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PREFACE

I got involved in studying the economics of beauty in a curious way. Early in 1993, I noticed that the data I was using on another research project included interviewers’ ratings of the beauty of the survey’s respondents. I thought it would be fun to think about how beauty affects earnings and labor markets generally. The result was the first of the six refereed scholarly papers that I have published on this topic. A serious difficulty for me in this line of research has been that many economists find work on this topic, and even this kind of topic, to be beyond the scope of economic research. That kind of narrow-mindedness has conspired in the past to make economics appear boring in the eyes of many non-economists. As the work of Gary Becker, Steve Levitt, and, to a much lesser extent, my own has shown, economic research can be anything but boring. Many of the topics that we work on, and on which serious economic thinking can shed light, are fun and involve issues that could not be understood using the methods of any other scholarly discipline.

I began working nearly twenty years ago to discover what economics has to say on the topic of physical appearance. Many of the themes that are discussed in this book were first tested out in scholarly papers, and later became part of an ever-evolving lecture that I have delivered in various venues, entitled “The Economics of Beauty.” In developing the scholarly papers and in presenting the public lecture, I have received numerous comments from listeners, both other economists and the smart people who happened to show up to hear me. Large numbers of the comments have been useful; and even where they have not been, they have still been fun to receive. Perhaps the most amusing was a comment from a distinguished economist who asked, “Are you sure that beauty isn’t just correlated with early-birdness [a term whose meaning was initially completely opaque to me and most of the audience, but presumably alludes to early birds catching worms]?”

I was not the first to look at the relationship between beauty and economic outcomes—that’s an old topic. I was, however, the first to examine it using a nationally representative sample of adults, and to do so in the context of economic models of the determination of earnings. My subsequent work broadened this approach into a research agenda that inquired into the “Why?” of this relationship and, more generally, into the meaning of discrimination as perhaps represented by the economic roles of beauty and ugliness. As one former student of mine put it, all of this has led to the development of a subfield that one might dub pulchronomics.

Many of my colleagues have contributed indirectly to this book. The most important have been the coauthors who have worked on beauty topics with me, including the students Ciska Bosman and Amy Parker, and my friends Xin Meng and Junsen Zhang. Crucial throughout have been Jeff Biddle and Gerard Pfann, who have become the most frequent coauthors in my now forty-three-year professional career. Seminar attendees at a very large number of universities, and especially at the National Bureau of Economic Research Labor Studies meetings, have made comments that have improved some of the papers I discuss in this volume. My labor economist colleagues Gerald Oettinger and Steve Trejo were also very generous with their time to listen to my ideas, as was Melinda Moore.

The authors of all the economic studies that have been published since the early 1990s have also, without intending it, contributed substantially to the work. Three reviewers of an earlier draft of the manuscript made cogent comments that greatly improved the presentation. Particular contributions to the book were also made by Judith Langlois, Vice Provost at the University of Texas at Austin, and probably the leading expert on the perception of beauty by infants. My law professor brother made helpful comments on chapter 8, and at age ninety-one, my late mother, Madeline Hamermesh, solved my search for a good title. Her contribution is the first thing that the reader sees.

Using the 5 to 1 scale that I discuss in chapter 2, I am a 3. In my eyes, my wife of forty-four years, Frances W. Hamermesh, is a 5. (I did, however, make the mistake of commenting in a widely circulated newspaper interview that she was not Isabella Rossellini, nor was I Alec Baldwin.) She has encouraged my work on this topic over nearly two decades. Still more important, she made it clear when it was time to stop producing new work and make the entire oeuvre accessible outside the narrow economics specialty. Her comments on all drafts of the manuscript improved it tremendously. I dedicate this book to this amazing woman:

She walks in beauty, like the night

Of cloudless climes and starry skies:

And all that’s best of dark and bright

Meet in her aspect and her eyes:

The smiles that win, the tints that glow,

But tell of days in goodness spent,

A mind at peace with all below,

A heart whose love is innocent!

“She Walks in Beauty,” George Gordon, Lord Byron

Daniel S. Hamermesh, Austin, Texas                November 2010


PART I

Background
to Beauty


CHAPTER 1

The Economics of Beauty

Modern man is obsessed with beauty. From the day we are old enough to recognize our faces in a mirror until well after senility sets in, we are concerned with our looks. A six-year-old girl wants to have clothes like those of her “princess” dolls; a pre-teenage boy may insist on a haircut in the latest style (just as I insisted on my crew cut in 1955); twenty-somethings primp at length before a Saturday night out. Even after our looks, self-presentation, and other characteristics have landed us a mate, we still devote time and money to dyeing our hair, obtaining hair transplants, using cosmetics, obtaining pedicures and manicures, and dressing in the clothes that we spent substantial amounts of time shopping for and eventually buying. Most days we carefully select the right outfits from our wardrobes and groom ourselves thoroughly.

The average American husband spends thirty-two minutes on a typical day washing, dressing, and grooming, while the average American wife spends forty-four minutes. There is no age limit for vanity: Among single American women age seventy and older, for some of whom you might think that physical limitations would reduce the possibility of spending time on grooming, we find forty-three minutes devoted to this activity on a typical day.1 Many assisted living facilities and nursing homes even offer on-site beauty salons. For most Americans, grooming is an activity in which they are willing to invest substantial chunks of their time.

We not only spend time enhancing our appearance—we spend large sums of money on it too. In 2008, the average American household spent $718 on women’s and girls’ clothing; $427 on men’s and boys’ clothing; $655 on infants’ clothing, footwear, and other apparel products and services; and $616 on personal care products and services.2 Such spending totaled roughly $400 billion and accounted for nearly 5 percent of all consumer spending that year. No doubt some of this spending is necessary just to avoid giving olfactory or visual offense to family members, friends, and others whom we meet; but that minimal amount is far less than we actually spend on these items.

There is nothing uniquely modern or American about concerns about dress and personal beautification. Archaeological sites from 2500 BCE Egypt yield evidence of jewelry and other body decoration, and traces of ochre and other body paints are readily available even earlier, from Paleolithic sites in southern France. People in other industrialized countries early in the twenty-first century show similar concerns for their appearance and beauty: For example, in 2001 German husbands spent thirty-nine minutes grooming and dressing, while German wives spent forty-two minutes in these activities, quite close to the American averages. This similarity is remarkable, since you would think that cultural differences might lead to different outcomes.3 It suggests the universality of concerns about beauty and its effects on human behavior.

The public’s responses to beauty today are fairly similar across the world. The Chinese producers of the 2008 Summer Olympics must have believed this when they put an extremely cute nine-year-old girl on worldwide television to lip-sync the singing of a less attractive child who had a better voice.4 The same attitudes underlay the worldwide brouhaha about the amateur English singer, Susan Boyle, whose contrasting beautiful voice and plain looks generated immense media attention in 2009.

Our preoccupation with looks has fostered the growth of industries devoted to indulging this fascination. Popular books have tried to explain the biological basis for this behavior or to exhort people to grow out of what is viewed as an outdated concern for something that should no longer be relevant for purely biological purposes.5 Newsstands in every country are cluttered with magazines targeting people of different ages, gender, and sexual preference, counseling their readers on methods to improve their looks. A typical example from the cover of a lifestyle magazine for women offers advice on “Beauty Secrets of the Season.” One of its counterparts counsels men on how to “Get Fit, Strong and Lean in 6 Weeks.”6

The importance of beauty is evident in the results of a telephone survey in the United States.7 Among the randomly selected people who responded to the survey, more felt that discrimination based on looks in the United States exceeded discrimination on ethnicity/national background than vice-versa. Slightly more people also reported themselves as having experienced discrimination based on their appearance than reported discrimination based on their ethnicity. Average Americans believe that disadvantages based on looks are real and even that they have personally suffered from them.

All well and good—the time and money that we spend on it should enhance our interest in beauty and its effects, and we are worried about and experience negative feelings if our looks are subpar. But is the concern of economists more than just a prurient one in response to this intriguing topic? Part of the answer to this question stems from the nature of economics as a discipline. A very appealing characterization is that economics is the study of scarcity and of the incentives for behavior that scarcity creates. A prerequisite for studying beauty as an economic issue must be that beauty is scarce. For beauty to be scarce, as buyers of goods and renters of workers’ time people must enjoy beauty. If they cannot find sufficient beauty supplied freely, and are therefore willing to offer money to obtain more of it, it must be that beauty is scarce.

Take as given the notion that the scarcity of beauty arises from genetic differences in people’s looks, so that by some socially determined criteria some people are viewed as better-looking than others. (I discuss what I mean operationally by “beauty” in the next chapter.) Would beauty still be scarce if we were all genetically identical? Of course, this eventuality is not about to occur, but even under this unrealistic scenario it would still make sense to talk about an economics of beauty. So long as people desire to distinguish themselves from others, some of these hypothetical clones will spend more on their appearance than others in order to stand out from the crowd. Some of Dr. Seuss’s Sneetches—a tribe of birdlike creatures who look identical—illustrate this desire for distinction along one dimension in the face of boring sameness along all others by putting stars on their bellies. The term “scarce beauty” is redundant—by its nature, beauty is scarce.

The other part of the answer to this question stems from what I will demonstrate are the large number of economic outcomes related to beauty—areas where differences in individuals’ beauty can directly influence economic behavior. Markets for labor of a variety of types, perhaps even all labor markets, might generate premium pay for good looks and pay penalties for bad looks. The measurement of pay premia and penalties in different jobs and for people belonging to different demographic groups is a standard exercise among economic researchers. Doing so in the case of beauty is a straightforward application.

With every effect on the price of a good or service, in these cases wage rates, which are the prices of workers’ time, there is an effect on quantity. How a personal characteristic alters the distribution of workers across jobs and occupations is standard fodder for economists; and beauty is surely a personal characteristic that can change the kinds of jobs and occupations that people choose.

If beauty affects behavior in labor markets and generates differences in wages and the kinds of jobs that we hold, it may also produce changes in how we choose to use our time outside our jobs. How we spend our time at home is not independent of how we spend our time at work or of the kinds of occupations we choose. If differences in beauty alter outcomes in the workplace, they are likely to alter outcomes at home too.

A characteristic like beauty that affects wages and employment will also affect the bottom line of companies and governments that employ the workers whose looks differ. Are certain industries likely to be more significantly affected? How does the existence of concerns about beauty affect companies’ sales and profitability? How is executives’ pay affected by their beauty? Perhaps most important, how can companies survive if beauty is scarce and thus adds to companies’ costs and presumably reduces their profitability?

The more basic question is why these direct effects on labor-market outcomes arise. Whose behavior generates the outcomes that we hope to measure? Aside from allowing us to measure the importance of the phenomenon of beauty in economic behavior, economics as a policy art/science should be able to isolate the mechanisms by which it affects outcomes. It is crucial to know how beauty generates its effects if we are to guard against giving undue importance to its role in the functioning of labor markets. It is also important in weighing the benefits and costs to society of our attitudes about human beauty.

All of these possible economic influences of beauty are direct and are at least potentially measurable. And those measurements can readily be made in monetary terms, or at least converted into monetary equivalents, so that we can obtain some feel for the size of the impacts relative to those of other economic outcomes. Because of the scarcity of beauty, its effects outside markets for labor and goods can also be studied in economic terms. Marriage is just such a market, although husbands and wives are not bought or sold in rich countries today. Yet the attributes that we bring to the marriage market affect the outcomes we obtain in that market, specifically the characteristics of the partner who we match with. Beauty is one of those attributes, so it is reasonable to assume that differences in the beauty that we bring to the marriage market will create differences in what we get out of it. We trade our looks for other things when we date and marry; but what are those other things, and how much of them do our looks enable us to acquire?

Taking all of this together, the economic approach treats beauty as scarce and tradable. We trade beauty for additional income that enables us to raise our living standards (satisfy our desires for more things) and for non-monetary characteristics of work and interpersonal relations, such as pleasant colleagues, an enjoyable workplace, and so on, that also make us better off. Researchers in other disciplines, particularly social psychology, have generated massive amounts of research on beauty, occasionally touching on economic issues, particularly in marriage markets. But economists have added something special and new to this fascinating topic—a consistent view of exchange and value related to a central human characteristic—beauty.

The economics of beauty illustrates the power of using very simple economic reasoning to understand phenomena that previously have been approached in other ways. That power, the time and money that are spent on beauty worldwide, and human fascination with beauty, are more than sufficient reasons to spend time thinking about beauty from an economic point of view. The economic approach to beauty is a natural complement to economic research on less general topics such as suicide and sumo wrestling, sleep and commercial sex.8

I concentrate on economic issues, introducing studies from the psychology and other literatures only where they amplify the economics or contribute essential foundations to understanding the economics of beauty. These other approaches are important; they have provided many insights into human behavior and garnered a lot of media attention. But because they do not rest on a choice-based economic approach, they cannot provide the particular insights that economic thinking does.9

The economic approach is broad, but not all-encompassing. Economic analysis cannot explain what makes some personal characteristics attractive and others not—or why the same individual’s looks evoke different responses from each different observer. We take the sources of differences in preferences in the same country and at the same time as outside our purview. It does not describe how responses to personal characteristics differ over the centuries or among societies. It treats these too as given. But knowing what human beauty is—what are the attributes that make the typical onlooker view some people as attractive and others as not—is the essential pre-condition for thinking about the economic impacts of beauty. For that reason, the next chapter describes what we know about the determinants of human beauty, a topic that has received a lot of attention from social psychologists and that underlies what economics has to say about the role of beauty.


CHAPTER 2

In the Eye of the Beholder

DEFINITIONS OF BEAUTY

What is human beauty? How does beauty vary by gender, race, and age? Most important, do observers have at least somewhat consistent views of what makes a person beautiful? In order to answer these questions, we first need to attempt to define beauty. One online dictionary offers a definition of beauty that is relevant for our purposes: “The quality or aggregate of qualities in a person or thing that gives pleasure to the senses or pleasurably exalts the mind or spirit.”1 The term “aggregate of qualities in a person” comes close to describing beauty in an economic context; but it still leaves the definition vague for practical purposes—what qualities, what aggregate? “Beauty is in the eye of the beholder,” the first stock phrase that comes to your mind when asked about human beauty, suggests that people’s opinions about this question of human beauty differ.

For economic purposes the questions are what characteristics make a person beautiful, and do people agree on what these characteristics are and what expressions of them constitute human beauty. You and I may differ in our views about what beauty is. But if our views about human beauty are somewhat similar, and we are typical individuals, then our opinions are valuable representatives of how the general population views beauty. And if we examine how people have viewed beauty over the ages, we can acquire a more sophisticated understanding of what human beauty is and have more informed opinions when we judge people’s looks.

Even if people agreed completely on what expressions of various characteristics constitute beauty, we would still need to decide which particular constellation of characteristics should be considered in the definition. Is it hair or hair color? Weight? Height? Physiognomy—just the face? Internal beauty—character and its expression—reversing the popular saying that beauty is only skin deep? Is it generosity? Sympathy? Facial expression? Dress? Combinations of these? To discuss the economic effects of beauty, I want to narrow the focus as much as possible to faces. One might argue that physiognomy represents only a tiny part of human beauty—and that is correct. Nonetheless, physiognomy can be isolated and used as a basis for judgments about human beauty:

She reminded me of the daughter that I always had wished for. Bright eyes, a mouth ready to laugh, high cheekbones and luxurious shoulder-length brown hair. The photo didn’t show if she was short or tall, fat or thin, bent or erect—it was only a passport photo.2

Or, as the psychoanalyst Oliver Sacks put it, “it is the face, first and last, that is judged ‘beautiful’ in an aesthetic sense.”3

As these quotations suggest, people can and do make judgments about beauty based only on physiognomy. Throughout this book I examine how judgments about this one manifestation of beauty affect behavior.

No doubt standards of beauty do change over time. The Renoir nudes that enthralled the art world from the 1880s through the early twentieth century would not be regarded as great beauties today—while not unattractive, they are probably too zaftig for contemporary tastes. On the other hand, late-nineteenth-century observers almost certainly would have regarded today’s models on the runways of Parisian haute couture as incipiently consumptive, perhaps a character out of La Bohème (just as my late grandmother, born in Europe in 1887, viewed my thin face as suggesting that I am dangerously underweight). Even within a society, standards of facial beauty do change over time. Standards also differ, or at least used to differ, across societies at roughly similar points in time. The gentleman in figure 2.1 is Rudolf Valentino, the Hollywood heartthrob of the 1920s. Most people even today would agree that he was quite beautiful—presumably that was a major underpinning of his success as a movie actor. The gentleman in figure 2.2 also lived in the early twentieth century, but in the Arctic. While his fellows would have agreed that he is beautiful, it is unlikely that his looks would have landed him a Hollywood movie contract.

Within a society at a point in time, including the worldwide society of developed nations, there is substantial agreement on what constitutes human beauty. I asked three women, ages twenty, thirty-five, and sixty-five, who the sexiest men in the world are today. All three included George Clooney in their list. Having presented his picture and those of a number of other men, including Asian and American politicians and actors, to audiences in the United States, Asia, Australia, and Europe, I am certain that there is nearly universal agreement that George Clooney is considered better-looking than almost anyone else.

[image: image]

Figure 2.1. Rudolf Valentino, actor, 1920s. © Bettmann/CORBIS

[image: image]

Figure 2.2. Inuit man, 1920s. Photo from Maritime History Archive, Memorial University of Newfoundland, St. John’s, NL.

It is not that George Clooney is a Westerner and there is some kind of universal prejudice in favor of Western faces. Take the two women in figures 2.3 and 2.4. I would wager that most readers, be they Western or not, would consider South Carolina governor Nikki Haley, who is of South Asian descent, much better-looking than U.S. senator Barbara Mikulski. These cases at least provide anecdotal evidence of the current near-universality of today’s standards of human beauty.

[image: image]

Figure 2.3. Nikki Haley, U.S. politician, 2000s. AP Photo/Alex Brandon, File.

Cultural differences do still exist. A recent report on a “fat farm” in Mauritania, one of the poorest countries in the world, illustrates their persistence.4 This is not the kind of “fat farm” to which rich North Americans retreat to lose weight, but one where young girls are fed, and even force-fed, to produce rotund young adults who are viewed as attractive. But even this unusual cultural difference appears to be diminishing in importance as Mauritania industrializes and becomes more integrated with the outside world.5

[image: image]

Figure 2.4. Barbara Mikulski, U.S. politician, 2000s. Official government photo from the U.S. Senate Historical Office.

WHY DO BEAUTY STANDARDS MATTER?

Unless people agree on what constitutes human beauty—unless there is at least a somewhat common standard of beauty—it cannot have any independent effect on outcomes such as earnings. It might seem to have an effect, even if people disagreed about beauty, but that could only be if other characteristics that affect those outcomes are related to beauty.

These same arguments apply to the role of beauty in other areas in which human beings trade. We trade our characteristics when we enter into a marriage. As the story of Jacob’s efforts to win the hand of Rachel “of beautiful form and fair to look at” illustrates, throughout human history men who can raise more sheep, produce more crops, or earn more dollars in the stock market have used these characteristics to obtain more desirable (and, in some societies and epochs, more) wives.6 If men agree on feminine beauty, just as in labor markets those women viewed as beautiful will command a higher price, either explicitly or in the form of husbands who can provide them with more resources. They will obtain more and better food, an easier lifestyle, more freedom to do what they want, and other benefits. As men and women become more equal economically, so long as women have common views about men’s beauty, the same behavior will apply in reverse: Women who have more to offer men, including the economic advantages they can offer prospective husbands, will obtain the better-looking husbands.

So long as there are common standards of beauty, they will affect outcomes in any market where beauty affects transactions—where it affects what is traded. That is as true for hiring workers as it is for marriage contracts. The question for analyzing the economic effects of beauty is whether the idea of common beauty standards is represented by more than just the pictorial anecdotes presented here. Do people agree, at least to some extent, on which of their fellows are good-looking and which are not? Do they share common views of human beauty?

HOW DO WE MEASURE HUMAN BEAUTY?

We can’t see whether there are common standards of beauty unless we are able to compare different people’s views about beauty. And we can’t easily compare them unless we can somehow measure them. The difficulty is that there is no single way to attach numerical scores to observers’ beliefs about the beauty of the people they see. When I was a senior in high school we read Marlowe’s Dr. Faustus, in which the title character describes a vision of Helen of Troy and declaims, “Is this the face that launch’d a thousand ships, and burnt the topless towers of Ilium?” This prompted one of my fellow nerds to suggest that we should measure the pulchritude of the girls in our class in milli-Helens! This is as reasonable a subjective measuring device as another, but perhaps unsurprisingly it has not been applied in research on beauty.

One might, for example, use a numerical rating scheme and use a 10 to 1 scale. One might instead use a 5 to 1 scale. To see that these are not the same, look at the next five people you see and give each one a rating on a 5 to 1 scale. Ask yourself afterward: “If I had instead used a 10 to 1 scale, would my ratings just have been double those that I gave on the 5 to 1 scale?” I doubt it. In particular, I would bet that scores of 10 on the 10 to 1 scale would be substantially less frequent than the top score on the 5 to 1 scale.

In asking onlookers to rate people’s beauty, do we attach verbal descriptions to the numerical ratings that observers are asked to give, or are they simply asked to choose a score? Even with the same scale, say 5 to 1, the answers will differ depending upon what, if anything, the observer is told about the meaning of the scores.

What are the observers asked to rate—people standing in front of them, or pictures? Both approaches have been used, and the difference between them forms the main underlying distinction among studies of beauty. Ratings of the same person by the same observer will differ between the two methods. The picture may show her looking radiant upon her college graduation, or him beaming on his wedding day. People do not react the same way to the camera, and it is impossible to adjust for differences in their reactions when we use observers’ ratings of pictures. Some may be dressed well for the picture, others dressed sloppily. Some may be captured scowling, while others have a smile that is glowing enough to turn a 4 into a 5.

Assuming that we rely on ratings of pictures, what are they pictures of? What are the observers asked to rate? Faces alone? Head and shoulders? Full body? Posed or not? Since I have defined beauty for the purpose of this study as physiognomy, head and shoulders, or even the face alone, would be best; but pictures like that are not always available.

The problem is equally, but differently, challenging if we rely on ratings of people who are being interviewed face-to-face. If nothing else, and even with the most explicit instructions, interviewers will tend to base their assessments on the nature of the interactions that they have already had with the person. Does the interviewee answer the door in a dress suit, or in a sweat suit post-workout? Is she at the end of a tiring day, or is she fresh and ready to deal with whatever the world may bring? All of these variations in appearance and behavior will condition how the interviewer assesses her looks.

With both photographs and interviews, it is impossible to be sure that the rater is basing the rating solely on physiognomy. A restriction to physiognomy is more likely with pictures, but even there, weight may enter into the rating (remember the Renoir model). In the end, it is impossible to restrict ratings to be objective—the rating of beauty is inherently subjective. People will always disagree to some extent.

While there may be universal standards of beauty, and thus substantial agreement on what is beautiful, there are no universal standards on how people in different countries and cultures respond when confronted by what appear to be identical requests to rate others’ beauty. Even with the best translation, what appear to be the same rating systems may have different meanings in different societies. And there may be international differences in raters’ generosity or willingness to make fine distinctions.

There is no way of avoiding these problems. The best we can do in interpreting studies of the effects of beauty is to be sure that raters of beauty were monitored so that they adhered to strict guidelines that are at least internally consistent when they provided their ratings.

The most widely used scale in the beauty literature has been a 5 to 1 rating scheme, usually with instructions to the interviewers/raters about what these ratings mean. The numerical scores were defined in instructions to interviewers in a nationally representative 1971 survey conducted by the University of Michigan. They have been used with minor variations in many subsequent studies, both those based on observations during live interviews and those based on ratings of photographs.7

Near the end of a lengthy interview in the Michigan survey, the interviewer was instructed to “rate the respondent’s physical appearance” using the scale:



	5

	Strikingly handsome or beautiful




	4

	Good-looking (above average for age and sex)




	3

	Average looks for age and sex




	2

	Quite plain (below average for age and sex)




	1

	Homely





Note the parenthetical qualifiers that were included to induce the interviewers to abstract from preconceptions that they might have about age or gender differences in looks.

To get a feel for the use of this rating scheme, look at the next ten strangers you see and try rating their looks along this scale. Don’t intellectualize about your rating—as the interviewers did, it should be a snap response to your impressions. I would be surprised if you cannot easily distinguish a “4” from a “2” among the people you encounter.

I was obsessed by these data in the first few days after I discovered them. I walked around my campus mentally rating the beauty of most of the people I passed on this 5 to 1 scale. I admit that I also rated my colleagues’ looks on this scale, thus violating the anonymity that should exist between subject and rater but that is necessarily violated in ratings based on interviews.

The distributions of these interviewers’ ratings along the 5 to 1 scale in this study and in a related study conducted later in the 1970s are shown in table 2.1, separately for men and women. Here, as in many subsequent tabulations of ratings of beauty based on interviews, more individuals are assessed as being in the top two categories than in the bottom two. Interviewers’ formal subjective ratings of beauty are not quite characterized by a Lake Wobegon effect—not everyone is above average in beauty—but the average person whose beauty is assessed in this study is considered above average.

TABLE 2.1
Ratings of Appearance, Quality of American Life, and Quality of Employment Surveys, Americans Ages 18–64, 1970s (percent distributions)*

[image: image]

* Tabulations from raw data describing 1,495 women and 1,279 men.

Interviewer-based ratings from vastly different cultures produce the same general results. Evidence from a survey in Shanghai, China, from the mid-1990s demonstrates the similarity of ratings to those in the United States. The Chinese interviewers were, though, particularly unwilling to rate people as below-average in looks—only 1 percent of men, and 1 percent of women, were rated as below-average or ugly. Nearly two-thirds of each group was rated as average.

Using the same 5 to 1 scale as in table 2.1, raters examined nearly 2,500 photographs of students who entered a large, prestigious law school between 1969 and 1984. Each photograph (typically head-and-shoulders shots) was rated by four different observers. As with the interview ratings, nearly half the people were rated as average-looking.

The 5 to 1 scale or a minor variant is most common, but others have been used. One study asked six raters (three male and three female undergraduate students) to use a 10 to 1 scale to examine photographs to assess the looks of a group of ninety-four professors (whom the six students did not know).8 As in the law students’ study, there was no tendency to rate the professors’ looks as above the middle of the 10-point scale—indeed, more were rated 5 or less than were rated 6 or above. Partly this may be due to the professors’ ages (averaging fifty) being so different from those of the undergraduates doing the ratings. Partly it may just be the sample: When asked why his ratings were particularly low, one male student remarked, “Because these profs are really ugly!”

DO OBSERVERS AGREE ON BEAUTY?

That people are biased in favor of judging others’ beauty as on average being above-average, or even as below-average, is not a problem—it is easy to adjust statistically for these biases in drawing conclusions about the relationship between differences in beauty and any economic or other outcome. The tougher question is whether people agree on the beauty of a particular individual, and the extent of that agreement, if any. Without that there would be no common standards of beauty. Beauty would have no meaning in an economic context, since its diffuseness would mean it could not be scarce. And I would not be writing this book!

There are two different ways to discover the extent of raters’ agreement about people’s beauty. The first, which has been used only rarely, is to look at how raters’ assessments of people’s beauty vary when they view the same individuals at different times. Answers using this approach can be seen from a study based on pictures of economists. I asked four students who were just beginning their graduate studies to rate the looks of a large number of pictures of leading economists, many of whom were included multiple times and submitted a different photograph each time. Of course, the same individual received different ratings for different pictures, but those differences were small compared to the differences in the average ratings received by different economists.9

Answers based on interviews can be seen from a nationally representative study undertaken in Canada, in which the same people were interviewed in 1977, 1979, and 1981. Each individual was contacted by a different interviewer in each year, allowing an opportunity for different views of the interviewee’s looks to be expressed. The interviewers were asked to assess looks using the 5 to 1 scale. Comparing ratings in adjacent years, 54 percent of women and 54 percent of men were rated identically in each of the two years; and only 3 percent of women and 2 percent of men received a rating in the second year of a pair that differed by more than 1 from the rating that they had received in the first year of that pair.10 Even in different interactions with different interviewers there was a remarkable tendency to view the interviewees’ looks very much the same way.

The second way of testing for consistency in our views of others’ beauty is to ask a group of individuals to provide independent ratings of another person’s looks. Typically this has been done by showing each of a number of people, none of whom can contact the others, the same photograph. While there will be disagreements, the question is whether they are small, so that the averages inform us about general perceptions of each person’s looks.

As an example, take the ratings of the law students’ photos described earlier. Complete agreement—all four observers giving the exact same score to a photograph—was fairly uncommon, occurring for only 14 percent of the photos. But near agreement, defined as all four ratings the same, as three of four raters rating the picture identically, or as two pairs of raters who differ by only 1 point on the 5-point scale, occurred with the photos of 67 percent of the female students and 75 percent of the male photos. Only one-tenth of 1 percent of the students were rated differently by all four raters. Complete disagreement about looks is an extraordinarily rare event.

Even in the case of the professors, where the 10 to 1 scale allows for a lot more minor disagreement among the six raters, 54 percent of the professors were rated identically by at least three of the six raters. Among the economists, who were also rated on the 10 to 1 scale, 28 percent of the pictures received the same score from three of the four raters, and 80 percent were rated identically by at least two of the four.

There are consistent differences in how individuals rate each other’s beauty. Within the same culture some people are always harsh in rating their fellow citizens’ looks, and others are consistently more generous. In the study that established the 5-point rating scheme, each of sixty interviewers rated at least ten subjects. The average ratings ranged from 3.6 (closer to above-average than to average) by the most generous interviewer down to 2.4 (closer to plain than to average) by the most negative interviewer. But only 10 percent of the differences in the ratings of interviewees can be ascribed to judgments by raters who applied particularly harsh or generous standards. While interviewers do have different standards, the effects of their differences are dwarfed by the inherent differences in people’s looks.11

About half of the interviewers in that study were between ages twenty-two and forty-nine, the other half were between ages fifty and seventy-four. Despite their possibly different perspectives on the subjects’ looks, there were no statistically meaningful differences in the ratings given by interviewers of different ages. But while interviewers’ age was independent of the ratings that they assigned, there were differences by gender. Men seemed to be stingier raters of the subjects’ beauty.

There are also differences across countries, probably having to do with cultural differences in people’s willingness to say something negative about their fellows. For instance, Americans seem slightly more willing than their Canadian neighbors to label someone as plain or homely. As noted earlier, in the Shanghainese data, only 1 percent of the interviewees were rated as below average. The only useful distinction in those data is between those rated as average and those rated as pretty or very pretty.

Despite these consistent disagreements and biases, the answer to the titular question of this section is a resounding, “MOSTLY!” There is no universal agreement by groups of people on anyone else’s beauty. Some people are harsh judges of others’ looks, while other people are generous in their appraisals. But individuals do tend to view others’ beauty similarly, although not identically. Someone who is considered above-average in looks by one observer will be viewed the same way by most other observers. Someone who a randomly selected person thinks is quite ugly will be viewed as quite ugly by most other observers. Yes, there are disagreements, but there is also a lot of agreement. There is no unique view about beauty—no unique standard. But because people tend to view human beauty similarly, those who are generally viewed as good-looking possess a characteristic—their beauty—that appeals to most other human beings in similar ways and that ipso facto is in short supply. Human beauty is scarce.

DOES BEAUTY DIFFER BY GENDER, RACE, OR AGE? WHAT MAKES YOU BEAUTIFUL?

Are women better-looking than men? I think so when I think romantically, but you no doubt have your own views on this subject. The question, though, is whether we think that way when we try to assess people’s looks objectively. The average male in the data underlying table 2.1 was rated almost the same as the average woman. In the Shanghai data, women were rated as slightly better-looking than men, with the difference resulting from more women being rated as beautiful.

This near equality only arises if the individuals being rated are chosen randomly. Women constituted only 12 percent of the law students who entered the prestigious law school between 1969 and 1974. The average rating of their looks was 3.1, compared to the 2.8 average rating of their male fellow students, perhaps because those few women were special in many other ways. By the next decade, female students had increased to 31 percent of the entering classes, and the difference in average looks between male and female students was only half as large as before. Selection into the sample can produce unequal averages of the ratings of the looks of men and women. But where men and women are roughly equally represented among the subjects, the average ratings of men’s and women’s looks are usually nearly identical.

While average ratings of looks are roughly equal by gender, the distributions differ, as the columns in table 2.1 illustrate. Ratings of women’s looks were more extreme than ratings of men’s: More were rated as plain or homely, more were rated as strikingly beautiful or above-average, and fewer were rated as possessing average looks. Interviewers react more strongly to women’s looks, both positively and negatively in other interview studies too; and in studies examining photographs, women are also viewed more extremely than men. For example, 14 percent of the ratings of female professors were above 7, while only 6 percent of the ratings of male professors were.

Whether beauty differs by race is another concern—if, for example, employers perceive African Americans’ beauty differently from that of whites, any differences in earnings related to race could be confounded by disparate treatment based on looks rather on than on race per se. In the two American studies from the 1970s the interviewers, nearly all of whom were white, gave almost identical ratings on average to whites and African Americans. But they did rate subjects of different races differently, reacting more extremely to the whites than to the African Americans. Thirteen percent of whites were rated as plain or homely, while only 10 percent of African Americans were. At the upper end, 32 percent of whites were viewed as being at least above-average, while only 28 percent of African Americans were. There may well be differences between how members of other races—Asian Americans, for example—would be rated by the white raters, but we just have no information on that possibility.

Whether we consider looks by gender or race, we reach the same conclusion. There are no differences in averages, but the distributions of ratings of women’s looks are more dispersed than those of men’s, and of whites’ looks more than those of African Americans.

The same conclusion cannot be drawn about differences in ratings of the beauty of people of different ages. Ratings of women, and of men from studies conducted in the 1970s, demonstrate that the looks of younger people are rated on average more favorably than those of older people. Even though interviewers were explicitly instructed to adjust “for age and sex,” they couldn’t.

The differences in ratings by age are not small. Of women in the 18–29 group, 45 percent were rated at least above-average, while only 18 percent of women 50–64 were rated that favorably, a remarkable drop-off. The decline in perceived looks with age is smaller among men, with 36 percent of men ages 18–29 rated above-average, while 21 percent of men 50–64 were rated that favorably. Age is harsher on our perceptions of women’s looks.

There is nothing unique about the differences in perceived beauty by age in our Western culture. Even in China, where the stereotype is one of great respect for older people, younger people’s beauty is rated more positively. The average rating of people ages 22–34 in the Shanghai data was 3.5; that of people ages 35–49 was 3.4, while people 50 and over received ratings that only averaged 3.3.12 The Chinese observers were no more able to separate beauty from age than their American counterparts.

Why these age differences persist is not a topic for this book—their existence is all that is important, as the correlation of perceived beauty with age dictates that any study of the impact of beauty must adjust for age if we believe that age might also affect the outcome. It is interesting, though, to speculate why these differences arise. It might be that people’s inability to adjust mentally for age when they rate others’ looks is evolutionarily valuable. We are conditioned to believe that youth and beauty go together, since that belief encourages mating at a time when fecundity is near its maximum.13

This evidence on beauty and age does not compare the same people over their lifetimes, and no large-scale study has followed the same people’s looks over large parts of their lives. Smaller studies have done this, though, taking pictures of people at an early age and asking raters to rate them and photos of the same people taken much later in life. The ratings were very highly correlated. The general conclusion is, “Ugly ducklings generally blossom into ugly ducks.”14

What is it about a person’s face that leads most observers to view it as good-looking? What characteristics of another person’s face cause most of us to consider it plain or even homely? The answers to these questions are not required for our purposes here: So long as people agree about others’ looks, and so long as we can adjust for any systematic differences across culture, age, gender, race, or other characteristics in how looks are viewed, we can use observers’ common agreements about individuals’ looks to analyze the impacts of looks on outcomes and even on success in a variety of areas.

Although not economic, these questions are fascinating; and they have been studied by a number of social psychologists. The leading work, by my University of Texas colleague Judith Langlois, has produced a number of interesting results, among which are: (1) Agreement on what constitutes human beauty, and especially human ugliness, is formed very early in life—probably during infancy. (2) Symmetry is beauty—a symmetric face is considered beautiful, while increasingly asymmetric faces are viewed as increasingly ugly.15

CAN WE BECOME MORE BEAUTIFUL?

The evidence makes it clear that people’s looks relative to those of others of their age do not change greatly over their lifetimes. But with common agreement on looks, why don’t people alter them to meet the commonly agreed-upon standards of beauty of the society where they live? If beauty can pay off, why not become beautiful?

The prospect of becoming better-looking is endlessly appealing to people. But even fiction, such as the movie Face-Off with John Travolta, recognizes that greatly changing one’s looks is exceedingly difficult. Procedures to remove blemishes and wrinkles are done all the time, as is evidenced by actors, actresses, and politicians who have “had a lot of work done,” using the Hollywood terminology. In 2007, Americans received over 4.6 million injections of Botox, had 285,000 nose-reshaping surgeries, and 241,000 eyelid surgeries. All of this was good business for plastic surgeons, to the tune of $12 billion on cosmetic plastic surgery.16

Citizens of other wealthy countries are less wedded to these procedures, but they too devote substantial resources to them. In 2006, Britons devoted about $800 million to cosmetic procedures, about one-third as much per capita as Americans, but enough to lead the EU on a per-capita basis. This was four times more than they had spent in 2001. Italians ranked second in Europe in spending on cosmetic surgery, France came third, closely followed by Germany.17

While fictional beautification methods may convert “3” or even “1” people into “5’s,” their real-world counterparts do not and cannot remove the essential asymmetries that detract from how their beauty is perceived by the rest of humankind. The efforts can help, to the extent that perceptions of human beauty are based in characteristics other than the symmetry of facial features. We know that the beauty of younger people is perceived more positively than that of their elders, so that attempting to find surgical fountains of youth will help improve how our beauty is perceived. Nonetheless, these changes are likely to be small.

Perhaps the payoffs to plastic surgery are simply not great enough to justify the spending that might make one substantially more beautiful. Perhaps they are, but the costs of the improvement, both in dollar terms and in pain and suffering, are too large to get people to undergo the surgery. These possibilities are suggested by some results describing examples of plastic surgery in Korea. For most people, the potential economic gains from the improvements in beauty were very far from justifying even the monetary cost of the procedure, much less the psychological cost—the “pain and suffering”—of undergoing any surgery.18

If plastic surgery cannot convert us all to beauties, or we cannot afford the cost of surgery, or we don’t want to bear the pain of the surgery that would be required to accomplish this, maybe a simpler approach would work: Buy better clothing, use more cosmetics, get better coiffed, etc. Magazines and newspaper columns are devoted to “dressing for success” and “beauty makeovers,” including recommendations of the appropriate clothing, hairstyle, manicure, etc. Does this kind of spending really work? Can we make ourselves more beautiful by spending more on non-surgical methods of beauty enhancement?

The Shanghai survey collected information on the amount that each woman spent each month on clothing, cosmetics, and hair care, as well as on her looks, as rated by the interviewer. Comparing the woman who spent the average amount on these items per month, to another who spent nothing, the average woman’s spending only raised her looks from 3.31 to 3.36. One might think that these women could do better by spending still more; and it is true that increasing spending to five times the average (over 20 percent of average household income) would raise the rating of the average woman’s beauty to 3.56. But the data make it very clear that the extra effect of this spending diminishes the more one has already spent.19

Many popular stories suggest that people believe that wardrobe, hairstyle, cosmetics, and surgery will improve their economic outlook.20 The evidence indicates that this is simply wrong: in the Chinese study each dollar spent on improving beauty brought back only four cents on average. Just as much of our spending on health may not increase our longevity, but may let us enjoy life more, so too it may make sense to spend on plastic surgery and better clothes. The best reason for this kind of spending is that it makes you happier. It is not a good investment if you seek only the narrow goal of economic improvement.

Someday technology may allow us to reach the point where we can improve our beauty easily and without great cost. Right now, though, we are so far away from that point that for most of us the beauty that we have attained as young adults is not going to be greatly altered, compared to the beauty of our contemporaries, by natural changes that occur as we age, nor by any surgical or cosmetic efforts that we undertake to improve it. Barring disfiguring accidents, we are basically stuck with what nature and perhaps early nurture have given us.

THE STAGE IS SET

The array of evidence presented here provides the background for discussing how an economic way of thinking about beauty might proceed—how what we know about human perceptions of human beauty conditions the analysis of beauty’s effects. The main consistent results are:

1. Most important of all, there is substantial agreement among observers about what constitutes facial beauty. Beauty is in the eye of the beholder, but most beholders view beauty similarly. Some people are consistently regarded as above-average or even beautiful, while others are generally regarded as plain or even downright homely.

2. In many studies, more people are rated as good- than as bad-looking.

3. Beauty is fleeting—and youth is beauty. Even when we are asked to account for individuals’ ages in judging their looks, we just cannot do it. People tend to rate young adults as more attractive than older people.

4. People who are viewed as relatively good-looking when young tend to be rated as relatively good-looking when older.

5. While looks can be altered by clothing, cosmetics, and other short-term investments, the effects of these improvements are minor. Even plastic surgery doesn’t make a huge difference. The old adage, “You can’t make a silk purse out of a sow’s ear,” applies to human looks as well as to porcine purses. Even with today’s technology and lower costs, we are generally stuck with what nature has given us in the way of looks.

6. Women’s looks are perceived differently from men’s—observers are more likely to rate women as beautiful or ugly, and are more likely to disagree about women’s looks.

Taking all these considerations together, our agreement on what constitutes beauty allows sufficient scope for beauty to affect behavior in many facets of economic life. Because people agree about others’ looks to at least some extent, markets for labor, mates, credit, and no doubt other markets, can be affected in ways that alter how participants in those markets behave and that help to determine the benefits that they obtain.
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