the Netherlands, even for social assistance (Van den 
Berg & Arts, 2018). This places a burden on individuals, forcing them to adapt and 
conform to meet labor market demands. However, these efforts primarily benefit 
employers rather than workers and job seekers themselves (Besen-Cassino, 2013; 
Mears, 2014; Williams & Connell, 2010). Extensive academic research on aesthetic 
labor has identified how this phenomenon leads to exclusions and inequalities within 
the supposedly meritocratic domain of work. Aesthetic norms reflect racist and sexist 
norms, and hence the importance of aesthetics can reinforce forms of inequality and 
exclusions, including racism and sexism (e.g. Monk et al., 2021).

These aesthetic standards not only perpetuate sexist, racist, ableist, and ageist 
norms, but also present challenges or even impossibilities for certain individuals. 
Therefore, comprehending contemporary inequalities in Dutch society requires 
an understanding of how and where aesthetics become significant in work, of 
how aesthetic norms are reproduced, and of how the importance of aesthetics is 
legitimized. This dissertation aims to contribute to this understanding by looking into 
the regulation of workers’ aesthetics.  
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Introduction

Towards new perspectives on aesthetic regulation 

In this dissertation, I look into the regulation of workers’ aesthetics and the reciprocal 
influence between aesthetics and work. I focus specifically on the Dutch service sector 
and creative industry, while also considering the corporate sector in one of my case 
studies. The service sector emphasizes interactive contact as an integral part of the 
provided service (Leidner, 1991; Warhurst & Nickson, 2020), whereas the creative 
industry highlights the importance of style and self-presentation in selling taste and 
creativity (Friedman & Laurison, 2019; McRobbie, 2016). Less commonly associated 
with aesthetic labor (with the notable exceptions of McDowell (1997) and McDowell 
& Court (1994), the corporate sector also presents an interesting case for studying 
aesthetic regulation. Work in the corporate sector often also entails interactive 
contact with clients - as was the case for our respondents - but aesthetic norms within 
the corporate sector are usually very different from those in the service and creative 
sectors (Friedman & Laurison, 2019).    

This study contributes to the existing literature on aesthetic labor by offering new 
perspectives on the regulation of workers’ aesthetics. Previous research has primarily 
examined hiring and post-entry regulation by employers (e.g., Leidner, 1991; 
Warhurst et al., 2000; Warhurst & Nickson, 2020), as well as how workers manage 
and control their own aesthetics (Adkins & Lury, 1999; Boyle & De Keere, 2019; 
Dean, 2005; Entwistle & Wissinger, 2006; Holla, 2018). These studies often depict a 
top-down dichotomy between workers and employers, emphasizing the demanding 
and exclusionary nature of the aestheticization of work (Elias et al., 2017; Williams 
& Connell, 2010). This is somewhat in line with the early work on Labour Process 
Theory (LPT) by Braverman (1974), that initially focused on objective aspects of labor 
processes (including worker regulation) such as deskilling and Taylorist management 
techniques. This top-down approach, with a strong emphasis on coercion, is reflected 
in early studies on aesthetic labor, where direct instructions and managerial control 
are described and analyzed (e.g., Warhurst & Nickson, 2001).

However, broadening our perspective on what worker regulation might entail 
provides valuable insights for studying aesthetic labor. Burawoy (1982) famously 
highlighted the significance of subjective aspects of work, such as the capacity for 
creativity and interaction with co-workers in order to understand worker consent 
– a perspective that is nowadays still applied in relevant ways in order to study for 
instance gig work (Gandini, 2019; Purcell & Brook, 2022). This perspective is to 
some extent also reflected in the literature on aesthetic labor. Studies show that some 
workers take pride or derive status from meeting the aesthetic standards of the retail 
or hospitality establishment where they work, to the extent that they may accept poor 
working conditions (Besen-Cassino, 2013; Ocejo, 2017; Sherman, 2007). Yet, there 
has been limited attention given recently to the role of co-workers in creating consent 
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in aesthetic labor, despite their importance in fostering self-discipline (Das, 2019: 10; 
Sewell, 1998). I believe this is a gap in the literature. I will further explain this point 
in the section on the triadic regulation of workers’ aesthetics. 

Worker regulation can be further understood by examining identities and 
organizational culture (Alvesson & Willmott, 2002), and recent studies emphasize 
materiality and the aesthetic dimensions of work (Hultin et al., 2021; Paring et al., 
2017; Siciliano, 2016). We hence know that materiality and sensory experiences 
influence work identities, but surprisingly, this perspective is rarely reflected in 
analyses within the study of aesthetic labor on what standardized work attire actually 
does to workers. In other words, there is extensive discussion on how uniforms are 
an outcome of managerial control (see for an overview Warhurst & Nickson, 2020: 
70-80), but we still know little about how uniforms can be a means of managerial 
control.

Furthermore, worker regulation does not only take place at work, but also within 
broader discourses and knowledge systems (Vallas & Christin, 2018; Vallas & Hill, 
2018). Foucauldian perspectives (Du Gay, 1996; Foucault, 1977, 1982; Rose, 1989) 
emphasize that power deeply penetrates the core of individuals, and that power does 
not solely originate from an ideology within specific individuals but resides among 
individuals and organizations (Fleming & Spicer, 2014). Discourse does not only 
represent power but also possesses constructive qualities in itself. This raises questions 
about how individuals are motivated to make efforts in their aesthetic appearance for 
work beyond specific contexts, as well as how employers and managers perceive the 
importance of appearance within the broader process of aestheticization, given that 
they may have little individual control over this broader process.

In summary, I consider the regulation of workers’ aesthetics not only as a result 
of direct coercion but as something that (1) might occur within a broader discourse 
about work, (2) can involve the participation of co-workers, and (3) may extend 
beyond simply following instructions and can have material-mediated effects on work 
identities. This broader understanding of regulation invites us to look at how workers 
learn that aesthetics are important and what aesthetics are considered ‘appropriate’ 
in different ways. Specifically, I examine three consecutive labor market moments – 
pre-entry advice, the gatekeeping moment, and post-entry feedback and regulation 
– to investigate forms of aesthetic regulation that have received little attention in 
research. This exploration is crucial as there is still much to learn about the subtler 
forms of worker regulation regarding their aesthetics.

The central research question guiding this dissertation is: How does the regulation 
of workers’ aesthetics in the Dutch post-industrial labor market take place? I seek to 
answer this question in four separate yet complementary case studies, namely labor 
market intermediaries, organizational gatekeepers, co-workers, and work clothing, 
each looking into a specific type of actor involved in such processes of regulation. My 
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Introduction

sub-questions and cases are: 

1. How does pre-entry regulation in the shape of aesthetic advice take place? I 
use the case of aesthetic advice that staffing agencies post on their websites 
to answer this sub-question.

2. How do gatekeepers legitimize appearances as hiring criteria? I seek to 
answer this based on an interview study with organizational gatekeepers 
from the cultural and corporate sectors. 

3. How are peers involved in the regulation of workers’ aesthetics at work? 
I answer this sub-question based on an interview study with precariously 
employed workers in the interactive service and creative sectors. 

4. How do work uniforms regulate work practices and identities? I seek to 
answer this sub-question based on interviews with uniformed workers in the 
service sector. 

Taken together, the insights from these studies allow for a more comprehensive 
analysis of the aesthetic regulation of workers, and thus contribute to the literature 
on aesthetic regulation and the aesthetization of work.

Context: the Dutch labor market

This research focuses on how workers are regulated in the Dutch labor market. Two 
significant aspects of this labor market are important to discuss for the purposes of 
this dissertation: the dominance of the service sector, and the increasing prevalence 
of flexible and precarious employment.

The service sector has been dominant in the Dutch labor market since the mid-
1960s, encompassing both traditional sectors like hospitality and trade, as well as 
‘modern’ sectors such as banking and business services (De Beer, 2001). Work in 
the service sector demands distinct skills, primarily centered around soft currencies 
like communication, social skills, and self-presentation (Brown & Hesketh, 2004). 
For instance, flight attendants do not only attend to passenger safety and catering 
but also need to maintain professionalism, engage in polite conversations, and 
appropriately handle passenger misconduct (Hochschild, 1983). This demands a 
significant commitment from workers across various aspects of their lives, notably in 
managing their emotions and self-presentation. 

While becoming more demanding in these respects, paid work has become less 
secure over time. In the post-World War II period, permanent employment contracts 
were the norm in the Netherlands. However, in recent decades, permanent contracts 
have become less common, resulting in one of the most flexible labor markets among 
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EU-15 countries (De Beer, 2016). Non-permanent employment relationships can be 
classified broadly into flexible employment contracts and self-employment (Kremer 
et al., 2017). Various types of flexible employment contracts, including temporary 
contracts, on-call work, minimum/maximum hour contracts, and temporary agency 
work, have seen a substantial increase in prevalence (De Beer & Verhulp, 2017). 
Additionally, approximately 10% of workers are self-employed or freelancers (Kremer 
et al., 2017). Overall, between 30% and 39% of workers in the Netherlands hold 
insecure or flexible contracts, indicating a trend of increasing flexibility (De Beer & 
De Goede, 2021). This trend is relevant to this research as it highlights the need for 
workers to continuously prove that they fit and are productive, especially as they find 
themselves in new work contexts, thereby making their aesthetic self-presentation 
crucial (Van den Berg & Vonk, 2019).

Insecure work arrangements, such as temporary contracts, are more prevalent 
among lower-paid individuals and young people (De Beer & Verhulp, 2017; Dekker, 
2017). This has led to the notion of a ‘gap’ in the labor market between those with 
permanent employment contracts and those without, as addressed by the Borstlap 
Committee in 2020 (Kalleberg, 2003). Flexible work often lacks genuine flexibility 
(e.g., due to being seasonal) and can shift risks from employers onto workers (Pugh, 
2015). However, it is important to note that the depiction of a labor market divided 
solely between secure and insecure employment is contested, as even permanent 
employment offers conditional and temporary securities, and all lives are vulnerable 
and precarious (Van den Berg, 2021).

The Dutch labor market is partly structured by different forms of exclusion and 
inequality. Several field experiments demonstrated that applicants with non-Western 
backgrounds have significantly lower chances of being invited to a job interview when 
their written application reveals their background (Di Stasio et al., 2021; Lancee, 
2021; Thijssen et al., 2021). Women wearing a hijab face particular high levels 
of discrimination, especially when applying for a job involving customer contact 
(Fernández-Reino et al., 2022). This is important to take into consideration in this 
study, particularly given the ways in which aesthetic norms contain, for instance, 
racist and sexist norms, as I will discuss in more detail later on.

The labor participation rate is more or less the same for men and women in 
the Netherlands: 72.3% in 2022 (CBS, 2023). However, 70% of working women 
do part-time paid work – particularly those working in care and in hospitality – 
compared to only 28% of working men (CBS, 2022). Norms regarding who should 
take care of household tasks, young children, and for instance elderly family 
members are still very much gendered, and studies suggest that many women feel 
urged to take up unpaid work (Portegijs, 2022). As a result, women perform most 
unpaid care tasks in many households and families (Van den Brakel et al., 2020).  
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Staffing agencies in the Netherlands
The first case study in this dissertation examines aesthetic advice provided by 
staffing agencies3, while the second involves interviews with gatekeepers, among 
them recruiters from these agencies. Staffing agencies serve as a compelling case for 
exploring norms related to aesthetic appearance in the Dutch labor market due to 
their influential role as labor market intermediaries.

The temporary employment sector in the Netherlands is relatively large, with 
4% of the employed workforce working on temporary agency contracts in 2016, the 
second-highest percentage in Europe (Webbink, 2017). While over 500 temporary 
employment agencies are affiliated with the industry organization ABU (Algemene 
Bond Uitzendondernemingen), the market is dominated by the five largest agencies, 
with a combined market share of nearly 50% (Tijdens et al., 2006). In the sampling of 
my research I took this into account by including the large agencies that are likely the 
most influential. These agencies not only offer temporary jobs, but also play a crucial 
role in connecting employers and job seekers, often handling candidate selection 
processes on behalf of companies. Major agencies like Randstad primarily function 
as recruitment agencies, assisting companies in recruiting and selecting employees. 
Although exact figures on the number of workers whose employment is organized 
by staffing agencies are unavailable, this number would exceed the 4% who hold 
temporary agency contracts.

As a business case, staffing agencies depend on employers who provide them 
with assignments to search for and select candidates, and ultimately pay for their 
services. It is not uncommon for employers to have specific requests regarding the 
characteristics of the candidates they are seeking, such as around gender, race, or age 
– according to Bouma & De Ruig (2013), 83% of temp agencies reported receiving 
such requests. Although it is prohibited to discriminate based on these factors, studies 
have shown that temp agencies are often willing to comply with employers’ racist 
preferences and, for example, only present white candidates to them (Andriessen et 
al., 2015; Loeters et al., 2014). 

Aesthetic inequalities in the Netherlands 
The issue of aesthetics and inequality in the Dutch context is largely understudied. 
However, two reports from the influential Social and Cultural Planning Bureau 
(Sociaal en Cultureel Planbureau, SCP) highlighted aesthetics as an important factor 
of inequality that is produced and reproduced through labor market selections 
and success (van Campen & Versantvoort, 2014; Vrooman et al., 2023). Despite 
recognizing significant conceptual and methodological limitations in their approach, I 

3 I use the terms ‘staffing agency’ and ‘temporary work agency’ interchangeably here, as these agencies generally 
serve both functions.
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will briefly discuss these two studies. Firstly, this is because they nonetheless indicate 
that aesthetics, even when measured in a limited way, correlate with social position 
in the Netherlands. Secondly, these studies illustrate remaining gaps in this theme, 
highlighting the contribution of my dissertation. 

Van Campen & Versantvoort (2014) provide what they claim to be an initial 
exploration of the distribution of aesthetic capital in the Netherlands. They define 
aesthetic capital as: ‘a personal asset that encompasses both physical elements 
(looking good or slimness [“er goed uitzien of slankheid”]) and mental elements 
(radiance or charm [“uitstraling of charme”])’ (p. 144). They measure this type of 
capital by surveying individuals about their own satisfaction with their appearance, 
asking whether others find them attractive, and using the Body Mass Index, which 
they consider an ‘objective’ measure of body image (p. 145). This conceptualization 
of aesthetic fails to recognize that the value of this form of capital is not personal, 
but relational (Bourdieu, 1986). This means that there is no universal definition of 
what aesthetics are ‘right’, but rather that it is defined in social relations, as is the 
exchange value of this capital. It is, moreover, debatable whether self-satisfaction and 
the perception of attractiveness by others are good indicators of aesthetic capital. 
As expected, Van Campen & Versantvoort (2014) find that individuals with more 
personal capital (including aesthetic capital) have higher incomes, more frequently 
hold high-level positions (according to the International Standard Classification of 
Occupations), and have higher levels of education. 

Similar findings and limitations can be found in the recently published SCP report 
‘Eigentijdse ongelijkheid’ (‘Contemporary Inequality’) (Vrooman et al., 2023), which 
aims to demonstrate that inequality in the Netherlands encompasses more than just 
differences in income, education, or wealth. This report emphasizes the importance 
of social, cultural, and personal capital, including aesthetic capital, measured in the 
same way as Van Campen & Versantvoort (2014) did. Based on data on the distribution 
of these forms of capital, Vrooman et al. (2023) propose a new class classification for 
the Netherlands. Although they include ‘aesthetic capital’ in their analysis, it remains 
unclear what exactly this signifies about the role of aesthetics in the Netherlands. In 
summary, these SCP reports – of which particularly the latter received ample media 
attention – argue that aesthetics matter for inequality in the Netherlands. However, 
the limited conceptualization of aesthetics and the questionable operationalization of 
aesthetic capital raise questions about how exactly it matters. 

In the Netherlands, the significance of aesthetics for accessing social assistance and 
paid employment is further reinforced by the government, and a broader discourse 
on what it takes to be ‘employable’. The regulation of individuals’ aesthetics does not 
solely occur through employers during selection processes or within work settings, 
but is part of a broader regime of aestheticization. This is evident, among other things, 
in the study by Van den Berg & Arts (2018) on the practical implications of the Dutch 
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Participation Act (2015). Since the implementation of this law, adherence to aesthetic 
norms has become a prerequisite for receiving financial assistance in the Netherlands. 
The law states that welfare recipients are obligated not to ‘obstruct employment by 
appearance’, with specific mentions of clothing, personal grooming, and behavior, 
and with a financial penalty as a potential consequence. This means that aesthetics 
have become a precondition for welfare rights. Van den Berg & Arts (2019) examined 
how this requirement is implemented in practice and how bureaucrats interpret this 
rule. The welfare officers in this study consistently translated this requirement into 
welfare clients needing to appear ‘representable.’ In the Dutch context, it is thus a 
formal requirement to engage in aesthetic labor and present oneself as ‘presentable’, 
even during periods of unemployment. Van den Berg & Arts argue that this emphasis 
serves as a pedagogy to achieve work readiness and to shape individuals into flexible, 
adaptable subjects. The focus is on teaching unemployed individuals to (aesthetically) 
conform to the ever-changing work context. This is significant for the present study 
as it sheds light on the role of aesthetics in the Netherlands, particularly within the 
labor market.  

Literature review

1. Aesthetic labor and the aesthetization of work and society
The concept of aesthetic labor, initially developed by Warhurst & Nickson (2001), 
emerged from their observation of Glasgow’s transformation into a trendy post-
industrial city. They noticed that employers in cafes, restaurants, boutique hotels, and 
shops explicitly sought employees who were ‘trendy, ’ ‘attractive,’ and ‘well-spoken’ 
(Ibidem: 17). This service-oriented work required a specific aesthetic disposition 
(Bourdieu, 1984), which employers continued to control even after hiring, by 
engaging in practices such as screening, managing, and controlling workers based on 
their physical appearance (Mears, 2014: 1330). Of course the importance of looking 
good for work is not an entirely new phenomenon. As early as the 1950s, social 
scientists were paying attention to this. For instance, C. Wright Mills analyzed how 
a salesperson’s charm contributes to their success and observed that employers ‘buy’ 
the personalities of service workers (1951). What is new, however, is the magnitude 
and ubiquity of this importance in the workplace, how it has become a deliberate 
strategy for managers (Mears, 2014: 1332; Warhurst & Nickson, 2020), and how 
the significance of looking good has become part of the contemporary discourse on 
what work should be and its role in the lives of individuals (Mears, 2014; Williams 
& Connell, 2010). 

Warhurst & Nickson built upon Arlie Hochschild’s concept of emotional labor 
(1983) in the development of the aesthetic labor concept. Hochschild’s seminal study 
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on the work of flight attendants and debt collectors illustrates how managing emotions 
and attitudes in interactions with customers or clients are central to certain jobs. 
While she recognizes the importance of self-presentation (stating, ‘Display is what 
is sold’ (1983: 90)), Hochschild emphasizes how employees manage their emotions, 
how they are trained to do so, and how communication and listening form the core of 
their work. Centrally, she argues that emotional labor leads to workers being alienated 
from their own emotions, and that it contributes to their exploitation as the surplus 
value added by their emotional labor is extracted by their employers. Aesthetic labor 
shifts this focus to the management of appearance and self-presentation, highlighting 
the requirement to ‘look good and sound right’ (Warhurst & Nickson, 2001: 24) 
as professional prerequisites, but thereby somewhat neglecting the alienation and 
exploitation that is so central to Hochschild’s analyses. Warhurst & Nickson describe 
the innovative aspect of the aesthetic labor concept as follows: ‘...employers once 
sought to control the heads and then hearts of workers; now with aesthetic labor, 
they seek to do likewise with the bodies of workers’ (2020: 5). Note here how they 
focus not on the efforts of workers, but on what employers do. 

Indeed, employers in many hospitality and retail businesses (and, as later 
demonstrated, in fields such as hairdressing (Chugh & Hancock, 2009) and fitness 
(Harvey et al., 2014)) actively manage the physical appearances and styles of 
their employees. They attempt to create a pool of ‘ideal’ workers by initially hiring 
individuals who fit their brand image and by then further shaping them aesthetically 
through dress codes and aesthetic requirements (Warhurst & Nickson, 2020). These 
studies hence demonstrate that the regulation of workers’ aesthetics is a process that 
occurs at different stages and moments: pre-entry (in job advertisements), during the 
application process, and in the workplace. The emphasis is consistently on direct and 
explicit instructions and criteria (Warhurst & Nickson, 2009: 388), sometimes going 
as far as sending a checkout employee home to shave her legs or requiring railroad 
guards to roll down their sleeves to hide tattoos (Warhurst & Nickson, 2001: 29-30).

However, focusing solely on explicit regulation has proven limited for 
understanding the efforts individuals make to appear presentable for work, and 
the associated costs. Entwistle & Wissinger (2006) demonstrated in their study on 
models – who do not have a fixed employer but have to ‘sell’ themselves for each 
gig – that individuals must perform work to appear presentable even without direct 
control from employers. This professional requirement of ‘self-commodification’ 
(778) demands physical self-discipline, emotional management, and the production 
and presentation of a particular personality, all of which are formative of the self 
(Holla, 2016, 2018). Therefore, aesthetics are not simply ‘embodied’ but require 
continuous work, with profound implications, such as the risk of self-alienation as 
observed by Hesmondhalgh & Baker (2010) in the cultural industries.

These critiques bring the concept of aesthetic labor closer to its predecessor: 
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emotional labor. Hochschild’s (1983) work sheds light on how flight attendants 
undergo training to manage their emotional expressions, distinguishing between 
‘surface acting’, which essentially means putting on a performance, and ‘deep acting’, 
where flight attendants attempt to manipulate the emotions they are experiencing. 
In the latter case, individuals adjust and sacrifice parts of themselves and their 
own experiences to serve the commercial objectives of the company they work for, 
meaning that deep acting leads to self-alienation and hence increased exploitation 
of workers. This distinction emphasizes that emotional labor is not a superficial 
performance, which is crucial for understanding what aesthetic labor actually can 
mean: it goes beyond merely adapting outward appearance based on instructions, and 
can profoundly influence individuals’ practices and experiences. This consideration 
is important, especially given the increasing flexibility and uncertainty of work, as 
discussed in the Context section. With more people working on temporary contracts 
or as freelancers, many workers simply do not have a single employer telling them 
how to look. Nevertheless, their aesthetics are still highly important for their position 
in the labor market. This necessitates self-governance and self-discipline (Foucault, 
1982; Du Gay, 1996; Rose, 1998). The compulsion to work on their aesthetics, 
therefore, does not solely arise from direct instructions and explicit requirements but 
also occurs in other, more subtle ways. Just like the flight attendants in Hochschild’s 
analysis of emotional labor are no longer the owners of their own emotions, the 
appearance of aesthetic workers is no longer their own. It is something they have to 
invest a lot of effort in, of which the surplus value benefits employers.

The literature on aesthetic labor, as discussed, primarily attributes the increased 
importance of aesthetics in work to the fact that many jobs nowadays are in the service 
sector, where interpersonal contact, rather than the production of goods, takes center 
stage. In this ‘aesthetic economy’ (Entwistle, 2002; Hakim, 2010), looking good is 
a professional requirement. Additionally, this development can be situated within a 
broader societal trend: the aesthetization of society and everyday life (Featherstone, 
1991). With the erosion of traditional institutions and identities and the increase in 
individualization, identities have become more flexible and changeable (Giddens, 
1991). As a result, the presentation of self has become increasingly important; after all, 
how one presents oneself to a great extent determines one’s identity (Holla & Kuipers, 
2016). In addition to this, Kuipers (2022) describes several historical developments 
that explain the rise in aesthetic standards and the increased work people put into 
looking good. She argues that the rise of visual culture (with its constant exposure 
to images of oneself and other often attractive individuals), digitalization (which 
makes visual images in general more widespread), and the increased availability 
of consumer goods for self-enhancement have contributed to the aesthetization of 
Western societies. She refers to this as an ‘expanding beauty regime’, where aesthetic 
norms apply to more and more people and become increasingly demanding. In 
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this context, Widdows (2018) discusses beauty as an ‘ethical ideal’ and argues that 
aesthetics and morality are increasingly conflated. 

This development shows that the importance of aesthetics is not a natural given, 
but socially constructed. However, there is a tendency to perceive both the significance 
of beauty and its interpretation as natural phenomena. This is evident for example 
in studies that assume beauty is evolutionarily determined and universally definable, 
with variations encapsulated on a two-dimensional scale (e.g., Etcoff, 2011; Singh 
& Singh, 2011). However, the definition of beauty varies across social contexts and 
throughout time, illustrating that it is socially constructed. Research by Kuipers 
(2015) demonstrates that how individuals evaluate and judge others’ faces depends, 
among other factors, on their age, gender, level of education, and whether they reside 
in more or less urbanized areas. Furthermore, beauty standards are established within 
unequal power dynamics, often reproducing other forms of inequality. 

2. Reproducing inequalities through aesthetics
Perceived attractiveness has been associated with various benefits, including being 
perceived as trustworthy and competent, receiving higher salaries, and better 
evaluations (Anderson et al., 2010; Andreoni & Petrie, 2008; Hamermesh & Abrevaya, 
2013). Aesthetics hence can be viewed as a form of capital contributing to the 
accumulation of material and living goods (Bourdieu, 1986). Some authors consider 
it a type of human capital and emphasize that working on appearances can be a wise 
investment strategy (Hakim, 2010; Van Campen & Versantvoort, 2014; Vrooman et 
al., 2023). However, this narrow analysis of aesthetics in post-industrial societies 
and labor markets is problematic because it ignores the relational aspect of aesthetic 
as capital and because it disregards how aesthetic standards are classed, gendered, 
racialized, ableist and ageist. Standards of beauty and representative appearances 
vary across contexts and over time, highlighting their socially constructed nature 
(Mears, 2014; Holla & Kuipers, 2015). These standards hence reflect and perpetuate 
inequalities shaped by unequal power relations. 

Aesthetic norms and beauty standards are, for one, closely linked to social class 
(Bourdieu, 1984; Vandebroeck, 2016). Friedman & Laurison (2019) demonstrate that 
what is perceived to be an appropriate appearance varies depending on the specific 
classed culture of the three companies in which they conducted their research. In 
the accounting firm – where technical skills are relatively highly valued and where 
people who do not come from privileged backgrounds are more likely to ‘get in and get 
on’ – people dressed formally and maintained a well-groomed appearance. However, 
in the media company – with many employees from privileged backgrounds and a 
relative centrality of soft skills – individuals were expected to conform to the standards 
of ‘studied informality’, which meant presenting and dressing in a specific informal 
manner (p. 137). Navigating such contexts requires specific classed cultural knowledge, 
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for instance about exactly which sneakers to wear. Furthermore, body shape, language, 
posture, and ways of speaking are embodied dispositions, meaning that styles of self-
presentation are deeply rooted in the body and difficult to change (Bourdieu, 1984). 
Even bodies themselves and the ways in which they are valued are linked to social class. 
This is evident, for example, in body size: individuals with higher social status are more 
likely to conform to the widely shared norm of slimness, so body size is both a question 
of resources and a signifier of social class (Vandebroeck, 2016; Mears, 2010: 10). The 
same applies to teeth: having a white, straight, and complete set of teeth has become 
the norm, yet not everyone can afford orthodontic treatment or replacing broken 
teeth (Craig, 2021). Nevertheless, a middle-class aesthetic is often a requirement for 
employment, as demonstrated by Williams & Connell (2010) in the retail sector, by 
Warhurst & Nickson (2007) in hospitality, and by Mears (2011) in modeling. Moreover, 
not everyone is subject to the same standards. While a tech entrepreneur may get 
away with wearing a hoodie and flip-flops to work, a welfare recipient applying for 
a job in such attire may face financial penalties due to an ‘inappropriate’ professional 
appearance (Van den Berg & Arts, 2019). 

Moreover, aesthetic norms and the valuation of aesthetics are gendered, as 
highlighted by Bordo (2003), Tyler & Abbott (1998), and Wolf (2013). Women’s 
investment in their self-presentation is often naturalized and perceived as inherent 
to their femininity, reinforcing gender inequalities. However, it is overly simplistic to 
view femininity solely as a liability in relation to aestheticized work. The demands 
of aesthetic labor, for example, can also conflict with working-class masculinities in 
significant ways (Nixon, 2009; Van den Berg, 2019). That is not to say that working 
class women do not experience similar struggles, as illustrated by Rafferty’s (2011) 
study on class-related fashion anxieties among women.

The intersection of age and gender further shapes the importance of aesthetics 
in work and contributes to inequalities. Studies indicate that aging is particularly 
problematic for women, as they face gendered ageism in their careers (Jyrkinen & 
McKie, 2012). Female managers encounter sexualization and high aesthetic demands 
when they are young, while being considered unattractive or ‘menopausal’ when they 
reach the age of around 40. In the acting industry, Dean (2005) explains how gender 
and age influence the availability of roles. Women over the age of 40 face limited 
opportunities, while for men age has little impact on the availability and diversity of 
roles.

As discussed in the section outlining the research context, racism in the Dutch labor 
market is significant, and aesthetics in work are racialized. Likewise, in the context of 
the U.S., studies demonstrate that for instance black models face narrower aesthetic 
standards, leading to stereotyping and typecasting (De Keere, 2022; Wissinger, 2012; 
Zuckerman et al., 2003). And in the U.S. retail sector, employers often seek workers 
who embody their ideal image, which incorporates both sexist and racist elements 
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(Misra & Walters, 2022). For entry-level jobs, the evaluations of candidates and their 
soft skills are heavily influenced by race, even though managers do not attribute 
their negative evaluations to racism (Moss & Tilly, 1996). Instead, they refer to other 
criteria – soft skills – that are more morally acceptable, and hence legitimize their 
evaluations and selection that are essentially racist. 

The significance of race in evaluating appearance and beauty is also evident. 
Kuipers (2015) examined how people evaluate beauty, and while the Q-results – put 
briefly, the results of the respondents’ sorting of pictures on a scale from least to most 
attractive – demonstrate that race indeed matters in people’s preferences, it is not 
explicitly mentioned in the interviews, where individuals elaborate on their beauty 
preferences. Additionally, race, gender, and perceived attractiveness interact in their 
impact on income, as revealed by the intersectional quantitative study conducted by 
Monk et al. (2021: 216). In addition to the independent effects of these variables, the 
impact of physical attractiveness is greatest for black women and men. Considering 
the racialization of beauty, black individuals, particularly women, score lower in 
perceived attractiveness (p. 214). Therefore, a more precise formulation of the 
interaction effect would be: the penalty for being deemed unattractive is greatest for 
black individuals in the United States (p. 221). Consistent with the findings of Moss 
& Tilly (1996), Monk et al. (2021: 222) conclude that ‘lookism’ represents a legal 
means of perpetuating gender and race-based inequality in the labor market because 
the importance of aesthetics serves as a legitimation for sexist and racist evaluations.

We can even extend beyond visual beauty to sonic or auditive elements. In Butler’s 
(2014) study on people who stutter, it is shown that those who struggle with speech 
fluency face discrimination from employers. Surprisingly, the respondents justified 
this treatment, perceiving it as their own problem for not conforming to speech norms. 
This demonstrates that unequal treatment is often perceived as justified, based on the 
repertoire that work requires looking and sounding in ways that are appealing to 
clients, even when individuals cannot meet the standards of self-presentation.

Aesthetics in the context of the labor market are a means through which structural 
inequalities are reproduced. Simultaneously, they function as a way to dismiss issues 
such as racism and sexism as merely aesthetic concerns, thus making them appear less 
illegal or harmful. The notion of ‘aesthetics as human capital’ is therefore problematic 
because it suggests that aesthetics is a sensible personal investment strategy, while 
aesthetic standards perpetuate racist, sexist, classist, ageist, and ableist norms. Not 
only are these standards unattainable for many individuals, but by legitimizing 
the importance of aesthetics, it allows for their continued use as an argument for 
maintaining structural exclusions. It is therefore important to understand how the 
importance of aesthetics for work is both legitimized and (re)produced in different 
contexts. I will go into this by discussing what the literature teaches us about the 
regulation of workers’ aesthetics.
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3. The regulation of aesthetics
a. Aesthetic advice and the regulation through advice 
Advice on aesthetics and/or work takes different forms, including generic advice 
in professional literature (De Keere, 2014; Illouz, 2007), personal advice in TV 
makeover programs (Skeggs, 2009), and advice provided in personal interactions 
(Cummins & Blum, 2015; Van den Berg, 2019). An examplary and well-studied case 
in the context of job seeking is Dress for Success (DfS), where job seekers, usually 
sent by welfare officers in municipalities, receive guidance on putting together an 
outfit for a job interview. Dress for Success is originally an American concept that 
can also be found in various cities in the Netherlands (Cummins & Blum, 2015; 
Van den Berg, 2019; https://www.dressforsuccess.nl). This non-profit organization 
is subsidized by municipalities and operates small boutiques with donated clothing, 
run by volunteers. 

Despite caring intentions, advice can create divisions between the advisor and 
recipient, positioning the recipient as lacking knowledge or deficient, not only in 
their appearances, but also in their subjectivities (Cummins & Blum, 2015; Skeggs, 
2009). Van den Berg (2019: 707-9) observes how DfS employee Alice clearly conveys 
to job seeker Kevin that what he thought was sufficient effort is actually not enough 
to look ‘good’ for work. While he may be helped in the short term with his new outfit, 
this interaction reinforces his position as someone who lacks certain knowledge and 
makes it clear to him that he does not know how to present himself for work. These 
divisions can be gendered, classed (Van den Berg, 2019; Skeggs, 2009), and racial, 
illustrated by Cummins’ (2015) observation of a DfS volunteer instructing a Black 
woman about her hair, saying, ‘You just need to smooth it out a little (…)’ to look 
professional (p. 638). This perhaps well-intended instruction not only reinforces her 
class-based superior taste but also reproduces a racist norm.

Van den Berg (2019) argues that the encounters at DfS are exercises in adapting 
to economic and work demands, aimed at learning to be adaptable and flexible, not 
just in physical appearance but also in terms of identity. With each new outfit tried 
on, the advisors exclaim, ‘There’s a whole different person!’ (p. 713). This highlights 
that it was apparently necessary to present a different self for work, and it becomes 
an exercise in trying out different ‘selves’ and being flexible. Aesthetic advice thus not 
only affects one’s appearance but deeply influences subjectivities and how individuals 
position themselves in relation to others and work.

While studies have focused on personal interactions, limited knowledge exists on 
generic aesthetic advice found in literature, media, government websites, or company 
websites. Work by Boland (2016) and Handley (2018) do suggest that these websites 
are important in shaping positions towards work. This dissertation investigates the 
case of generic aesthetic advice posted on temporary work agencies’ websites to 
understand how pre-entry regulation through generic aesthetic advice occurs. This 
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is valuable for the literature on aesthetic labor as it can provide empirical insights 
into the widely accepted discourse on the importance of aesthetics, and hence into 
how workers learn that aesthetics matter for work. Given that aesthetic norms are 
highly contextual and exclusionary, as discussed earlier, it raises the question of what 
exactly generic advice can propose and how it will be formulated. Furthermore, this 
dissertation sheds light on the role of labor market intermediaries in (re)producing 
aesthetic norms and the significance of aesthetics for work. Thus, this first case study 
explores pre-entry regulation through advice, while the second case study investigates 
the hiring process, which I will now describe in more detail.

b. Aesthetics and employee gatekeeping
Evaluations and choices in hiring procedures are not solely based on technical skills, 
credentials, work experience, and productivity; ‘soft currencies’ such as communication 
skills, social skills, and self-presentation also play a role in the evaluation of applicants 
and in ultimate hiring decisions (Brown & Hesketh, 2004; De Keere, 2023). Therefore, 
factors like appearances, ways of speaking, comportment, and self-presentation also 
come into play. In other words, aesthetics cannot be detached from what are considered 
as ‘soft currencies.’ Particularly in sectors where job criteria are not clear and explicit, 
and where evaluation processes are therefore often more ambiguous, evaluations and 
decisions by gatekeepers depend more on symbolic self-presentation, taste, and status 
(Bourdieu, 1984; Darr & Mears, 2017; Hamann & Beljean, 2021; Lamont et al., 2014). 
This is evident, for example, in the fact that in the Netherlands, individuals from a less 
privileged class background have a greater chance of finding a job in the technical-
corporate sector, where hard currencies are more prominent, than in a sociocultural 
sector, which is more characterized by soft currencies (Güveli et al., 2012). 

The importance of soft skills, including aesthetics, can serve as a legitimization for 
evaluations that are essentially based on factors like class, race, or gender. This point, 
similar to the argument made by Monk et al.’s (2021) study based on quantitative data, 
is supported by several qualitative studies on hiring. For instance, in an influential 
study on hiring in elite law firms, investment banks, and consulting firms, Rivera 
(2012) observed that employers often prioritize cultural similarities, such as lifestyle, 
leisure activities, and self-presentation, over assessing whether the applicant would 
be a productive employee. The managers interviewed argued that cultural matching 
was crucial for client interactions and for establishing a positive work environment 
within these highly demanding settings. De Keere’s (2023) research demonstrates 
how gatekeepers decode these cultural signals, thus opening up the ‘black box’ of 
evaluations in hiring. He for instance finds that gatekeepers consider authenticity to 
be important, but that the concept of ‘being yourself ’ is gendered: how candidates 
said something and what they said were interpreted through gender-stereotypical 
lenses. For example, women were more likely to be seen as ‘friendly’ or ‘too serious,’ 
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while men were more frequently perceived as ‘independent’ or ‘stubborn’ (De Keere, 
2022: 99-100). This study again highlights the difficulty of evaluating soft currencies. 

Gatekeepers are concerned about fairness and legitimacy in their evaluation and 
decision-making processes (De Keere, 2022, 2023). These decisions have significant 
consequences for applicants, companies, and the structuring of labor market 
inequalities. However, gatekeepers must navigate limited and unreliable information 
from candidates. This can lead to moral discomfort: gatekeepers want to make a 
decision that can be justified with acceptable criteria, which requires legitimizing the 
imperfect and flawed criteria they use and how they do so. Legitimacy is therefore 
a central problem that gatekeepers experience (De Keere, 2023). Importantly, 
legitimacy is not universal and is not something that is or is not present, but rather 
a process that depends on power relations and situational norms and definitions 
(De Keere, 2023; Johnson et al., 2006; Reinecke et al., 2017). By explaining their 
practices using culturally conventional reasons or justifications, people can try to 
achieve legitimacy (Tilly, 2008). 

The role of aesthetics is something that demands legitimization above all else 
because, in hiring, the relevance of appearance conflicts with ideals of meritocracy 
and fairness. Studies on aesthetic labor often focus on the influence of aesthetics on 
managers’ evaluations, without examining managers’ perception of these criteria’s 
validity (Timming, 2015; Warhurst et al., 2000). While equal employment opportunities 
are increasingly valued (Dobbin, 2009), the aesthetic labor literature emphasizes how 
employers tend to adhere to a ‘aesthetics as human capital’ perspective and that they 
overlook or simply disregard the exclusionary consequences of their evaluations of 
job candidates and workers. Research suggests that employers seek individuals who 
appear attractive to clients for business purposes (Butler, 2014; Butler & Harris, 2015; 
Hall & van den Broek, 2012; Williams & Connell, 2010). However, the perceptions of 
employers regarding the fairness of evaluating appearances remain unclear.

In short, we know that aesthetics (both in terms of ‘beauty’ and cultural fit) 
play a role in hiring. However, it is still unclear how those making hiring decisions 
perceive the importance of aesthetics in hiring: do they consider appearances to be 
suitable criteria, or do they struggle with the fairness of their evaluations? Ultimately, 
gatekeepers must make decisions based on ambiguous criteria and limited information 
that they find acceptable and can justify to the outside world (De Keere, 2023). In 
case study 2, I therefore aim to answer the question of how they justify the role 
of appearance in their evaluation of applicants. This knowledge is crucial because 
it provides insight into the mechanisms that (re)produce aesthetic inequalities and 
related forms of systemic exclusion.

c. The triadic regulation of workers’ aesthetics 
The studies I have discussed mostly assume a dichotomy between workers and 
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employers, emphasizing how the latter have regulatory power in enforcing and 
commodifying workers’ aesthetics. However, it is important to acknowledge that the 
workplace involves a triadic relationship among employers, workers, and customers 
(and/or patients, students, clients, or others who ‘receive’ a service) (Elias et al., 
2017: 14-17; McDowell, 2009: 59-60; Tyler & Abbott, 1998; Warhurst et al., 2000). 
Notably, employers not only shape aesthetic norms based on what they believe 
appeals to customers (Warhurst & Nickson, 2020: 157), but workers themselves also 
adhere to customer-driven aesthetic norms. For example, research conducted by 
Boyle and De Keere (2019) on employees in luxury retail in Amsterdam highlights 
the importance workers themselves place on conforming to appearance standards 
associated with the clientele in the city’s luxury district. 

Moreover, non-hierarchical colleagues, or peers, also play a significant role in 
shaping aesthetic norms and practices in the workplace (Tyler & Abbott, 1998; 
Warhurst et al., 2000). Tyler and Abbott’s (1998) study on weight-watching practices 
among female flight attendants demonstrated that strict norms exist in the airline 
industry regarding women’s body size, while companies seem to assume that being 
slim is an inherent ability of women. Therefore, female flight attendants must 
constantly monitor their own bodies and have their bodies monitored by peers. It 
is precisely this informal peer pressure – referred to as ‘panoptic management’ by 
Tyler and Abbott (1998: 440) – that is crucial in adhering to managerial aesthetic 
guidelines. Similarly, Warhurst et al. (2000: 13) observe that workers in retail value 
conform to aesthetic standards to avoid disappointing their peers. Indeed, fitting 
in and aligning with a specific store or hospitality establishment can be a source of 
status or pleasure, which can contribute to accepting exploitative working conditions 
(Besen-Cassino, 2013; Nath, 2011; Ocejo, 2017).

While earlier studies have primarily examined companies with explicit guidelines 
or uniforms, the creative industry and other workplaces often lack such formal 
guidelines. Nevertheless, workers’ aesthetics remain crucial for their own access and 
the organization’s status (McRobbie, 2002, 2016). In the absence of clear guidelines, 
providing feedback becomes more complex, potentially causing discomfort among 
individuals (Jarness & Friedman, 2017). Therefore, the question arises: how do peers 
participate in regulating workers’ aesthetics in organizations without clear aesthetic 
guidelines? In case study 3 I answer this question, which is significant as it illuminates 
the informal processes of aesthetic control and the influence of taste judgments on 
what is often assumed to be commercially driven aesthetic labor.

d. Experiences of regulated work aesthetics 
Warhurst and Nickson’s (2020: 78-83) extensive research on aesthetic labor in and 
around Glasgow reveals that employees generally have no issue with organizational 
guidelines regarding their appearance. These employees apply the customary cultural 
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repertoires of being attractive to customers for commercial gain to explain why they 
find it acceptable or even beneficial to look a certain way. They state for example: 
‘You’re sort of the PR for the shop (…)’ (Ibidem: 78). Additionally, as discussed in the 
previous section, meeting the aesthetic norms and style of an organization can be a 
source of status, pride, and pleasure (Besen-Cassino, 2015; Ocejo, 2017). 

However, it is crucial to recognize that aesthetic regulation can have significant 
consequences for workers. Nath’s (2011) study on call center employees in Bangalore 
demonstrates how employees are required to adopt a U.S. or U.K. accent instead of 
their regional accent in order to minimize the ‘Indianness’ in their way of speaking, and 
how they are even encouraged to take on anglicized or Western names. According to 
Nath, this aesthetic component makes the work burdensome as employees must deny 
their own identity and fake an alternative one at work. This could potentially apply to 
aesthetic demands regarding clothing as well. Drawing on insights from materiality 
studies, the following section provides more theoretical background and explores 
empirical findings on the experiences and consequences of standardized aesthetics.

According to the materiality approach, not only do people make things, but things 
also make people (Klepp & Bjerck, 2014; Miller, 2010; Woodward, 2016). It challenges 
the semiotic approach by focusing on how the materiality of clothing influences 
actions, perceptions, and identities. Recent studies on work identity regulation have 
highlighted the significance of materiality in shaping practices and identities in 
organizations (Hultin, 2019; Paring et al., 2017; Siciliano, 2016). Up until recently, 
research on how organizations perform control through identity regulation placed 
emphasis on discourse (Ainsworth & Hardy, 2009; Alvesson & Willmott, 2002; Brown, 
2022; Collinson, 2003). These recent studies have shown how the role of materiality 
proves to be crucial in shaping practices and identities in organizations. Paring et al. 
(2017) conducted 18 months of ethnographic fieldwork in a large European service 
company in the newly formed ‘Organization Department’ by higher management, 
which was intended to become an ‘internal consulting firm’. During the fieldwork 
period, a transformation program took place aimed at shaping internal consultants for 
a newly formed department. The goal of this program was to mold the work identities 
of the employees to the following characteristics: ‘rational problem solvers, always 
in motion and efficient, exemplars and role models, transparent and dedicated to 
the delivery of projects’ (p.849). Paring et al. (2017) demonstrate how a whiteboard 
plays a significant role in this transformation program by ‘affording’ certain bodily 
performances and practices. These new behaviors and postures, partly influenced by 
the use of material artifacts of the office, contribute to the transformation desired by 
higher management. 

Material artifacts can also make work appealing despite bad working conditions, 
as Siciliano (2016) shows in his study on audio engineers in a music recording studio. 
The technical artifacts in the studio provide a sense of creativity in what is essentially 
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routine work, influencing how employees perceive their work and their working 
selves by making them feel they are engaged in creative work. Siciliano (2016) refers 
to this as ‘aesthetic enrollment’, by which he means a control strategy that taps into 
the sensory experiences of material at work. While it is obvious that clothing can 
similarly influence workers’ experiences, this concept has not yet been applied in the 
study of aesthetic labor.

Uniforms serve as a clear manifestation of the intersection between materiality 
and aesthetics. While existing research on uniforms primarily focuses on the effects 
of uniforms on observers (Fussel, 2002; Joseph & Alex, 1972; McVeigh, 1997; Tynan 
& Godson, 2019), Warhurst and Nickson (2020) do touch on employees’ views on 
the usefulness of uniforms, but without delving deeper into how uniforms specifically 
affect work practices and identities beyond their symbolic aspects. Their concept 
of ‘aesthetic dissonance’ (Warhurst and Nickson, 2020: 81), which problematizes 
the discrepancy between an employee’s self-image and the look prescribed by the 
company, illustrates their more semiotic approach to clothing as it only concerns 
the stylistic or symbolic aspects of clothing, and not the material. One exception 
to this omission is a study by Nelson & Bowen (2000), who do pay attention to the 
material properties of a uniform and argue that a practical and comfortable uniform 
has a positive influence on how people experience their work and the role they must 
play within it. They demonstrate this with quantitative data, thus leaving open the 
question of what exactly accounts for this effect and how employees reflect on their 
experiences of their uniforms. Therefore, the question of how uniforms regulate 
work identities and practices remains partly unanswered so far. I aim to answer this 
question in the fourth case study of this dissertation, and thus contribute to a more 
comprehensive understanding of what explicit, top-down aesthetic regulation does to 
work identities and practices.

Research design

To answer my research questions, I use a combination of qualitative research 
methods, specifically qualitative content analysis of aesthetic advice literature, in-
depth interviews with workers, and in-depth interviews including a video-elicitation 
method with employee gatekeepers. The main research question and subsequent sub-
questions focus on understanding the social processes involved in the regulation of 
workers’ aesthetics and the legitimation of the importance of aesthetics for work. 
The purpose of this study is hence not to causally explain certain phenomena, but 
to contribute to the understanding of how regulation regarding workers’ aesthetics 
actually happens. Because this demands a precise and concrete investigation of 
people’s practices, experiences and reflections, a qualitative approach is most 
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suitable. The upcoming chapters provide detailed explanations of each case study’s 
methodology, while the current section offers a brief rationale for the chosen methods 
and an introduction to each case study. 

There are three main arguments for my combination of case studies. First, it 
allows for an examination of different elements and actors involved in regulation, 
providing a comprehensive understanding of its varied forms. By exploring subtle 
forms of regulation, such as aesthetic advice from labor market intermediaries and 
gatekeepers’ legitimations of the role of appearances in their evaluations, this study 
sheds light on overlooked aspects that shape cultural repertoires and understandings 
of the importance of aesthetics for work. Additionally, it challenges assumptions 
about organizational gatekeepers’ enforcement of aesthetic norms without 
moral considerations, aiming to uncover cultural repertoires that perpetuate the 
aesthetization of work. Furthermore, this study investigates the often-neglected roles 
of both peers and materials in regulating workers. 

Second, the case studies provide insights into different moments where aesthetic 
regulation occurs. Recognizing that regulation is a process unfolding over multiple 
sequential moments (Collier, 2011), this research examines three key moments in 
the labor market: pre-entry, job interviews, and post-entry. By investigating these 
moments, I increase the variation in relevant cases with the purpose of obtaining 
a more comprehensive understanding of when regulation takes place (Flyvbjerg, 
2006: 230). The reasons for choosing this research design of sequential labor market 
moments is that it provides a more comprehensive insight into the subtleties of 
worker regulation, by looking beyond the intra-organizational regulation exercised 
by employers, and it also allows for an understanding of regulation as a process.  

Finally, the use of different sources of data allows for a comprehensive and 
triangulated study. In-depth interviews with workers provide detailed exploration 
of their experiences and perspectives. Video-elicitation interviews with gatekeepers 
simulate decision-making and legitimation processes, offering insight into hiring 
evaluations. The qualitative content analysis of advice literature took place during 
the COVID-19 pandemic, when the possibilities for doing fieldwork were highly 
limited. However, it serves a vital purpose by analyzing the real material that job 
seekers encounter. The methodologies of each of the separate case studies in this 
dissertation are briefly explained below. 

Introducing my case studies

Case Study 1: Aesthetic advice from labor market intermediaries
This case study is focused on pre-entry regulation through a qualitative content analysis 
of aesthetic advice posted by staffing agencies on their websites. The motivations for 
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conducting a content analysis were partly informed by practical reasons; due to the 
COVID-19 pandemic I was forced to cancel my original fieldwork plans. Because 
of the limited possibilities of contacting people – fieldwork was not possible, but 
also online interviews were difficult to plan at this distressing time – I opted for an 
analysis of online material. Importantly, the advantages of doing so go beyond mere 
practical reasons. This material is interesting and relevant for the research question 
at hand because it is very real, in the sense that it is the actual material that is out 
there and that job seekers read. The method of content analysis was inspired by the 
work of Pauwels (2012), in which both the content of the text and the visual material 
are taken into careful consideration. 

I collected the material for the content analysis through a Google search and by 
examining the websites of the 20 largest staffing agencies in the Netherlands (according 
to the sector organization ABU). After an initial open coding of 49 relevant websites, 
where I identified important themes and contradictions in the advice, I selected 13 
advice articles for more in-depth study. This small number allowed me to analyze the 
material repeatedly using various theoretical lenses (Tavory & Timmermans, 2014). 
The cyclical process of continually revisiting the data and theory ultimately led to an 
analysis that exposes the inherent contradictions and tensions regarding the role of 
aesthetics in finding work. It suggests that the advice contains cultural repertoires 
that legitimize exclusions, not only based on aesthetics but also by legitimizing other 
forms of exclusion, such as racism.

Case Study 2: Gatekeepers legitimizing the role of appearances in 
hiring
In line with the point that the importance of appearances for work is in need 
of justification, case study 2 investigates the reflections and legitimations of 
organizational gatekeepers – i.e., (in-house and external) recruiters and HR managers 
– regarding appearances as criteria for evaluating job candidates. Hence, we look at 
the crucial gatekeeping moment in order to answer the question of how gatekeepers 
legitimize appearances as hiring criteria. This second case study is based on 40 
in-depth interviews with organizational gatekeepers in the cultural and corporate 
sectors. The data was collected as part of a larger research project on hiring, led 
by Kobe De Keere (see for other articles from this project: De Keere (2023) and De 
Keere (2022)). In the interviews, respondents were asked to describe and reflect 
on how they evaluate job candidates and on how they make hiring decisions. The 
respondents were also asked to watch 3-minute fictional video resumes played out 
by actors, and to then evaluate and rank the fictional job candidates. This video-
elicitation exercise (Keesman, 2022) proved useful as the ranking game evoked 
actual evaluations, which facilitated reflections on general hiring evaluations and 
practices. The two different sectors in which the respondents worked – cultural and 
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corporate – allowed for comparisons and helped to get a broader understanding of 
the importance of aesthetics than from previous studies, which mostly focused on the 
cultural and interactive service sectors.

Case Study 3: Aesthetic regulation by co-workers
This case study explores how co-workers provide feedback on aesthetics at work, the 
underlying logics of this feedback, and how workers experience receiving it. The study 
utilizes in-depth “wardrobe interviews” (Woodward, 2007, 2016) with precarious 
workers in the Netherlands working in the cultural or interactive service sectors. 
The data for this work was collected as part of the research project ‘Dress Work in 
Precarity – The Aesthetics of Precarious Urban Labor Markets’, led by Marguerite 
van den Berg. The experiences of precarious workers are of particular interest for 
studying aesthetic regulation, as these workers experience that they have to make 
an effort to fit in and make a good impression because they lack job security. In 
other words, their positions make them extra sensitive to regulation, making this 
case study a salient one for researching the central question in this dissertation. The 
interviews took place in the intimate setting of the informants’ bedrooms, in front 
of their wardrobes, and largely consist of respondents talking about actual pieces of 
clothes that were present, and could be seen and felt. This led to rich descriptions and 
spurred detailed accounts of occasions on which the garments were worn. 

Case Study 4: Uniforms and work identity regulation
Studies of materiality have shown that how people feel, how they perceive themselves, 
and how they conduct their practices, is partly shaped by the ‘stuff ’ that they use and 
that surrounds them (Miller, 2010; Klepp & Bjerk, 2014). In the fourth case study, 
I therefore explore how work appearances might shape experiences of the ‘self ’ at 
work. The case I employ to do so is that of uniforms. Uniforms are both aesthetic 
objects with symbolic meanings and material ‘things’ with physical properties. They 
therefore make for an excellent case to investigate the role of aesthetic materials in 
workers’ identity regulation at work, or: how an imposed and standardized work 
aesthetic shapes work identities and practices. In case study 4 I therefore look into 
what uniforms – as both aesthetic symbols and material things – do in the regulation 
of workers’ practices and experiences of self at work. In order to answer this 
question, I conducted 11 interviews with train conductors in the Netherlands and 10 
interviews with servers in fine dining restaurants in Amsterdam. In the interviews, 
the respondents either wore their uniform or brought their uniform with them, which 
encouraged them to describe the material and to reflect on how the uniform felt to 
them and what that did to them when working. This method of interviewing, in which 
material objects such as clothing are a central aspect, was inspired by Woodward 
(2007), Klepp & Bjerk (2014), and Velthuis & Van der Laan (2016).
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Overview of this dissertation 

The following chapters are structured according to the sequential steps a person might 
take in finding work, and once in work. The table below provides an overview of 
each case study’s moment within the process of regulation, the element of regulation 
central to the study, the actor under study, the specific research question, and the 
method employed to answer it. 

Chapter 2: Fitting 
in and being 
unique

Chapter 3: 
Legitimizing 
beauty in hiring

Chapter 4: Peer 
feedback in 
aesthetic labor

Chapter 5: Identity 
regulation and 
aesthetic control 

Moment of process Pre-entry Gatekeeping 
moment

Post-entry (at work) Post-entry (at work)

Element of 
regulation

Advice on how to 
look at job interview

Cultural repertoires 
for legitimizing the 
role of appearances 
in evaluations of job 
candidates

Peer feedback 
regarding aesthetics 
at work

Materiality: How 
uniforms regulate 
workers

Actor  Staffing agencies Gatekeepers Peers Things, materiality

Research question How does pre-entry 
regulation in the 
shape of aesthetic 
advice take place?

How do gatekeepers 
legitimize 
appearances as 
hiring criteria?

How are peers 
involved in the 
regulation of 
workers’ aesthetics 
at work? 

How do work 
uniforms regulate 
work practices and 
identities?  

Method Qualitative content 
analysis of online 
advice from staffing 
agencies

In-depth 
interviews with 
video elicitation 

Wardrobe interviews 
with precarious 
workers in the 
interactive services 
and creative sectors

In-depth interviews 
with workers in 
interactive service 
jobs

In the final chapter (Chapter 6), I bring together the findings from each empirical 
chapter and formulate an answer to the central research question. Moreover, I explain 
what these findings mean for our understanding of the persistence and reproduction 
of inequalities related to personal aesthetics at the levels of workers, organizations, 
and society.  
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Fitting in and being unique:  
How online aesthetic advice from staffing 
agencies legitimizes exclusions

An earlier version4 of this chapter is published as a research article in:
European Journal of Cultural and Political Sociology (2023), 1–21

4 The main changes compared to this publication are: 1) I have added the main research question of this 
dissertation; 2) in the published version, I predominantly used the term ‘temporary work agency’. Upon 
further reflection, I realized that ‘staffing agency’ better aligns with the actual core business of many of these 
organizations, so I have made this adjustment. And 3) in the current chapter, I discuss what this case study 
contributes to the main question of the dissertation.
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Abstract

This chapter investigates the aesthetic advice posted by staffing agencies on their 
websites. These agencies organize a substantial part of the Dutch labor market and 
they are known to apply exclusionary practices in their strategies of recruitment and 
selection in order to meet employers’ preferences. This chapter sheds light on (1) the 
content of the advice; (2) how the advice legitimizes the importance of aesthetics for 
finding work; and (3) in what ways the advice serves the purposes of the agencies. 
An in-depth content analysis illustrates how the advice has the potential to reproduce 
exclusions, thus helping employment agencies adhere to employers’ exclusionary 
requests. Creating online content that generates traffic to the websites in this case 
causes a circular logic in which the importance of aesthetics is self-reinforcing. The 
study illustrates that the seemingly neutral advice posted on websites may enforce 
exclusions in the temporary work labor market.

Keywords
Aesthetic labor, lookism, aesthetic economy, employment inequality, online advice, 
labor market intermediaries
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Introduction

Staffing agencies5 have taken it upon themselves to advise job seekers on how to dress 
and present themselves for job interviews. On their websites, many of these agencies 
– that together organize a substantial part of the Dutch labor market (Tijdens et al., 
2006; Webbink, 2017) – post lists and articles on how to dress, look, smell, and sound 
in order to increase chances of finding employment. These advice articles are read 
by large audiences. In fact, many are primarily written for the purpose of attracting 
traffic to temp agencies’ websites. A manager from one staffing agency explained in 
an interview how the advice is part of their marketing strategy: 

[W]e try to attract as many people from our target audience as possible 
to our website, by publishing stories and blogs that they find interesting. 
And then of course clothing is something (…) that interests people. (…) 
Nowadays it is of course very important to attract as many people as 
possible to your website; in our case, to find new clients, but also good 
candidates.

This excerpt illustrates how the advice is not primarily intended to help or inform 
job seekers, but rather serves the commercial purpose of attracting visitors to their 
website (Adkins, 2008). Moreover, by giving advice, the agencies frame themselves as 
providing a useful service to job seekers. In the Dutch labor market, staffing agencies 
have an increasingly important intermediary role in bringing together employers 
and job seekers. They are involved in making hiring decisions, either directly or for 
instance by deciding which workers are to be introduced to which employers. Hence, 
these intermediary organizations are important gatekeepers, arguably making their 
advice meaningful to job seekers. At the same time, temp agencies do not primarily 
serve job seekers. Their business case is finding the ‘right’ candidates for their clients, 
i.e., employers – even in cases where employers stipulate certain demands pertaining 
to race, gender, or age. An overwhelming majority (83% in 2012) of temp agencies 
state that they have received requests from employers to only select candidates with 
certain personal traits (Bouma & De Ruig, 2013). Studies have shown that temp 
agencies are often willing to adhere to employers’ preferences to such an extent 
that they for instance consent to only introducing white candidates to the employer 
(Andriessen et al., 2015; Loeters et al., 2014). Given their business case of helping 
employers find the ‘right’ candidates, staffing agencies profit from legitimizing 
different forms of exclusions.  

5  In this chapter, I use the terms staffing agency and temporary work agency (or temp agency) interchangeably, 
as these agencies usually perform both functions. 
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The present study acknowledges that giving aesthetic advice and legitimizing 
aesthetic criteria is both practically and morally complex. A first, and practical, difficulty 
is that aesthetic norms are dependent on context. Sectors and organizations have 
particular aesthetic norms, which can be as specific as the type of sneaker that should 
be worn (Friedman & Laurison, 2019). How, then, do these agencies give universal 
advice? Moreover, many aesthetic aspects that evidently matter for how someone is 
perceived – such as height, body shape and size (Van Campen & Versantvoort, 2014; 
Vandebroeck, 2016), and skin color (Entwistle & Wissinger, 2006; Kwan & Trautner, 
2009) – are immutable. Accordingly, many aspects of self-presentation that are not 
malleable have actual consequences, and aesthetic norms tend to reproduce systemic 
inequalities. Although earlier studies have shown that professional advice can have 
regulative power over individuals in shaping their positions towards work (Boland, 
2016; Cummins & Blum, 2015; De Keere, 2014; Handley, 2018; Illouz, 2007; van den 
Berg, 2019), we still know little about generic aesthetic advice for work, and how 
this type of advice might regulate individuals. This chapter therefore addresses the 
following question: How does pre-entry regulation in the shape of aesthetic advice 
take place? I aim to answer this research question by clarifying the following sub-
questions: (1) What is the content of the aesthetic advice posted on staffing agencies’ 
websites?; (2) How is the importance of aesthetics for finding work discussed and 
legitimized in this advice?; and (3) In what ways does the advice serve the purposes 
of the staffing agencies? 

The online aesthetic advice from staffing agencies offers a relevant case study 
for gaining more understanding of the moral complexities of the importance of 
aesthetics for and in work, and of how workers’ positions towards work aesthetics 
are regulated (Sarpila et al., 2021). Previous literature has outlined how employers 
screen and manage the aesthetics of workers (for an overview: Warhurst & Nickson, 
2020), how employees comply with aesthetic norms (e.g., Boyle & de Keere, 2019; 
Mears, 2014; Misra & Walters, 2022; Williams & Connell, 2010), and how co-workers 
are involved in upholding aesthetic norms (Tyler & Abbott, 1998). The role of labor 
market intermediaries and gatekeepers has thus far received less attention and 
little is known about how they enforce and legitimize aesthetic norms and lookism 
(Warhurst et al., 2009) at work. Moreover, earlier studies have analyzed aesthetic 
advice for work provided in personal interactions (Cummins & Blum, 2015; Van den 
Berg, 2019), but we still know little about the content and regulative potential of 
generic aesthetic advice aimed at large audiences. 

The present study of the role of staffing agencies offers a contribution to the 
literature on appearance-related inequality and discrimination in working life. On 
the one hand, staffing agencies are commercially invested in adhering to employers’ 
(exclusionary) wishes, as their business model requires them to find and hire workers 
that fit the image of what employers are looking for. On the other hand, their brokering 
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position also requires them to cater to the needs of job seekers/employees, which 
is reflected in the special section of the agencies’ websites on ethics in which they 
explicitly state that they do not discriminate and that they promote equal opportunities. 
This conflicting position of staffing agencies makes their aesthetic advice a pertinent 
case. Moreover, the generic online pieces of advice are relevant for the question at 
hand because they form a discourse on how the relevance of aesthetics for work is 
discussed. This study is not about uncovering secretly exclusionary practices, but 
rather about how aesthetics as a source of employment inequality is discussed in 
these publicly accessible articles. These advice articles are important because they 
are evidently what people looking for aesthetic advice online – often people who are 
precariously employed or unemployed and hence circumstantially compelled to work 
on finding employment – will actually find. Because of their dominant position as 
brokers, the staffing agencies diffuse standards, even beyond their own clients. These 
websites can be regarded as expressions of how the relevance of aesthetics in work 
is discussed, and it could be argued that the online information can even reinforce 
offline practices and beliefs regarding the role of aesthetics in job application 
procedures (Pauwels, 2005). 

This study is based on an in-depth content analysis of aesthetic advice articles 
found on 13 websites of staffing agencies, selected from a larger corpus of online 
advice articles from these agencies based on considerations of data richness and 
representativeness of the staffing agency sector (Flyvbjerg, 2006). Extensive reading 
of the material shows that the advice is strikingly unhelpful. As the advice is not 
effective for those job seekers actually looking for aesthetic advice, this chapter 
analyses how these advice articles have the potential to serve the temp agencies. 
In-depth analysis of the advice illustrates how the importance of personal aesthetics 
is legitimized and how the paradoxical advice of fitting in while being authentic 
promotes (self-)exclusion. It concludes that the seemingly neutral pseudo-advice 
posted on websites for marketing reasons has the potential to enforce exclusions in 
the labor market, thus serving the temp agencies’ commercial interests. 

The complexities of aesthetic advice for work 

Looking good is important for finding work. This has been illustrated extensively for 
‘front stage’ work such as retail and hospitality (Leidner, 1991; Warhurst & Nickson, 
2001, 2020; Williams & Connell, 2010). However, not only in interactive service jobs 
are personal aesthetics key to finding employment. In an aestheticized society and 
economy (Elias et al., 2017; Featherstone, 2007), presenting the self in the ‘right’ 
way is a prerequisite for work in general. In other words, looking ‘right’ is part of a 
model’s or sales assistant’s job, but it is also important for jobs in which looks are not 
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part of the product being sold. Displaying the right type of appearance and style is an 
implicit job requirement in post-industrial economies (Adkins & Lury, 1999; Elias et 
al., 2017; Holla & Kuipers, 2016; Misra & Walters, 2022; Warhurst & Nickson, 2020; 
Williams & Connell, 2010). 

Accomplishing the right type of appearance and style for work is not a simple 
task. Aesthetic norms tend to be unclear and, for many, unattainable. Equally, giving 
advice on how to look right for work is complicated, for two main reasons: firstly, 
aesthetic norms are ambiguous and contextual and, secondly, aesthetic norms tend 
to reproduce systemic inequalities. A first reason for why giving (generic) aesthetic 
advice for work is complicated is that norms differ per context. The general dress 
code in the corporate sector is very different from the general aesthetic norms in 
the cultural sector – not to mention more specific norms even within organizations. 
Looking right for work is not as simple as putting on a suit; accomplishing the right 
informal look requires very particular and subtle cultural knowledge (Friedman & 
Laurison, 2019). Moreover, the interpretation of aspects of aesthetic self-presentation 
depends on person and context. As Van den Berg and Arts (2019) have illustrated, 
tech entrepreneurs can wear flip-flops and hoodies to work, whereas the unemployed 
might be penalized by social services for wearing the exact same items to a job 
interview. Aesthetic norms, in short, can be highly ambiguous. 

A second difficulty is related to the moral ambivalence of giving aesthetic advice, 
as such advice is not innocent or neutral (Skeggs, 2009). What is deemed acceptable 
or attractive is socially constructed in systemically unequal power relations (Holla & 
Kuipers, 2016; Mears, 2014). As the previous example of the divergent interpretations 
of flip-flops illustrates: not everyone is able to meet the standard, and not everyone 
is equally able to use their self-presentation to their advantage (Kukkonen et al., 
2018; Sarpila et al., 2020). This is partly because some things are fixed, such as 
face, height, size, skin color, hair, and age, while being important for esteem and 
status (Van Campen & Versantvoort, 2014; Vandebroeck, 2016). Other aspects of 
appearance might seem easy to adjust, but require context-specific cultural knowledge 
and embodied cultural capital (Bourdieu, 1984). Consequently, the importance of 
personal aesthetics for work conflicts with the ideal of equal labor opportunities, 
which staffing agencies on their websites claim to find important. Rather than an 
asset to be employed by anyone (Hakim, 2010), appearances tend to reproduce 
intersecting inequalities (Mears, 2014). 

In sum, giving aesthetic advice to job seekers is both practically difficult and 
morally complicated. Earlier studies on aesthetic performances in work have mostly 
looked into how inequalities come into being in practice, for instance in hiring 
decisions and at work. The present study advances the literature of aesthetics and 
inequalities by going into the question of how the importance of aesthetics – and its 
accompanying inequalities – is considered and reckoned with by staffing agencies in 
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their aesthetic advice to job seekers. This is important, given that power and control 
over workers does not only take place in the workplace, but also within broader 
discourses and knowledge systems (Vallas & Christin, 2018; Vallas & Hill, 2018).

Contradictory advice on job finding

Style, grooming, demeanor, and dress are all part of what are considered soft skills. 
These are central to the job interview – for which only candidates who have the right 
technical skills are invited, after all (Jackson, 2006). Employee selection is hence not 
only based on technical requirements, but also and importantly on ‘match’ (Friedman 
& Laurison, 2019; Rivera, 2012; Sharone, 2014). The candidate needs to fit within 
the organization in order to be hired. This fit is classed, racialized and gendered, 
and is expressed through aesthetics and styles of self-presentation. The importance 
of aesthetic performance is partly due to physical beauty and, relatedly, to bodily 
displays of class. In the elite organizations Rivera (2012) studied, employers declared 
a preference for candidates who expressed similar classed lifestyles and preferences 
(Ingram & Allen, 2019). Also for entry-level jobs, showing cultural fit is important 
(Moss & Tilly, 1996).  

Accordingly, it might be expected that advice on job finding centers on the message 
that creating a ‘match’ with the organization is key. However, in a post-industrial 
service economy, the right kind of self-presentation does not allow for a standardized 
uniform or a standard set of aesthetic norms. Job seekers need to express the right 
kind of unique individuality and personality (cf. Skeggs, 2009 on make-over TV). 

The question of how to find a job in a post-industrial labor market is therefore often 
answered by the idea of ‘personal branding’ in order to increase ‘employability’ (Wee 
& Brooks, 2010). Studies have demonstrated how this ideology of employability is 
communicated in work-related advice, both from governments (Van den Berg & Arts, 
2018) and from employers themselves (Boland, 2016; Handley, 2018), and how this 
generates self-blame (Sharone, 2014). In the Netherlands and in other liberal market 
economies, individuals are expected to put effort into and to take responsibility for 
their ‘employability’ – that is, ‘the capacity of individuals to adapt to the demands of 
employment’ (Garsten & Jacobssen, 2004: 8) – not only for employers, but also for 
the government, social services, and educational institutions (Van den Berg and Arts, 
2018). Key to this ‘personal marketability’ (Vallas & Cummins, 2015) is demonstrating 
attitudes such as adaptability and flexibility, showing potential (Handley, 2018: 242), 
and even submission (Purser & Hennigan, 2017). In other words, employability is 
very much about presenting the self in an attractive, authentic, unique way. The 
imperative to present the self as authentic and original inherently conflicts with 
generic aesthetic advice. 
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In conclusion, (aesthetic) advice on job finding contains a paradox. Job seekers are 
required to both match with the organization they are applying to while expressing 
(the right kind of) unique individuality and personality. Based on a content analysis 
of advice found on the websites of staffing agencies, this study further explores this 
tension and its implications for labor market inequalities. Innovatively, this study 
integrates the temp agencies’ commercial logic of attracting visitors to their websites 
into the analysis of aesthetic advice for work. 

Methods

Case: staffing agencies and temp agency work in the Netherlands
The position of temporary work agencies in the Netherlands is exceptional from an 
international perspective in the sense that these agencies structurally organize a 
relatively large proportion of work in the labor market. The Dutch labor market as 
a whole is quite deregulated, with 1 in 3 workers not having a steady work contract 
(Dekker, 2017: 69). The amount and percentage of workers on a temp agency contract 
has risen steadily over the past decades, to 4% in 2016 (Webbink, 2017) – the highest 
number in the EU, with the exception of Slovenia. Temp agencies not only organize 
temporary jobs, but also play a crucial role in connecting employers and job seekers, 
often handling candidate selection processes on behalf of companies. Major agencies 
like Randstad are known as temp agencies to the public, but they primarily function 
as recruitment agencies, assisting companies in the recruitment and selection of job 
applicants. 

Specifically temp agency work in the Netherlands is on average paid less than 
other kinds of work, and workers are usually less satisfied (Webbink, 2017). Though 
sometimes seen as a stepping stone to a steady job (Arts & Van den Berg, 2019), 
temp work often does not lead to steady employment, but rather to another period of 
unemployment (Webbink, 2017). Besides generic agencies providing staff for mostly 
low skilled work (e.g., manufacturing, cleaning, transport), there are also highly 
specific agencies focusing on specialized workers such as technical and medical staff, 
nurses, and managers (Tijdens et al., 2006).  

More than 500 temp agencies are officially registered with the sector organization 
ABU (‘Algemene Bond Uitzendondernemingen’ [‘General Federation of Temporary 
Employment Agencies’- my translation]). However, the 5 largest temp work agencies 
are clearly dominant, with a combined market share of 45% (Tijdens et al., 2006). 
These agencies are most visible to the general public, with branches in commercial 
centers in towns and cities throughout the country.   
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Data and approach
A Google search (in Dutch) on how to dress for job interviews and for work led 
to hundreds of applicatory results – not only from employment agencies such as 
temporary work agencies, recruitment agencies and job boards, but also from 
government agencies, style advisors, management websites, newspapers, and 
magazines. This illustrates that the material analyzed here is actually what people 
find when they are looking for aesthetic advice for work. The translated search 
terms I used were ‘how to dress/what to wear for work/job interview’. I looked 
into the first 100 hits resulting from these different search terms and found that the 
results overlapped to a very large degree. In all cases, the articles posted by staffing 
agencies were quite prominent. To illustrate, of the first 10 results when googling the 
aforementioned commands, 4 were posted by temp agencies and 2 by job boards. 
From the first general 100 hits I selected only the posts by staffing agencies, which led 
to a set of 29 advice articles. In order to ensure that the case selection was relevant 
I extended my search method. Using the member overviews of ABU, I additionally 
looked for the aesthetic advice on the websites of the 20 largest temp agencies in the 
country that were not already included in the dataset.

A preliminary exploration and open coding of this set of 49 advice texts from 
employment agencies and job boards allowed me to distinguish recurrent themes 
and tensions. The observation that the advice was very rarely concrete, and mostly 
stressed job seekers’ responsibility for ‘sensing’ how they should dress appropriately 
for a job interview, while not mentioning structural inequalities, led to me specifying 
my open research question. With a theoretical focus on the tension between self-
responsibilization and the importance of aesthetics for inequality, I decided to narrow 
down the number of cases to allow for an in-depth analysis. A smaller number of 
interesting cases allowed me to repeatedly revisit the material through different 
theoretical lenses (Tavory & Timmermans, 2014). 

The leading principle in the selection of cases for the in-depth analysis was to 
obtain as much relevant information as possible on the phenomenon central to this 
study. This meant that after exploring the full set of websites I selected the cases that 
were most informative in the sense that the advice was most elaborate (Flyvbjerg, 
2006: 229–233). The organizations vary in how they give advice: some sites are 
limited to a list of standard tips – sometimes literally copied from other websites – 
whereas others post original work in which they for instance discuss insights from 
style experts and recruiters and explain how and why aesthetics are relevant for work. 
A second consideration in selecting cases for in-depth analysis was representing each 
category of staffing agencies (Flyvbjerg, 2006: 230) – i.e., large agencies, agencies 
focusing on a specific sector, or a specific group of workers – and ensuring that some 
of the larger agencies were present in the sample. The rationale for this combined 
strategy was acquiring rich data while ensuring a certain degree of representativeness. 
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As such, 13 relevant cases were selected for in-depth analysis. An overview of the 
selected cases can be found in the appendix of this dissertation. The data collection 
took place between March and June 2020. 

The online context is important to take into consideration when analyzing the 
online advice (Pauwels, 2005). I have therefore not only looked into the textual 
elements, but I have also taken note of the visual elements and the locations within the 
website where the advice can be found. Informed by methods of Abductive Analysis 
(Tavory & Timmermans, 2014), the strategy of analysis was flexible and involved 
repeatedly revisiting the material with different aims and foci. The cyclical process 
of close examination of the data started with familiarization through open coding, 
leading to an identification of key topics and themes in the advice and a description 
of what the advice actually entails, followed by more critical and interpretive 
readings and recoding of the textual and visual elements on the websites. These 
ensuing readings paid particular attention to aspects such as: explanations of and 
legitimations for the relevance of aesthetics, dealing with structural inequalities, and 
the costs and promises of working on aesthetic self-presentation. This exploration of 
the legitimations and the moral aspects underlying the advice served as a basis for 
making comparisons within the material and for finding recurrent repertoires. 

In order to understand how these pieces of advice come into being and to 
understand why organizations post them on their websites, I have contacted the 
organizations offering the advice analyzed in this chapter. Four organizations put 
me through to the person responsible for posting the advice. Interestingly, with the 
exception of one copywriter, they were all involved in marketing. They explained 
that the reason for posting aesthetic advice is attracting visitors to their website. By 
posting blogs that people would be interested in reading, they generated traffic for 
their websites. This is important for attracting clients: because employers looking 
for workers want to reach as many (relevant) job seekers as possible, the number 
of unique visitors to the staffing agency’s website is a key selling point for these 
agencies. 

Findings

The inutility of the aesthetic advice
The aesthetic advice analyzed here is posted on websites of staffing agencies – often 
large, well-known organizations. Typically, the advice is posted in the section of the 
website intended for job seekers, usually under headings such as ‘tips for a successful 
job interview’ and often without mentioning an author. The absence of authors makes 
it unclear whose views or opinions are expressed, and the advice is presented as 
neutral and factual. There are a few notable exceptions where experts such as hiring 
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managers express their views on how applicants should look for job interviews, often 
making empirical claims on what ‘works’ (e.g., ‘It’s better to be overdressed than to be 
underdressed’). The texts and the locations in which they are posted imply authority, 
as they are impersonally posted by large and well-known organizations. For instance 
the Netherlands-based Randstad, which is the largest staffing agency in the world, 
has prominently placed ‘8 tips for preparing for a job interview’ on its website, one 
of which is ‘choose the right clothes’. Placing aesthetic advice under such general 
advice normalizes the labor going into finding the right clothes and style for a job 
interview. Additionally, the agencies sometimes post aesthetic advice on their section 
with current blog posts. The pieces of advice posted here are usually more elaborate 
and aimed at attracting traffic to the website, as was explained to me by the authors 
and marketing people from the staffing agencies I interviewed. This section briefly 
describes the style and form of the advice pages found on websites of the agencies. 

Despite staffing agencies’ pervading promise to help job seekers create the ‘perfect’ 
look, the advice is strikingly ambiguous and inutile. Often a list of criteria, or aspects 
that should be paid attention to, is given. A typical example of this is:

The first impression you give off is partly determined by the clothes you wear. You can 
make a smashing impression by: 

• Wearing clothes that are not too tight, loose or revealing;
• Not wearing an overwhelming fragrance;
• Dressing according to the style that fits the organization (no jeans or 

sneakers);
• Putting on clothes that make you feel good; 
• Wearing clean and ironed clothing;
• Paying attention to details such as shoes, nails, and socks;
• Look fresh and ready 

(Source: temp agency ‘Timing’)

This excerpt is exemplary in the sense that it merely lists some platitudes while 
not being actually informative. For some, the advice might be contradictory as it tells 
them to both fit the style of the organization while wearing clothes that make them feel 
good. Most of the advice concerns clothes, but also grooming, cleanliness, and smell 
are often mentioned, and posture and speech are occasionally part of the advice. The 
advice is unspecific, making it essentially useless for those actually seeking aesthetic 
advice, while reinforcing the norms of aesthetic performance in job interviews. The 
advice underlines the relevance of aesthetics without actually informing readers 
on how to get it right. Consequently, rather than helping job seekers increase their 
chances of finding a job, the advice serves as a reinforcement of the importance of 
aesthetics for finding work by stating it as a matter of fact that looks matter. It hence 
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encourages people to turn their attention to themselves rather than to, for instance, 
structural inequalities and exclusions in work.  

Most of the websites contain at least some pictures to accompany the texts. These 
images are not actually mentioned or discussed – they simply accompany the text 
without being referred to. Often, the goal or function of the visual material is not 
explicit. The website of Young Capital is exceptional in this sense in their use of 
images of ‘example outfits’ to illustrate the textual elements of their advice. They 
distinguish between informal (not suitable for applying), semi-formal, and formal 
outfits. For the last two categories, example outfits for distinctly men and women 
are displayed, shaped so as to fit slender bodies. On all other websites, the purpose 
of the pictures is not directly clear. I suggest that the vague use of images (with 
the exception of Young Capital) is very much in line with the textual content of the 
advice pages. Precisely because the advice is ambiguous, the interpretation of the 
images is left to the audience. The pictures, like the texts, reflect cultured norms on 
beauty and aesthetics: everyone displayed in the pictures is white, slim, and young, 
and conforms to gendered norms. As such, the visual material posted by the staffing 
agencies reproduces hegemonic norms of what a professional looks like. Reproducing 
these norms and the discourse on the importance of aesthetics for finding work may 
be commercially beneficial for temp agencies, given that they are invested in creating 
a pool of candidates that suit employers’ (exclusionary) preferences.  

Aesthetic performance as an opportunity 

While the advice is ambiguous and often not very informative, the websites do clearly 
convey messages on the importance of aesthetics for employment. This importance is 
not presented as an obstacle or risk, but rather as an opportunity. By having the right 
aesthetic presentation, it is asserted, applicants can increase their chances of finding 
work. The advice pages under investigation promise to help job seekers gain control 
over their destinies in the sense that they can influence how others perceive them 
through their self-presentation. Tempo-Team, for instance, promises to tell the reader 
how to assemble the ‘perfect’ outfit: 

Yess! You get to go on an interview! Fantastic! Of course you have 
to prepare for the job interview, and your outfit is equally important 
for leaving a cool impression. We’ll tell you here how to assemble the 
perfect outfit. Great, isn’t it? Just rock that job interview! [pun in Dutch] 
(Tempo-Team)
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In this passage, the importance of appearance is emphasized – it is said to be 
as important as preparing for the actual interview – and subsequently the reader is 
reassured that Tempo-Team will help them find a way to look great and make a great 
impression. The tone is enthusiastic and extremely informal and the choice of words 
suggests that the staffing agency is there to help the job seeker. They know exactly 
how you should look, and following their advice guarantees success. The importance 
of self-presentation is presented as inherently just and fair: with the right preparation 
anyone can accomplish the right impression. The advice promises readers to help job 
seekers in doing this:  

Suits, formal dresses and high heels. Work apparel comes in all shapes 
and sizes. But what is suitable, and what gives off the wrong impression? 
When to dress formally and when not? What message do you give off? 
Melissa investigated this for you! (Driessen) 

Similarly, this passage expresses familiarity and helpfulness. It is interesting to 
observe the suggestion that their primary intention is to help job seekers look right 
and find a job. After all, staffing agencies’ business case is not serving job seekers, 
but employers. Moreover, they are themselves involved in selection in hiring, and 
therefore in the reproduction of inequalities. Considering the generic nature of the 
advice and the non-exclusive platform on which it is posted, it is questionable whether 
the advice actually helps individuals or whether it has the counter effect of raising 
the bar of aesthetic performances for job interviews. According to Widdows (2018), 
societal expectations of the effort put into personal appearance have risen. Practices 
such as working out, dieting, and plastic surgery no longer help individuals ‘stand 
out’ as they have become the norm. The aesthetic advice potentially contributes to 
‘raising [the] bar of normalcy’ of aesthetic performances expected for job interviews.     

Appearances and self-presentation are presented by the advice as malleable and 
as ways of increasing chances of employment. Similar to Lewis’ (2006) observation 
that health issues are discussed as a purely individual matter in online advice, 
the aesthetic advice focuses solely on individuals and makes no mention of social 
inequalities related to appearances. None of the texts discuss how certain aesthetics 
may impede employment chances, for instance due to racism, ageism, prejudice 
against certain body shapes or sizes, or a fashion ‘faux pas’. The importance of 
aesthetics is, in other words, presented as an opportunity to make a great impression 
– not as something containing the risk of ‘getting it wrong’, or as a grounds for 
systemic forms of exclusion: 

Nowadays, bucket hats and beanies are totally hip. But it’s probably 
better to show up for a job interview without a hat or cap. Although we 
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are definitely in favor of having your own style, it could put off your 
future employer. So for instance put your hair up nicely, or keep it in 
place with a slab of hair gel. Do you wear headgear because of your 
religion? No problem of course! Just keep that on. (Tempo-Team) 

This excerpt illustrates the tension in giving aesthetic advice. Formulating 
advice that is actually effective for job seekers in a labor market with systemic 
exclusions and inequalities is bound to be paradoxical. Tempo-Team – one of the 
major staffing agencies in the country – tells its readers that they should not wear 
hats to a job interviews because, they contend, this is not in line with hegemonic 
norms. In line with their code of conduct found in another location on their website, 
Tempo-Team claims that covering your head for religious reasons is not a problem. 
Doing so, they deny issues such as racism and Islamophobia, in clear contradiction 
with research findings regarding exclusions in the Dutch labor market (Andriessen 
et al., 2015; Di Stasio et al., 2021; Lancee, 2021). Rather than acknowledging the 
exclusionary effects of the relevance of aesthetics in job interviews, the agencies 
present aesthetics as easily adaptable, and as a meritocratic means of presenting 
the self as the ‘right’ candidate. In this discourse, employers’ aesthetics preferences 
are presented as an opportunity for the job candidate: as a way to make a great 
impression. This position towards aesthetics is beneficial for staffing agencies, as 
it encourages potential candidates to adapt their aesthetic performance in order to 
appeal to employers, while legitimizing the exclusion of those that do not fit the 
norm by denying systemic exclusions and presenting aesthetic performance as a mere 
matter of effort. 

Fitting in and being unique

The content of the advice emphasizes two contradicting points: (1) make sure your 
self-presentation matches the style of the organization, and (2) be yourself and 
express individuality, comfort and confidence. These imperatives have of course been 
identified and analyzed (Adkins & Lury, 1999; De Keere, 2014; Fleming & Sturdy, 
2009). Nevertheless, within the context of professional aesthetic advice they are an 
interesting starting point to scrutinize the legitimation of (aesthetic) inequalities. 

The advice articles uncritically communicate the message that ‘fitting in’ 
aesthetically is important. Looking similar to those already employed would make a 
candidate seem like someone who is already part of the team, they contend: 

“What clothes should I wear to a job interview?” This is a question 
asked on a daily basis by job candidates. Every organization has its own 
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dress code and as a candidate it’s your goal to fit the image. You want 
the employer to (literally) see you as part of the team. Employers have 
certain expectations of job candidates. This concerns both the inside 
and the outside. It is up to you to meet these expectations, so you can 
leave a strong first impression during your job interview. (We Talent)

This imperative to fit in is potentially conducive to persistent inequalities and 
systemic exclusion. Though the advice concerns clothing, clearly ‘the image of the 
organization’ pertains also to bodies that are racialized, aged, gendered, classed, 
and so on. Following this explanation of why fitting in is important, the text goes 
on to explain how to find out what the specific contextual norms are: ’Dare to 
listen to your own intuition. Based on an (email) conversation you can form a first 
impression of the person and the organization.’ In order for intuition and tone of 
emails to be informative for how to dress, context-specific cultural capital is required. 
Intuition, here, can be understood as cultural specific knowledge or cultural capital. 
A conversation (orally, or by email) might indeed be informative for ‘insiders’, but 
for those lacking context-specific cultural capital it is not informative at all. By 
emphasizing the supposed simplicity and neutrality of reading cultural codes, the 
advice pages legitimize the privileges of cultural capital. The advice normalizes and 
essentializes the importance of fitting in aesthetically while presenting aesthetic fit as 
something that can be achieved by anyone simply through effort. 

However, this particular temp agency goes on to articulate that for some, trying 
to fit in is actually not desirable: 

When you feel that you have to divert too much from your personal 
style in order to meet the expectations, you should ask yourself if this is 
really the right place for you. (We Talent)

Fitting in aesthetically, here, is seen as an indicator of something more profound. The 
advice states that if you feel you have to change your personal style too much for 
work, you should ask yourself if the organization is the ‘right place for you’. Similar 
passages from other agencies explain that aesthetic fit is important because having 
to adapt your personal style on a daily basis would make you unhappy. This type 
of advice not only legitimizes the exclusion of those who do not fit in aesthetically 
but also promotes self-elimination of those who do not immediately feel at ease, 
illustrating how self-exclusion is not simply due to individual insecurities, but may be 
accounted for by aesthetic advice and representations. 

Attracting the ‘right’ candidates and rejecting the ‘wrong’ ones is one of the core tasks 
of staffing agencies. In line with Parkin’s (1974) conceptualization of social closure, 
the agencies’ aesthetic advice justifies exclusions, thus restricting access to certain 
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jobs. Essentially, they are invested in creating a pool of candidates that fit employers’ 
preferences, and creating equal employment opportunities is not fundamentally in 
the interest of these agencies. This discourse in which the importance of aesthetic fit 
in explained and emphasized, in which the accomplishment of ‘fit’ is presented as a 
simple task available to anyone, and in which job seekers are encouraged to listen to 
their intuition, inherently works in the interest of staffing agencies, as this discourse 
legitimizes exclusions and encourages self-exclusion. 

Notwithstanding the emphasis on fitting in, a second main point of advice 
communicated in these texts is that job candidates should express individuality and 
authenticity through clothing and self-presentation. Although most organizations 
advise to ‘overdress’, i.e., dress a bit too formally when in doubt, they also emphasize 
that you can actually get it wrong when dressing in standard office apparel: 

At the majority of informal companies you will come across a bit stiff if 
you show up in your suit. Usually you won’t be turned down if you’re 
too formal, but you will leave behind the impression that you don’t 
really fit the company culture. (Young Capital)

International research shows that work attire is becoming more and 
more informal. 75% of corporate professionals find that classic formal 
attire such as a tie and suit do not fit the workplace of today. Personal 
branding is increasingly important on the labor market and part of this 
is wearing clothes that bring your personality to the fore. (Driessen) 

In an aestheticized, post-industrial service economy, wearing a standard set of formal 
office clothes as a uniform is often not sufficient for getting a job. By discussing the 
informalization of aesthetic norms at work, these advice excerpts actually complicate 
aesthetic demands. The message is communicated here that in certain contexts simply 
wearing formal clothes could even lead to being rejected. Formal attire is too generic, 
and nowadays you need to show your personality through dress, Driessen asserts. 
The advice thus tells readers that there is no single and simple answer for how to 
look proper for job interviews. Job candidates should not only (do the work to) fit in, 
but also need to find the right form of self-presentation to express their personality. 

Perhaps somewhat contradictorily, the advice fragments state that job interviews 
and work situations are not about looks, but about expressing talents and personality. 
Aesthetics are relevant for bringing these to the fore. Readers are therefore discouraged 
from diverting from their own personal style, because that would mean that they 
would hide or cover up their personality. But Tempo-Team, for instance, advises 
applicants to leave out certain accessories, as these would distract the interviewer:  
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During the job interview all focus lies on you and on your fantastic 
talents. All eyes on you! Leave your jewelry and piercings at home; that 
works out best. Hey presto, you’re in the spotlight. (Tempo-Team)

A normalizing imperative follows from the idea that looks should not distract by 
standing out: because aesthetics should not play a role, they should not attract 
attention and they therefore have to fall within the range of what is considered 
normal or neutral. Rather than formulating specific norms, which would be explicitly 
exclusionary, the agencies convey the seemingly neutral message that looks should 
not distract and should therefore not stand out. This repertoire offers a legitimation 
for exclusions: a candidate is not rejected because of her piercings, but because 
her inner qualities did not come across in the interview due to her distracting 
appearance. The advice assumes an essentialist notion of subjectivity as a true inner 
self represented by self-presentation, which contrasts with the material-semiotic idea 
that self-presentation actually forms subjectivities (Miller, 2010; Woodward, 2007). 
So, in order to express the ‘true’ self, job seekers should not work too hard on their 
aesthetic performance for job interviews. This ideal of authenticity neglects the 
unequal appreciation of ‘authentic selves’.

The analysis illustrates a paradox in the aesthetic advice from staffing agencies. The 
contradictory main dogmas are fitting in and expressing authenticity and uniqueness. 
That is, job seekers should work on their self-presentation in order to show they fit 
within the organization, yet they should also express personality, authenticity, and 
uniqueness. Both these dogmas contribute to the cultural reproduction of exclusion. 
By rewarding candidates with the ‘right’ aesthetics and restricting access for those 
who do not meet these norms, the discourse reflected in the aesthetic advice promotes 
social closure (see also Parkin, 1974: 1–19).  

Conclusions

This chapter looks into the question of how pre-entry regulation in the shape of 
aesthetic advice takes place by analyzing the aesthetic advice posted by employment 
agencies on their websites, with a focus on (1) the content of the advice; (2) how 
it legitimizes the importance of aesthetics for finding work; and (3) how the advice 
serves the purposes of the staffing agencies. Given the absence of actual advice, it 
appears that the advice is not primarily intended to serve readers and job seekers, 
but rather to attract traffic to their websites and to frame themselves as providing a 
useful service to job seekers. By doing so these agencies maintain or increase their 
market position, as employers generally prefer agencies that have access to a large 
(or specific) pool of job seekers. 
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The commercial logic of attracting visitors to the website appears morally neutral. 
However, the pseudo-advice itself has the performative potential to legitimize 
exclusions. The analysis of the content of the advice has illustrated how aesthetic 
performances are presented as an opportunity to increase employment chances, 
rather than a risk of being excluded. The paradoxical dogmas of fitting in while 
being authentic and unique hinge on the notion that appearances should not form 
a distraction and show what applying for a job is really all about: showing your 
true inner self. This salience of self-expression for work has been found in general 
professional advice literature (De Keere, 2014). The present study illustrates how the 
stress on fitting in while not adapting too much legitimizes exclusions and encourages 
self-exclusion. 

The advice emphasizes the importance of fit and confidence. Stating that there 
is not one right way to present the self and that job seekers should be able to read 
cultural codes, and adapt their aesthetics accordingly, disclaims the classed (and 
gendered and racialized) character of fit. Rather than problematizing the tendency 
of recruiters to select applicants who resemble them, the advice urges job seekers 
to make sure they resemble the people at the organization they are applying to. 
Accordingly, the advice legitimizes the exclusion of those that do not fit in, and 
legitimizes the reproduction of hegemonic norms regarding self-presentation.  

On the other hand, the advice urges job seekers to not adapt their self-presentation 
too much. A first reason for this is that not fitting in naturally and working hard in 
order to fit is not feasible – it would make you unhappy. As such, the relevance of fit 
is normalized and presented to be in the interest of the job seeker. It consequently 
even promotes self-exclusion: if you do not fit in, why even apply? A second reason 
for why job seekers should not work too hard on their aesthetic performance for a 
job interview is that the advice considers aesthetic fit to be an indicator of general 
fit. Adapting too much would conceal and muddle the expression of the ‘true’ inner 
self. Both reasons demonstrate that self-exclusion, leading to appearance-based 
employment inequality, may be partly understood as a consequence of aesthetic 
advice and representations, rather than of individual insecurities.   

It appears that the purpose of the advice is not so much helping job seekers; it 
is not intended to clarify or explain how self-presentation matters in finding work. 
In fact, it does the exact opposite, by misrepresenting how exclusions take place in 
selection procedures. More important than the quality of the advice is the effect of 
posting advice that attracts visitors (i.e., potential job candidates) to the website 
and appears to be of service to them. This reminds us of Adkins’ (2008: 193-195) 
analysis of what makes a good website according to a web designer: it is not about 
the quality of the website itself, but about its ‘response rate’. As such, the value is not 
constituted by the quality of the advice, but by the promise it generates for the future 
of the staffing agency.
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This chapter illustrates how aesthetic regulation can occur early in the employment 
process. Even before individuals begin working somewhere, they are taught that their 
appearance matters for work and, although highly ambiguous, that their appearances 
must meet certain standards. This chapter contributes to answering the main question 
of this dissertation by highlighting how aesthetic regulation also occurs before entry 
into a certain organization through means that are more subtle and less explicit than 
direct instructions.
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Legitimizing beauty in hiring:
An analysis of cultural repertoires in 
defense of appearances as selection criteria6

3

An earlier version7 of this chapter is currently under review at an international peer-
reviewed journal

6 This chapter is co-authored by Kobe De Keere
7 The main changes compared to the submitted manuscript are: 1) I have added the main research question of 

this dissertation to the introduction of this chapter; 2) in the conclusion of the current chapter I discuss what 
this case study contributes to the main question of the dissertation; 3) in the current chapter I place more 
emphasis on how evaluations of appearances are racialized and gendered. 
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Abstract

This chapter builds upon the body of literature confirming that aesthetics matter 
for finding work by investigating how gatekeepers reflect on the relevance 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, 
understanding of how gatekeepers solve this dispute and how they morally legitimize 
the importance of aesthetics is sought. The analyses are based on in-depth interviews 
with 40 gatekeepers from the cultural and corporate sectors, and show that although 
the gatekeepers problematize the importance of beauty, they do acknowledge 
that it plays a role in their evaluations. Three cultural repertoires for solving this 
contradiction and for legitimizing appearances as a hiring criterion are discerned 
from the data: 1) beauty is productive; 2) appearances express personality; and 3) 
looking right is a matter of effort. The findings suggest that gatekeepers do not seek to 
build or maintain systemic exclusions related to aesthetics. Rather than legitimizing 
a hidden exclusionary agenda, what they try to do is to come to a hiring decision 
using evaluation criteria that can be considered situationally legitimate. Yet, this can 
lead to applying evaluation criteria and, more structurally, labor market outcomes 
that they find morally problematic. This study hence highlights the relevance of 
cultural repertoires in processes of legitimation for understanding reproductions of 
inequalities related to appearances. 

Key words
Cultural repertoires, legitimation, hiring, gatekeeping, aesthetics, appearances, 
reproduction of inequalities
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Introduction

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]) – ideology 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 does clearly influence labor market outcome 
outcomes (Anderson et al., 2010; Hamermesh & Abrevaya, 2013; van Campen & 
Versantvoort, 2014). This chapter tackles this issue by taking the employer’s eye-view. 
The goal here is not to establish, once again, ‘which type’ of beauty is valued, or ‘how 
much’, but to answer the question of how it enters employee evaluations. 

To do so, the evaluations of job candidates by employee gatekeepers such as 
hiring managers, recruiters, and HR workers responsible for hiring are the object of 
study hre. Hiring is a critical moment – both for job applicants and for organizations 
– that is characterized by uncertainty and ambiguousness. Even though gatekeepers 
may use techniques and tools in an attempt to standardize interviews and to make 
their evaluations of candidates more objective, many studies have shown that 
actual evaluations and decisions are informed by cultural codes and signals (Brown 
& Hesketh, 2004; De Keere, 2023; Imdorf, 2010; Rivera, 2012, 2015; Roberts & 
Campbell, 2005). Due to the lack of consensus on which criteria are acceptable 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; De Keere, 2022), thus adding to the reproduction of inequalities. Consequently, 
gatekeepers perform a highly complex act when evaluating candidates and making 
hiring decisions, leading to moral uncertainty and a need to legitimize their choices. 

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). 
At the same time, its role seems non-meritocratic and possibly illegitimate. This 
chapter hence aims to answer the following question: how do gatekeepers legitimize 
appearances as hiring criteria?

Legitimacy, here, is understood not as a property that something either has 
or has not, but as something that is interactionally achieved through a process of 
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categorization, solving disputes, justifying criteria and testing arguments, within 
specific situations (Boltanski & Thévenot, 2006; Johnson et al., 2006; Reinecke 
et al., 2017). As a starting point, the premise is taken 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 Tilly (2008) pointed out, we always need 
to give reasons for what we do 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: 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 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 
use to legitimize beauty as an evaluative criterion. This study obtains these insights 
through in-depth interviews with 40 recruiters, HR professionals, and hiring managers 
in the cultural and corporate sectors in the Netherlands. The interviews contained 
an element of the interview technique of ’video elicitation’, which means that the 
respondents were shown short fictitious video resumes, in which actors introduced 
themselves based on formal scripts (more on this in the method section). After 
watching these clips respondents were asked to evaluate and rank the applicants. 
This approach was valuable because it allowed gatekeepers to demonstrate their 
evaluation process during the interviews, rather than simply reflecting on it. 

This chapter 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 meritocratic ideals 
within hiring. It then looks into the insights offered by scholarship 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, while the second analyzes how they nonetheless 
legitimize this importance in their own evaluation practices. Three repertoires for 
legitimizing appearances as hiring criteria are distuingished, and it is argued that 
these repertoires are not arguments for a hidden exclusionary agenda but that they 
are rather the outcomes of a need to justify a morally complex decision. Nonetheless, 
these cultural repertoires can eventually contribute to exclusions and inequalities.  

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 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 
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expected of service workers. Importantly, however, aesthetics matter for finding work 
in general – also when they are not related to ‘productivity’ as such.

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 
for instance 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. 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 (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, racialized, and classed lines (Kuipers, 2022; Vonk, 
2023; Warhurst & Nickson, 2001). Following from this, the importance of aesthetics for 
finding employment can be at least partly understood in terms of the hiring criterion 
of ‘cultural match’ communicated through appearances (De Keere, 2022; Moss & Tilly, 
1996; Rivera, 2012). Although we know quite a bit about the effect of appearances on 
professional careers, we know relatively little about how beauty is actually evaluated 
by those regulating the gates to the labor market.

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). Yet, pointing at the persistence 
of inequalities only offers us circumstantial evidence as it does not give us insight 
into how this exclusion is actually executed and, more importantly, made legitimate 
by those who make the decisions (Alexander & Smit, 2003). On top of that, those 
who implement exclusionary practices might not even intend to do so. A reason for 
this is that hiring decisions are often made by recruiters or personnel specialized in 
HR tasks, not by employers or owners of organizations themselves. The commercial 
motive central to many studies of aesthetic labor is therefore questionable in 
many hiring situations outside of the service sector. To take account of this, this 
study is based on two cases: the cultural sector (typically associated with aesthetic 
labor), and the corporate sector (not typically associated with aesthetic labor). The 
motives of gatekeepers cannot be assumed at the outset, but need to be empirically 
investigated what their positions and practices are. As argued, people find themselves 
in situations in which they need to navigate and ‘give reasons why’ (Tilly, 2012; 
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Boltanski & Thevenot, 2000). By investigating the cultural repertoires of legitimizing 
the importance of appearances in hiring, this study contributes to the understanding 
how and why inequalities are (re)produced.  

The legitimacy of gatekeeping decisions
Legitimacy should not be understood as a binary (i.e., a property that something has 
or does not have) but as always in the making, a process that inevitably involves 
negotiation and power struggles between multiple actors, both stakeholders and 
audiences (Johnson et al., 2006 Reinecke et al., 2017; Friedland & Alford, 1991). 
Consequently, legitimacy is never universal but always subject to situationally defined 
conditions, norms, and conventions. Similar to Tilly (2012), it is therefore held that 
people achieve legitimacy through reason-giving strategies they employ to explain 
and justify their practices with the goal of maintaining their social relations. This idea 
shows much affinity with Boltanski and Thevenot’s (2000, 2006) understanding of 
legitimacy as emerging out of a sense of justice and search for a common ground by 
testing the appropriateness of different types of justification. Both Tilly, and Boltanski 
and Thévenot, share the conclusion that trying to establish legitimacy is therefore 
more than merely social decorum but 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 first 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, 2023). The decision of who should and who should not be hired can have 
significant consequences 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 on which 
criteria to use (Imdorf, 2010; Eymard-Duvernay & Marchal, 1997). One of the most 
important reasons for this, as several studies indicate, is that employee gatekeepers 
usually have to evaluate both the hard and soft currencies that candidates bring to 
the labor market (Imdorf, 2010; Brown & Hesketh, 2004; Jackson, 2006; De Keere, 
2023). Hard currencies such as degree, years of experience, or specialized knowledge 
are, relatively speaking, easy to assess through setting benchmarks, making direct 
comparisons, 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 
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by subjective preferences, status signaling and emotional decision-making (Imdorf, 
2010; Brown & Hesketh, 2004; Rivera, 2016; Roberts & Campbell, 2005, De Keere, 
2022). Consequently, the assessment of soft skills always runs the risk of appearing 
illegitimate as it stands in contrast to the conception of the labor market as guided 
by meritocratic principles. Selection based on ‘merit’ serves two important purposes: 
fairness (societal 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 a candidate, employee gatekeepers find 
themselves in a situation of moral uncertainty and are therefore in need of cultural 
repertoires that, as schemas of evaluation (Lamont & Thevenot, 2000, De Keere, 
2023), allow them to narrate the logic behind their criteria and decisions. A revealing 
example of this is Moss and Tilly’s research on racial discrimination in the labor 
market (2001). In their study they focused not only on the level of discrimination but 
also on the way employers rationalized their decisions by ‘telling stories’. Although 
not one of the employers admitted to refusing to hire 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 were the 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 inequality 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).

With 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 hierarchies 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 for instance racist, sexist, or ageist. Second, it means that selection 
is based partly on characteristics that are not an inherently relevant skill for work 
– save for, arguably, work in retail and hospitality, which can obviously also be 
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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 might 
increase one’s chances of getting hired. This issue is generally acknowledged when 
it concerns sex, and race, but not so much for appearances. To be sure, appearances 
are indeed racialized and gendered, and they should not be considered as separate 
or idenpendent. The point here is that we know relatively little of how gatekeepers 
of employment organizations - i.e. those involved in employee selection - deal and 
resolve this tension between meritocratic ideals and the relevance of - racialized and 
gendered - appearances for employment chances. Therefore, this study aims to gain 
insight into which cultural repertoires gatekeepers mobilize to bring in beauty as a 
legitimate (or an illegitimate) criterion in their evaluations of job candidates.  

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 reasoning, 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, 2023). 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 respondents were selected from either the corporate (n=23) or cultural 
(n=17) sector. For the purposes of the current chapter 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 cultural sectors are 
more commonly associated with aesthetic labor (McRobbie, 2016), whereas the 
corporate sector less so. 

The data was collected by the second author of this chapter and a trained research 
assistant through in-depth interviews with both internal and external professional 
recruiters and workers responsible for making hiring decisions for organizations. 
LinkedIn and snowballing were used to approach possible participants. 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 talk about 
hiring but to invoke evaluative decisions, the second part of the interview employed 
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a video-elicitation exercise (Keesman, 2022). The respondents were asked to watch 
3-minute fictional video resumes played out by actors, and to then evaluate and rank 
the fictional job candidates. The videos were based on different scripts with similar 
structures, played out by white actors of more or less the same age (23-26), wearing 
the same clothes. The choice of actors did not allow for an analysis of how evaluations 
of appearances are informed by race and age, but rather turned the respondents’ 
attention to beauty, class and gender. Although the videos 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. Detailed information on the set-up of this video elicitation 
method can be found in De Keere (2022; 2023). These previous 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 candidates might have entered 
the evaluation process of the respondents. For this reason, the reactions to videos 
were used as springboards to discuss the acceptability of appearances as elements 
of assessments. Respondents were confronted with the physical appearances of the 
candidates when viewing the fictional application videos, after which this appearance 
was or was not a factor in their evaluation of the candidates. 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. Both authors independently 
coded the entire interview dataset with a focus on how aesthetics were discussed. 
The results of this analysis was compared 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 
aesthetics of the fictional candidates, and into how they talk about appearances as 
criteria for evaluations in their actual selection practices. Further rounds of coding 
led to three repertoires of legitimizing beauty as a hiring criterion being discerned, as 
will be discussed in the following section.

Findings

Problematizing the importance of beauty
Aesthetics matter for employment chances, and it could therefore be expected 
that candidates’ appearances are often mentioned when gatekeepers evaluate 
video resumes. But when gatekeepers were prompted to make hiring decisions 
based on fictive clips, beauty only very rarely came up explicitly in their verbalized 
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considerations. Actual mentioning of certain concrete aspects of appearances 
occurred only a few times, when respondents mentioned glasses, teeth, hair, or a 
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. 
Interviewer: 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. The finding that other gatekeepers were not explicit in their 
aesthetic judgments 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 acknowledge that beauty and appearances have 
an influence on 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 resumes with pictures on them and we all think “ooh, 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 preference have an influence on who gets invited for a job interview. 
Respondents typically acknowledge that aesthetics play a role in their evaluation 
of candidates, yet also question the legitimacy of this type of evaluation. Arguably, 
the fact that our respondents seemed to avoid making aesthetic judgments of the 
applicants in the video clips perhaps illustrates the moral discomfort of doing so. 
They seem aware that they run the risk of creating a dispute and the breakdown of 
legitimacy. Hence, the role of aesthetics in application procedures evidently requires 
gatekeepers to solve the question of the appropriateness of this evaluation criterion 
(Lamont & Thevenot, 2000). 

Legitimizing the importance of beauty

Although beauty rarely came up when evaluating the candidates in the fictitious clips, 
gatekeepers acknowledge that looks do matter in job application procedures. This 
section looks into the cultural repertoires employee gatekeepers use to achieve moral 
legitimacy of beauty as a criterion for evaluating job candidates. Three repertoires 
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stood out: a) beauty is productive; b) looks indicate personality; and c) looking right 
is a matter of effort. 

a. Beauty is productive
The task of evaluating not only technical skills, but also soft skills and ‘match’ with 
the organization can be quite different for internal and external recruiters. The first 
– e.g., HR officers – work internally in the sense that they try to find a candidate 
for the organization which they themselves work for. The latter – e.g., professional 
and in-house recruiters – make employee selection decisions for external, i.e., other, 
organizations. Hence, these external gatekeepers try to select candidates that match 
their clients’ preferences. Consider for instance external corporate recruiter Marc, 
who takes his clients’ preferences regarding aesthetics into serious consideration in 
his evaluation of job candidates: 

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. 

Interviewer: So they ask for that?

Marc: 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 candidates 
based on their appearance? He is not sure and he resolves 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 reasons of 
productivity (e.g., better customer service) to justify this. Adhering to his clients’ 
wishes here is the most important consideration for Marc: 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 productivity here overrules the question of whether selection 
based on looks is discriminatory (but note the exception Marc makes for racism). 
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Somewhat similarly, gatekeepers legitimize the productive role of aesthetics by 
referring to the importance of looking presentable. Our respondents tend to agree 
that workers should meet an undefined minimum standard of self-presentation, 
often expressed using the term ‘presentable’ (‘representatief’ in Dutch). When asked 
how beauty plays a role in hiring, external recruiter Jeanette explains the difference 
between beauty and presentability: 

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

Interviewer: What’s the difference between the two?  

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 a job at a bank, then you shouldn’t come to the interview 
dressed in your old jeans and baggy sweater. 

Looking presentable is seen as crucial criterion 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 being attractive, but that it is crucially about meeting a minimal standard 
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 cultural codes is required to display the right 
taste and to achieve the right kind of ‘studied informality’ (Friedman & Laurison, 
2019). Jeannette’s argument for the importance of presentability illustrates 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 & Molnár, 2002). 

The repertoire of productivity can also apply to the organization itself. Following 
the classic aesthetic labor repertoire of trying to appeal to a certain clientele (Butler, 
2014; Warhurst & Nickson, 2020), this repertoire is most typically used when 
discussing ‘front stage’ jobs, as illustrated by Albert, who works as an HR 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 office, if you have a public 
function then I suppose you sort of have to… […] at a business event 
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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 isn’t necessary. But in the majority of 
functions at [organization] 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 select 
employees based on their style and aesthetics in order to appeal to customers. 
Following this repertoire of productivity, ‘lookism’ (Warhurst et al., 2009) can be 
integral to sectors entailing working with audiences or customers. According to this 
repertoire, it is not acceptable to exclude people based on looks because of personal 
preferences, but it is acceptable to exclude them if it serves clients, the standards of 
the sector, or the organization.  

b. Appearances express personality
Although actual physical traits were rarely mentioned by our respondents when 
evaluating fictive candidates, they often voiced less concrete aspects of aesthetics. 
Confirming the stream of studies pointing out the role of intuition and gut feeling in 
labor market selection, considerations such as feeling a certain energy, an emotional 
click, or 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, our respondents 
typically answered by stating that looks do not matter, but that charm does. Hence, 
the respondents themselves directly connect aesthetics to personality and charm 
(in Dutch they usually used uitstraling to express this), and rather spoke about the 
general impression candidates give off than mentioning specific physical features. 

Following from this, the second repertoire gatekeepers employ in legitimizing 
aesthetics as a hiring criterion is that looks indicate personality. According to this 
repertoire, appearances are not about being beautiful, but about hard-to-pinpoint 
personal traits. 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 what he calls 
‘charm’ 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, charm is about likeability and 
compatibility (Brown & Hesket, 2004: 33-39; Dean, 2005). In hiring, these are not 
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mutually exclusive; 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 charm 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. 

This respondent prefers resumes with photos because they tell her something about 
the personality of the candidate. She goes on to explain that she hopes that it does not 
matter what someone actually looks like and that she hopes that she does not judge 
people on that basis. 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 do 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 
reconceptualizing looks: it is not about aesthetic appeal, but about what looks tell you 
about a person. This repertoire again underlines the moral discomfort of gatekeepers 
with beauty as a hiring criterion. At the same time, it legitimizes the relevance of 
aesthetics in hiring by reframing them as an indicator of personality. 

c. 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, candidates can show that 
they have put effort into preparing for a job interview by looking representative 
and dressing in a way that ‘fits’ the organization. In many Western, post-industrial 
labor markets, finding work requires job seekers to enhance their employability by 
doing unpaid work, for instance on their self-presentation (Vallas & Cummins, 2015; 
van den Berg & Arts, 2018). Rather than for instance a sign of respect, making the 
effort to look right is primarily a means of communicating motivation. Moreover, this 
repertoire is a reflection of the idea that self-presentation is something that can be 
controlled and improved by making an effort (Widdows, 2018; Kuipers, 2022). 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 
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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 supermodel, but a nice 
jacket, tie, shirt, hair neatly combed, erm that’s fine. Yeah and if another 
[candidate] doesn’t do that, then that person was also not so willing to put 
the effort in.  

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, 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 relevance of aesthetics is reframed as not discriminatory, but as 
a test of motivation. Consider for instance Jeannette, who maintains that anyone can 
be representative, as long as they make the right effort: 

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

Jeannette: Sure, that also has to do with presentability. Is your hair 
washed? Are your shoes polished? And for some it is important and 
for others it’s not, but you just look and think: 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. She places emphasis on what candidates 
can do to present their body in a suitable way. This way, a systemic form of inequality 
related to body size is denied. Instead, candidates are made responsible: they should 
put the effort into presenting their body in a certain way, and if they do that, they 
will not be excluded. 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 countries, 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 vain, but a normal element of the preparations 
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that are expected of job candidates (or employees), as illustrated by research on 
the aesthetic advice given by labor market intermediaries in the Netherlands (Vonk, 
2023). Furthermore, this study demonstrates that in aesthetic advice, the importance 
of aesthetics is presented as an opportunity to make a good impression rather than a 
risk of being excluded based on appearances. Similar to the gatekeepers in the current 
study, labor market intermediaries deny the exclusionary effects of the relevance of 
aesthetics in job interviews and present it as a meritocratic way to present oneself as 
the ‘right’ candidate for the job.

Conclusions

This chapter 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. 
Interestingly, specific physical elements were rarely mentioned by the respondents 
when evaluating the fictional 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. Three cultural repertoires 
for morally legitimizing appearances as hiring criteria are distinguisehd. The first 
repertoire is that appearances can be productive – be it on the level of the sector, 
organization, or client. This productivity is similar to the typical aesthetic labor 
repertoire of gaining revenue through style and looks (Warhurst & Nickson, 2020), 
and our material illustrates that this repertoire can be extended to sectors outside 
of hospitality. Second, gatekeepers 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. 

What does this teach us about the importance of aesthetics for work and about 
how workers’ aesthetics are regulated? We know that the relevance of appearances 
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. 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 justification. 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 (De 
Keere, 2023). These criteria may conflict in several ways. For instance, gatekeepers 
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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 for the job, but may argue that 
aesthetic appeal is indeed relevant. The uncertainty and ambiguousness regarding 
criteria for evaluating candidates, particularly 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 nevertheless legitimize lookism. After all, they provide arguments 
for why it is acceptable, important, or even morally just, to consider appearance 
as an evaluation criterion in job application procedures. While the first and second 
repertoires 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 contributes to making fair selections.

Therefore, if lookism is something that should be avoided, these findings have 
several possible implications. One obvious 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 assessment 
procedure, or a random selection process. Another, perhaps more subtle way would 
be not only formulating clear criteria for evaluating candidates, but also explicating 
why these criteria are important, and making a hierarchical order of the criteria. 
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 does not stand the test of legitimation. 

This chapter teaches us two important things in relation to the main research 
question of this dissertation. First, it shows that organizational gatekeepers, who 
play a significant role in enforcing the importance of aesthetics for work by having 
the decision-making power over who gets hired, are actually quite ambivalent 
regarding the significance of aesthetics in job interviews. While many previous 
studies demonstrate that aesthetics play a role in gatekeepers’ evaluations and simply 
assume that these gatekeepers have no moral objections to it, this study reveals the 
struggles of those making the decisions. Second, it once again illustrates that aesthetic 
regulation often takes on obscure forms. Gatekeepers do not outright state that and 
how appearances matter. Instead, they claim that appearance is about something else 
entirely, thus both legitimizing and concealing the importance of aesthetics for work.
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Peer feedback in aesthetic labor:  
Forms, logics and responses
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An earlier version8 of this chapter is published in:
Cultural Sociology (2021), 15(2), 213–232

8 In the current chapter, I have included the overarching research question of this dissertation as well as a brief 
discussion on how this case study contributes to answering this main research question. 



632096-L-bw-Vonk632096-L-bw-Vonk632096-L-bw-Vonk632096-L-bw-Vonk
Processed on: 15-3-2024Processed on: 15-3-2024Processed on: 15-3-2024Processed on: 15-3-2024 PDF page: 86PDF page: 86PDF page: 86PDF page: 86

88

4

Pe
er

 fe
ed

ba
ck

 in
 a

es
th

et
ic

 la
bo

r

Abstract 

Research on aesthetic labor has largely been confined to studying practices and 
experiences of managerial control and self-discipline. However, co-workers also have 
an impact on the experiences and practices of aesthetic labor. This chapter explores peer 
feedback regarding personal aesthetics in work situations without clear organizational 
aesthetic guidelines. Testimonies of experiences of peer feedback from 28 qualitative 
wardrobe interviews with ‘frontstage’ and creative workers in insecure employment 
positions show that peer feedback: (1) is often ambiguous both in content and form; 
(2) can contain both commercial repertoires and repertoires of ‘belonging’; and (3) is 
not only accepted, but in many cases seen as legitimate and taken very seriously by 
workers on the receiving end. This study illustrates how informal processes of control 
and distinction concerning personal appearance intensify and complicate experiences 
of aesthetic labor as the interplay between market logics and judgments of taste has 
the potential to act as a reinforcer of insecurities and inequalities. 

Keywords
Aesthetic labor, frontstage work, informal control, peer feedback, taste judgments, 
inequality, precarious work
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Introduction

The almost daily recurring question of what to wear to work is relevant to many 
workers for reasons that evidently go beyond vanity. ‘Looking good and sounding 
right’ (Warhurst & Nickson, 2001) has become a prerequisite for finding and 
maintaining employment in a labor market dominated by ‘frontstage’ service work 
(Goffman, 1959), and insecure employment relations (Kremer et al., 2017; Lorey, 
2015; Standing, 2011). The proximity between workers and consumers in work 
that is characteristic of post-industrial labor markets brings forth specific demands 
for workers. They are not only providing a service, but their appearance, style, and 
image have become part of what is being sold (Leidner, 1991; Warhurst et al., 2000); 
(McDowell, 2009). The body of literature that has emerged on the topic of aesthetic 
labor has by and large focused on pre- and post-entry interactions between employer 
and (candidate) employees, generally analyzing the ways in which managers have 
regulative power in commodifying workers’ aesthetics (Ibidem) and how workers 
themselves perform, control and manage their own aesthetics (Adkins & Lury, 1999; 
Dean, 2005; Entwistle & Wissinger, 2006; Mears, 2014). Surprisingly underexplored 
is the question of how aesthetic feedback and control takes place between workers. 

Studies of aesthetic labor generally assume a clear distinction between those who 
manage and those who are managed (Butler, 2014; Mears, 2014: 1332; Timming, 
2015; Warhurst et al., 2000: 4; Warhurst & Nickson, 2007: 107, 2009: 388; Williams 
& Connell, 2010). Yet, trends in organizational ideals and practices have been moving 
towards self-organizing and self-managing workers and teams over the past decades 
(Barker, 1993; Boltanski and Chiapello, 2005; Du Gay, 1996; Fleming and Sturdy, 
2009; Sewell, 1998). The surge of ‘horizontal’ management ideals and practices calls 
attention to social processes of power and disctinction taking place among coworkers 
(Bourdieu, 1984). In order to get a better understanding of the complexities and 
insecurities related to managing an aesthetic self-presentation for work – particularly 
in an increasingly insecure labor market – this chapter looks into the role of peers 
in the regulation of workers’ aesthetics. It does so by analyzing the many subtle and 
not-so-subtle ways in which workers give each other feedback regarding personal 
aesthetics in an attempt to answer the following question: How are peers involved 
in the regulation of workers’ aesthetics at work? Specifically, I answer the following 
sub-questions: (1) How does peer feedback regarding personal aesthetics in work 
situations without clear organizational aesthetic guidelines take place?; (2) How is it 
understood?; and (3) How is it reacted to? 

I distinguish three main reasons why feedback from peers is expected to be different 
from feedback from managers and why it is hence worth being examined empirically. 
First, managerial feedback and control can be substantiated and legitimized by the 
official hierarchy within an organization. The few earlier studies that do address 
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feedback from peers are based on fieldwork within organizations that have clear 
aesthetic guidelines, such as the airline industry (Tyler & Abbott, 1998). Without 
these guidelines and official hierarchy, feedback is, arguably, a judgment of taste 
(Bourdieu, 1984). Considering the moral imperative to appear open and respectful 
regarding others’ tastes (see for instance Jarness & Friedman, 2017), the first sub-
question arises: How do co-workers give each other peer feedback concerning 
personal aesthetics? 

Secondly, managerial control in aesthetic labor is often assumed to be an effort 
to appeal to a certain clientele and hence gain revenue. It is unclear whether this 
market repertoire is also a driver for peer feedback, and whether workers might 
be invested in their peers’ appearance in other ways as well. Seeing as for instance 
aesthetic value and moral judgment have a tendency to be associated in the minds 
of people (Kuipers et al., 2019), co-workers might be invested in each other’s 
aesthetic appearances in ways that go beyond commercial interests. This raises the 
question of how peer feedback is legitimized. Hence, this chapter also investigates 
the following sub-question: What kinds of logics can be discerned in peer feedback 
on personal aesthetics at work? Doing so, it aims to better the understanding of how 
the importance of having the ‘right’ aesthetics is substantiated among co-workers. 

Thirdly, unlike some managers, co-workers usually do not have the formal task of 
enforcing aesthetic standards, nor do they have formal means of sanctioning peers 
who do not comply with the norms. This does not necessarily mean, however, that 
peer feedback is not taken seriously. The present study will therefore explore, as its 
third and final sub-question, How do workers respond to what they perceive to be 
aesthetic feedback from peers? 

This study is based on interviews with workers either in the creative industries or 
doing ‘frontstage’ service work, as the importance of displaying the ‘right’ look and 
taste is particularly salient for these workers (Boyle & De Keere, 2019; Elias et al., 
2017; McRobbie, 2016). The rapid flexibilization of the Dutch labor market means 
that an increasingly large number of workers are precariously employed (Dekker, 
2017), bringing forth insecurities for workers, such as continuously finding a cultural 
match and ‘fitting in’ in often changing work places. We therefore interviewed people 
in insecure employment positions, i.e., freelancers, those on temporary contracts, 
and those on zero-hour contracts, who could not (yet) rely on routine or knowledge 
about contextual norms. The analyses are based on their narratives of peer feedback 
encounters. 

This chapter aims to contribute to a better understanding of the complexities 
and insecurities related to aesthetic judgments and control, particularly in insecure 
working conditions. The analyses suggest that what is perceived as peer feedback: 
(1) is often ambiguous both in content and form; (2) can contain both commercial 
logic and logics of ‘belonging’, in which personal aesthetics are conflated with for 
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instance personality and moral value; and (3) is not only accepted, but in many cases 
seen as legitimate and taken very seriously by workers on the receiving end. Hence, 
this study describes how informal processes of control and distinction concerning 
personal appearance intensify and complicate experiences of aesthetic labor as the 
interplay between market logics and judgments of taste has the potential to act as a 
reinforcement of insecurities and inequalities. 

Aesthetic labor
The imperative for workers to ‘look good and sound right’ (Warhurst & Nickson, 
2001) is central to a multitude of studies on working life (see for an overview Mears, 
2014). Employers are commercially invested in their employees’ aesthetics, meaning 
their looks, clothes, voice, posture, demeanor, body language, smell, sound, and self-
presentation on social media. They therefore select employees based on for instance 
body shape (Tyler and Abbott, 1998; Williams and Connell, 2010), tattoos (Timming, 
2015) classed tastes and styles (Williams and Connell, 2010), accent (Nath, 2011; 
Timming, 2017), and manner of speech (Butler, 2014). Particularly retail, hospitality, 
and the airline industries have been central to the study of aesthetic labor, but also 
the creative industries are known for the importance of aesthetic self-presentation 
(Banks & Hesmondhalgh, 2009; Dean, 2005; McRobbie, 2002). 

Aesthetic norms are communicated and enforced by employers and managers in 
several ways. Pre-entry, organizations can base recruitment strategies on aesthetics 
and lifestyle. Abercrombie and Fitch for instance recruited new employees on 
college campuses with fraternities and sororities (Greenhouse, 2004). Moreover, 
organizations select employees based on their aesthetics (Warhurst et al., 2000). 
Post-entry, organizations are known to have clothing policies (Hall & van den Broek, 
2012) and grooming guidelines (Hochschild, 1983; Tyler & Abbott, 1998), to send 
employees home or ‘backstage’ to the stock room, and even to fire them (Butler, 
2014; Mears, 2014). Employers can also ‘nudge’ employees, for instance by offering 
employee discounts on company products (Boyle and De Keere, 2019; Williams and 
Connell, 2010). Workers and job seekers are, however, not passive receivers of 
managerial instructions. More recent contributions to the literature on aesthetic labor 
pay attention to resistance (Elias et al., 2017; Worth, 2016) and to practices of self-
discipline and self-management, bringing to light the complexities and never-ending 
effort involved in achieving the ‘right’ body and look. In an increasingly insecure 
labor market, where temporary and freelance contracts are more and more common, 
the efforts involved in ‘keeping up appearances’ for freelancers in for instance fashion 
modeling (Entwistle & Wissinger, 2006) and retailing (Entwistle, 2009) are ongoing. 
In other words, research on aesthetic labor practices and experiences has shifted from 
a focus on managerial control towards a more encompassing study of ‘the effort people 
make to work on their own appearance’ (Holla and Kuipers, 2016: 330). Hence, not 
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only employees, but also freelancers, job seekers and even the unemployed (Van 
den Berg and Arts, 2019) and stay-at-home mothers (De Benedictis & Orgad, 2017) 
perform aesthetic labor. Pressures to do so clearly do not only come from employers, 
and surveillance is, arguably, omnipresent (Elias et al., 2017: 14–17). The present 
study aims to contribute to a fuller understanding of the complexities of aesthetic 
labor for those in insecure employment positions by looking at aesthetic feedback 
from co-workers. 

Though the worker-worker interaction in aesthetic labor has been mentioned 
before, it has thus far received little empirical investigation, as explained in the 
introduction of this dissertation. Warhurst, Nickson, Witz & Cullen (2000) briefly 
address it and suggest that peer pressure contributes to workers adhering to 
organizational aesthetic proscriptions, citing a shop attendant: ‘“If someone falls 
[below the Company X standards] the whole shop is affected by it”’ (Ibidem: 13). They 
postulate that workers are familiar with, and agree with, the aesthetic standards of 
the organization, and that workers are motivated to perform aesthetic labor in order 
to keep up the status of the organization and to not let their co-workers down. Tyler 
& Abbott (1998), likewise, have found that informal peer pressure is key to enforcing 
formal regulations in the airline industry. Airline companies’ strict and clear aesthetic 
guidelines are internalized by employees, leading to both self-discipline and peer 
control. This ‘panoptic management’ (Ibidem: 440) is clearly informed by managerial 
guidelines. However, in many contexts, norms can be unclear or ambiguous, fluid, 
unattainable to individuals, and there can be considerable disagreement about them. 

Without organizational proscription, rules or guidelines, feedback cannot 
easily be substantiated by any higher formal authority. On the interactional level, 
we can therefore perhaps understand peer feedback situations as expressions and 
negotiations of taste and norms – intricately linked to gender, race, class, age, and 
body size – between co-workers within the context of aestheticized labor. Let us look 
at peer feedback and informal control at work in general before delving into the 
particularities that might come into play when co-workers are actively involved in 
monitoring each other’s appearance. 

Workers’ engagement in informal control at work 
Informal norms, organizational cultures, and peers are key to understanding what 
happens at work. Burawoy (1982) famously illustrated how the way workers act is 
found somewhere in the middle of what managers tell them, work floor culture, and 
their own consent to or refusal of this. Despite employers’ efforts to ‘manage consent’ 
of their workers, the latter find ways of collectively interfering with the labor process 
so as to sub-optimize output. That is not to say that social regulation necessarily 
conflicts with organizational interests. Peer interactions can intensify control and 
increase workers’ commitment to organizational goals, for instance in luxury services 
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where workers try to position themselves as equal to clients and even superior to their 
peers by strictly adhering to company standards (Boyle & De Keere, 2019; Sherman, 
2005, 2007; Tyler & Abbott, 1998). The client-friendly behavior of the employees 
of the luxury hotels in Sherman’s studies (2005; 2007) was above all a result of 
peer dynamics. Lateral relations between workers proved important in shaping the 
quality of the services they provide as workers attempt to produce a ‘superior self ’ by 
drawing symbolic boundaries based on, for instance, cultural capital and status. In 
other words, social interaction can work in combination with managerial interests in 
order to advance worker conformity.

This chapter’s focus on peers is particularly interesting given the current trend 
towards minimizing the role of management. The dichotomy of managers/managed 
does not apply so clearly anymore, as current trends in HRM reduce the role of 
managers and proscribe that workers should be organized in self-directing teams, 
hence making them personally and as a group responsible for achieving the goals 
formulated by higher management (Du Gay, 1996; Hodgson & Briand, 2013; Sewell, 
1998). The push towards self-directing teams emphasizes the importance of group 
identities and norms for ‘fitting in’. This ‘fitting in’ is partly dependent upon matching 
cultural tastes.   

Personal aesthetics, and evaluations of others’ appearances, can be (partly) seen 
as reflections of taste. The relevance here lies not so much in the distinctions between 
highbrow and lowbrow cultural tastes, but in the socially shaped aesthetic disposition 
that carries in it a certain cultural value within a certain context or field (Bourdieu, 
1984; Friedman & Laurison, 2019; Kuipers, 2015). Importantly, evaluations of 
people’s appearances cannot be separated from systemic forms of oppression such 
as sexism and racism. Moreover, as aesthetic self-presentation is unavoidably part of 
everyday practices, people embody their own beauty standards through practices such 
as dressing. The appreciation of appearance is, in other words, ‘double embodied’, 
as people both judge others and groom themselves according to their own aesthetic 
dispositions (Kuipers, 2015; Vandenbroeck, 2016). 

Both aesthetic self-presentation and the evaluation of others’ appearances, then, 
are ways to express taste and to establish (or to inhibit) cultural match. Organizational 
gatekeepers look for ‘cultural match’ when selecting new employees, based on for 
instance speech, comportment, communication style, or dress (Koppman, 2016; 
Rivera, 2016; Timming, 2017). Once ‘in’ the organization, cultural fit is important for 
‘getting on’, as recognition of talent and potential is largely dependent upon cultural 
affinity (Friedman & Laurison, 2019). Clothing, Friedman and Laurison (2019: 134-
144) argue, can be viewed as a seemingly innocuous code that is both classed and 
important for creating feelings of trust, identification, appreciation, connection, and 
pleasant communication between co-workers. Particularly in fields of work where 
merit is hard to assess, such as the service and creative industries under study here, 
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cultural capital is easily converted into other advantages, and is key for fitting in, 
staying in, and for getting ahead (Friedman & Laurison, 2019: 202). 

To conclude, personal appearance is an important means of establishing cultural 
match and for ‘fitting in’ at work. This underlines the potential relevance for studying 
how co-workers monitor each other’s appearance, particularly so in contexts lacking 
organizational guidelines on this. Though peers are per definition formally equals, 
their positions and relations are of course very much informed by the classed, 
racialized, and gendered inequalities of wider society. To be sure, taste differences 
do not necessarily translate into social boundaries (Lamont, 1992; Lamont & Molnár, 
2002), but I do suggest that in order to acquire a more complete insight into the 
inequalities and insecurities of aesthetic labor, we need to take the role of peers into 
further consideration. 

Methods 

This study is based on interview data collected as part of a larger research project, 
led by Marguerite van den Berg, on how precariously employed workers monitor 
and adjust their appearance through dress in relation to their constantly changing 
work settings (another article following from this project is Van den Berg & Vonk 
(2019)). A team of four interviewers, including myself, used the method of ‘wardrobe 
interviewing’ (Van der Laan & Velthuis, 2016; Woodward, 2007), to invite respondents 
to reflect on and talk about practices of dressing while using clothes and accessories 
from their wardrobes to elicit these narratives. Strikingly, respondents seldom 
mentioned corrections from their supervisors but vividly and fiercely recollected 
colleagues’ remarks concerning their appearance, which underlines the relevance of 
an empirical investigation of peer feedback. This surprising finding gave rise to the 
present exploration of the role of peers in aesthetic labor.  

A team of four researchers – all female and in their 20s and 30s – conducted in 
total 28 interviews that each lasted approximately two hours. Each interview started 
out with questions about the respondent’s work, and the second part was centered 
around clothes and dressing. This part of the interview usually took place in front of 
the respondent’s wardrobe. Despite it not being explicitly asked, the role of peers in 
aesthetic labor came up in nearly all interviews, typically when the respondent was 
asked if they had ever felt they were dressed inappropriately. This question often 
led to respondents describing situations in which a response from a co-worker made 
them suddenly very aware of their appearance. The analysis is hence not based on 
observations of actual situations in which peer feedback takes place, but on workers’ 
recollections of giving and experiencing receiving feedback. The fact that the role 
of peers unintentionally came up (in such an important way) in most interviews 
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underlines its importance and salience in workers’ experiences of aesthetic labor.  
Respondents were selected based on job type (i.e., frontstage work in interactive 

services and/or in creative industries) and type of employment relation (i.e., not 
secure). Aesthetic labor has mostly been studied in service sector work – where workers 
are in direct contact with customers – and creative work, where having the right 
‘unique’ style is a way of showing cultural capital and creativity (Boyle and De Keere, 
2019; Elias et al., 2017; McRobbie, 2016). Activities seen as ‘cultural’ and ‘economic’ 
are intimately linked in the creative and service industries (Entwistle, 2009). Based 
on earlier studies on aesthetic labor we expected that these types of workers would 
be particularly concerned with their professional aesthetic performance, making their 
reflections on how they monitor and adjust their appearance especially interesting. The 
sample includes shop assistants, restaurant wait staff, teaching assistants, childcare 
givers, music and ballet teachers, photographers, performing musicians, and theater 
and movie directors. We do not argue that these workers form a homogeneous group. 
In many respects, their work experiences are different, particularly as they work 
in different fields where aesthetic norms and judgments vary (Bourdieu, 1984). 
Interestingly, in our sample the categories tended to overlap, with workers for instance 
combining creative gigs with service jobs. What is important here, however, is that 
for all these workers aesthetic performances are part of the job – it is part of the 
product that they are ‘selling’, be it their creativity or their style that suits the shop’s 
status. As mentioned, this study originally set out to explore how precarious workers 
monitor and adjust their appearance through dress in relation to their constantly 
changing work settings. Hence, only workers on temporary or zero-hour contracts, 
and freelancers, were interviewed. In analyzing these interviews, the salience of peer 
feedback was striking, which led to posing the research question at hand. Though it 
is highly conceivable that aesthetic peer feedback also takes place among workers 
in secure employment, there are two important reasons why workers in insecure 
employment are particularly interesting for studying this phenomenon. First, due to 
new and often changing work settings, these workers cannot (yet) rely on familiarity 
with aesthetic norms. As relative ‘outsiders’ in the organization they do not have secure 
knowledge of particular contextual norms and are vulnerable to gossip and social 
control (Soeters and Van Iterson, 2002). This makes their testimonies and reflections 
particularly pertinent for studying aesthetic peer feedback. A second reason why 
precarious frontstage workers are especially interesting for studying the question 
at hand is that their position within the organization is insecure. Their employment 
position is precarious and often partly dependent on their peers’ approval of them, 
as discussed in this chapter’s section on workers’ engagement in informal control at 
work, making them likely to be susceptible to comments from co-workers. In sum, 
due to the precarity of their work situation, they are likely to consciously reflect on 
their daily aesthetic performances.
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The number of workers with temporary or freelance contracts in the Netherlands 
has steadily increased since the beginning of the century (Dekker, 2017). The Dutch 
labor market in the decades following the Second World War was characterized by 
its stability and security, but this has swiftly changed and it is now one of the most 
flexible labor markets in Europe (Kremer et al., 2017). More and more workers – 
particularly young people and women, and increasingly higher educated people 
(Ibidem) – are precariously employed and often combine jobs or ‘gigs’ in order to get 
by, as reflected in our sample.

All respondents were between 24 and 39 years old and living in the urban Randstad 
area in the Netherlands. This is the major metropolitan area in the Netherlands where 
the four largest cities (Rotterdam, Amsterdam, The Hague, Utrecht) are situated and 
can be characterized as a ‘global city’ (Sassen, 2006; Van der Waal & Burgers, 2009). It 
is the culturally dominant region where creative work is concentrated (Tordoir et al., 
2017), associated with a labor market structured as a ‘gig economy’ (Hesmondhalgh, 
2007; McRobbie, 2002). Most – but not all – respondents were white, and roughly 
middle class; 20 of them were women, and 8 were men. Respondents were contacted 
through snowballing.

An important point to be made about the research context is that Dutch ways 
of displaying cultural status, both in general and concerning clothing and fashion 
in particular, are distinctly informal (Kuipers, 2010; Teunissen, 2011). Narratives 
on Dutch clothing culture emphasize functionality and frugality and clothing is 
particularly informal. Formal attire is unusual in many work contexts – even in the 
financial district in Amsterdam, jeans and sneakers are not uncommon (Haegens, 
2019). In some sectors, however, workers are required to wear a uniform. This will 
be explored in more depth in chapter 5.  

Findings

Forms of peer feedback
Feedback here is understood as any information regarding personal aesthetics given 
by peers. Rather than starting from a preconceived notion of what feedback entails, 
this section delineates the different forms of peer feedback ranging from candid 
instructions to more subtle forms as understood by our respondents.

Peer feedback in its most direct and open form takes the shape of direct instruction, 
meaning that co-workers literally instruct peers on their appearance. This type of 
feedback is least subtle in the sense that aesthetic norms are presented as rules, 
verbally made explicit. Given the ambiguity of power relations and aesthetic norms, it 
is perhaps hardly surprising that this type of feedback is uncommon in the experiences 
of our respondents. In the instances it did come about in the interviews, instructions 
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often concerned helping newcomers getting to know the situational norms so they 
would feel comfortable taking physical comfort into consideration, for example by 
telling peers they should dress warmly or wear clothes they can move freely in. 

Often, feedback from peers is verbalized as an observation pointing out aspects 
that are remarkable or that stand out, sometimes in a positive or negative way, but 
most often without making this explicit (e.g. ‘wow, you’re wearing a red dress today’). 
Many of our respondents recollected moments in which someone at work simply 
pointed out an aspect of their appearance as interactions that made them aware of, 
and sometimes reconsider, their aesthetics. In this type of interaction judgments are 
not made explicit, but the fact that something is pointed out implies that it attracts 
attention. Take for instance Tom, who combines several jobs and gigs as an internet 
publisher, sales agent and text writer. One of his favorite outfits is the ‘Bonne suit’9 – 
an affordable workman-style suit made by a Dutch designer. Tom’s Bonne suit is made 
completely out of dark denim and attracted some attention when he first started 
wearing it:    

Tom: I once wore my full Bonne suit to work when they weren’t that well 
known yet. People reacted like: ‘wow, how funny, you’re wearing a full 
blue suit’. And I wore it and I thought, like ‘oof’, you know.

This example is used by Tom to explain that wearing something new can make him 
feel very aware of himself. People pointing out that he is wearing something that is 
new or stands out makes him feel more self-conscious, even when their responses are 
not necessarily negative. 

In some instances, verbalized observations do express opinions or inferences 
based on clothing. This type of feedback not only entails pointing out aesthetic 
aspects, but also makes explicit the social or symbolic interpretation of it. Consider 
for instance restaurant employee Sandra, who does not wear her beloved pair of 
dungarees to work because, she explains, ‘they are really very ugly and people always 
ask me if I’m into women [when I wear these]’. Associating this type of garment 
with female homosexuality, co-workers ask Sandra about her sexual preferences, thus 
giving feedback about what clothes are appropriate for women while reinforcing a 
heterosexual norm. 

A specific style of commenting is through laughter and jokes. Comments like these 
are presented as ‘fun’ or ‘having a laugh’ (see also McDowell (1997) and Fine & De 
Soucey (2005)), but, again, they are a way of communicating and reinforcing norms. 
Jokes are sometimes communicated directly to the person they concern, but can also 
take the form of gossip. Consider for instance how Joris, a teaching assistant at a 

9 An illustration of this suit can be found on the cover of this dissertation 
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university, talks about how personal aesthetics are a topic of conversation at work:

Joris: I just mentioned the example of my colleague who looks either 
really sloppy or wears a suit, and that stands out, so occasionally there 
are jokes about that. It’s not like people are saying: wow, ‘look at him’ 
or whatever. 

Interviewer: So how does that play out? […]

J: It’s just noticed and observed if you’re looking a bit odd. And then we 
also have this colleague who wears clothes that I myself would... that 
are fairly old and worn out […]. Yeah, there are comments about that. 
It’s not like anybody disapproves or that it actually bothers people, but 
people do comment on it. It suits him and that’s all fine, but I would try 
and avoid that myself. 

Gossip is one of the favorite and most successful means of creating a high-energy 
interaction between conversational partners (Collins, 2004). By gossiping about 
the looks of co-workers, Joris learns and reaffirms the aesthetic norms of the office 
(Soeters & Van Iterson, 2002). Throughout the interview, Joris repeatedly stresses 
that different styles are fine really and that nobody disapproves if someone stands out 
aesthetically. This is a classic illustration of people’s wariness of disapproving of other 
people’s cultural tastes – particularly in the Netherlands (see Kuipers, 2010) – while 
drawing symbolic boundaries based on just that (Jarness & Friedman, 2017). By 
talking about co-workers with other co-workers, the importance of having the ‘right’ 
aesthetic is communicated (Besnier, 2009; Hafen, 2004; Noon & Delbridge, 1993). Its 
coercive effect is illustrated by Joris, stating that he himself tries to avoid becoming 
the object of such gossip.

As mentioned, feedback entails any response or reaction regarding a personal 
aesthetic that workers might give or receive. It need not be verbal, as stares and gazes 
alone can be enough to make people aware of, and perhaps reconsider, how they 
look. Alexandra, a receptionist, talks about wearing a skirt in an office with only men: 

Alexandra: I felt very uncomfortable and it really bothers me when I get 
the idea they’re staring at me. 

Interviewer: And did you get that idea sometimes?

A: Yes, yes, yes. Because she [a former female colleague] would 
sometimes wear a really pretty dress. And then I would just feel sort 
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of uncomfortable for her, because these men would be looking at her.  

Seeing men stare at a woman wearing a dress is enough for Alexandra to realize 
that if she wears clothes that stress aestheticized femininity, they will stare at her as 
well – something she fervently tries to avoid. This example provides an interesting 
illustration of how peer feedback, in this case stares, can cause both feelings (‘I would 
just feel sort of uncomfortable’) and consequences for how workers present themselves 
aesthetically. In order to not get stares from her male colleagues, Alexandra avoids 
wearing things that are too ‘pretty’. Clearly gendered, certain kinds of feminine 
aesthetics are problematic because they attract unwanted attention from men (see 
also Entwistle’s (2000) discussion on managing the potential ‘threat’ of unwanted 
gazes from male co-workers). 

The somewhat contradictory way in which respondents talk about the importance 
of aesthetics, as demonstrated by Joris, is illustrative of the ambivalence of peer 
feedback in aesthetic labor. Personal appearance is considered important enough to 
comment on and it is a common topic of conversation in the workplace. However, 
it is usually discussed in an implicit way and the importance of aesthetics is often 
explicitly downplayed. There are no fixed rules and on the surface it appears that 
anything goes – in fact, having an individualistic, ‘authentic’ style is found to be a 
recurring norm in the interviews, which is in line with the aesthetic advice discussed 
in chapter 2. Yet, this seeming informality does not mean that everyone is free to look 
the way they want, and it can even contribute to concealing norms, in effect making 
socialization into getting to know the particular contextual norms a difficult process. 

A distinction can be made between general societal norms and situational norms 
that are different for (and sometimes even within) particular organizations. Often 
recurring general norms in the interviews are stylistic consistency and authenticity, 
and, in addition to that, the clearly gendered norm that looking sexy is not suitable 
for work (see also Kukkonen et al. (2018); Sarpila & Erola (2016) and Entwistle 
(2000)). It appears there is much ambiguity and disagreement regarding the specific 
content of these norms. Take for instance the general norm that looking too sexy or 
attractive is not suitable for work (Anderson et al., 2010). The right middle ground 
between looking sexy and not looking sexy enough is very much dependent upon the 
particular context and situation. Norms are multifaceted and situational, making it 
difficult to achieve ‘clothing competence’ (Hansen, 2005) and aesthetic fit with co-
workers. 

In sum, the content and the shape of peer feedback regarding aesthetics at work 
can often be characterized as implicit and ambiguous. Aesthetic norms in professional 
contexts are multifaceted and situational, and are often communicated indirectly 
and implicitly, meaning that potential judgment is omnipresent while making 
it hard to ‘get it right’. The ambiguity of norms and the subtlety with which they 
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are communicated does not imply that personal aesthetics are not experienced as 
important. On the contrary, perhaps – as the following analysis of the logics driving 
aesthetic peer feedback suggests.  

Logics behind peer feedback

Workers are invested in their peers’ personal aesthetics in ways that are in unison 
with and go beyond the market repertoire typical for employers and managers. This 
section delineates the two main logics driving peer feedback. 

First, personal aesthetics are seen as an indicator for other things, such as 
personality or morality (Kuipers et al., 2019). The main concern here is for co-workers 
to represent an image of the organization that appeals to a particular (classed) 
clientele. In this sense, this repertoire resembles the reasons driving aesthetic control 
by employers as it is about looking representative and appealing to clients. In our 
sample, particularly the workers in hospitality and other service industries find the 
image of their organization is affected by their peers’ aesthetics, as Warhurst et al. 
(2000: 13) note. In the sample of this study, this is mostly related to class, as workers 
express they feel their peers need to find the right middle ground between looking 
too casual and too formal. Restaurant employee Sandra illustrates this in the way she 
describes how new co-workers often ‘get it wrong’ when they are new: ‘The first day 
you see everyone coming in with a neat blouse, ironed and all – this is just not that 
sort of place’. The restaurant where she works is situated in a neighborhood with 
mostly (upper-) middle class families. She goes on to explain that new workers need 
to find the right middle ground in order to appear to the clientele the restaurant aims 
to attract: ‘You have to realize that you’re sending out a message’, which should be 
– she clarifies using a pejorative term – ‘that you are not [lower or working class]’ 
because that sort of style does not emanate hospitality and warmth. In this sense, she 
conflates aesthetics, style, and personality with the capacity to give the restaurant 
guests a welcoming feeling. The imperative to fit in with the style of the organization 
and customers has of course been illustrated before, and this example reveals how 
workers like Sandra can embrace this notion and give feedback to peers accordingly. 

The second main repertoire relates to the importance of aesthetics in belonging 
to the group or organization. As discussed, workplaces have particular situational 
(interpretations of) norms. Hence, aesthetics can form a symbolic boundary (Lamont 
& Molnár, 2002). Showing knowledge of situational norms and adhering to them is to 
varying degrees a prerequisite for belonging. This can take different forms. Director’s 
Assistant Annelies works on film sets with large crews of people with diverse classed 
backgrounds. Explaining why a particular dress showing some cleavage would not be 
suitable for work, she articulates an important aesthetic norm for filmmakers: 
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Annelies: Actually almost anything goes on set. But if somebody dresses 
in a very sexy way, then everybody thinks: ‘that one doesn’t belong on 
set’.

Interviewer: Because […]? 

A: Because it’s very inconvenient to dress sexy on set. Sexy as in: 
showing lots of skin, lots of make-up, heels. 

Interviewer: Why would that be inconvenient? 

A: Well, an average working day is 11 hours and you’re standing 
around a lot and waiting for long periods of time. Sometimes you have 
to get into action really quickly, run. You never know in what kind of 
setting you will work, as I mentioned before. You never know what the 
weather will be like. Especially because working days are so long and 
because you’re outside all day, it’s just convenient to dress warmly and 
comfortably.

Annelies’ explanation of why sexy is not suitable for working on set illustrates 
different levels of aesthetic norms. Clearly gendered, the norm to not look sexy on 
set signifies group membership. Belonging and fitting in is partly conditional upon 
fitting in aesthetically. Annelies attempts to substantiate her judgment using the more 
‘neutral’ argument of practical considerations and decency, rather than that of cultural 
taste (Jarness & Friedman, 2017). Moreover, this again illustrates that looking ‘right’ 
for work is not always about looking beautiful or attractive – on the contrary, even. 
Following the same logic, Samuel received feedback from co-workers when he just 
started working as a teaching assistant at a university that has a reputation for being 
informal and leftist: 

Samuel: When I first started [working as a teaching assistant] I liked to 
dress more formally because I wanted to be serious at work. And also 
because I was sort of proud to be a teacher, I liked that. […] I liked 
wearing a suit because I think it looks good, a suit. But I kept on getting 
comments so then I replied: yes, but I just like the fabric. [I] would like 
to wear it, but then you’re seen as formal and you have to answer for 
it. I didn’t feel like doing that, so from then on I don’t wear it anymore. 

Interviewer: [Did you get comments] from students? 
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S: Yes, and sometimes from colleagues. So I didn’t feel like [dealing 
with] that. 

Obviously, for a man to wear a suit to work is very much accepted, if not the 
norm, in many organizations. In this instance, however, the suit conflicts with the 
university’s reputation and the department’s identity of being informal and definitely 
not corporate. The norm of dressing in an informal style (‘studied informality’, as 
Friedman & Laurison (2019: 132–140) call it) may seem like a social leveler, but the 
‘code’ for showing fit is particularly subtle and intricate, requiring context-specific 
cultural capital. Samuel’s colleagues are involved with their workplace identity 
and its aesthetics in such a way that they feel they can, and perhaps should, give 
feedback to their new co-worker who does not fit in aesthetically. The two logics are 
in conflict here, as Samuel’s assessment of what is representative is incongruent with 
the internal logic of the organization. 

It is interesting to note that in Samuel’s reply to the comments he explains his 
choice of attire by pointing to the material aspects of it: ‘ I just like the fabric’, and 
later in the interview stating that ‘I like wearing a jacket [that is part of a suit] because 
it’s comfortable, not because it’s necessarily formal’. Doing so, he circumvents talking 
about aesthetic preferences by emphasizing the perhaps more neutral consideration 
of physical comfort.  

Another way the repertoire of belonging can drive peer feedback is by attempts 
to help others avoid embarrassing themselves or offending others with their looks. 
Crucially, this type of feedback is not necessarily a reflection of norms that the giver 
of feedback agrees with. College teacher and photographer Lara, for instance, feels 
that it is a form of support to point out to colleagues when you think they are not 
complying with certain aesthetic norms: 

Lara: So I think I have my freedom there to wear what I want but it 
cannot be sexy of course. Sometimes a colleague is a little bit sexy and 
then we say something fun like ‘hello there!’ (laughs). So we give each 
other feedback on that.

Lara expresses a double judgment: sexy is not suitable for work, and this particular 
look is too sexy. She assumes that a subtle joke or remark is sufficient for her co-
worker to understand her judgment, and that s/he will agree. The goal is not to 
appeal to customers in order to get competitive advantage, but to help peers from 
‘failing’ aesthetically (see also Winch’s (2013) discussion on the ‘girlfriend gaze’). 
This again illustrates that looking good for work does not equal looking attractive 
or beautiful. The underlying logic in this particular example is the belief that there 
are certain norms that apply to particular contexts and that not adhering to these 
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norms is due to a lack of knowledge or an incorrect understanding of the norm. The 
co-worker not fitting the norms needs to be informed, as not complying could lead to 
unwanted responses from others, such as negative reactions or undesired attention. 
There appears to be a paradoxical logic here: by ‘helping’ others, norms are fortified, 
and the importance of aesthetics is essentialized. Even those that do not necessarily 
agree with aesthetic norms are involved in reinforcing those norms in order to help 
others avoid painful situations (Ridgeway, 2009: 148–149).

To Lara, the norm of not looking sexy is self-evident, but clearly there is some 
disagreement to what defines looking sexy, as disagreement does occur. Similar to 
youth worker Patrick, who enjoys instructing new colleagues they should not ‘show 
too much’, Lara considers giving feedback as something light-hearted and even ‘fun’. 
Patrick, likewise, finds these feedback moments ‘kind of nice’ and ‘[not] really an issue’. 
Both the logics of appealing to customers and of ‘helping others’ fit in aesthetically 
arguably conceal taste judgments, as they imply that the person giving feedback is 
merely the messenger, rather than the judge. Considering the social, emotional, and 
affective importance of aesthetic labor, feedback situations are perhaps not neutral 
moments of socialization in which information is simply passed on. The following 
section delineates the different responses to receiving peer feedback, illustrating the 
discrepancy between the experiences of feedback givers and receivers. 

Responses to aesthetic feedback from peers 

Feedback is in many instances essentially a result of disagreement about perceived 
norms. The receiver of feedback apparently thought an item or combination of 
clothes would be fine for work, but a co-worker does not agree and expresses her 
or his opinion on this. This poses a dilemma for the receiver: who is right? Should I 
adapt my opinion and style, or refuse? 

 How exactly not adhering to informal aesthetic norms is sanctioned does 
not become clear from our data. Despite this limitation, the interviews do suggest 
that peer feedback has real consequences, both for workers’ sense of comfort and 
confidence, and for how they actually dress. Consider again Samuel, who stopped 
wearing a suit, and Alexandra, who avoids pretty dresses and things that show body 
shape because she knows they will lead to unwanted attention from male colleagues. 
Director’s Assistant Annelies, similarly, aims to avoid comments from male technicians 
and does not wear her favorite pair of shiny leggings on days she is not sure who will 
be on set.

Though responses to feedback in our interviews range from disinterestedness or 
not accepting the other person’s opinion, to outright embarrassment and feeling out 
of place, the latter responses were the most typical and the former responses the 
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exception – and exclusively found among men. This contrast is illustrated by the 
respective responses to peer feedback by Patrick and Anne (a 30-year old landscape 
architect, returning to work after being away from work on sick leave):

Interviewer: Do you ever get comments? 

Patrick: Erm, no. Really the only thing is that sometimes my pants are 
hanging too low. 

I: Oh, yes? Has someone ever said something about that? 
P: Yeah, ‘Patrick, pull your pants up, I can see your underwear’. So that’s 
the only thing. (…) I’ve always worn them this way. I love it, you know, 
loose on the hips is what I call it. But well, I should realize a bit more 
that if I’m reaching for something for instance, or I’m bending down, 
that I should pay attention to my surroundings and to how I’m standing. 

Anne: I once wore this [knee-length black dress] in the middle of 
summer, with a cardigan. I think it’s a really nice dress. (…) And then 
one of my co-workers made a remark, something like: are you going to 
the beach? And I suddenly felt very uncomfortable. I was feeling fine 
before that. 

Interviewer: What was it about that remark that made you feel 
uncomfortable? (…)

A: All of the sudden I started to doubt, like, is this too revealing? Or do 
they not take me seriously now? That sort of idea, even though I think 
it’s quite a serious dress. 

The contrast between Anne’s and Patrick’s responses demonstrates how inequalities – 
in this case concerning gender – can be reproduced in interactions of peer feedback. 
Anne could have thought it was superficial or rude of her colleague to make a remark 
about her clothing, but instead she saw it as legitimate and even as a grounds for 
others to not appreciate her professional capabilities. She made the assumption that 
her colleague was right in his opinion that her clothing was not suitable for the office, 
that he had the right to express this opinion to her, and that the negative consequences 
of wearing the ‘wrong’ outfit would bear down on her. This expresses, first, a general 
and typically gendered fear of not being taken seriously (see also Elias et al. (2017)) 
and, second, the norm that a leisurely style of feminine clothing is incongruent with 
professionalism (which contrasts with the responses to the hoodies and flip-flops 
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worn by men in the tech sector, as Van den Berg and Arts (2019) point out). Moreover, 
the acceptance of the principle that others deservedly assess your professionalism 
based on appearance endorses the notion that dress has true and inherent meaning. 
In an aestheticized economy, giving feedback on colleagues’ appearance is not only 
accepted, but it is downright embarrassing that someone ‘needs’ to give you feedback 
on your appearance – particularly for those in an already vulnerable or less powerful 
position. The question of legitimacy is not even raised, underlining and perhaps even 
reinforcing both the importance of aesthetics and the unequal relation regarding who 
gets to define what aesthetics are suitable for work.  

Aesthetic norms are partly negotiated in peer interactions that are laden with status 
inequalities. This means that being established and possessing certain (situational) 
cultural knowledge brings the advantage of feeling that one’s own taste is legitimate. 
If others disagree, that can be interpreted as the inferiority of their taste and cultural 
knowledge, and their feedback can be readily dismissed. Hence, aesthetic labor has 
the potential to intensify insecurities. Particularly those in a vulnerable position – be 
it due to a precarious labor position, gender, age, race, etc. – find themselves on the 
receiving end of peer feedback while for them it is most important to find aesthetic 
fit. The social and affective importance of aesthetics and the perceived legitimacy 
of this importance make receiving negative feedback particularly painful, which, in 
turn, legitimizes the importance of personal aesthetics.  

Conclusions

This chapter provides insights into how peers are involved in the regulation of 
workers’ aesthetics at work by exploring peer feedback regarding the personal 
aesthetics of ‘frontstage’ workers in insecure labor relations. Studies on aesthetic 
labor have mostly focused on top-down practices and instructions regarding workers’ 
corporeality and have tended to omit co-workers in their analyses. Though the role 
of peers in enforcing managerial instructions has been acknowledged, little is known 
about horizontal feedback that is not based on formal guidelines. This study furthers 
the understanding of the complexities and insecurities related to aesthetic judgments 
and control in insecure working conditions. Based on testimonies of perceived 
feedback situations from 28 wardrobe interviews with the aforementioned workers, 
I have sought to answer the question of How are peers involved in the regulation 
of workers’ aesthetics at work? by answering the following three sub-questions: 
(1) How do co-workers give each other feedback concerning personal aesthetics? 
(2) What kinds of logics can be discerned in peer feedback on personal aesthetics 
at work? and (3) How do workers respond to what they perceive to be aesthetic 
feedback from peers?
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In answering the first sub-question, I have illustrated that what workers perceive 
as feedback from peers often takes a very subtle and even concealed form. Rather 
than giving direct instructions, peers tend to communicate norms through remarks, 
glances, gazes, jokes, and gossip. General societal norms such as consistency, 
authenticity, dressing appropriately for your gender, and not looking too sexy were 
recurring in the interviews, but the exact content of these norms and the standards 
of evaluation are situational and depend on context (see also van den Berg and Arts, 
2019). Feedback from peers thus further complicates aesthetic labor because the 
difficulty does not just lie in achieving a clearly defined standard, but also in learning 
and negotiating the contextual standards. 

This study illustrates that the aesthetic component in labor is not just a matter of 
gaining commercial benefit by appealing to a particular group of clients. Regarding 
the second sub-question, analyses of the logics in peer feedback suggest that workers 
are invested in their peers’ aesthetics in other ways than managers are, as aesthetics 
become entangled with morality and personality, and signify group membership. The 
repertoire of giving feedback to help others learn what is suitable and what is not 
allows the person giving feedback to pretend to be merely the messenger, rather than 
the judge. These logics illustrate that aesthetics are indeed not superficial or frivolous, 
but that they are deeply felt (Kuipers et al., 2019; Brown, 2017). In agreement with 
this significance, the analyses in answer to sub-question 3 indicate that aesthetic peer 
feedback is often considered legitimate and taken seriously, particularly by those who 
already feel insecure about their status position at work. This suggests that aesthetic 
judgments from co-workers can intensify insecurities at work (Friedman & Laurison, 
2019). 

Let us consider how peers actually play a role in exclusions and the shaping of 
social boundaries. Do judgments of peers matter? Can co-workers sanction others 
for not conforming to aesthetic norms? The empirical data on which this study is 
based suggest there are two important reasons why aesthetics judgments from peers 
matter. First, and coming back to the blurred distinction between management and 
employees, it is striking that many of our respondents mentioned being involved in 
the selection of new co-workers. Particularly those in retail and hospitality seem to 
function as gatekeepers, as they are often the first ones to talk to people who are 
interested in working there, and hand candidates’ resumes over to managers. Peers 
can thus actually select and exclude potential co-workers. Second, cultural fit – partly 
hinged on aesthetic performance – is important for feeling confident and comfortable 
(Van den Berg & Vonk, 2019) and for ‘getting on’ within the organization (Friedman 
& Laurison, 2019). Hence, aesthetic feedback and judgments from co-workers can 
cause feelings of unease and being ‘out of place’, but can also function as pedagogical 
encounters that can help workers achieve ‘clothing competence’ (Hansen, 2005). 

In relation to the main research question, this chapter emphasizes that aesthetic 
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regulation is an ongoing process that continues even after people are employed in 
an organization, that it is not only done by employers but also by co-workers and 
often in obscured ways. This study illustrates how informal processes of control and 
distinction concerning personal appearance intensify and complicate experiences of 
aesthetic labor, as the interplay between market logics and judgments of taste has the 
potential to act as a reinforcement of insecurities and inequalities. The empirical data 
on which this study is based describe how gender, class, and employment situation 
are important categories for shaping both feedback and responses to it. In order to 
get a more complete understanding of the complexities and insecurities put forth by 
the aesthetization and precarization of labor, the role of peers and the specific ways in 
which distinction and judgments of taste are shaped by categories such as race, age, 
and body size should be considered. 
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Identity regulation and aesthetic control:  
the affordances and restraints of uniforms 
in service work

An earlier version10 of this chapter is currently under review at an international peer-
reviewed journal

10 The main changes compared to the submitted manuscript are: 1) I have added the main research question of 
this dissertation to the introduction of this chapter; 2) in the conclusion of the current chapter I discuss what 
this case study contributes to the main question of the dissertation; 3) in the current chapter I place more 
emphasis on extending the case of uniforms to regulated work aesthetics in general. 
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Abstract

This chapter contributes to the literatures on work identity regulation and aesthetic 
labor by discussing how organizational aesthetic guidelines and control have effects 
that go beyond appearances. Two contrasting case studies of uniforms within the 
service sector illustrate that – due to the (material) affordances and restraints of 
uniforms, their agency within client-worker interactions, and their capacity to redefine 
workers’ interests – uniforms have the potential to regulate work identities. Employee 
aesthetics are thus not only an objective, but also a means of organizational control. 
In line with performative and processual views on identity, the empirical material 
indicates that what uniforms do is not simply imposed by employers in a top-down 
manner. Rather, how uniforms shape work identities is situational, contingent, and 
dependent on other human and non-human actors within interactions.

Key words
Identity regulation, organizational control, aesthetic labor, uniforms, service work, 
materiality, embodiment
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Introduction

Me: So you were telling me about how you had to get used to wearing 
a uniform?

Abdelhamid: Yes, I really had to get used to it. Because of the fabric 
itself, it used to be very thick and firm. And also I thought: ‘how will 
people look at me in this uniform?’ – that’s of course very tense. Err 
and in the beginning, when people would come and ask me questions, 
I really wished I wasn’t wearing the uniform, because I was afraid they 
would ask me things I didn’t know the answer to. Those were all things 
I had to get used to. And then you just become one with the uniform. 
You literally become one with the uniform. 

For Abdelhamid, one of the most difficult aspects of starting his new job as a train 
conductor was getting used to wearing his uniform. His explanation makes clear 
that a standardized work outfit is not just a ‘thing’ that makes itself known to the 
body wearing it; it is more than a simple garment. The material – thick and firm, in 
Abdelhamid’s case – might feel odd or particular and it may restrict certain postures 
or movements, while encouraging others. Its recognizability and symbolism partly 
shape the interactions and the performances that he engages in at work. Through 
repeated uniformed interactions, Abdelhamid has learned how to act when working 
in his uniform. In this sense, perhaps he has indeed ‘become one with his work 
uniform’, indicating that he has developed a sense of self at work that is coherent 
with his role as a train conductor. 

How employees’ work identities can come to be aligned with their professional roles 
and organizational objectives has proven to be a fruitful question for understanding 
organizational control, as the body of literature spurred by Alvesson & Willmot’s 
(2002) study makes clear (e.g., Ainsworth & Hardy, 2009; Alvesson & Robertson, 
2006; Brown, 2022; Collinson, 2003). Primarily, identity regulation is studied as 
a discursive practice, and recent contributions have raised scholarly attention for 
material elements and bodies (Iedema, 2007; Paring et al., 2017; Rahmouni Elidrissi 
& Courpasson, 2021; Siciliano, 2016).  

The literature on aesthetic labor has mapped out how organizations perform 
control over and monitor workers’ personal aesthetics (e.g., Witz et al., 2003). In 
the service sector and cultural industries, the personal styles and tastes of workers 
have become central to the ‘product’ being sold, and therefore many studies look into 
organizations that rely heavily on their workers’ tastes and styles for their appeal to 
consumers. Although we know quite a bit about how personal styles are a basis for 
employee selection and about how they are monitored and managed (Warhurst and 



632096-L-bw-Vonk632096-L-bw-Vonk632096-L-bw-Vonk632096-L-bw-Vonk
Processed on: 15-3-2024Processed on: 15-3-2024Processed on: 15-3-2024Processed on: 15-3-2024 PDF page: 114PDF page: 114PDF page: 114PDF page: 114

116

5

Id
en

tit
y 

re
gu

la
tio

n 
an

d 
ae

st
he

tic
 c

on
tr

ol

Nickson, 2020; Rivera, 2012, 2016; Van Campen and Versantvoort, 2014; Warhurst 
et al., 2009, 2012; Williams and Connell, 2010), we know relatively little about the 
experiences and effects of prescribed uniforms in the service sector. However, many 
service workers do wear a uniform (Warhurst & Nickson, 2007: 107), which raises 
the empirical question of how their workers’ identities are formed through aesthetic 
means.

This study aims to further the understanding of organizational control and 
aesthetic labor by conjoining materiality and embodiment in an empirical investigation 
of the experiences of uniformed workers in two contrasting service sector cases: 
train conductors and servers in fine dining. Rather than seeing aesthetics as a mere 
objective of organizational control, I explore how it can be a means of organizational 
control. Self-presentation is not a superficial performance; how people look, what 
they wear, and how they act can have profound effects on their emotions and sense 
of self (Hochschild, 1979; Miller, 2010). The two cases of uniformed work that are 
central to this study are the basis for an empirical investigation of how this might 
actually play out. The theoretical lens of materiality studies here offers a tool to study 
how interactions and identities at work are partly shaped by a ‘thing’, i.e., a uniform, 
hence contributing to the field of study of organizational identity regulation that 
strongly emphasizes discourse. 

I seek to answer the following question: how do work uniforms regulate work 
practices and identities? In answering this question, this chapter makes two 
main contributions. First, it contributes to the literature on identity regulation 
by highlighting how material elements are connected to how workers experience 
and use their bodies at work. Second, this investigation has implications for how 
we should understand aesthetic labor and the general aesthetization of work and 
society (Kuipers et al., 2019; Sarpila et al., 2021; Widdows, 2018), as it illustrates 
how organizational aesthetic guidelines and control have effects that go beyond 
appearances. 

The regulation of work identities
How do organizations – (un)intentionally and (in)effectively – perform control 
over employees? The historical development in the research within this field has 
moved from a focus on hierarchical and bureaucratic means towards the analysis of 
meaning-making and identity regulation (Alvesson & Willmott, 2002). The alignment 
of workers’ behaviors and beliefs with organizational goals can be partly achieved 
by influencing how workers view and position themselves, i.e., by regulating their 
identities (e.g., Ainsworth & Hardy, 2009; Alvesson & Robertson, 2006; Collinson, 
2003; Mears, 2015; Ocejo, 2017). This type of regulation of course varies in its 
intentionality and effectiveness. The regulation of workers’ identities is never full 
or absolute and workers are not passive recipients of managerial discourses and 
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practices. However, studies make clear that discourses can indeed influence workers’ 
‘identity work’, their work practices and hence their work identities. 

Research on organizational identity regulation has mostly focused on work 
discourses and how these might regulate identities. However, discourse is not the 
only aspect shaping practices and the performativity of identity, as Orlikowski & Scott 
(2015) and Iedema (2007) have argued. Despite their emphasis on the fact that 
identity regulation at work is not simply a top-down process imposed by management, 
Alvesson & Willmott’s approach does not take account of the ways in which agency 
and power work in non-discursive, non-cognitive, and routinized ways. In order to 
obtain a more complete picture of organizational control and identity regulation in 
work, materiality and practices should also be included in the analysis (Hultin, 2019; 
Reckwitz, 2002). An increasing number of studies have acknowledged this and have 
shown how objects and matter are important for shaping work practices and work 
identities (Paring et al., 2017; Siciliano, 2016). Paring et al. (2017) have for instance 
shown how a whiteboard is an element in a sociomaterial process affording the 
performativity of the desired organizational identity, through bodily performances 
of the employees. In order to better overcome the Cartesian mind/body dualism that 
tends to underlie dominant scholarship on identity regulation, and to obtain a more 
comprehensive understanding, the role of materiality – including working bodies – is 
still in need of closer examination (Knights & Clarke, 2017; Lawrence et al., 2022; 
Rahmouni Elidrissi & Courpasson, 2021).  

The present study contributes to this by shedding light on a very particular type 
of material that is worn on the body: work uniforms. I do not assume that employers 
simply enforce a work uniform and thereby shape work practices and worker 
identities. Rather, uniforms are understood to be both symbols and things that play 
a role in (re)producing work practices in interaction with workers, and other human 
and non-human actors. That is to say, both the symbolism and materiality of what 
people wear at work are connected to practices and might therefore partly shape 
what happens in organizations (Hultin, 2019). 

Materiality, affordances and uniforms
Western lay thinking on clothing – and appearances in general – commonly assumes 
that they represent a sort of essential inner core. This study emphasizes the opposite 
side of this relation: how appearances shape the ‘self ’. Wardrobe studies and research 
on materiality have shown how clothing partly forms who we are (Klepp & Bjerck, 
2014; Miller, 2010; Woodward, 2007). This does not only concern the symbolic 
aspects of uniform, but also the material properties of the garments (see for instance 
Miller’s (2010) discussion of the sari in India, and how the physical properties of the 
sari shape practices and interactions and hence partly shape the experience of being 
a woman in India). Similarly, the concept of affordances, originally developed by 



632096-L-bw-Vonk632096-L-bw-Vonk632096-L-bw-Vonk632096-L-bw-Vonk
Processed on: 15-3-2024Processed on: 15-3-2024Processed on: 15-3-2024Processed on: 15-3-2024 PDF page: 116PDF page: 116PDF page: 116PDF page: 116

118

5

Id
en

tit
y 

re
gu

la
tio

n 
an

d 
ae

st
he

tic
 c

on
tr

ol

Gibson (1977), refers to how objects and environments provide potential actions and 
opportunities (Fayard & Weeks, 2014). Materiality partly determines affordances, as 
it shapes the potential actions and opportunities that an object or environment can 
provide. This perspective on clothing and appearances makes clear why uniforms in 
particular are interesting for further exploring how identities are regulated at work. 
After all, if the material-semiotic aspects of clothing shape practices and interactions 
and therefore experiences of self, it would logically follow that clothing prescribed by 
organizations partly shapes practices and experiences of self at work. 

Organizational dress is, however, predominantly understood symbolically and as 
a means to reflect identities and meanings (Pratt & Rafaeli, 1997; Rafaeli & Pratt, 
1993). More specifically, the literature on uniforms focuses on inciting authority, and 
analyses of what uniforms do to those wearing them mostly pay attention to their 
disciplining effects – for instance to how uniforms coerce wearers into embodying 
institutional power (Fussel, 2002; Joseph & Alex, 1972; McVeigh, 1997), to their ability 
to demarcate who is part of the group and who is not (Tynan & Godson, 2019), and 
to their capacity to enforce organizational hierarchies (Crane & Bovone, 2006; Rafaeli 
& Pratt, 1993). The present study builds upon this knowledge in two important ways: 
(1) it takes the role of the materiality into account, and (2) rather than focusing on the 
‘extremes’ of discipline and subversion, it aims to explore the different and subtle ways 
in which uniforms can play a role in identity formation at work. 

Methods

This study is based on in-depth interviews with 23 workers in two different service 
sector occupations in the Netherlands: train conductors and servers in high-end 
hospitality. These two cases were selected based on how they contrast in several ways. 
My goal here is not to make a structural comparison, but to get an understanding of 
uniforms across different contexts.

The 12 train conductors I interviewed all worked for the same railroad company. 
Since the privatization of the railroad system in the Netherlands at the turn of the 
century, there are several companies offering transport on the dense rail network 
throughout the country. The main tasks of the train conductors include making 
sure the trains can depart from the stations safely, taking the lead if something 
goes wrong, checking tickets, and, most importantly according to my interviewees, 
being visibly present for passengers in the stations and on the train. The work is 
physically demanding, as the conductors walk many miles every day in moving 
trains, and because they have to get out of the train at every single stop. Moreover, 
train conductors are commonly faced with aggression and abuse from passengers. 
Interestingly, their uniform resembles a traditional police uniform, as it is navy 
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colored and consists of trousers, a shirt, a necktie (for men) and a silk-like scarf (for 
women), a vest and a jacket. Conductors can also opt for the more informal variant, 
with a V-neck sweater or turtle neck sweater.  

The 11 wait staff I interviewed all worked in fine dining restaurants in Amsterdam. 
The restaurants vary in style, ranging from traditional to hip, and from meat-based 
to mostly vegan. They are similar in the sense that they are all in the higher culinary 
division, for instance reflected by the fact that they all offer a set chef’s menu, 
consisting of at least 6 courses and with prices ranging from approximately 70 to 
over 200 euros for a meal. Most of the waiters I interviewed did or were doing 
studies in hospitality, with the exception of 3 people. The servers work long shifts, 
often starting in the afternoon and ending after midnight. There is a large diversity 
in the uniforms of these restaurants, ranging from very formal black suit-like outfits 
to shiny designer shorts and black t-shirts. All the restaurants included in this study 
have distinctly different uniforms for men and women. The contrast between the two 
cases is intended to help find a more complete answer to my research question, as it 
functions as a tool to see clearly what exactly uniforms do in different contexts. The 
variety in material and in symbolic function, likewise, aids in getting a more complete 
insight (Flyvbjerg, 2006). 

I contacted most of the respondents through LinkedIn, and respondents referring 
me to co-workers or friends in similar occupations led to three more interviews. The 
interviewees with the train conductors usually took place right after their shift in 
a private office within a railroad station. They were all still wearing their uniform, 
which facilitated talking about it (Klepp & Bjerck, 2014). Two interviews took place 
on the train. Approximately half of the interviews with the restaurant employees 
took place in the afternoon, before their shift, at the restaurant they were working 
at, while their colleagues were getting everything ready for the guests to arrive in 
the evening. The other interviews took place in cafés or coffee bars. These workers 
were usually not in uniform, but they did bring their uniform and pictures of workers 
in the uniform. For all interviews, the same topic list was used. Topics covered in 
the interviews include: description of work activities, work history, type of contract, 
elaborate discussion of the uniform (its elements, material, feel to the touch and 
movements, comfort, fit, aesthetics, other aesthetic guidelines, where to change into 
the uniform), reflection on their definition of a job well done, and on what makes 
their work hard/easy/fun/satisfying. 

The approach for the data analyses is based on Tavory & Timmerman’s method of 
abductive analysis (2014). In the first wave of data collection, I interviewed 10 train 
conductors and 8 servers. In several rounds of revisiting the transcribed interviews, 
I familiarized myself with the data. Starting out with the very open question of 
how workers experience their uniform, the first rounds of exploring the data led 
to refining the question and to a stronger focus on identity regulation. After this 
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analysis I went back into the field to conduct another round of 5 interviews, which 
focused on the question at hand. Going back and forth between the literature, the 
data, and the field helped me to find several ways of open-coding the data, leading 
to several categories of how identity regulation takes place in relation to uniforms. 
These categories formed the basis for a more structured and closed round of coding, 
which founded the current analyses and discussion.  

 
Findings

Uniforms in interactions 
Self-identities are (re)created in social interactions, as famously theorized by Mead 
(1934). In line with this, the empirical material indicates how uniforms partly shape 
performances and behaviors because they make workers feel visible and recognizable, 
causing them to respond to what they believe to be the expectations of others. Train 
conductor Anna, for instance, intervenes more actively in certain situations at work 
because she thinks other expect that of her. As part of our interview, I joined her 
on the train for one afternoon in the later stage of the COVID-19 pandemic, when 
most people were already vaccinated against the virus. I walked with her during her 
rounds on the train during which she repeatedly told passengers to wear a face mask 
and to wear it properly over their nose. She later confided in me that she personally 
is not bothered by people not covering their mouth and nose, and that she does 
this simply because she believes other passengers expect this of her. This motive for 
giving a certain performance as a train conductor was a recurrent topic in the way 
she talked about her work: 

Anna: People should be able to see that I work here, and I see now 
as well that it helps to get a certain kind of authority. When I say 
something, people respond differently than when someone not wearing 
a uniform says something. If I’m on the train as a civilian I won’t say 
anything about someone putting their feet on the seat, because then I’m 
like: who am I [to say something]? (…) But the moment I’m wearing 
this [uniform] I will say something, because that’s also what other 
passengers expect of me. 

In this example, Anna explains why she actively tells passengers to follow the rules 
on the train: it is not because she herself finds it important or because she is told to 
do so by her supervisor, but because she feels that other passengers expect it of her. In 
other words: Anna’s work performances are not a simple consequence of hierarchical 
orders, nor do they simply follow from her wearing a uniform. Rather, this shows how 
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work performances are created by an interplay of people and objects. 
Considering the risks of the work of train conductors, this becomes particularly 

pertinent. What is it that makes conductors feel responsible for others’ behavior on 
the train? What motivates them during their shifts to make their rounds through the 
train, to check people’s tickets and to correct their behavior? Traditional studies of 
organizational control might point to hierarchical control. Although the conductors 
do have train managers that encourage them to perform these tasks, these supervisors 
are generally not present while they are working on the train, and they are not allowed 
to evaluate the workers’ performances based on measures such as the amount of fines 
written by conductors (according to my interviewees). It might be argued that it is 
the uniform, and how it makes the conductors feel visible and responsible by looking 
at themselves through the eyes of others. This is not only a negative experience – 
uniforms also afford certain performances, as Dolores explains:  

Dolores: (…) it actually bothers me more when I’m not in uniform. I 
have to keep a low profile then, so it’s the other way around. I find it 
hard not to say something about people’s [behavior] when I’m in my 
civilian clothes. When I’m in my work clothes I get to say something, 
because in principle it’s my work area. But when you’re wearing civilian 
clothes and you tell a guy, like, ‘take your feet off the seat’, then he will 
think ‘mind your own business’, you know. 

Dolores feels that wearing her uniform helps her have the authority to correct other 
people. When she is wearing her own clothes – which she, like Anna, interestingly 
calls civilian clothes – she expects that others will think that it is not up to her to 
intervene. When in uniform, she feels that she is allowed to say something because 
people will see that it is her work area. This illustrates again how the interactions 
of the uniform and people can encourage certain behavior. These interactions can 
afford certain performances – as Dolores explains – and they can also create a feeling 
of responsibility. Hospitality worker Madelief, for instance, only feels responsible for 
guests coming in when she is wearing her uniform: 

[Madelief describes putting on her uniform as ‘turning a switch’]
Me: Can you describe what that switch is like?

Madelief: It’s like: ‘we’re working now’. So sort of action mode, and 
if I haven’t changed my clothes yet, I feel less responsible for the 
guests coming in. Sometimes I’m also just working on my laptop and 
then I feel… I do still observe what’s happening and I can hear all the 
conversations, but without the outfit I feel sort of… like the people 
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wearing the outfit are the ones who are responsible – they are the 
ones who should help that lady with the walker [rollator] get over the 
threshold of the door. 

The object of the uniform plays a role in interactions in which the worker comes 
to feel responsibility and to behave accordingly. Hence, the uniform is part of a 
configuration in which expectations, interactions and identities are shaped. This 
shows that these workers’ practices and interactions are not enforced top-down, 
but that they are shaped by the uniform and the expectations it brings. So, it is 
not the uniform itself that lead to certain feelings and performances; rather, within 
configurations and interactions, uniforms can ‘do’ different things. 

Uniforms and working bodies
In this section, we shift our attention from the symbolic properties of uniforms to 
their materiality and how they affect bodies and people’s perceptions of their bodies. 
A vivid example of how a uniform can shape working practices and the sense of 
self at work is provided by Tijn. He works 5 nights a week in a Michelin-starred 
restaurant which is situated within the building of an upscale hotel. The style of both 
the hotel and restaurant is quite traditional and chic, as reflected in the uniform for 
male workers with its black leather shoes, black trousers, and black jacket buttoned 
up all the way up the neck. Tijn’s personal style clearly contrasts with this formal 
attire; when we meet for an interview over coffee at 11 a.m. he is just waking up 
and dressed in shorts and a wrinkly floral shirt, buttoned halfway down his chest. 
For him, as an – in his own observation – extraverted and hyperactive person, the 
uniform is important for how he performs at work and for how he experiences his 
own presence at work: 

Me: What was it that you had to get used to [regarding wearing the 
uniform]?

Tijn: Not necessarily the freedom of movement, that didn’t bother 
me really. You do have long sleeves, so sometimes you might think 
that you can make a certain movement, and then your buttons brush 
against a glass – that sort of thing. That can be annoying. And for the 
rest, you sort of have to get used to it, because the way you stand is 
different in that kind of clothing. If you wear a suit then you stand and 
move differently than when you wear jeans and a shirt. I think that 
just happens accidently. Your posture becomes a bit neater as well, of 
course. I think that helps. It takes some getting used to. 
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M: So it helps you stand up straight?

Tijn: Yes. And also just your movements, you pay more attention to 
them. Because the things you can normally just do, how you walk, you 
have to pay attention to them. So you start moving differently.

M: How does the way you walk change? Can you describe that? 

Tijn: Let me think about that for you. It’s not as loose, that’s for sure. 
That’s also what I like about it. We don’t have to walk with our hands 
behind our backs, not at all, but you also shouldn’t put your hands in 
your pockets. And because you’re wearing a suit, with all the buttons 
closed... for me that turns a switch. I don’t know. I move differently, I 
am someone different in the workplace than I am here.

The material properties of the uniform influence the posture of Tijn’s body and how 
it moves. This is partly due to the straightness of the cut and the rigidity of the 
fabric, which makes it hard to slouch and to move freely. These restrictions, in turn, 
constantly remind Tijn of how his posture and movements should be when at work. 
He cannot forget his body when wearing the uniform, which is forcing him to consider 
the way he moves. As such, the materiality encourages a posture and way of moving 
about that is in line with the style of the restaurant. In a similar vein, uniforms can 
both obstruct and encourage hard physical work. Albert, for instance, explains how 
the quite informal uniform of the organization where he is currently employed – 
consisting of a pair of black trousers and a dark colored shirt – allows a higher pace, 
compared to the more traditional and formal uniform in which he used to work: 

Albert: You can just work freely in it [an informal uniform]. I’m quite 
used to a three-piece suit uniform, which can make you feel very warm 
when you’re working hard. You know, because you’re wearing a three-
piece suit and you want to take off those layers, but you can’t. That’s 
very uncomfortable. (…) And it [his current uniform] is made in such 
a way that you can give it one’s all [‘rammen’ – original Dutch phrase], 
you just keep going. (…) The three-piece suit is more common in classic, 
traditional restaurants, where they have more staff. So then there are 
higher costs for personnel, but there’s a different norm regarding the 
physical work, it’s not so heavy. 

In fine dining restaurants, workers have to balance meeting the high standard of 
service while doing work that is physically demanding, walking many miles every 
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evening carrying heavy plates. Particularly the more traditional, formal uniform can 
inform workers about how they are performing through physical sensations, as the 
overall stress caused by this can make the uniform feel uncomfortable: 

Tijn: Yeah, you get used to it. In the beginning it’s really warm. The fabric is 
not breathable. 

Me: What kind of fabric is it [made of]?

Tijn: Sort of jacket-like fabric, but you wear it completely closed of course. 
So it gets warm pretty easily when you’re running. It also has to do with in 
the beginning, when you’re not really sure what you are doing exactly, you 
get this panicky way of doing things. I notice that now, when I work more 
calmly [it’s not so warm].

The uniform gives off information to Tijn about how well he is doing at his job. When 
everything is under control and he is doing his work calmly, the uniform is not too 
warm on his body. However, when he loses control and feels he is lagging behind, the 
uniform makes it physically known to him. It hence encourages servers to be focused 
and to think ahead in order to avoid unanticipated moments of stress. 

The physical firmness and constraints have an imprint on how Tijn behaves 
and feels at work. Outside his work, he considers himself to be an extraverted and 
outspoken person, but at work he restrains himself. As he explains, when closing his 
uniform buttons, he ‘turns a switch’. His uniform aids in realizing a work identity: 

Tijn: I am of course subservient there [at work]. I treat people differently. 
I guess I listen more than I talk, and also just the way that I… sometimes 
you have to laugh a little bit less. Outside [of work] I’m not like that at 
all, of course. If I find something funny, you’re going to hear it. I can’t 
do that there of course. 

Tijn’s case shows a clear resemblance between the physical properties of the uniform 
and the way that he feels and acts at work. He even uses the same words for this: 
stiff (‘stijf ’) and neat (‘netjes’). The physical sensation of the uniform can partly shape 
how workers feel, what they do, and how they do it. As illustrated, this may help 
achieve a certain style of service. However, it can also form a hindrance if the material 
properties and the style desired by the employer are not in line. Minke, for instance, 
works for an upscale hotel, which has several in-house restaurants. She started out 
working in the hotel’s more classic formal restaurant with a Michelin star. At some 
point, she was asked to work shifts in the newly opened informal restaurant within 
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the hotel. Wearing the same uniform, and having had her earlier experiences within 
the hotel, made it difficult for her to achieve the informal ‘loose’ style of service the 
management was looking for:

Minke: There was sort of a transition, because within [the hotel] they 
opened up a new restaurant. It had a certain concept and it was also a 
bit looser. I would stand there in my tight, stewardess-like hotel suit, so 
it was quite a transition for me. (…)

Me: What was it that made it hard to find that more informal loose 
style?

Minke: Yes I guess… I myself thought I was looking a bit stiff, and it was 
also specifically within the walls of the hotel where I was trained [to 
achieve a formal style of service]. So for me it felt like… I was standing 
up straight, which was also because of the heels [I was wearing]. You 
make this ticking sound, you’re making noise, your hair is pulled back 
really tight. And in practice there was some mixing during the day, so 
I would be standing there in a different outfit than the rest of the staff. 

Although the effects were not as desired by the management, Minke’s experiences 
again make clear that the uniform, and its material properties, has consequences 
for how workers use and experience their bodies and, consequently, their style of 
service. It is interesting to note how the transition to a looser and more informal 
style of service was also hindered by the fact that it took place within ‘the walls 
of the hotel’ where Minke was trained to perform a different style of service. 
Apparently it can be hard to change a style of performance when the context and 
material objects remain the same. 

Moreover, the uniform and its material properties, by functioning as a body size 
standard, can have consequences for how workers perceive and influence their body 
size. The railroad company carries out an annual health check on its employees, and 
body weight is often a topic of scrutiny during these checks. So although workers are 
not forced to lose weight and although the uniforms can be ordered in larger sizes, 
the company nevertheless makes it clear to its employees that being overweight is 
undesirable. Some of the workers I spoke with experience their uniform as a yardstick 
for their body size: they should always wear the same size uniform and it should not 
be too tight, and otherwise it is a sign that they need to lose weight. Of course, the 
norm of slimness is dominant in society and not exclusive to work organizations, but 
it does appear that the uniform can be a material reminder of and a tool to enforce 
this norm. The uniform makes workers aware of their body size on a daily basis, as 
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train conductor Caroline illustrates:

Caroline: As you can see, I’m wearing a skirt. Officially, that’s not in the 
catalogue anymore – we’re actually supposed to wear trousers. But I feel 
good wearing a skirt. And to be totally honest, I don’t fit into my trousers 
right now. I am punishing myself, as I refuse to order bigger ones.

Caroline is wearing a navy skirt that she bought herself and that is officially not part 
of the uniform. The reason for doing so is that all her uniform trousers have becoming 
too tight to wear after she put on weight during the period of the COVID-19 pandemic. 
She always wears the same size uniform and she does not want to order a bigger size, 
because that would mean accepting her larger body. Her personal clothes are not 
like a uniform in the sense that some items are a bit larger or stretchier, allowing 
her body weight to fluctuate. In her case, the uniform functions as a yardstick and is 
disciplining in the sense that it encourages her to lose weight. 

In sum, uniforms can regulate how workers experience and how they move their 
bodies, and hence influence workers’ performances at work and their presentation of 
self. This influence on work identities might even have its effects on self-identities, as 
illustrated by Caroline’s experience of her body size. 

Redefining interests
Uniforms can, moreover, affect work identities by redefining workers’ perceptions of 
their interest. The interviews indicate that there are at least two ways in which they 
can do so: 1) by creating a feeling of unity, and 2) by encouraging a feeling of being 
a representative for the collective.  

One of the most appealing aspects of working in fine dining, according to my 
interviewees, is the feeling of unity with co-workers. When I asked my respondents 
to recall a moment of joy or fulfillment at work, they almost unanimously referred 
to moments of ‘collective flow’ – evenings during which everyone was attuned to 
achieve the best service, when they worked together in a fluent way, sensing what 
needed to be done almost without using words. 

Sofie: When we’re synchronized, you know. You could be standing 
somewhere talking to a table [of guests] and you’ve just taken their 
plates. So you’re standing there with a stack of plates, and then someone 
passes by and takes them away, you know. They take them to the back 
and I can stay there and talk for a bit, those kinds of things. 

For many servers in fine dining, their most pleasant work experiences are when they 
and their colleagues work together as a team towards the same goal, that is, giving 
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their guests an outstanding service and dining experience. The team should work 
together in a fluent way (‘we’re everywhere, approaching our guests from all sides’), 
communicating without words needed, and everyone putting their full effort in. 
This feeling of unity and flow, perhaps best understood as Durkheimian collective 
effervescence (1912), is enhanced by everyone wearing the same uniform. Of course, 
the uniform in itself is not a sufficient condition for creating this feeling of unity 
and the point here is not to discern the effects of the uniform from other conditions. 
Nevertheless, in many interviews the attunement of bodies and movements and the 
feeling of unity and collective flow was often related to wearing the same work outfit. 
Take for instance Madelief, who experienced resistance from her peers when she was 
not wearing a uniform at work: 

Madelief: Once I was wearing my own clothes, because the first guests 
were only coming at 12 and I was starting at 8 to get everything started. 
I did that in my own clothes, which was fine, but at some point that was 
really not appreciated by other people starting at 10 or 11. They would 
come to the [restaurant] fully dressed [in uniform] and I would be 
walking around in my own clothes. That caused a bit of friction, which 
is maybe too strong of a term for what it was, but I did really get the 
feeling like I should go and change right now. 

Me: What was it that caused that feeling?

Madelief: Yeah I guess it was partly not fitting in. Getting to work 
and getting into a mode of production [‘productiemodus’], being a 
unit together and everyone being equally responsible, and if someone 
is not changed yet [into the uniform] that might be disruptive for… 
also because in hospitality the pressure is quite high. So you’re getting 
everything ready and then suddenly lots of guests arrive and then you 
have to deliver at that exact moment. It’s not like you order something 
and it’s made and then you have a look and see what to do. It’s all in the 
moment and ‘being on’ [‘aanstaan’] and having lots of communication 
with each other. I guess it strengthens the feeling of being a team, all 
wearing the same thing, really like: we’re all together in this action 
mode.  

For Madelief, the uniform is important for creating a sense of unity at work. This unity 
is important, because the pressure to work hard and perform is high, and because 
everyone should feel like they all give their best together and are equally responsible 
for working towards the same goals. Interestingly, both the pressure to put on the 
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uniform and the pressure to work hard do not directly come from someone further 
up in the hierarchy. Rather, it is the feeling of unity and lack of hierarchy, partly due 
to everyone wearing the exact same uniform, that is disciplining. 

A second way in which uniforms can affect workers’ perceptions of their interests 
and hence their work identities is by increasing the feeling of being a representative 
of the group. As discussed in the first section on uniforms and interactions, the 
uniform brings about certain expectations. Because people literally wear it on their 
bodies, it can play a role in how workers feel like they should behave – also outside 
of work when in uniform. Consider for instance Remco, who feels he should comply 
with societal rules when he is in uniform:

Me: Does it feel different when you’re recognizable [as a train 
conductor]?

Remco: Yes it does really. It’s very funny, because of course before this I 
always had work that did not require a uniform. So during my training 
I had just received my uniform (…) and I jumped on my bike to go to 
Amersfoort. There are a lot of traffic lights in Amersfoort that are red 
when it just doesn’t make any sense, you know, you just keep on cycling. 
But now I thought: ‘Yeah, I’m wearing my uniform now, so I shouldn’t 
go through the red light.’ 

Remco normally runs the red lights and he sees no problem in doing this. When 
wearing his uniform, however, he feels like he should comply with the formal rules 
and wait for the light to go green. It is interesting to note that during his cycling trip 
to work he is not actually at work yet, and that there is no one checking whether he 
is behaving according to the rules. Yet the mere presence of the uniform on the body 
– and the knowledge that others will recognize which company he works for – makes 
him feel like his behavior should be irreproachable. As such, the tendency to act 
according to certain norms is amplified by the uniform. 

A similar tendency can be observed in how conductors deal with verbal abuse 
from passengers. Anna, for instance, bases her response to passengers not on her 
own norms or feelings, but on what she believes is the company’s norm of what is 
acceptable behavior. In her case, this means she intervenes in situations that she 
claims she personally does not find very offensive:

Anna: (…) there’s just a lot of swearing. Yeah, you can let that pass, but 
they shouldn’t try that on me. And also when they start threatening me: 
‘I’m gonna call my friends and they’re gonna kill you’. Yeah, then you have 
to intervene. Even if that’s not your own personal boundary yet, it’s just not 
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acceptable. As [organization] you can’t let them mess with you like that. (…) 
There’s an [organization] boundary and your own boundary, but you should 
always make sure you intervene at the [organization] boundary.

In situations outside of work, Anna prefers to walk away if someone insults her. At 
work, however, she feels that when she is insulted, the whole organization is affected, 
and that she should not let that happen. At work, she does not act upon her own 
norms, values, and emotions, but on what she believes to be the organization’s limits 
to what is acceptable behavior of clients. The uniform enhances this process, as it is 
the visibility of her as a representative of the organization that encourages her to act 
as representing the organization. 

In order to avoid the feeling of having to be ‘presentable’, some workers choose 
to cover their uniform on their way to and from work. Abdelhamid for instance uses 
this strategy on his daily commute:

Abdelhamid: So I’m coming from […] where I live, and those 17 
minutes on the train I’m sitting in first class. I close my coat and make 
some phone calls so no one sees that I’m railroad [staff]… otherwise 
people will come over and ask me questions, and it really bothers me 
when people might get the feeling that I’m not there for them. 

Abdelhamid puts on his uniform at home and wears it on his way to work. During his 
commute he wears his coat so other passengers cannot see he is an employee of the 
train company. He does not want to answer questions from passengers when his shift 
has not started yet, but he also does not want to disappoint people. Note how it is not 
his occupation, nor the employer’s control, that makes him feel obliged to help other 
passengers, but mostly the uniform that causes this pressure. Abdelhamid clearly 
makes the conscious decision to not be recognizable as an employee, illustrating 
how it is the feeling of visibility and recognizability of the uniform that calls upon his 
feeling of responsibility. 

The train conductors experience that, when they are in uniform, they are not only 
‘themselves’, but also a representative of the company for which they are working. 
This requires a different performance from them, they feel. Interestingly, this is not 
something that they are taught, and there is no one checking whether they adapt 
their behavior when in uniform. Still, they feel a responsibility towards the group 
when in uniform. This shows that the uniform plays a part in redefining how workers 
feel they should act.  

Shifting personal boundaries
The risk of aggression and violence is part of the daily work experiences of train 
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conductors. Although violent situations do not occur frequently, all my respondents 
have at least some experience with it and the possibility of passengers turning 
to aggression is always something that they take into account. This risk of body 
breakdown (Rahmouni Elidrissi & Courpasson, 2021) means that train conductors 
have to negotiate whether they are willing to sacrifice themselves or leave the 
organization. 

The conductors feel they are responsible for their own and for the passengers’ 
safety on the train, but they do not receive physical training, nor are they authorized 
to physically intervene. What they do learn during their training is to not take insults 
and aggression personally, as Thomas explains: 

Thomas: (…) so my workplace supervisor told me: ‘If people swear at 
you or if they are angry at you, then it’s not actually aimed at you, but at 
your suit [uniform]’, haha. And that’s something I always remind myself 
of and it’s just really how it actually is. I’m sure that if someone yells at 
me because the train is delayed or whatever reason they are angry... if 
we walked off and I saw them again an hour later they wouldn’t even 
recognize me.

Me: Yes, so it’s not personal then? 

Thomas: No, and that makes a difference. What I’m saying, I really 
would have thought it would bother me more. In my own life when 
people are angry with me or when I fall out with someone, that bothers 
me. 

Thomas finds comfort in perceiving insults and threats as not personal, but aimed at 
his uniform. In his training he has learned to use the de-individualizing symbolism of 
the uniform as a tool to neutralize experiences that otherwise would have bothered 
him. However, it might be argued that there are risks in using the uniform for this. 
Firstly, by implying that verbal abuse is simply part of the job and should not affect 
you personally, this type of violence is normalized. In other words: if it does bother 
you, that is because you are not able to deal with it properly. This encourages workers 
to shift their own boundaries of what they deem acceptable behavior. Secondly, 
this reasoning fails to acknowledge that threatening situations at work might not 
be personal, but can still lead to dangerous situations. Caroline illustrates this by 
explaining how she de-escalated a violent situation: 

Me: (…) Is that an issue for you, not being tall? 
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Caroline: That’s sometimes an issue, but it can also work in your 
advantage. It doesn’t evoke aggression; I’m not that big. Once there was 
this [guy who was] 2 by 2 meters and he came really, really close to me, 
and then I thought: uh oh, this is it...

I: Was there anything you could do then?

Caroline: I looked up to him and said: ‘Look at me sir, this isn’t going 
to work. One punch from you and I’m gone’ (laughs). And then he 
laughed, fortunately. Yeah at that moment I thought oooooo this isn’t 
going to work. That was the most threatening situation that happened 
to me. I was powerless, yes.

In this excerpt, Caroline discusses a situation in which a passenger was angry because 
of a train delay. In his perception, Caroline represented the railroad company, and he 
therefore directed his anger towards her. By pointing out to him that she is small and 
not able to defend herself should he turn to physical violence, she emphasized that 
she is a person, and not just a uniform. The emphasis on her physical traits helped to 
make the symbolism of the uniform less visible. 

The uniform thus functions as a tool to normalize aggression at work, as workers 
are taught that its de-individualizing symbolism means that insults should not be 
taken personally. In addition, there are material properties of the uniform that 
normalize the threat of violence. The neckties and scarves all have a safety clip: 
should someone pull on a tie or scarf, they immediately click open. Although this 
might protect the workers from one particular type of suffocation, it is not clear 
how they should defend themselves from a person willing to go as far as to pull on 
something that is attached to their neck. The “safety” clip in any case makes clear that 
people pulling on your neckwear might be part of the job and – perhaps misleadingly 
– gives off the impression of protection or safety. 

For workers in hospitality the uniform, likewise, can push the shifting of their 
personal boundaries. As discussed earlier in this chapter, workers sometimes feel like 
they are playing a certain role in a show when working in uniform. This sometimes 
guides them to accept behavior that they would otherwise not accept, or to for instance 
behave in a more submissive or obedient way than they would in their private lives. 
Madelief explains how wearing a uniform made her feel like she was playing a part, 
which, in turn, induced her to accept behavior that clearly overstepped boundaries:  

Madelief: So I had sort of black trousers and shoes from them as well 
[…], ugly shoes. And a scarf. In a way, it’s interesting, I sort of feel good 
wearing a suit like that and with full make up, I was sort of.. I felt like 
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someone else. I just played that part, yes. And I notice now that I’m 
getting a bit older and looking at the world differently, I guess you can 
be yourself anywhere. You don’t have to play a part. But that’s what I 
was taught in that kind of fancy restaurant: the customer is king and 
you’re nothing, kind of like that. You have to look this way and always 
be subservient. (…)

Me: So you felt like you had to go along in that?

Madelief: Yes, I’ve really experienced some bizarre things where people 
would almost sexually assault you (…). At the time I was really young 
and I would think: this is not cool, but it’s probably just part of the job, 
you know.  

To sum up, the interview material shows how the uniform contributes to workers 
accepting certain behaviors from others. Workers feel encouraged to accept 
harassment and aggression at work that they would otherwise not accept. The 
analysis illustrates three ways in which the uniform enables this: (1) through the 
repertoire that verbal aggression is not personal when in uniform, so it should not be 
troubling; (2) the materiality underlines the possibility of people turning to physical 
aggression and promises to defuse aggression; and (3) the symbolism of the uniform 
encourages workers to play a submissive role. As such, uniforms have the potential to 
shift workers’ boundaries of what they deem acceptable behavior. 

Conclusions

This chapter looks into how workers in service occupations experience their uniform. 
Building on the understanding that clothing – and aesthetics in general – are felt both on 
and beyond the skin, it addressed the question of worker experiences of standardized 
work aesthetics. I found that, indeed, a regulated work aesthetic does not only affect 
how workers look, but that it also affects and regulates their work identities. This 
study contributes to the existing literatures on work identity regulation and aesthetic 
labour by combining these two fields of research, and by showing empirically how 
aesthetic control is not only an objective but also a means of organizational control. 
This chapter contributes to answering the main research question of this dissertation 
by showing that aesthetic regulation is a two-way process: regulation not only leads 
to a specific work aesthetics, but work aesthetics also regulate work. I demonstrate 
that aesthetic regulation, in the form of an enforced standardized work outfit, can 
have profound consequences for workers. Both the symbolic and material aspects of 
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a mandated work uniform can impact work identities and contribute to redefining 
personal boundaries and the acceptance of aggression and danger at work. More than 
the literature has shown so far, a regulated work aesthetic can, in this way, contribute 
to alienation and exploitation of workers.

More specifically, the empirical data suggests four ways in which uniforms 
regulate work identities. (1) Uniforms make workers feel visible and recognizable, 
which encourages them to see themselves through the eyes of others, and to respond 
in ways that they believe to be the expectations of others. Hence, the uniform as 
an object and symbol plays a role in interactions in which workers come to feel 
responsible and to behave accordingly, making them part of the networks in which 
expectations, interactions and identities are shaped. (2) Materially, the work uniform 
can feel different from the clothes service workers wear outside of work. Due to 
physical properties such as stiffness, tightness and warmness, workers are reminded 
of their bodies and of how they move. Therefore, uniforms can regulate how they 
experience and move their bodies, may remind them of the style of self-presentation 
that is required of them, and may encourage certain postures and ways of moving. 
Moreover, the standardized and often tight fit can function as a yardstick for body size. 
(3) By encouraging feelings of unity and of being a representative for the collective, 
uniforms can, moreover, affect work identities by redefining workers’ perceptions of 
their interest. (4) In line with this, uniforms can even encourage workers to accept 
risks and behaviors from others they would otherwise not accept and can hence shift 
workers’ boundaries of what they deems acceptable work circumstances. 

Importantly, these mechanisms are not necessarily intentional and effective. This 
investigation illustrates that what uniforms ‘do’ is situational, contingent, and played 
out in interactions. Clearly, my analyses agree with earlier studies on organizational 
control that employers cannot simply impose work identities on employees through 
uniforms. Nonetheless, the data confirm that there are a number of ways in which 
organizational control can be performed through the material and symbolism of work 
aesthetics. 

But this study also has more specific implications. First, it extends our understanding 
of organizational identity regulation as both a discursive and material practice 
by highlighting how material elements are connected to how workers experience 
and use their bodies at work. The ‘stuff ’ that workers feel, use, and sense in their 
daily work practices partly forms those practices and the experiences thereof. What 
workers do at work, how they feel, and how they perceive themselves at work is at 
least partially shaped by how they look and what they wear. Therefore, the material 
at work and with which people do their work should be taken into consideration in 
order to obtain a more comprehensive understanding of identity regulation at work. 
Secondly, this investigation illustrates how organizational aesthetic guidelines and 
control can have effects that go beyond appearances. Earlier studies have shown how 
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the increasing importance of and emphasis on aesthetics in work can be a source of 
exclusions and inequalities, how it leads to extra unpaid work for (aspiring) workers, 
and how this surplus value is extracted by employers rather than coming to the 
benefit of workers. The current study shows how aesthetic guidelines and regulations 
can go even deeper and affect how people experience themselves at work, adding to 
a fuller understanding of the aesthetization of work. In other words: the regulation 
of workers takes place through aesthetics, even though studies tend to focus on the 
other direction of regulation, i.e. aesthetics as a mere result.

Methodologically, the focus on uniforms proved to be useful for building upon 
discourse-oriented investigations of organizational control and identity regulation, as 
it allowed for an analysis of not only symbolism, but also materiality – and specifically 
material worn on the body. Using a tangible ‘thing’ proved to be a helpful tool for 
talking about actual work practices and experiences. This suggests that materiality 
can be a promising methodological tool for studying organizational control and work 
identities. Following up on this point, what people say they do is of course not always 
the same as what they actually do (Dumont, 2022; Jerolmack & Khan, 2014). A 
methodological limitation of this study is that it is mostly based on interviews rather 
than on observations of practices. Considering that the research question here is how 
workers experience their uniforms rather than on what they strictly do in and with 
their uniforms, interviews are an apt method. Further understanding of how uniforms 
shape work practices can be gained by a research set-up combining interviews with 
observations. 

Whereas most studies on aesthetic labor and on work uniforms tend to take on 
a critical stance towards aesthetic regulations, this study also shows how uniforms 
can afford certain practices and experiences, adding to a more nuanced perspective 
of the literature on aesthetics and work. Particularly in terms of gender, it appears 
that uniforms can be an aid in achieving a sense of power within interactions. To be 
sure, this is not to contest the critique of other scholars within the field, but rather to 
supplement and nuance the literature on aesthetics and work and the regulation of 
work identities. It is important to note, on the other hand, that from an employer’s 
perspective this chapter paints a somewhat one-sided positive picture of uniforms 
primarily providing status and identity to workers. There are of course many instances 
of work uniforms that make employees feel invisible or even humiliated. Further 
understanding of how work uniforms – and material at work in general – might 
improve the experiences of workers, and their work identities can be understood 
by future studies looking into, for instance, both high-status work uniforms (e.g., 
doctors, dentists, pilots) and low-status work uniforms (e.g. cleaners, workers in fast 
food restaurants) and by paying closer attention to the experiences of uniformed 
workers with identity markers that are associated with disadvantaged positions. 
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Yay, you’ve been invited for a job interview! But now it becomes really 
complicated: what clothes should you wear to the interview? (staffing 
agency Young Capital)

How do you look ‘right’ for work? Who determines aesthetics norms for work? 
And how do work aesthetics affect work? Perhaps this staffing agency makes a 
fair point about work aesthetics by stating ‘now it becomes really complicated’. 
This dissertation demonstrates that ‘getting it right’ aesthetically is more intricate 
than merely following instructions and that the regulation of work aesthetics can 
profoundly impact workers.

The present study was guided by the following question: How does the regulation 
of workers’ aesthetics in the Dutch post-industrial labor market take place? Post-
industrial work dominates the Dutch labor market, and aesthetics play a significant 
role in this type of labor. Previous studies on aesthetic labor primarily examined how 
employers, motivated by commercial interests, exercise control over the aesthetics 
of workers, for instance through employee selection, supervision, and monitoring 
(Warhurst & Nickson, 2020; Williams & Connell, 2010). Various studies also reveal 
that workers are regulated by their work conditions to invest considerable effort in 
attaining the ‘correct’ aesthetics, leading individuals to be preoccupied with achieving 
the right work aesthetics even outside of work and within their personal lives, 
resulting in self-alienation (Entwistle & Wissinger, 2006; Holla, 2018). However, this 
work offers only a limited understanding of the processes of aesthetic regulation and 
its consequences. In the introduction and subsequent chapters of this dissertation, 
I argue that the literature on aesthetic labor overlooks significant forms of worker 
regulation (Alvesson & Willmott, 2002; Burawoy, 1982; Paring et al., 2017; Vallas 
& Cummins, 2015; Vallas & Hill, 2018). To gain a better and more comprehensive 
understanding of the aesthetic regulation of workers, I argue that we should not view 
it solely as a consequence of direct coercion at a specific moment, but as a process 
that unfolds at various moments and involves different actors. Furthermore, we 
should consider aesthetics not just as an outcome of regulation, but also as something 
that itself regulates.

My dissertation demonstrates how the aesthetic regulation of workers occurs: 
1) through aesthetic advice from staffing agencies to job seekers emphasizing 
and legitimizing the importance of aesthetics for finding employment; 2) through 
organizational gatekeepers who problematize, but also legitimize appearances as 
hiring criteria; 3) through co-workers who provide subtle and not-so-subtle feedback 
on each other’s aesthetics; and 4) through both the symbolism and materiality of 
work uniforms, which, if worn at work, regulate the practices and experiences of 
workers. Many workers of course do not wear a uniform at work, but this final case, 
more broadly, extends our understanding of what the materiality of (regulated) work 
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aesthetics do in regulating workers. This structure follows a sequential logic: from 
pre-entry regulatory advice to the gatekeeping moment, and finally, to regulation 
in the workplace. The findings highlight that aesthetic regulation is not confined to 
specific moments or ceases at a given point; it is an ongoing process. Moreover, I 
demonstrate that aesthetic regulation is a two-way process: aesthetics are regulated, 
but I also show how aesthetics themselves regulate workers. Lastly, my research 
reveals that aesthetic regulation often occurs in implicit and even concealed ways, 
and that the various actors involved in the regulation often hold ambivalent views 
towards it yet still try to justify it. Nevertheless, they actively reinforce the importance 
of aesthetics for work and of certain aesthetic norms through various forms of advice, 
legitimation, and feedback. 

Returning to the title of this dissertation, this means that we must understand the 
matter of appearances for work in two ways. In the first sense of the word, appearances 
matter and they are made to matter in complex and subtle ways. In the second sense 
of the word, this dissertation demonstrates that the materiality of work appearances 
itself also does something to workers. Work aesthetics are not a superficial matter 
but can deeply permeate the experiences and practices of workers, partly through 
their material properties. This means that aesthetic labor, like Hochschild’s emotional 
labor, is not a superficial performance but something has profound effects. In this 
dissertation, I illustrate this through the ‘extreme case’ of work uniforms, but the 
same can be said for the vast majority of workers who do not wear uniforms but 
whose work aesthetics are equally regulated. The advice, comments, feedback, and 
legitimizations from various sources influence how they shape their appearances and 
with what materials they do so. The finding that aesthetic regulation is a two-way 
process suggests that, in turn, it influences their experiences and work identities.

In sum, aesthetic regulation is performed by different labor market actors, often 
takes on implicit forms, and goes in two directions. I will substantiate these central 
findings by presenting the findings from my case studies to illustrate precisely how 
regulation occurs.

Findings from the case studies 

In Chapter 2, I answer the question How does pre-entry regulation in the shape of 
aesthetic advice take place? by analyzing the aesthetic advice provided by staffing 
agencies on their websites. These pieces of advice regulate job seekers in two 
important ways. Firstly, they emphasize that aesthetics are a crucial requirement for 
employment by stating that achieving the ‘right’ look is one of the most important 
elements in preparing for a job interview. For instance, a staffing agency states that 
aesthetic preparation is just as vital as the content-related preparation, while several 
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other agencies inform workers that their appearance presents a unique opportunity 
(rather than a risk) to make a good impression during a job interview. Secondly, they 
stress the importance of the candidate’s style aligning effortlessly and authentically 
with that of the organization. Although these pieces of advice acknowledge the 
significance of aesthetics in job applications, they offer scant concrete guidance on 
how to do it ‘right’ (which is not surprising given the contextual nature of aesthetic 
norms and evaluations (Friedman & Laurison, 2019; Kuipers, 2015)). Instead, the 
advice often boils down to just ‘be yourself ’ and do not adapt your style too much, 
but make sure your aesthetics ‘match’ with the organization you are applying to. 
The combination of authenticity and fit creates a tension, as fit generally requires a 
cultural match based on class background (De Keere, 2023; Rivera, 2012).  

To resolve this uneasy tension between the importance of authenticity and fit, 
the staffing agencies frame the advice as being in the job seeker’s interest. For 
example, one agency states: ‘When you feel that you have to divert too much from 
your personal style in order to meet the expectations, you should ask yourself if this 
is really the right place for you’. The implication is that if you cannot be ‘yourself ’, 
you will not be happy in that workplace. These pieces of advice thus reproduce the 
notion that outward appearance reflects inner essence (Miller, 2010) and assert that 
a seamless aesthetic match serves as an indicator that you will feel comfortable and 
content in a company. This demonstrates how both the importance of aesthetics in job 
applications and the significance of an aesthetic match are legitimized: appearance 
is a reflection of a ‘true’ self, making it informative for gatekeepers and also for 
yourself, as if you do not naturally match aesthetically, then you apparently do not 
belong there and will not be happy in that job. This encourages self-exclusion and 
presents exclusions based on aesthetics as being in the job seeker’s interest (which is 
somewhat similar to what De Keere (2023) found in his study on hiring).

Despite the heavy emphasis on aesthetics, nowhere does it simply state: you 
need to look good because it appeals to customers or clients. Instead, aesthetics are 
presented as indicators of personality or essence, and thereby, as a valid criterion in 
selection processes. Furthermore, the outright denial of structural exclusion based 
on aesthetics implies that staffing agencies are indeed aware of the inequalities and 
exclusions associated with the importance of aesthetics. For example, in advising not 
to wear headgear like a cap or hat during an interview, one staffing agency states: 
‘Do you wear headgear because of your religion? No problem of course! Just keep 
that on’. However, empirical studies reveal severe discrimination against women who 
wear a hijab, for instance (Fernández-Reino et al., 2022). 

In sum, at first glance, advice might appear to be aimed at providing help (Cummins 
& Blum, 2015; Skeggs, 2009). However, these pieces of advice from staffing agencies 
to job seekers prove to be of little practical use and assistance. Instead, they regulate 
job seekers pre-entry, even before they start working, by teaching them (1) that their 



632096-L-bw-Vonk632096-L-bw-Vonk632096-L-bw-Vonk632096-L-bw-Vonk
Processed on: 15-3-2024Processed on: 15-3-2024Processed on: 15-3-2024Processed on: 15-3-2024 PDF page: 141PDF page: 141PDF page: 141PDF page: 141

143

6

Conclusions

aesthetics are crucial for finding employment, and (2) that an aesthetic ‘mismatch’ is 
a legitimate reason for rejection (and is also in their own interest). This reveals that 
aesthetic regulation also takes place pre-entry and in ways that are more subtle and 
ambiguous than direct instruction.

After investigating pre-entry advice, we look into the sequentially significant next 
stage in the job market: chapter 3 focuses on the job interview itself and the evaluation 
of candidates. More specifically, here co-author Kobe De Keere and I examine the 
positions of gatekeepers regarding the role of appearance in the recruitment process 
by answering the question: How do gatekeepers legitimize appearances as hiring 
criteria? On the one hand, gatekeepers problematize this role and believe that 
appearance should not matter. However, at the same time, they acknowledge that 
appearances do play a role in their evaluations of job candidates. This position 
exemplifies what I also found in chapters 2 and 4 concerning aesthetic regulation: 
it may not be deemed appropriate, but nevertheless several labor market actors are 
actively involved in this type of regulation. In chapter 3, we show how gatekeepers 
resolve this contradiction by providing reasons to justify why appearance should be 
considered in their evaluations. From the interview data, we discern three cultural 
repertoires for legitimizing appearances as hiring criteria.

The first repertoire is that beauty is productive. This repertoire largely aligns 
with the well-known commercial repertoire described in the literature on aesthetic 
labor (e.g., Warhurst & Nickson, 2020). For external recruiters – those conducting 
job interviews for other organizations – appearance is also important because they 
want to select candidates who align with the preferences of their clients. For instance, 
external recruiter Marc explains that one of his clients places importance on their 
employees not having piercings or tattoos. While Marc questions whether or not this 
is discrimination, his primary concern is to adhere to the client’s request. According 
to this repertoire, it may not be desirable to exclude people based on personal 
preferences regarding appearance, but it is deemed less problematic to consider 
appearance as a criterion when it is to meet the preferences of others, such as clients 
or customers.

Secondly, gatekeepers legitimize the importance of appearance by asserting 
that appearances express personality. In the interviews, gatekeepers often directly 
connected appearance to personality or charisma (‘uitstraling’). Although they 
were unable to explain precisely what ‘charisma’ is or how it can be observed, 
they still believed it to be a legitimate criterion in job interviews. This repertoire 
reconceptualizes the ‘superficial’ or frivolous aspect of appearance into something 
more profound, charisma and personality, thus legitimizing its importance in the 
hiring process.

Although it is evident that evaluations based on appearance and aesthetic norms 



632096-L-bw-Vonk632096-L-bw-Vonk632096-L-bw-Vonk632096-L-bw-Vonk
Processed on: 15-3-2024Processed on: 15-3-2024Processed on: 15-3-2024Processed on: 15-3-2024 PDF page: 142PDF page: 142PDF page: 142PDF page: 142

144

6

Co
nc

lu
si

on
s

are, among other things, racialized and sexist (Kuipers, 2015; Monk et al., 2021; 
Wissinger, 2012), gatekeepers assert, thirdly, that looking right is a matter of effort. 
By claiming that everyone is equally capable of looking right by putting in the 
effort, the right appearance during a job interview becomes a sign of motivation, 
and the significance of appearance becomes essentially meritocratic. This perspective 
overlooks the unequal valuation and acceptance of different bodies and the cultural 
knowledge required to look appropriate. For example, recruiter Jeannette states: 
‘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’. This illustrates how gatekeepers deny structural exclusion (in this case, 
related to body size) and reshape it into something that applicants are personally 
responsible for.

This chapter teaches us two important things about how aesthetic regulation 
takes place. Firstly, it shows that organizational gatekeepers, who play a significant 
role in elevating the importance of aesthetics for work by having the decision-making 
power over who gets hired, are ambivalent regarding the significance of aesthetics 
in job interviews. While many previous studies demonstrate that aesthetics play a 
role in gatekeepers’ evaluations, and simply assume that these gatekeepers have no 
moral objections to it, this study reveals the struggles of those making the decisions. 
Secondly, it once again illustrates that aesthetic regulation often takes on obscure 
forms. Gatekeepers do not outright state that and how appearances matter; instead, 
they claim that appearance is about something else entirely, thus both legitimizing 
and concealing the importance of aesthetics for work. 

In chapter 4, I present my study on the regulation of aesthetics in the workplace by 
co-workers. Through interviews with precariously employed workers in the creative 
sector and interactive service sector, I explore how peers provide each other with 
aesthetic feedback in workplaces where there are no formal aesthetic guidelines. This 
means that this feedback is not grounded in a formal hierarchy or established aesthetic 
norms. The question I answer here is: How are peers involved in the regulation of 
workers’ aesthetics at work?

Co-workers often give each other feedback in implicit ways, such as through jokes 
or humor. For example, Lara states the following: ‘Sometimes a colleague is a little bit 
sexy and then we say something fun like ‘hello there!’ [laughs]. So we give each other 
feedback on that.’ This example illustrates how peer feedback is often ambiguous, 
both in content and form. The feedback is typically not openly and directly expressed; 
rather, it is concealed through humor, gossip, or offered as assistance. This ambiguity 
does not mean, however, that the feedback has little effect on the receiver.

Similar to the gatekeepers in chapter 3, the workers involved in this type of 
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regulation also explain it using the prevalent commercial logic. Especially in the 
hospitality industry, some employees express the importance of their colleagues 
aesthetically aligning with the style of the company, which is also reflected in how 
the hospitality workers in chapter 5 appreciate their co-workers all looking similar 
when at work. However, above all, many workers seem to value their colleagues 
showing that they ‘match’ through their aesthetics. For instance, Samuel mentions 
receiving comments from several colleagues when he wore a jacket to his job as a 
teaching assistant at a department of a university that is emphatically informal in 
style. Aesthetic regulation by peers, in this sense, is driven by something deeper than 
merely appealing to customers for commercial success; it is deemed important that 
colleagues do not divert too far from the aesthetic norms within the context and that 
they hence show that they ‘belong’ in that particular work context.

Furthermore, contrary to what Lara suggests in the above citation, receiving 
feedback is often not perceived as ‘fun’ at all. For instance, when Anne wears a 
knee-length black dress in the summer, a colleague asks her if she is going to the 
beach. Anne’s discomfort with this remark goes beyond her appearance alone; she 
feels extremely uneasy and fears that she will no longer be taken seriously at work. 
Although these peers have no formal hierarchical power, their aesthetic judgments are 
deeply felt and have serious effects on how people feel and act at work. In the context 
of this dissertation, it is relevant to note that aesthetic regulation – even by peers, 
and even in the absence of formal guidelines – can have profound consequences that 
intrude upon feelings of professionalism and self-worth.

This chapter demonstrates that informal processes of aesthetic regulation in 
the workplace are linked to processes of distinction and taste judgments, which 
has important implications in terms of the reproduction of inequalities. Aesthetic 
feedback by peers often takes on implicit and even concealed forms, is generally 
experienced as uncomfortable (both by the giver and the receiver), and yet, it is 
taken very seriously and felt deeply. This form of regulation illustrates that aesthetic 
feedback, also when it is not given in the context of hierarchical work relations, 
can strongly impact the feelings and experiences of workers. Hence, this chapter 
emphasizes that aesthetic regulation is an ongoing process that continues even after 
people are employed in an organization, and that it is not only done by employers but 
also by co-workers, and often in obscured ways.

In chapter 5, I explore a form of aesthetic regulation that is explicitly top-down 
and enforced: the use of work uniforms. The question addressed here is: How do 
work uniforms regulate work practices and identities? Through interviews with 
employees in two cases of interactive service sector work – train conductors and wait 
staff in upscale restaurants in Amsterdam – I examine what uniforms, specifically 
their materialities, do to the practices and work identities of employees. This study 
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reveals three ways in which the uniform functions as a specific technique of top-down 
regulation by employers that goes far beyond appearance alone.

 Firstly, the uniform creates a sense of responsibility among workers. This is 
partly due to the feeling of being visible to guests or travelers, which gives rise to 
the idea that certain expectations will be placed on the worker regarding availability 
or helpfulness. For example, hospitality worker Madelief, who sometimes performs 
administrative tasks at the bar of the restaurant in her own clothes before changing 
into her uniform, says the following: ‘(...) if I haven’t changed my clothes yet, I feel 
less responsible for the guests coming in’. Train conductors also indicate that when 
traveling to or from work, they often cover their uniform with their own coat to 
avoid getting questions from passengers. The uniform helps to ensure that employees 
feel and behave responsibly at work even in the absence of direct supervision from 
a manager because it impacts their own sense of duty and what they believe others 
expect from them. Even without a manager assigning tasks, the uniform prompts 
them to work.

Secondly, the material properties of the uniform influence the body postures and 
movements of workers, and they normalize body shape. For example, a stiff and sturdy 
uniform encourages an upright posture, while it may hinder certain movements, thus 
continuously and physically reminding employees of the style of self-presentation 
and interactions expected of them. For instance, Tijn, a staff member at a Michelin-
starred restaurant, describes himself as a relaxed and easy-going person, but as soon 
as he buttons up his uniform, according to him, ‘a switch is flipped’, both mentally 
and physically: ‘So you start moving differently’. Tijn’s physical experience of the 
uniform – stiff, cautious movements – aligns with the personality and performances 
expected of him in the posh and expensive restaurant: he is not meant to be his 
loud and exuberant self, but polite and reserved. The uniform, therefore, serves as a 
constant physical reminder of the performance expected of him at work. The same 
applies to body size: workers experience the fit of their uniform as a benchmark for 
how much they should weigh.

Finally, uniforms can contribute to employees redefining their own boundaries 
and interests. A uniform can create the feeling of being someone else or playing a 
role, and as a result, as explained by an upscale hospitality worker, it may lead to 
accepting sexually inappropriate comments and behaviors from guests. Conductors 
are even trained to use the uniform as a technique to deal with verbal abuse from 
passengers, as they are taught not to take insults and threats personally but to see 
them as directed towards the uniform. My respondents confirm that they indeed 
apply this technique and find it useful. As such, the uniform functions as a tool for 
workers accepting risk and abuse. 

This chapter teaches us that aesthetic regulation is a two-way process: regulation 
not only leads to specific work aesthetics, but work aesthetics also regulate work. 
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I demonstrate that aesthetic regulation, in this case in the form of an enforced 
standardized work outfit, can have profound consequences for workers. Both the 
symbolic and material aspects of a mandated work uniform can impact work identities 
and contribute to the redefinition of personal boundaries and the acceptance of 
aggression and danger at work. Given that even non-mandatory work aesthetics are 
regulated, as demonstrated in the first three case studies, this also has implications 
for how we should understand the consequences of aesthetic regulation for non-
uniformed workers. More than the literature has shown so far, work aesthetics can, 
in this way, contribute to the alienation and exploitation of workers.

Together, these case studies demonstrate that aesthetic regulation is an ongoing 
process, often occurring in implicit and ambiguous ways, and that it operates in two 
directions. My approach to aesthetic regulation as a continuous process involving 
various actors enabled me to illustrate how the regulation of workers’ aesthetics can 
take place in more implicit ways, deeply influencing the experiences of employees. 
This is relevant for the understanding of aesthetic labor because it teaches us 
that the aestheticization of work is more intricate than previously acknowledged, 
affecting the alienation of workers in ways that have not yet been described. This has 
implications: 1) for the alienation of workers; 2) for how exclusions and inequalities 
are shaped within organizations; and 3) for comprehending the processes of society-
wide aesthetization.

Implications

First, aesthetic regulation has profound consequences for workers that go far beyond 
simply adjusting one’s appearance or self-presentation. The importance of having 
the ‘right’ aesthetics is deeply felt, as exemplified by my respondents’ reactions to 
negative feedback from peers. Failing to meet aesthetic standards can lead to feelings 
of shame, of social discomfort, and of being perceived as incompetent. This can 
contribute to self-exclusion or accepting exclusion based on aesthetics. Furthermore, 
my research shows that a regulated aesthetic appearance for work (as exemplified 
for the ‘extreme case’ of a work uniform) can contribute to workers’ alienation 
going far beyond the aesthetic mismatch observed by Warhurst & Nickson (2020). 
Uniformed workers indicate that they feel like representatives of the company when 
wearing a uniform, and that they are more willing to accept verbal and sexual abuse 
because it is ‘not personal’ and simply part of the dangerous work situations they 
have to endure. This indicates that the effects of wearing a regulated work outfit 
are not just superficial, but that they deeply impact workers. Given that also non-
mandatory work aesthetics are regulated, the same can be argued for non-uniformed 
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workers. Hochschild’s (1983) analysis emphasizes how emotional labor leads to self-
alienation and exploitation as workers are taught to manipulate their own feelings 
and experiences for the commercial benefit of the company they work for. Building 
upon this and extending this argument to aesthetic labor, Entwistle & Wissinger 
(2006) and Holla (2008) demonstrated, through various cases in the modeling 
industry, how aesthetic labor can also lead to self-exploitation and alienation. Their 
analyses focus on workers who must apply self-discipline and sacrifice their entire 
selves to achieve often unrealistic beauty ideals. My research complements this by 
demonstrating how regulated aesthetics and their material properties can also result 
in workers’ exploitation and alienation as workers are taught through their aesthetics 
that they are ‘playing a role’ or representing the company, and therefore they should 
not take violence and danger personally. This illustrates how aesthetic labor is not a 
superficial performance, but can deeply penetrate workers’ experiences of their work 
and of themselves at work. 

Second, this dissertation has implications for the understanding of how exclusions 
and inequalities are shaped within organizations. The labor market and employment 
organizations are significant sites for the production and reproduction of inequalities. 
These exclusions occur along the lines of gender, race, and class, which goes against 
the law and against dominant societal norms (Dobbin, 2009; Van Pinxteren & de 
Beer, 2016). Often, exclusions are not explicit but occur through cultural repertoires 
that are generally perceived as morally acceptable within organizations. For instance, 
Acker (1990, 2006) analyzes how the image of the ‘ideal worker’ as always available, 
disembodied, and without responsibilities outside of work reproduces systemic 
inequalities related to class and gender. Those who perform caregiving tasks, taking 
care of children or elderly family members, do not fit within the framework of the ideal 
worker. By placing such particular demands on availability and motivation, the image 
of the ideal worker contributes to the structural exclusion of certain individuals – in 
this case, women and people from a working-class background. Moss & Tilly (1996) 
make a similar argument regarding soft skills and race. They demonstrate that in 
entry-level job application processes, the evaluations of applicants by managers are 
often strongly influenced by race. However, these managers do not attribute their 
negative evaluations of black candidates to racism but to ‘soft skill’ criteria, thereby 
legitimizing their essentially racist evaluations and selections.

My research demonstrates that aesthetics also serve as a vehicle for the 
reproduction of systemic inequalities and exclusions. Through their ambiguity and 
the emphasis on commonly accepted idioms such as ‘authenticity’ or ‘charm’, the 
importance of aesthetics for work can seem permissible or even innocent. However, 
aesthetic norms are symbolic constructs that are often inherently sexist and racist. 
For example, Monk’s (2021) findings reveal that being considered unattractive 
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has greater consequences for black individuals than for white individuals in the 
United States. Despite race and gender not being permissible evaluation criteria in 
job interviews, chapters 2 and 3 show that aesthetics do influence hiring decisions 
and that gatekeepers acknowledge this. This influence is often concealed; staffing 
agencies and gatekeepers for instance translate the importance of appearances into 
criteria of aesthetic fit and of what one’s appearance supposedly reveals about their 
personality. These aesthetic evaluation repertoires legitimize exclusions along the 
lines of class, gender, and race. Furthermore, chapter 5 demonstrates that enforced 
work uniforms may better suit certain body types than others, which also holds 
potential for exclusion. As such, the importance of aesthetics in the context of the 
labor market is a means through which structural inequalities are reproduced. At the 
same time, it functions as a way to dismiss issues such as racism and sexism as merely 
aesthetic concerns, thus making them appear less illegal or harmful.
 
Third and finally, this study complements our understanding of processes of society-
wide aesthetization. The literature on aesthetization argues that aesthetics are 
becoming increasingly important for a growing number of individuals (Kuipers, 2022; 
Sarpila et al., 2021; Widdows, 2018). Kuipers (2022) explains this development 
through the rise of work in the interactive service sectors, the emergence of media and 
consumer cultures, social democratization, and new media. What this literature still 
largely overlooks, but what my research clearly demonstrates, is that in the context 
of work people hold rather ambivalent attitudes towards aesthetization and aesthetic 
regulation. Concerning the emphasis on and enforcement of aesthetic norms, it is 
consistently evident that various actors conflictingly feel: we really should not, but we 
are doing it anyway. Of course, earlier studies have shown that aesthetization places 
significant pressures on individuals (Elias et al., 2017), and that there are unequal 
societal norms regarding aesthetics (Sarpila et al., 2020). So we already understand 
that people sometimes struggle with the aestheticization of work and society as a 
whole. My research builds forth upon this by illustrating that even those who endorse 
the significance of aesthetics and specific aesthetic norms hold reservations against 
them, or at the very least express moral ambivalence towards aesthetic regulation.

Future directions

In addition to these insights, this dissertation also prompts new questions that future 
lines of research could address. First, a different selection of cases and respondents 
could potentially yield new insights and a more comprehensive understanding of 
aesthetic regulation. Second, different research methods could complement the 
current findings and offer additional perspectives.
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As for the first point, the positioning of this study within the Dutch post-
industrial labor market is relevant for the interpretation of my analyses and findings. 
I examined the regulation of aesthetics in types of post-industrial work that are 
primarily associated with aesthetic labor. In that sense, it is not surprising that I found 
regulation to take place in various ways, and that its significance was legitimized by 
different actors. On the other hand, the respondents were mainly individuals who 
do not experience specific forms of marginalization. Mostly, they were people who 
are white and able-bodied. This sample, therefore, reinforces my arguments about 
the omnipresence of aesthetic regulation and its serious consequences; even for my 
respondents who perhaps do not experience societal marginalization, aesthetics and 
aesthetic regulation are significant matters.

It is important for future research to build on this by specifically examining the 
experiences of individuals who do not so easily conform to the general societal 
aesthetic norms. For the aural dimension of aesthetics, Butler (2014) investigated 
how people who stutter are limited in the tasks they are assigned and allowed to 
perform, and how they themselves rationalize these exclusions. However, there are 
few studies on individuals who visibly do not entirely meet dominant aesthetic norms, 
such as people with skin conditions or larger bodies. Nickson et al. (2016) showed 
that even a small increase in women’s body mass index reduces their job opportunities 
in the service sector. However, we know little from the aesthetic labor literature about 
how gatekeepers specifically deal with body shape in their evaluations (although 
several gatekeepers in chapter 3 subtly hinted to it) and about the experiences of 
individuals with larger bodies engaged in aesthetic labor. Research in this area 
could provide further insights into 1) how aesthetics are applied and legitimized as 
evaluation criteria in situations where appearances are more prominently present 
due to not fitting general societal norms, and 2) the experiences and consequences of 
aestheticization of the labor market for individuals who do not conform to dominant 
aesthetic norms.

Regarding the second point, the studies in this dissertation could be complemented 
by observational studies. Three out of my four sub-studies are based on various 
methods of in-depth interviewing, such as wardrobe interviews and video-elicitation 
interviews. These methods have proven useful in allowing individuals to narrate 
stories about their practices, experiences, and reflections. After all, to gain insight into 
how individuals experience the aesthetic feedback from their co-workers, how they 
perceive wearing a uniform, and how gatekeepers reflect on the role of appearance 
in job applications, interviewing is an appropriate and suitable method. However, 
what people say they do is not always the same as what they actually do (Jerolmack 
& Khan, 2014). It would be intriguing to further supplement the insights from my 
dissertation with observations of how peers actually give each other aesthetic feedback 
and how gatekeepers evaluate applicants, with considerations related to aesthetics at 
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play, following real job interviews. This calls for a different research design centered 
around observations. Especially given the finding that people clearly hold somewhat 
ambivalent views regarding aesthetic regulation, it is not unlikely that interview data 
may be influenced by social desirability bias. Observations would complement this by 
providing direct, unfiltered accounts of what people actually do in context.

Appearances matter for work. This is not an immutable fact, nor an abstract macro 
given. The regulation of work aesthetics – that is, the ways in which appearances 
are made to be important and aesthetic norms are reinforced – is a process that 
occurs in everyday practices and interactions, and that goes in two directions. At 
different points in the process of finding and having a job, appearances are made to 
matter. Various actors are involved in aesthetic regulation – sometimes in direct ways, 
but also through unclear and implicit forms of regulation. It is precisely this opacity 
and ambivalence surrounding the significance of aesthetics in work that results in 
significant yet underestimated consequences for the alienation of workers, for the 
structuring of inequalities and exclusions in the job market, and for processes of 
society-wide aesthetization.
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Summary – A MATTER OF APPEARANCES How workers ’  aesthetics are 
regulated in advice,  hir ing,  and at work

For a job interview, as well as for a regular workday, people generally invest 
a considerable amount of time, effort, and energy into looking good. This is not 
just driven by vanity. Aesthetics have become increasingly important, affecting for 
instance job opportunities, salaries, status, and recognition. The ‘right’ aesthetics are 
often a condition for being hired, and it is common for employers to set appearance-
related standards for employees, particularly in the service and creative sectors. 
This aesthetization of work puts substantial demands on individuals in terms of 
time, effort, and mental strain. Moreover, it contributes to the exclusion of certain 
individuals and bodies. These far-reaching consequences raise questions about how, 
when, and by whom the importance of aesthetics for work and specific aesthetic 
norms in the workplace are reinforced. In this dissertation, I therefore answer the 
question: How does the regulation of workers’ aesthetics in the Dutch post-industrial 
labor market take place? Based on four qualitative case studies, I argue that aesthetic 
regulation is an ongoing process performed not only by employers but also by other 
labor market actors, that it often takes on implicit and even concealed forms, and that 
it is a two-way process as work aesthetics also regulate workers. 

Aesthetic regulation begins even before someone applies for a job. In chapter 
2, I demonstrate how staffing agencies, through online advice given to job seekers, 
teach prospective workers that their aesthetics are crucial for their chances of finding 
work and how they justify the significance of appearances. My content analysis of 
advice on the websites of employment agencies reveals that this advice is often inutile 
and not concrete, and that it mainly emphasizes the importance of authentically 
‘being yourself ’ while having a natural aesthetic alignment with the organization. 
This uncomfortable tension between the importance of authenticity and the need to 
resemble other individuals within the organization is resolved by framing the advice 
as being in the job seeker’s interest. Employment agencies assert that aesthetics reflect 
individuals’ true nature and that aesthetic alignment is therefore a key indicator of a 
job seeker’s suitability for an organization. These findings contribute to understanding 
how aesthetic regulation occurs even before potential employment and how this type 
of regulation takes place through advice.

Chapter 3 is focused on the subsequent pivotal phase in the job-seeking process: 
the job interview. In collaboration with co-author Kobe De Keere, I analyze the 
ambivalent stance of organizational gatekeepers towards the role of appearance in job 
application procedures, drawing from 40 interviews conducted within Kobe De Keere’s 
‘Hiring on taste’ project. Gatekeepers acknowledge the significance of appearance 
while, contradictorily, expressing that they themselves believe that aesthetics should 
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not matter in application procedures. They resolve this contradiction by applying 
three recurring cultural repertoires to legitimize appearances as selection criteria. 
The first repertoire holds that beauty is productive, resembling the commercial 
repertoire as commonly described in aesthetic labor literature. Second, gatekeepers 
legitimize the importance of appearance by claiming it is not about looks, but about 
‘charisma’, and that aesthetics are indicative of personality. Although they cannot 
explain what charisma is or how personality precisely manifests through aesthetics, 
these selectors legitimize the importance of appearance by recontextualizing it from 
something superficial to a matter of personality, making it seem more profound and 
relevant. Third, gatekeepers argue that looking good is simply a matter of effort. 
By asserting that putting in effort enables everyone to look ‘good’ to an equal 
degree, they transform the ‘right’ appearance during a job application into a sign of 
motivation, thus making the importance of appearance inherently meritocratic. This 
overlooks the unequal valuation and acceptance of different bodies and the cultural 
knowledge required to appear ‘right’. While previous studies demonstrated that 
aesthetics influence gatekeepers’ evaluations and assumed that these gatekeepers 
have no moral issues regarding the role of aesthetics, this study exposes ambivalence 
among those making hiring decisions. Moreover, this chapter demonstrates how the 
importance of appearances in job application procedures is legitimized, thus adding 
to a better understanding of the implicit ways in which aesthetic regulation takes 
place. 

In chapter 4, I analyze how colleagues are implicated in regulating the aesthetics 
of workers in the workplace. From my analysis of 28 wardrobe interviews with 
precariously contracted workers in the creative and service sectors (conducted by 
a small team of researchers as part of the project ‘Dress Work in Precarity – The 
Aesthetics of Precarious Urban Labor Markets’, led by Marguerite van den Berg), 
it becomes evident that colleagues provide each other with feedback, but that the 
forms and content are generally quite ambiguous. Peers often do not directly address 
each other but convey feedback through humor, gossip, or advice. Similar to the 
gatekeepers in chapter 3, the workers involved in regulation explain this through the 
conventional commercial logic, but many workers seem particularly concerned that 
their colleagues demonstrate a ‘match’ through their aesthetic appearance. While 
this feedback is not given within a hierarchical power dynamic and mostly relates 
to matters of taste, it is often taken very seriously by the recipient, to the extent 
that they question their own professionalism after receiving negative feedback. This 
chapter shows that aesthetic regulation is an ongoing process that continues once 
individuals are employed within an organization. Moreover, this type of regulation is 
not solely performed by employers but also by colleagues, often through subtle and 
implicit means.

Finally, in chapter 5, I demonstrate how aesthetic regulation in the workplace 
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is a two-way process: aesthetics are not only regulated, but also regulate. Through 
23 interviews with train conductors in the Netherlands and service personnel in top 
restaurants in Amsterdam, I explore how uniforms worn at work, and specifically 
their materiality, influence employees’ work practices and work identities. Firstly, 
uniforms foster a sense of responsibility among workers. Therefore, uniforms aid in 
inducing employees to feel and behave responsibly at work when there is no manager 
or supervisor present, since uniforms intervene in their own sense of their role and 
what they believe others expect of them. Even without a manager assigning tasks, 
uniforms encourage workers to actively perform work tasks. Secondly, the material 
attributes of uniforms impact workers’ body postures and movements and normalize 
body shape. Uniforms serve as constant physical reminders of the performance 
expected of workers and function as a benchmark for employees’ body size. Lastly, 
uniforms can contribute to employees redefining their own boundaries and interests. 
A uniform can induce the feeling in its wearer of playing a role or of being a different 
person, and this effect is employed by organizations to teach workers to not take 
verbal aggression personally and hence view it as less offensive. This study reveals 
that aesthetic regulation is dual: regulation not only leads to specific work aesthetics, 
but work aesthetics also regulate work. It also demonstrates that aesthetic regulation, 
here in the case of enforced standardized work attire, can have profound implications 
for workers.

Earlier studies indicated that aesthetic regulation occurs through employers, 
via explicit norms and requirements. My findings that aesthetic regulation is often 
subtle and even concealed, that it occurs at various moments and involves various 
actors, and that it operates in two directions, are crucial for understanding workers’ 
alienation due to aesthetic labor, the role of aesthetic labor in the persistence of 
inequalities and exclusions within organizations, and for our understanding of the 
aestheticization of the labor market and society.
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Voor een sollicitatiegesprek, maar ook voor een normale werkdag, steken mensen 
doorgaans behoorlijk wat tijd, moeite en energie in er ‘goed’ uitzien. Dat is niet 
alleen maar uit ijdelheid. Hoe je er uitziet, doet er in toenemende mate namelijk toe 
voor bijvoorbeeld de kans op een baan, voor salaris en voor je status en waardering. 
De ‘juiste’ esthetiek is vaak een voorwaarde om aangenomen te worden, en het is 
gebruikelijk dat werkgevers eisen stellen aan de verschijning van medewerkers - 
zeker bij banen in de dienstensector en creatieve sector. Dit vraagt veel van mensen 
qua tijd, moeite en mentale belasting. Bovendien draagt dit bij aan het uitsluiten 
van bepaalde mensen en lichamen. Deze verregaande gevolgen roepen vragen op 
over hoe, wanneer en door wie het belang van esthetiek voor werk en specifieke 
esthetische normen op het werk bekrachtigd worden. In dit proefschrift onderzocht 
ik daarom hoe esthetische regulering plaatsvindt. De centrale vraag was: hoe vindt 
de regulering van de esthetiek van werkenden in de Nederlandse postindustriële 
arbeidsmarkt plaats? Op basis van vier kwalitatieve deelstudies stel ik dat esthetische 
regulering een doorlopend proces is, waar niet alleen werkgevers maar ook andere 
actoren bij betrokken zijn, dat het vaak verhulde vormen aanneemt, en dat esthetiek 
niet alleen gereguleerd wordt maar ook zelf reguleert. 

Esthetische regulering begint al voordat iemand ergens solliciteert. In hoofdstuk 2 
laat ik zien hoe uitzendbureaus door middel van online adviezen aan werkzoekenden 
leren dat hun esthetiek van doorslaggevend belang is voor hun kansen op een baan, 
en hoe ze uitleggen dat dit belang terecht is. Mijn inhoudsanalyse van adviezen 
op de websites van uitzendbureaus leert dat deze adviezen zelden concreet en 
bruikbaar zijn voor werkzoekenden, en dat ze voornamelijk het belang benadrukken 
van authentiek ‘jezelf zijn’ en van een natuurlijke esthetische match hebben met de 
organisatie. Deze ongemakkelijke spanning tussen het belang van authenticiteit en 
toch moeten lijken op de andere mensen in de organisatie lossen de uitzendbureaus 
op door het advies te framen als in het belang van de werkzoekende. Ze stellen dat 
esthetiek een reflectie is van wie mensen ‘echt’ zijn, en dat een esthetische match 
daarom een belangrijke indicator is van of een werkzoekende past bij een organisatie. 
De bevindingen dragen bij aan het begrijpen van hoe esthetische regulering al voor 
een mogelijke indiensttreding plaatsvindt, en hoe regulering in de vorm van advies 
plaatsvindt. 

In hoofdstuk 3 staat het daaropvolgende mogelijke moment in het proces naar 
een baan centraal: het sollicitatiegesprek. Samen met co-auteur Kobe De Keere 
analyseer ik, op basis van 40 interviews die zijn afgenomen binnen zijn project ‘Hiring 
on taste’, de ambivalente houding van selecteurs ten opzichte van de rol van uiterlijk 
in sollicitatieprocedures. Zij erkennen dat uiterlijk ertoe doen in hun evaluaties van 
kandidaten, maar problematiseren dit ook, en ze lossen deze tegenstrijdigheid op door 
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middel van drie terugkerende culturele repertoires om uiterlijk als sollicitatiecriterium 
te legitimeren. Het eerste repertoire is dat schoonheid productief is, en lijkt daarmee 
op de commerciële logica die vaker beschreven is in de esthetische arbeid literatuur. 
Ten tweede legitimeren selecteurs het belang van uiterlijk door te stellen dat het gaat 
om ‘uitstraling’ en dat esthetiek een indicator is van persoonlijkheid. Hoewel ze niet 
konden uitleggen wat uitstraling is en hoe persoonlijkheid precies uitgedrukt wordt 
door uiterlijk, legitimeren de selecteurs op deze manier het belang van esthetiek 
door het te herconceptualiseren van iets oppervlakkigs naar persoonlijkheid, wat 
het diepzinniger en relevanter lijkt te maken. Ten derde stellen de selecteurs dat 
er goed uitzien simpelweg een kwestie is van moeite doen. Door te stellen dat door 
moeite te doen iedereen in gelijke mate in staat is om er ‘goed’ uit te zien, wordt het 
‘juiste’ uiterlijk bij een sollicitatie een teken van motivatie, en het belang van uiterlijk 
bij uitstek meritocratisch. Hiermee veronachtzamen zij de ongelijke waardering en 
acceptatie van verschillende lichamen en de culturele kennis die nodig is om er ‘juist’ 
uit te zien. Waar eerdere studies aantoonden dat esthetiek meespeelt in de evaluaties 
van selecteurs, en daarbij aannemen dat gatekeepers daar geen morele bezwaren 
tegen hebben, laat deze studie ambivalentie zien: het hoort niet, maar we doen het 
toch. Ten tweede laat dit hoofdstuk zien hoe esthetische regulering verhuld wordt 
door middel van culturele repertoires die het belang van uiterlijk in sollicitaties 
legitimeren. 

In hoofdstuk 4 analyseer ik hoe collega’s betrokken zijn in de regulering van de 
esthetiek van werkenden op het werk. Uit mijn analyse van 28 ‘wardrobe interviews’ 
(afgenomen samen met een klein team van onderzoekers binnen het door Marguerite 
van den Berg geleide project ‘Dress Work in Precarity – The Aesthetics of Precarious 
Urban Labor Markets’) met werkenden met een flexibel contract in de creatieve sector 
en dienstensector, blijkt dat collega’s elkaar feedback geven, maar dat zowel de vorm 
als de inhoud doorgaans nogal ambigu zijn. Zij spreken elkaar vaak niet direct aan, 
maar doen dat in de vorm van grapjes, roddel of advies. Net als de selecteurs in 
hoofdstuk 3, leggen de werkenden die betrokken zijn in regulering dit uit aan de hand 
van de gebruikelijke commerciële repertoires, maar bovenal lijken veel werkenden 
het belangrijk te vinden dat hun collega’s laten zien dat ze ‘matchen’ door middel 
van hun esthetische verschijning. En hoewel deze feedback niet gegeven wordt in 
een hiërarchische machtsrelatie en doorgaans neerkomt op een kwestie van smaak, 
wordt het door de ontvanger vaak heel serieus genomen. Dit hoofdstuk onderstreept 
dat esthetische regulering een proces is dat ook doorgaat wanneer mensen eenmaal 
in een organisatie werken. Deze regulering wordt bovendien niet alleen gedaan door 
werkgevers, maar ook door collega’s, die dat bij uitstek op verhulde manieren doen.

 Tot slot laat ik hoofdstuk 5 zien hoe esthetische regulering op het werk twee 
kanten op gaat: esthetiek is niet alleen dat wat gereguleerd wordt, maar reguleert ook 
zelf. Door middel van 23 interviews met treinconducteurs en bedienend personeel in 
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toprestaurants in Amsterdam onderzocht ik aan de hand van de ‘extreme’ case can 
werkuniformen, en specifiek de materie van uniformen, wat een gereguleerde werk-
esthetiek doet met de werkpraktijken en werkidentiteiten van medewerkers. Ten 
eerste zorgt het uniform voor een gevoel van verantwoordelijkheid bij werkenden. 
Het uniform helpt om te zorgen dat medewerkers zich verantwoordelijk komen te 
voelen en gedragen op het werk wanneer er geen leidinggevende toezicht houdt, 
omdat het ingrijpt op hun eigen gevoel van wat hun taak is, en op wat zij denken dat 
anderen van ze verwachten. Ook zonder de aanwezigheid van een leidinggevende die 
taken toebedeelt, zet het uniform aan tot werken. Ten tweede hebben de materiele 
eigenschappen van het uniform invloed op de lichaamshouding en manier van 
bewegen van werkenden, en normaliseren ze lichaamsvorm. Uniformen fungeren als 
een constante fysieke herinnering aan de ‘performance’ die van werkenden verwacht 
wordt, en vormen een ijkpunt voor de lichaamsomvang van werkenden. Tot slot 
kunnen uniformen eraan bijdragen dat medewerkers hun eigen grenzen en belangen 
herdefiniëren. Zo kan een uniform het gevoel geven iemand anders te zijn of een rol 
te spelen, en wordt het als techniek gebruikt om verbaal geweld niet als persoonlijk, 
en daardoor minder kwalijk, te nemen. Dit leert ons dat esthetische regulering duaal 
is: regulering leidt niet alleen tot een bepaalde werk-esthetiek, maar werk-esthetiek 
reguleert ook werk. Dit laat zien dat esthetische regulering, hier in de vorm van een 
afgedwongen gestandaardiseerde werk-outfit, diepgaande gevolgen kan hebben voor 
werkenden.

Eerdere studies toonden aan dat esthetische regulering plaatsvindt door 
werkgevers, door middel van expliciete normen en vereisten. Mijn bevindingen 
dat esthetische regulering vaak juist verhuld en subtiel is, dat het op verschillende 
moment en door verschillende actoren gedaan wordt, en dat het tweezijdig 
plaatsvindt, is belangrijk voor het begrip van de hoe esthetische arbeid bijdraagt aan 
de vervreemding van van werkenden, voor de rol van esthetiek in hoe ongelijkheden 
en uitsluitingen in organisaties ge(re)produceerd worden, en voor het begrip van de 
esthetisering van de arbeidsmarkt en samenleving. 
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Appendix 

Data sources for chapter 2

Organization Category Link to advice page 

Young Capital Specific target 
audience: young and 
educated

https://www.youngcapital.nl/sollicitatietips/sollicitatiegesprek 

We Talent Specific sector or job 
type: construction

https://www.wetalent.nl/sollicitatiehulp/blog/7-kledingtips-voor-
een-succesvol-sollicitatiegesprek/

Tempo-Team General, large agency https://www.tempo-team.nl/sollicitatie/sollicitatiekleding

Walters People Specific sector: 
finance

https://www.walterspeople.nl/carriere-advies/vier-kledingtips-
voor-je-eerste-werkdag.html

Pro-Assistance Specific sector: 
management support

https://www.pro-assistance.nl/wat-trek-je-in-de-zomer-aan-naar-
je-werk

Driessen Specific sector: public 
sector

https://www.driessen.nl/samenslim/sneakers-aan-stropdas-om-op-
naar-het-werk/

Receptioniste.nl Specific sector: 
management support

https://www.receptioniste.nl/nieuws/dresscode-op-warme-dagen

Randstad General, large agency https://www.randstad.nl/ontwikkelen/loopbaan/solliciteren/
sollicitatiegesprek-voorbereiden

Unique General, large agency https://unique.nl/sollicitatietips/jouw-carriere/tips-
sollicitatiegesprek

Timing General, large agency https://www.timing.nl/flexkrachten/vergroot-je-kansen/
sollicitatiegesprek/

Manpower General, large agency https://www.manpower.nl/Blogdetail/39993800/44380007/Strak-
in-pak-of-een-casual-look-voor-je-sollicitatiegesprek.html

Sparkling People General https://sparklingpeople.nl/blog/9-hoe-maak-je-een-goede-eerste-
indruk

Start People General, large agency https://startpeople.nl/ik-ben-kandidaat/sollicitatietips/tips-voor-je-
sollicitatiegesprek
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Op de voorkant van dit proefschrift staat mijn naam, maar zonder de hulp en steun 
van een heleboel mensen was dit werk niet tot stand gekomen. Ik wil een aantal 
mensen die belangrijk zijn geweest voor dit werk in het bijzonder bedanken. 
 
Als eerste bedank ik alle mensen die bereid waren om hun verhalen, ervaringen 
en tijd te delen in de vele interviews die de basis vormen van dit onderzoek. Jullie 
belangeloze inzet en openhartigheid zijn de onmisbare basis van deze thesis. De - 
soms verbazingwekkend intieme en emotionele - gesprekken waren een bron van 
nieuwe ideeën en nieuwsgierigheid, en een aantal van de interviews zullen mij altijd 
bijblijven. Niet alle interviews zijn door mij afgenomen, en daarom bedank ik ook 
de verschillende collega’s en student-assistenten die betrokken zijn geweest bij het 
afnemen en transcriberen van de interviews.
 
Marguerite en Kobe, ik ben jullie heel erg dankbaar voor jullie geweldige begeleiding. 
Inhoudelijk, maar ook in bredere zin op het gebied van werk en op persoonlijk vlak, 
heb ik veel van jullie geleerd. Wanneer ik vastliep in getwijfel, of wanneer er simpelweg 
wel erg veel andere dingen waren die gebeurden in het leven, hielpen jullie om het 
onderzoek in beweging te houden, en daarbij een balans te vinden tussen hoge 
verwachtingen en realisme over de mogelijkheden binnen de omstandigheden. Bedankt 
voor het delen van jullie kennis en wijsheid, en voor jullie aanhoudende betrokkenheid 
en vertrouwen. Ik ben blij dat ik de afgelopen jaren de kunst een beetje bij jullie heb 
mogen afkijken, en ik hoop dat ik dat in de toekomst mag blijven doen.
 
In de aanloop en beginfase van dit promotietraject zijn de steun en betrokkenheid van 
een aantal mensen onmisbaar geweest. Josien, dank voor de aanmoediging voor mijn 
plan om een onderzoeksvoorstel te schrijven en een promotiebeurs aan te vragen. De 
gesprekken die wij hier jaren geleden over gevoerd hebben waren doorslaggevend voor 
mijn vertrouwen in mijn onderzoeksplannen. Giselinde, bedankt voor de fantastische 
begeleiding bij het aanvragen van de promotiebeurs en in de eerste fase van dit 
onderzoek. Ik heb veel van je geleerd, en ik blijf een bewonderaar van jouw werk. 
 
Een bron van gezelligheid, leerzaam commentaar, eindeloze discussies en welkome 
afleiding waren (en zijn) mijn UvA-collega’s en vrienden van de universiteit. In het 
bijzonder wil ik Thijs, Myra, Lieve, Michiel, Tara, Charlotte, Minke, Floris, Anna, 
Laila, Luisa en Christoph bedanken. En natuurlijk Laura en Fenna: wat was en is het 
fijn om met jullie eindeloos te praten over onderzoek, en vooral over een heleboel 
andere dingen. 
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Ook de collegialiteit en steun van mijn HvA-collega’s waren belangrijk voor dit project. 
Floor, Joop, Hafid, Melissa, Mathieu, Angelique en Hoeby wil ik bedanken voor de 
fijne samenwerking, en voor het samen tot uitvoer brengen van heleboel mooie 
ideeën voor onderzoek en onderwijs. Ivo en Pao Lin, bedankt voor het vertrouwen, 
en voor het mogelijk maken om mijn onderwijswerkzaamheden zo veel mogelijk 
rondom mijn onderzoek te plannen.
 
In de vijf jaar waarin dit proefschrift tot stand kwam, stond het leven bepaald niet 
stil. Zonder de hulp en steun in vele vormen van mijn lieve (schoon-)familie en 
vrienden was het niet gelukt om een promotieonderzoek te combineren met een 
jong gezin. Papa, mama, Diny en Arnold: bedankt voor al jullie zorg en alles wat 
jullie doen. Bedankt voor de mooie cover, Jan-Willem. Marlien en Jasper, ik heb het 
getroffen met zulke fantastische vrienden. Dank voor het onvermoeibaar aanhoren 
en aanmoedigen, en natuurlijk voor het uitlenen van jullie huizen. 
 
Sacha, dankjewel voor je eindeloze begrip, aanmoedigingen, wijze adviezen, 
verrassende inzichten, humor, en liefde. Wat heb ik ongelooflijk geluk met jou, Boris 
en Rowan!  
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The time, effort and energy people invest into looking 
good for work is not simply driven by vanity. Aesthetics 
have become increasingly important, affecting for instance 
job opportunities, salaries, status, and recognition. The 
‘right’ aesthetics are often a condition for being hired 
and it is common for employers to set appearance-
related standards for employees, particularly in the 
service and creative sectors. This aesthetization of work 
puts substantial demands on individuals in terms of time, 
effort, and mental strain. Moreover, it contributes to the 
exclusion of certain individuals and bodies. These far-
reaching consequences raise questions about how, when, 
and by whom the importance of aesthetics for work and 
specific aesthetic norms in the workplace are reinforced. 

In this dissertation, I look into how the regulation of 
workers’ aesthetics in the Dutch post-industrial labor 
market takes place. In four qualitative case studies, I show 
that aesthetic regulation is an ongoing process performed 
not only by employers but also by other labor market 
actors, that it often takes on implicit or concealed forms, 
and that it is a two-way process, as work aesthetics also 
regulate workers. 

At different points in the process of finding and having a 
job appearances are made to matter. Sometimes in direct 
ways, but often through unclear and implicit forms of 
regulation. It is precisely this opacity and ambivalence 
surrounding the significance of aesthetics in work that 
results in significant yet underestimated consequences for 
the alienation of workers, for the structuring of inequalities 
and exclusions in the job market, and for 
society-wide aesthetization.

a 
matter 

of 
appearances

How workers’ aesthetics are regulated 
in advice, hiring, and at work

Laura Vonk
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