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ABSTRACT
As women move further into traditionally male dominated positions of leadership and
political power, their bodies are subject to increasing pressure to conform to
oppressive standards of femininity. This report aims to explore those pressures and
what effect they have on workplace performances and subsequent capabilities for
career advancement. Although some literature has examined the rise in aesthetic
labour practices in service industries, there has been little research conducted around
the gendered expectations of appearance management and how those expectations
impact upon young women’s abilities to actualise their leadership potential. This
project will address some of the gaps in the current literature on women’s bodies at
work, the effect of which will be significant for female representation in positions of
power and leadership.
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Project Summary
The Research Question
How does body esteem impact upon young women’s abilities to actualise their
leadership potential?

Summary of Approach & Findings
This project has aimed to explore the role of young women’s body esteem in
workplace performances. More specifically, the research attempted to uncover
whether internalised body critique can act as a significant barrier to female
representation in leadership positions. In order to address the question, this report
provides an analysis of contemporary literature concerning female leadership, body
image in young women and aesthetic labour practices. The literature suggested that
women’s bodies are central to the discourse that positions them as belonging outside
of leadership positions or work environments more broadly. Further, women
necessarily engage in careful negotiations of gendered characteristics when managing
their appearances for work. Such processes are increasingly important in service
positions that require employees to communicate feminine docility whilst
simultaneously embodying company congruent aesthetics. This project used a survey
method to establish whether social pressures on women’s bodies had any effect on
selection processes or workplace performances. Further, it hoped to interrogate
whether gender specific appearance expectations contributed to significant levels of
low self-esteem in young women. The high number of women that enthusiastically
shared their experiences through the survey indicated that these issues had not
previously been adequately addressed. The key issues identified through a thematic
analysis of survey responses included discussions of gender presentation, the problem
with the descriptive ambiguity of job appropriate clothing, the importance of industry
and acknowledgements of prevailing work/gender discourse. Accompanying each of
these themes were discussions of the significance of confidence for workplace
performance and the ways in which a woman’s confidence is often inextricably bound
up in her body. Considering the number of women that felt hindered by low esteem or
Young Women, Body Image & Leadership 3

unwanted focus on their appearance at work, this report recommends that any
discussion of female leadership must also incorporate some talk of the pressure on
women’s bodies to conform to narrow, oppressive standards of femininity. In light of
this, female leadership training programs might be enhanced and made more
productive through the introduction of body positive techniques and the fostering of
supportive and inclusive work environments. To conclude, the report recommends
further research into the ways in which particular industries have become better at
fostering body positivity in employees and whether younger women are under ever
increasing pressure to conform to gender specific standards of appearance in the
workplace.
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Women and Leadership - Literature Review
SHE Speaks Survey
The SHE Speaks survey, conducted by the YWCA in March, 2012 was a significant
resource for this research as it helped to define how young Australian girls and
women, and subsequently the YWCA, had come to view leadership with particular
reference to women. The report was beneficial because of its locational specificity but
also because it was so current. The survey explored issues of leadership as well as
other more broad issues of concern relating to the media, family roles and the body. In
terms of women in positions of leadership, three key areas were identified by the
survey.

First, participants outlined the qualities they felt were inherent in successful female
leaders. These qualities included motivation, initiative, hard work and interpersonal
skills whilst intelligence and experience were understood as significantly less
important (Biedrzycki 2012:9) Interestingly, confidence was not mentioned, perhaps
reflecting a cultural assumption that such a quality is the product of rather than
precursor to high level and leadership positions.

Almost two thirds (60%) of

participants also felt that women had higher barriers to workplace opportunities than
male co-workers (Biedrzycki 2012:16), something that will be explored further in this
research.

Secondly, women outlined the kinds of support systems they felt were necessary for
actualising leadership potential. Education and on the job training were identified as
particularly important, although only in tandem with a change in cultural structures
and attitudes that produce gender inequality in the workplace, such as a lack of
support for working families and the expectation that leadership be associated with
masculine qualities (Biedrzycki 2012:10-11).

The third key area of concern was about a lack of visible role models and the negative
way in which the media portrays current female role models. The report found that
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these media representations had profoundly negative effects on young women’s self
esteem and experiences of their own bodies (Biedrzycki 2012:26-27), with a
significant number of young women drawing a direct correlation between the ways
that women dress and the ways that they are treated, with some suggesting that
women are responsible for preventing un-wanted male attention (Biedrzycki
2012:29). Promoting more positive and diverse role models for women would be
central to improving both self-esteem and leadership actualisation for young women.

Key Concepts Expanded
De la Rey points out that many of the qualities that have traditionally been associated
with leadership have also been aligned with masculinity and that this kind of cultural
assumption has meant that women have struggled to gain equal ground in the
workplace (2005:6-7, see also Charles & Davies 2000:545). Although it would seem
that this assumption is starting to shift, with new qualities such as interpersonal and
conflict management skills being highlighted as central to leadership, women’s
positions at work remain gendered in several ways. To a large extent, women are
understood as having distinct styles of leadership, which emphasise nurturing,
sensitivity and caring (De la Rey 2005:5), which whilst being positive qualities could
also be somewhat constraining. Further, appearance and adherence to feminine
stereotypes is still understood as central to ‘establishing credibility’ (De la Rey
2005:8).

Such an emphasis on appearance places women in the unique position of facing ‘a
double bind between being perceived as competent or as likeable’ (Schneider et al
2010:363). What this means is that women need to carefully negotiate femininity
(culturally associated with likeability) and masculinity (culturally associated with
competence) in order to achieve success, which is problematic, as these qualities are
often understood as mutually exclusive. Schneider et al argue that feminine
appearance management coupled with masculine behaviours are central to any
negotiation of likeability and competence and those women that are deemed too
feminine (in behaviour) or too masculine (in appearance) fail to garner respect and
consequently miss out on jobs or promotions (2010:371,383).
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Discourse linking femininity with appearance and the body and masculinity with
knowledge and power is constructed and maintained through media representations of
women in positions of power. These representations focus much more heavily on the
dress and deportment of female politicians than on their policies (Jenkins 2006:55,
Ross & Sreberny 2000:86), admonishing them for both feminine excess and failures
to uphold social standards of beauty (Swann 2005:319). Through such constructions,
the media works to position women as outside of power and necessarily lacking in
leadership skills (Mavin et al 2010:551), something that produces an added layer of
aesthetic labour for female politicians and leaders with regard to proving credibility.
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Body Image - Literature Review
Writing on the Body
Body image can be simply understood as perceptions of one’s own body, as well as
the thoughts and feelings associated with those perceptions (Grogan 1999:1, Schilder
1950:11). Body esteem is closely linked with self-esteem more broadly (Grogan
1999:29), suggesting that thoughts of the body might be always present in
constructions of character, capabilities and confidence. Indeed, Bordo argues that the
body acts as ‘a medium of culture, as a powerful symbolic form’ (2003:165), through
which social discourse and hierarchical organisations are constructed, inscribed and
understood. In this way, the body can be viewed as a site of communication, within
which social attributes, such as leadership qualities, can be easily located and
identified.

This idea of the body as communicator of competence is particularly significant for
women, whose bodies have historically been understood as without power and
necessarily outside of leadership (van Zoonen 2005:87). Further, inherent in the
discourse that surrounds fat female bodies or those that fail to adhere to appearance
standards more generally, are notions of laziness, self-indulgence and carelessness
(Hartley 2010:247), qualities that are fundamentally at odds with those associated
with leadership and work place aptitude. Problematically, many women, regardless of
any objective measure of body shape or size (if such a thing exists) have low bodyesteem (Grogan 1999:25, Brown 1989:20) and have naturalised self-hatred and
criticism as an integral part of the ways in which they understand their bodies
(Hartley 2010:246). The impossibly high standards of acceptable embodied
femininity mean that many women have internalised a sense of deficiency (Bartky
1997:149), which arguably works against attempts at constructing the self as
competent and fit for leadership.
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Constraining the Body
As women’s social roles have shifted over the last century, women’s bodies have
become an ever-central site for the patriarchal organisation of gender (Bartky
1990:80). What this means is that a woman’s assumed natural characteristics have
come to be understood through her body and her appearance, rather than her
association with domesticity. Wolf argues that such a focus on the feminine body has
come at a time when feminism has begun to make advances and more women are
gaining economic independence and positions of power in society (1992:187).
Increasingly, women’s bodies are expected to be smaller, take up less room and less
resources (Brown 1989:20). The associated discourse here is that women are taking
up too much space in public arenas and must compensate by limiting their
consumption and subsequently, the size of their bodies (Bordo 2003:171). Such
discourse extends beyond the size of the body to the ways in which it is used, with
women taught to ‘keep arms and legs close to their bodies and take up as little space
as possible’ (Hartley 2010:246-7), evoking notions of meekness and silence, qualities
that are once again at odds with the initiative and interpersonal skills required by
successful leaders.

Disciplining the Body
Foucault argues that for the successful social imposition of discourse, discipline must
be internalised and self-replicating, producing ‘docile bodies’ that are seemingly in
collusion with those that oppress them (1979:138). Despite the construction of their
bodies as inherently deficient, many women find pleasure or comfort in attempting to
live up to embodied standards of acceptability. Indeed, Bartky suggests that
‘discipline can provide the individual upon whom it is imposed with a sense of
mastery as well as a secure sense of identity’ (1997:145). In this way, the selfpolicing of women’s bodies could be understood as reconstructing low body esteem,
but also as productive of a strong sense of self. However, appearance management,
whilst being understood as essential to acceptable femininity, is also understood as
trivial (Bartky 1997:141), meaning that women are often forced to choose between
being seen as lazy or incompetent because they have failed to manage or contain their
bodies, or being ridiculed for an excessive interest in self-grooming.
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Mobilising the Body
Whatever choices women do make with regard to their bodies at work, it is clear that
body and appearance management is an essential part of successful participation in
public life (Grogan 1999:7). Indeed, Bartky argues that ‘conformity to the prevailing
standards of bodily acceptability is a known factor in economic mobility’ (1997:139).
That those standards are higher for women than they are for men should be
understood as a significant factor in the construction of barriers to female leadership.
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Bodies at Work - Literature Review
Aesthetic Labour
Although there has been much academic literature produced around women at work
and women’s body esteem, significantly little research has explored the regulation of
women’s bodies at work and more specifically how such processes may be helping or
hindering career progression. Similarly, the effects of the aesthetic demands of
employment on female self-esteem have been largely ignored, although Williams &
Connell do note that ‘body image can be shaped by employment context, exacerbated
in jobs demanding aesthetic labour’ (2010:364). Aesthetic labour can be understood
as employment that requires the mobilisation, commodification and utilisation of
employee deportment, whereby workers embody the image or brand of the company
chiefly through careful management or negotiation of their appearance (Witz et al
2003:37). Much of the research into aesthetic labour practices has focused on service
work, particularly retail, though Corbett argues that discrimination on the basis of
appearance in selection and hiring processes ‘is a deeply entrenched social practice’
(2007:177) which would suggest that such practices are ubiquitous regardless of
industry.

The Body in Service
The research that has been conducted on aesthetic labour in the services industries
suggests that employee appearance has become central to their success and
advancement at work (Hall & van den Broek 2012:99). This is because employers are
increasingly seeking workers whose physical attributes will easily signify brand
attributes (Warhurst & Nickson 2007:107), which they believe will subsequently
increase profits (Waring 2011:195). Such practices work to transform employees into
part of the product offered in service encounters and the ambiguity surrounding the
‘right aesthetics’ helps to conceal the ways in which workers are discriminated
against and stratified along gender, race, age and class lines (Williams & Connell
2010:350).
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Problematically, aside from an acknowledgement that discrimination occurs, aesthetic
labour research largely ignores issues of gender. This is significant, considering the
high number of women employed in the service sector (Australian Office for Women
2007:58) and the pressure that women are already under to manage their appearances.
Further, much of this research has developed from explorations of emotional labour in
the service industry, of which gender is a central component. Nixon suggests that
service roles ‘often require (the kinds of) passive and docile body deportment’
(2009:310) that have been discursively produced as feminine. If service sectors are
employing workers that embody the right aesthetic for the brand and are at the same
time seeking workers that possess the feminised skills of communication, nurturing
and domesticity (Hall 1993:456), then there must be some theoretical exploration of
how these socially determined feminine attributes are embodied and communicated
during selection processes and subsequent interactions with consumers.

The Body in Business
Although much of the literature on women’s bodies at work focuses on service work,
there is also some exploration of women and business wear. Kimle and Damhorst
(1997) investigate the kinds of identities that female office workers are allowed to
embody and signify through their clothing choices with particular reference to the
ways in which gender is necessarily negotiated in such traditionally male dominated
arenas. Similar to aesthetic labour theorists, they argue that clothing and appearance
management are significant factors in the judgement of co-workers and job interview
candidates (1997:46). Although appearance descriptors remain ambiguous, there is a
suggestion that attractiveness is both synonymous with and conducive to leadership
for women (Kimle & Damhorst 1997:59) and as such, must be cultivated for success.

In terms of clothing, women are given the impossible task of embodying seemingly
mutually exclusive identity categories simultaneously (Kimle & Damhorst 1997:53).
What this means is that women must signify both masculinity and femininity through
their clothing choices. Masculine clothes, while evoking notions of a credible
business identity (Kanter 1977) also risk rebuke for the transgression of gender
norms. Feminine clothes, whilst conveying the appropriate gender, serve to highlight
12
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the differences between male and female executives and perhaps suggest that women
do not belong in business. Kimle & Damhorst’s work is insightful, though it fails to
recognise that bodies can be perceived as gendered regardless of clothing and so fails
to understand that women must also regulate their bodies in order to produce
appearances that are authentically business-like as well as conventionally gendered.

Naturalising Body-Work?
Women’s identity and appearance work in employment arenas clearly requires effort
(Kimle & Damhorst 1997:64), however there has been little documentation of this
sort of labour and its effects on self-esteem. Indeed, many workers are compliant with
aesthetic regulations and policies (Warhurst & Nickson 2007:116) and have come to
accept appearance management as integral to participation in public life. Appearance
management has long been in inherent in discourses of femininity (Bartky 1990:80),
thus the aesthetic labour required in employment seems a logical extension of the
work many women are already committed to undertaking as part of their everyday
gender performances. Arguably, this naturalisation of women’s body-work has
concealed gendered notions of aesthetic labour. There needs to be further recognition
and discussion of the ways in which potential failure to adhere to appearance
standards has worked to exclude particular types of people from the labour market
and places pressure on women to appear in gender specific ways to gain leadership
positions or even be considered for jobs (Waring 2011:197). Such practices are
central to the reproduction of social inequality and the hierarchical organisation of
gender in the workplace.
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Methodology
Reflective Action Research Approach
Research into young women’s body esteem and leadership skills is arguably quite
complex precisely because they each focus on subjective experiences or qualities that
can be hard to quantify. It was clear that in order to address the question, survey
methodology would need to be utilised in order to more fully gauge what, if any,
issues of body image and esteem were central to the working lives of young
Australian women and how they might address those issues. However, the broad
nature of the terms of the research question meant that some academic literature
needed to be consulted prior to data collection in order to narrow and define the
parameters of the survey. Initial readings were used to define leadership and body
image for the purposes of this project. However, the research could be understood as
cyclical rather than linear in progression, with academic writing informing the scope
of the survey and the subsequent data collection helping to direct further reading.

The Surveys
As gaps appeared in the academic literature, two largely qualitative surveys were
written in an attempt to bridge those spaces. One survey was designed for women
aged 30 and younger, as these are the women that the YWCA targets with most of
their services. The other survey, largely the same in content, was aimed at established
women over the age of 30 and was designed to acknowledge that such a demographic
might be more likely to be in positions of leadership and assess how and whether
coping skills could be developed in relation to body esteem at work across the
lifespan.

Both surveys were brief, so as to attract a higher number of participants. In terms of
content, both surveys were broad, addressing issues of the self and appearance at
work, opinions of women in leadership positions and possible suggestions for the
future. A breadth of questions allowed the research to remain open to constructive
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critique, continuous re-evaluation and discovery of new or nuanced problems that
previous research may not yet have addressed.

The first part of both surveys was designed to assess the demographics of
participants’ age, employment status and whether or not they considered themselves
to be in a position of leadership, either at work or in their community. This was
followed by two Likert-type sections, the first with questions addressing experiences
of appearance at work and the second addressing opinions of women in leadership.
The remaining questions were narrative in structure, in order to draw out specific
experiences relating to what effect women felt their bodies and the adornment of them
had on their successes at work. Finally, the second survey included a question about
whether women had seen any changes in women’s appearance management in the
workplace over the course of their working life. Although these questions were
specifically structured to garner open-ended responses, all previous questions also
included a space for narrative answers. Giving participants room to discuss the issues
that were important to them gave direction to the research and helped to identify what
sort of literature might be important for answering the question.

Distribution
The surveys were built using SurveyMonkey, an online tool for the construction,
distribution, management and analysis of survey-based research. The use of this
program allowed for simple integration and comparison of multiple surveys, as well
as the quick production of graphs and charts, leaving more time for analysis of data.
The online format also made for easy distribution, through the sharing of links via
email and Facebook. The links were shared on the researcher’s personal Facebook
page, as well as that of the YWCA, the South Australian Feminist Collective and the
Body Esteem Activists. The surveys were also shared via email to all members of the
YWCA. Both surveys were open throughout September.

A Note on Limitations
The spaces in which the surveys were distributed were predominantly self-identified
as feminist. This means that some of the data may be skewed toward a particular type
of response as will be discussed further in the data-analysis section of the report.
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However, while the research question aimed to address issues of body esteem at work
generally, it also aimed more specifically to aid the YWCA to better implement its
leadership programs for its members, many of whom are also self-identified as
feminists.

The online format of distribution, whilst efficient, also meant that the surveys were
limited to those members of the public that have access to the Internet. As such, the
results may have inherent in them somewhat of a class-based bias. Further, the
anonymous nature of the Internet meant that validity couldn’t be guaranteed, however
none of the responses were so extreme as to suggest deliberate fabrication. Future
research could include more face-to-face data collection to avoid this problem and
further validate narrative responses.
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Survey Results
For this analysis, the survey responses of both young and established women have
been tallied and analysed together, except in instances where significant discrepancies
exist. In such instances, differing results have been noted, allowing for further
discussion and analysis of the role of age in constructions of body esteem and
perceptions of appearance management and women in leadership positions. As this
survey was produced through SurveyMonkey, I have used that tool to tabulate the
responses and assist with data analysis. The data tables are included in two sets of
Appendices, with Appendix A relating to the survey of young women and Appendix
B relating to women over 30.

Demographics
There was a total of 236 participants in the surveys, 158 younger women and a further
78 over the age of 30. The largest group of respondents (24%) were between the ages
of 21-30 (Appendix A, Q1), which reflects the YWCA’s target demographic for its
leadership programs as well as the various spaces in which the surveys were
distributed. Approximately half (47%) were engaged in permanent employment of
some kind, while 23% were casually employed and a further 33% were undertaking
tertiary study (Appendix A/B, Q2). Nearly half of all respondents (47%) didn’t
consider themselves to be in a position of leadership (Appendix A/B, Q3), either at
work or in their community, though women over the age of thirty were more likely to
occupy leadership positions of some form (69% compared with 42% of younger
women) and slightly less likely to be unsure about their leadership status (3.8%
compared with 8.9% of younger women).

Appearance Management
More than half (51%) of participants of both age ranges stated that they spend half an
hour or less on appearance management in preparation for work (Appendix A/B, Q6).
It is important to note however that the stigma attached to preoccupation with
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appearance (Bartky 1997:141) means that these responses might not accurately
represent the amount of time women spend on their appearance everyday.

The Significance of Appearance for Job Success
Significantly, 48% of women believed that their appearance has contributed in some
way to their success at work (Appendix A/B, Q7), though this figure was slightly
higher amongst young women (52% compared with 39% of women over the age of
30). Interestingly, only 11% of younger women stated that their appearance had never
played a role in their success at work, compared with 29% of established women.
When asked if negative body esteem ever affected their performance at work, 42% of
younger women and 67% of established women said no, however 30% of young
women (compared with only 13% of women over 30) suggested that it was a problem,
which was emphasised by subsequent narrative responses.

Appearance at Work
Half of young women agreed that they were likely to worry about their appearance at
work, with a further 30% suggesting that they sometimes worried (Appendix A, Q4).
Established women were less likely to worry, with only 24% agreeing with the
statement and a further 46% stating that they would sometimes worry about their
appearance at work (Appendix B, Q4). Further, the majority of all women (80%) said
they were more likely to worry about their appearance at job interviews or important
meetings than in everyday life.

Most respondents stated that they dressed differently at work than in social settings
with only 17% disagreeing with this statement. However, 65% of women also
suggested that they were not expected to wear makeup at work and a further 68%
suggested that they didn’t feel pressure to wear gender appropriate clothing, such as
dresses, skirts or high heels to work. Similarly, approximately half of young women
(51%) don’t feel the need to appear feminine at work, compared with 69% of
established women. About a quarter (23%) of the younger respondents did feel that it
was important to look feminine however, which was significantly higher than the
12.5% of women over the age of 30 that felt the same way. Just under half of the
18
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women in both age categories felt that their weight played no role in the ways that
they were perceived at work, though worryingly, a third of participants stated that
their weight was a significant part of how they are viewed in the workplace. Younger
women were more likely to categorise appearance management as part of achieving a
good work/life balance (38% compared with 25% of women over 30), whereas almost
half (43%) of established women suggested that successful appearance management
was not an integral part of achieving a work/life balance. Overwhelmingly, 44% of all
respondents felt that male employees didn’t have to participate in the same amount of
appearance management as their female co-workers, with only 27% suggesting that
they did.

Women in Leadership Positions
Responses to questions about women in positions of power were complex, as many
women stated that they believed their personal responses differed significantly from
those of the general public. Almost three quarters (74%) of all women said that their
opinions of women in positions of power were unaffected by their weight, whilst only
5% believed weight to be important. Younger women were slightly more likely to
consider appearance to be significant to the likeability of women in positions of
power (Appendix A, Q5), with 42% agreeing with the statement compared with only
30% of women over the age of 30. Similarly, 21% of younger women believe weight
management to be synonymous with labour and criticism management required of
women in leadership positions compared with only 3% of established women
(Appendix B, Q5). Despite what these results might indicate, 79% of women said they
would not be more likely to vote for better looking political candidates and a further
83% did not believe that women with good appearance management skills would
make better leaders.

The majority of respondents (74%) indicated that it would not be important for female
leaders to maintain a feminine appearance. Interestingly, 78% of women over 30 also
believed that masculine clothing and signifiers were unnecessary for achieving
leadership positions; though younger women were less like to agree were more

Young Women, Body Image & Leadership 19

inclined to think that masculine clothing was sometimes a factor in workplace
success.

When asked if they had been critical of women in leadership positions for
unsuccessful appearance management, 75% of younger women and 66% of women
over 30 said that they had not. However, only 2.9% of established women said that
they had engaged in appearance criticism, compared with 15% of women aged 30 and
under. Nearly all (80%) of participants agreed that the media focuses too much on the
appearance of female politicians and women in positions of power.
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Everyone has a Story – Discussion
Narrative Responses
Each question invited participants to leave comments with their thoughts or
describing their experiences with the issues at hand. These narrative responses were
then subject to a thematic analysis (Walter 2010:418), through which the issues
identified within the literature reviews were more deeply explored. These issues
included self-esteem and the body, the seeming incongruence of women and
leadership and the gendered effects of aesthetic labour. Further, a close reading of the
responses of both surveys allowed for the identification of emergent themes as well as
an analysis of the significance of age in constructions of the self at work and whether
or not any changes have been occurring with regard to women’s bodies in
employment. The primary themes identified by the research included; discussions of
gender presentation, the ambiguity of job appropriate clothing, the importance of
industry, and acknowledgements of gender oppressive discourse. Inherent in each of
these themes were broader notions of the construction and significance of confidence
for effective workplace performances. Comments made by participants will be
referenced with the appendix letter, question number and comment number, with
appendix A referring to the 30 and under survey and appendix B referring to the over
30 survey.

Discussions of Gender
As the surveys were distributed in predominantly feminist spaces, many of the
respondents understandably identified an interest in gender politics and were acutely
aware of the gendered expectations of their bodies and clothing (Appendix B, Q4:C5).
Participants overwhelmingly agreed that women face many more pressures to look
certain ways than their male co-workers, highlighting the ways in which women’s
bodies can, at worst, act as barriers within the workplace and at best, demand extra
labour in the form of appearance management (Appendix A, Q9:C29, 30).
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With regard to employment, the risks of gender transgression were a recurrent theme,
with one woman stating that she didn’t perform femininity and had therefore been
‘denied access to a great number of things including job advancement and job offers’
(Appendix B, Q7:C8). This sentiment was echoed by other participants that felt as
though their failure to convey heterosexuality through their appearance and clothing
would result in a failure to gain employment (Appendix A, Q8:C18, Q9:C121).
Indeed, Schwartz argues that ‘we are supposed to have certain kinds of bodies that
reveal our heterosexuality’ (2007:84) and a lack of heteronormative features risks
exclusion from certain parts of society. Such a threat of exclusion is enough to cause
anxiety in anyone, though older participants did not seem as worried about
transgressing gender boundaries as their younger counterparts, with one woman
stating; ‘I don’t mind if a few minds are expanded when a few hairs slip out!’
(Appendix B, Q4:C13).

The age discrepancies within these results could suggest that gender congruent
appearances are particularly important in selection processes and that women in
established positions are freer to transgress gender boundaries. However, there were
comments that suggested that ‘as you increase in status, more traditional, and
feminised versions of masculine dress are preferred’ (Appendix B, Q9:C41).
Discourse linking conservative femininity with female leadership was also evident in
Kimle & Damhorst’s research (1997:53-59). Therefore, such age discrepancies could
also worryingly suggest that young women are under increasing pressure to perform
ever more demanding versions of femininity, something that was emphasised in some
of the responses to questions regarding changes in attitudes to women’s appearance
(Appendix B, Q9:C26, 36, 45).

Instead of discussing the risks of gender transgression, many participants highlighted
the ways in which they felt that performing heteronormative femininity was essential
for gaining employment. One woman problematically stated; ‘I feel like I would lose
my job if I lose my good looks, even though I am talented’ (Appendix B, Q7:C9) and
several others offered similar sentiments, believing that they had only been hired
because they were slim or conventionally attractive (Appendix A, Q7:C16; Appendix

22

Young Women, Body Image & Leadership

B, Q7:C16). Such beliefs surely create anxiety around aging and the continual
maintenance of socially acceptable heterosexually feminine bodies. .

Congruent with the literature, survey responses suggested that women in positions of
power needed to carefully negotiate between feminine and masculine appearances in
order to convey professional credibility without risking the kinds of gender
transgression that might cost them their jobs. One participant demonstrated this with
the following comment;

‘It helps that I’m white, and also that I’m blonde and slim. This helps
with job interviews, but sometimes it is detrimental in terms of receiving
respect and trust in my abilities from employers and co-workers once I’m
already employed’
(Appendix A, Q7:C24)

Comments such as these also highlight the ways in which successfully performing
femininity, while worthy of attention, is still being understood as incongruent with
public arenas, the workplace and professionalism. If female leadership representation
is to increase, this must be one of the foremost issues addressed. Further, it is
significantly problematic that even though some women might wish to explore gender
variant appearance expressions, they feel unable to do so as they would be risking
their jobs and by extension, their livelihoods. Indeed, many women feel they have no
choice but to ‘play the game’ (Appendix B, Q7:C23).

Job Appropriate Clothing
When asked, given a position of leadership, whether they would require their female
staff to wear make-up or gender specific attire at work, several participants responded
with some variation of ‘no, but they would need to dress professionally’ (Appendix A,
Q9:C52). On the surface, such a suggestion is quite reasonable, however, as
professional identities have gendered characteristics (Costello 2004:141), there needs
to be an interrogation of the ways in which those identities are communicated through
gendered performances and appearance management. Many workplaces, especially
those associated with the professions (lawyers, doctors) have long histories of
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masculine exclusivity (Costello 2004:140) and as such, often require masculine-ofcentre clothing that works to construct, shape and communicate the role of the
employee (Lunceford 2010:67). Indeed, some survey responses indicated that a
negotiation of excessive femininity – ‘no miniskirts, breasts busting out of small tops’
(Appendix A, Q9:C11) was essential for assuming a professional identity. However,
other responses suggested that ‘make-up could help others see you as more
professional’ (Appendix A, Q7:C11), or assist in achieving a more clean, ‘fresh’
presentation more generally (Appendix A, Q9:C117, Q7:C12; Appendix B, Q8:C14).

What is noticeable in participants’ discussions of professional appearance is a
significant level of ambiguity surrounding clothing descriptors. It would seem that for
most respondents, ‘the canons of proper dress for different social occasions are taken
for granted’ (Berger & Luckmann 166:148). Appropriate clothing choices can in fact
be understood as cultural capital, with the knowledge required to access it
successfully, stratified along gendered, classed and racial lines. Indeed, the ambiguity
of the descriptive terms themselves, work to conceal the gendered discrimination
inherent in social understandings of professionalism (Williams & Connell 2010:350)
and disavow the discomfort that many women must feel in attempting to reconcile
socially mandated feminine subjectivities with professionally required masculine
characteristics (Costello 2004:141).

The Importance of Industry
Congruent with the research into aesthetic labour in customer service industries, many
survey respondents suggested that the level of gender conformity required for work
would depend heavily on the industry and subsequent level of consumer interaction
(Appendix A, Q9:C80). In instances where selling is a focus, it was suggested that it
would be ‘advantageous to appear feminine’ (Appendix A, Q9:C30) because winning
over potential customers might be much more difficult if one didn’t conform to their
expectations. However, even where no customers are present, gender conformity can
be understood as an integral part of successfully bonding with colleagues (Appendix
B Q9:C26), who can also be understood as internal consumers of employee services.
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Interestingly, several participants noted that their positions in academia or working
within university environments more generally meant that they were subject to less
pressure to manage their appearance in gendered ways (Appendix A, Q2:C5, C11;
Appendix B, Q8:C52. Indeed, one woman noted that working in a university had
enables ‘you to express your individuality’ (Appendix B, Q9:C52). Several of these
respondents also noted that they were working in humanities or feminist focused
departments and it would be important to remember that dress codes and the
accompanying pressures to comply with them would differ across departments.
However, those participants that identified themselves as academics expressed some
relief that they weren’t under pressure to appear according to strict gender
expectations (Appendix A, Q4:C5). It would be interesting to further investigate why
some industries or departments are more problematic for the policing of women’s
bodies than others as such research would possibly allow for positive cultural changes
with regard to discursive constructions of women at work.

Acknowledgement of Prevailing Discourse
In the instances described above where women felt their appearances didn’t play a
central role in their success at work, they also recognised that this was ‘the exception
to the rule’ (Appendix A, Q4:C17). Descriptive terms such as ‘progressive’
(Appendix A, Q4:C15) were often used to describe work environments in which
women were not under pressure to conform to culturally prescribed gender standards.
This reflects an understanding that appearance policing is a common practice and is
therefore normal. This normalisation is problematic precisely because it runs the risk
of reproducing social expectations of women’s bodies that can be damaging and cause
significant anxiety as well as continue to situate women outside of public arenas and
the work place. Similarly, when responding to questions about women in positions of
power, participants acknowledged though they personally didn’t believe women
should be judged on their appearances, they knew that such practices were
commonplace and socially acceptable (Appendix A, Q5:C5, C6, C7, C9).

Confidence at Work
Survey respondents were asked specifically if negative feelings about their bodies had
ever influenced their work performance, however throughout both surveys they made
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mention of the importance of confidence at work and how it could be tied to
appearance. Being comfortable in their clothing and feeling valued was thought to be
the best way of increasing efficiency and performance levels (Appendix A, Q9:C39).
Such comfort was thought of as fostered by supportive working environments,
populated by leaders that refrained from making gendered, appearance-based
comments (Appendix A, Q9:C89). In contrast to this, several respondents mentioned
instances in which managers (generally male) had made such comments, suggesting
changes to grooming habits, to the detriment of subsequent employment performance
(Appendix A, Q7:C9).

Understandably, being told that your ‘eyebrows are imposing’ (Appendix B, Q8:C21)
can significantly affect levels of self-confidence. An overwhelming number of women
reported that they had been made to feel uncomfortable at work and that their
performances had subsequently suffered. More worryingly, several participants noted
that eating disorders meant that they lacked energy and enthusiasm at work
(Appendix A, Q8:C9, C28). Another respondent had experienced sexual harassment
in several jobs, which she felt definitely affected her performance (Appendix A,
Q8:C15). Similarly, though less extreme, many women reported that unwanted
attention and comments about their bodies and appearance made them significantly
uncomfortable and impacted their efficiency (Appendix A, Q8:C5, C12, C16, C29,
C31). One woman also suggested that shame over her weight meant that she was less
willing to look for work in the first place (Appendix A, Q8:C8). Confidence
damaging practices, coupled with appearance-focused competitiveness in the
workplace means that women sometimes lack the essential technologies required for
negotiating better conditions or higher positions. The key skills of motivation and
initiative needed by female leaders (Biedrycki 2012:29) are arguably much harder to
obtain without high levels of confidence.
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Recommendations
1. Body Talk
Any discussion of female leadership must incorporate discussions of the pressure on
women’s bodies to conform to narrow, oppressive standards of femininity. Entering
into the professional world requires the adoption of certain identities or characteristics
that should be easily communicated through appearance. If this processes of acquiring
professional identities is harder for women (Costello 2004:139-40) than it is for men,
then appearance management requirements should be understood as one of the central
ways in which women are denied access to employment and career advancement. If
women’s bodies, by way of their sex or gender presentation, are understood as the
reason that they have been traditionally excluded from leadership positions, then
surely those bodies must be incorporated into attempts to increase female
participation in public life. After all, discourse tells women that their bodies are
deficient (Bartky 1997:149) and that this is the central reason that they are under
represented in politics, paid less and too frequently the victims of domestic and sexual
violence.

Arguably, most discussions of female leadership don’t incorporate aspects of body or
self-esteem because such issues are understood as private, whereas employment is
situated firmly in the public sphere. As such, the two topics may appear mutually
exclusive, as though unrelated. However, this project has attempted to demonstrate
that the private sphere of the body can in fact have significant effects on job
performance. Similarly, pressures to appear in certain gender specific ways at work
have had detrimental effects on the private bodies and self-esteem of women. If these
issues are not more openly discussed, they become further naturalised, as women’s
aesthetic labour is seen as an inevitable extension of the ways in which they police
and criticise their bodies in daily life. Failure to talk about women’s bodies at work
can also work to conceal the ways in which gender discrimination happens through
the descriptive ambiguity of professional clothing, which is often understood as
gender neutral, though it has a significant history of masculine specificity.
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2. Body Positivity in Leadership Training
The number of participants in these surveys and the number of respondents that
offered narrative responses detailing their experiences indicates that women are
lacking in official spaces in which to discuss the problems they face with regard to
their bodies at work. In providing women with a forum in which to share their
thoughts, leadership training programs could help to cultivate a sense of solidarity and
in recognising the issues at hand, begin to brainstorm some possible solutions. It is
important to remember that teaching leadership skills is not simply about pushing
women into high-level jobs, it is also about encouraging women to make significant
cultural changes and foster supportive and inclusive workspaces. This report has
attempted to show that body positivity is an integral part of such welcoming spaces
and thus should be included within training programs. Teaching women to build
confidence at work could also include strategies for rebuffing appearance critical
comments in the workplace. At the very least, an acknowledgement of the issues
would be beneficial to any attempt to increase female representation in leadership.

3. Further Research
The following questions could be considered for further research:

a. Are younger women under increasing pressure to conform to gender
specific standards of appearance in the workplace?
b. How have some older women avoided being so affected by negative
feelings about their bodies? Similarly, how have women currently in
positions of leadership negotiated the gendered expectations of their
bodies in order to obtain powerful positions?
c. Why are certain industries (such as particular departments of academia and
some feminist organisations) better at fostering body positivity amongst
employees? How would these body positive practices translate to other
industries and organisations?
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The answers to these questions would allow for further insight into the ways in which
women’s bodies operate at work. Further, such research would allow for the
construction and implementation of a model of supportive employment practices that
fostered body positivity and female career advancement.
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