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Teen-Agers Appearance and Social Acceptance’

MADELYN C. WILLIAMS and JOANNE B. EICHER

PUBLIC OPINTON reflects the notion that today's
adalescents’ consplenous prencenipation with cloth-
ing and appearance is evidence of superfcial values.
However, several well-known sociologists and social
peychologists think otherwise.

Coffinan cmphasizes the importance of clothing
and appearance in expression of the self by “inan-
aging” one's “impression” o others (13 Stone also
cmphasizes tho importance of appearance in social
interaction, for “appearance means identifications of
one another” (2}, Wax cuntends that, in their con-
tinual involvement with [ashion and grooming,
adolescent girls are experimenting with a vet un-
developed self image with which they can he com-
fortable (3). Hurlock poiuts out that during the
teen-age vears in the United States youth develops
a new wwareness of the self which is accompanied
by an emphasis on sirong peer group ties {4). and
Hurlock amd Gordon indicate that similarity of
clothing lelps the adolescent identify with his
group bocause of the high visibility factor of ap-
parel over other elsments (5.61.

Researchers of adolescent culture agree that the
infuence of peer groups is strong. Within the peer
group there is the tendency for group conformity,
even though individuality may exist within the
narrow limits of the group norms. The cligue is
tvpical of the peer group where youths join together
im & common cffort to learn acceplable group
porms and valees in order to establish an
identitv. {7)

Saciometric and near-socinmettle inethods of iu-
quiring into populations have sucoessfully vielded
information on the evolution and organization of
groups and the relative position of individuals
within them. The cohesiveness of groups is deter-

+ publiched with the agproval of the Jdirectur of the Michi.
asn Experiment Stafion ns Journal Article No. 3708

iss Willlams, o clothing speciclist with the Agriculteral
Extansion Service af the Univarsity of Colifornia, Berks-
ley, participated in this ressarch for her master's thesis
while at Michigan State University. Dr. Eicher, o wociol-
ogist and asmistant profassor of textiles, clothing, and
reloted arts o1 Michigan State University, is directing the
four-yeae longitudinal study from which these bench-
mark dote were token. She curromily & on leave as o
ceszarch associote ot the University of Nigeria.

mined by the attractinn that a group has fov its
members to stay in the group. Few systematic
studies have explored the factors involved ia in-
oreasing or decreasing group oohwsion (8). Little
iformation is aveilable an the passible influence of
clothing and appesrance us elemonts of group cu-
hesion., Common apininns en clothing and appesr
ance may represent a single elemen? iu the total
matrix of elements which produce cohesion in any
group. The research reporied here directs itself to
this prablem.

Although this was an cxploratory study, the fol-
lowing working hypathesis was developed te guide
the rescarch: Members of a group have gimilar
oplnions regarding clothing, appearance, and gronp
acceptunce which contribute to the group's co-
liesion. These opinions are different from thase of
non-group memhers or members of other gronps.

POPULATION STUDIED

The population studied was the class of 154 ninth
grade girls in the only high school in & community
with & population of 30,000 in a midwestern state.
Proximity to u university made the locatinn atypical
in such resprcts as level of income. education, age,
mobility. and occupation of the respondents’
parents, for white-collar workers predominated.
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However, two years priar to the study the high
school had incorparsted into its district a small area
of low-income warking-clasg families. Thus, socio-
economic extremes axisted in the school pepulation,
providing another factor for investigation of ele-
ments in group cohesion.

METHODS USED IN DATA COLLECTION

A questionpaire and an interview which included
a rating of personal appeurance by an interviewer
were the sources of data. The instruments were ad-
inistered at the schocl by three women interview-
ers who had been trained for the project. Questions
pertinent to this study were selected from these
ingtruments.

From the questionnalre the items chosen for this
study pertained to personal information about the
rospondent, ber family background, and ber friend-
ghip chofees. A near-soclometrie question was in-
duded as the basis for determining the social ac-
ceptance category of each girl whose friendship
choices were reciprocated or not reciprocated. The
girls were asked to write the namnes of thelr two
“best girl friends” in the ninth grade of their high
schaol with whom they shared secrets. Additional
spaces weve given if they wanted to list more than
twa namdes.

From the open-ended interview schedule, items
were chosen that pertained to appraisal of others
as well as one's self and one's group. The first ques-
tions made no reference 0 clothing or appearance
but allowed spontaneons replies about factors io-
wlved in popularity and scceptauce.

THE SOCIOGRAM

Each girl was given a cnde number, and her best-
friend cholces were recorded on a matrix chart
From the matrix chart, & sociogram was constructed
to show only the reciprocated friendships of each
ointh grade girl. Three major categtories of social
acceptance hased on unreciprocated or reciprocated
friendships were cstahlished: isolates, mutaal pair
members, and members of reciprocal frieadship
structures (RFS). The definitions of these cate-
guries are:

Jsolote: An individual who had p feciprocated friendships.

Thate are four types af ixolatest

Lsalate,: pure isolate, wirnse Tack of chodoes reerived match
tsq Jack of chodees made

tsolate,: lgnored isolate, makes choices but yeceives none

Toglates: self isolate, mukes 1 choices but recedves some

Tsolate: vonfused Gsolnte. the chabces made and receivwod
do nat match
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Mutuat poir A reciprocated choice of Lwo members; heocs,
8 dysd

Reciproeal fricadsip strucoure: A sociomelric diagram of
individuals whise vhrices of friends weve veturned

“T'he term veciprocal friendship structure was used
instead of clique, Cligue is used to refer 1o & group,
usually of three or more persons huilt around a
nucleus of individuals whom they chose (9). The
term reciprocal friendship structure includes all
arrangements of reciprocal choices and not only
thase with a nucleus. It is, thepefore, a more com-
prehensive category than cique and better suited
to the parpose of measuring social acceptance in
this study.

The sociogram {see page 439} graphically de-
scribes the relative position of cach of the 154 nintb
grade girls with respect to her reciprocated friend-
ship choices or lack of themn. There were 23 isolates.
18 members of a mutual pair, snd 113 memburs in
17 reciprocs] friendship structures which ranged in
size from 3 to 27. Each RFS was assigned a number
for identification purposes. The average size of
yucture was Bve girls.

Fach circle in the sociogram represents an in-

dividual whose code number appears in the center.

The lines which connect circles indicate recipro-
cated choices. Also indicated in each circle is the
girl's sncinl class ank as #t was determined by her
family’s rating according to Warner's Index of
Status Charncteristics. (1037

DATA ANALYSIS

In order to test the hypathesis, the categarics of
isolate, mutual pair, and RIS were cross-tabulated
with various backgruund facturs and with opinians
about uppesrance, clathing, and social acceptance.

Background factors. The three categories wore
Grst tabulated with such variables as social-class.
mother’s accupation, father’s cducation, nuwnber of
siblings, religious preference, location of elementary
school attended, grada-point average and honor roll
status, school club membership, end an appearance
rating ? to see if differences existed among the girls
in the three categories of social acceptance. Jn sum-
mary, the most important Jifferences were these:

7 The tegend Eov the sociometric chart ako refers o an
Accurate Percelver—an irdividun! who bard all chaices e
ciprocated, o whn nedther chose nor wis chosen—s category
ant utitized o the research reported hore

£ Appesrance rating was & compaosite assessment of halr,
complexion, Buure, and clrahing, and fncluded qualities of
et ivass, cleanliness, and appwapriatenuss of drets for schonl.
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Proportionstely more fsolates and wnitnal pase wembers weee
from the lower secial-class thyn frun the middle oe npper.
Two small BES groupings, V and §, were distinetly bowers
social<lass groups; and six of Yo, IFS 4, 8, 4, 13, 14, and
17, were predaminantly upper class. Oaly RFS 2 and 10 had
» mixture of /il thtee dasses (and in cach cose, anly one
lower-sucial-clags  member) while the remuining  seven
groupdogs, RES 3, 7, 9, 11, 12, 13, und 17, were mivtures
of the middle and upper classes.

The majority af the girls had atteaded publie clemontary
«choals in the community, bt meze isoclates and matual pair
members than iels fn RFS's had attended schonls outside of
the cormnumity, suggesting o possible reason far their it
being in an AFS.

Tle interviewess rated proportionately mare gitks from the
mntnsl pair ond isolate categarbes a3 below average in ap
pearunce, while i the RFS category the ghest propattion
af ghtls was rated as average. The gicls of RFS 1.5, and 17
were rated as below average.

Opinions on sppearsnce. Items that pertained to
twa categories of appraisal, “review” und "program,”
from Stone's theoretical statement regarding uppear-
unce and the self were alko utilized in data snalysis.
According to Stone, review responses arc comments
“made about the wearer of clnthes hy others, and
program responses are thuse comments made about
the wearer by the wearer.” (11}

Clothing of others. Analysis of the data in terms
of review revealed that when all the girls responded
to an open-ended queston on general acceptance,

clothing was considered the sttribute finst in -
portance in describing the characteristics of the
mest popular girl. In describing how to “get in”
with the popular girly and the characteristics on
which a new girl would be judged, the respondents
mentioned clothing as socond and lonks as third in
importance, while personality rated first.

RFS members, isolates, and mutual pair members
generally did not agree on the responses. Analysis of
all replies according to reciprocal friendship cate-
gory showed that the individual RFS's had greater
congensus thun did the other two categarfes.

Generally, o greater proportion of isolates than
mutual pair or KFS members included clothing and
appearance replies. The jsolates mentioned and con-
curred mare frequently oo the influence of clothing
on popularity. Isolates also mentioned in greater
proportion that there were girls who were “not
dressed right” than did mutual pair or R¥FS
members.

Propurtionately mare isolates referred to their
group as being “average” when compared to the
dress of other groups, whereas proportionatcly mare
tAutual pair members cansidered their geoup “better
dressed® than did the other categorles of reciprocal
triendship.

Isolates had stronger feelings concerning the -
floence of clothing on popularity, for proportion-
ately more of them thought it was important than

Vol. 58, No, 6 + June 1964 / 459

2/18/2014 3:44 PM



Home Economics Archive: Research, Tradition, History

1ofl

To print this page,

did the mutusl pair or BFS wembers. Couversely,
mure RFS members than the others thought cloth-
ing was not influential in popularity.

The majority of the population, 75 per cent,
agrecd that there were girls who were not dressed
right; but, as previvusly mentioned, isolates sevned
most awire of these glrls. The girls who were oot
diessed right were desceibed as being from pow
families, and their clothing wus miost frequentty
described ag not “in fashion.”

The specific RESs were analyzed separately o
determine the amount of agreement of the members’
opinions in answer to the questions. Twu-thirds, or
87 per cent, agreement was selected as indicative
of graup cohesion since the RFS's ranged in size
from 3 to 27, Although 100 per cent agreement
might be more indicative of eobesgton in the smaller
druciures, this is nnrealistic for the larger ones.

‘Ihe RFS members exhibited a relatively high
amount of cohesion in their opinions oo the
following:

. Persomality, clothes, bhoks, and the “way she acts” were
{he neain charactesistics used in judging a new qirl o
sehendl.

. The: cothing of the popular girls cliffers from the: clothiag
uf e cher girls,

1. Clothing infhienvex u witl's populanty in this Nigh school.

4 Tho clothing of thedr group was cousidercd to be "aver-
am” whun compired to that of other uroups.

 Generally, these who ademitted thet there were wrirls in
the ninth grade who did “not dress right” denied baving
thee girls 84 friends.

e

I3

Tn reviewing dress and appearance of other glhrls,
there was more agreement amang RFS members
than among isolates ur mutual puir members, The
salates, however, reflected stronger feelings con-
cerning these attributes than did the other re-
ciprocsl friendship categories, These Bndings lead
support to the working hypothesis that members of
the same group have similar opinions concerning
the review of others’ clothing, appearance, and
group acceptance which da contribute to the group's
cohesion und differ from thuse held by non-group
moembers nr members of ather groups.

Clothing of seif and friends. “Frogram™ refers to
appraisal of one's self or group. The girls empha-
sizedl that “proper action to othens” was considered
most important in theit own group for belng pop-
ular. “Nice clothes” ranked sixth in importance.
When reviewing charucteristics impertant to other
groups, the girls had ranked clothing first; but when
talking whout their own specific group, they down-
played its contribution to popularity.
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When asked "whaose approval of your cluthing
means the must to you,” the REFS members men-
tioned themselves and their g friends move often,
whereas proportionately mare isolates and mutual
pair members mentiomed their parents. Thug, parent
orientation was exhibited by isolates and mutual
pair members, and peer orientation by the RFS
smenbess. This ceme patteen of orientation emerged
when responses were avalyzed to the question,
“Docs your wother make suggestions about the
cluthes you wear tn schnol?* Here, the parent
orientabion of the isolates and mutnal pair nenbers
wag strong, whereas more RES pwrntiers aaid their
mothers d1d not make suggestions.

Two-thirds of all girls wanted to change some-
thing about themsalves. The item named 10t fre-
quently was their fgure. However, the majority of
all girls did ot think they could uake friends
caslor ar make a different fnpression on athers if
they made these changes.

All catcgories of reciprocal friendship reported
2 dissatisfacton with their gemeral appearance.
Hair was montioned most often ss an item they
would like ta change.

Self-confidence was reported by all girls to be
guined from some clothes more than others, and the
major reuson they said these clothes made a dif-
fercnce was that they felt comfortable in them. Mast
girke also stated that they seldom felt il ut ense
hecause of their clothing. that they sometimes ve-
ceived compliments on the way they lnoked at
school. and that they never felt emharrassed ahout
their schon] clothes, In general, however, the iso-
lites and mntual pair members expressed the
opinion that clothing and appearance had s greater
effect upon their relationship with others than did
the RFS members as a whole.

"The same indicator of cohesion for members of a
group {67 per cent agreement ) was used in analyz-
ing program responses. RFS members cxhibited a
relatively high amount of cohesion in their opinions
on the following:

1. They were “average” in dress wlwn compared w athee
gidls.

2 The picds wanted ko chunge wmething sbout themselves

3. Sowne clothes gave them more confdonee thun others.

4. They hud not come to schinol dressed differently frun the
ather ghrls

5. They were ot wamlly sasisfied with their zenentl uppear:
ance, espeaially their hoir wid complexton.

8. They “smetimes” receivesd campliments o their chothes.

T They "gever” fclt wntarrassed abowt their schoal clothes,

The fudings indicuted that members of an RFS had
greatey CONSEnsus of opinion than did isolates or
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mutual pair members in answering yuostions about
"program.” Again the working, hiypaothesis  was
supported.

Popularity and clothing. Stone theorized “when
program and review coincide, then the self of the
one wha appears . . . Is validated or estublished;
when sueh responses tend toward disparity, the self
of the ome who appears is challenged, and conduct
may be expectad to move in e directlon of some
redefinition of the challenged selt.” (12}

This iflea was tested by unalyzing the responses
to questions asking the girls 1o name those in their
grade whom they considered “most popular,” "hest
dressed.” and “not dressed right”

Isolates. mutual pair members, and RES membors
wern In general agreement that the fargest number
of most popular as well as best-dressed girls were in
RFS 7. They were reluctant to name those not
dressed vight, However, of those named as such.
31 per cent were members of a mutual pair; 16
pet ceat were jsolates; while 28 per cent were in
RFS 1 and 14 per cont were in RFS 5. the two lower-
class groups.

Program ol review cvineided for members of
RF'S 7 who were considered by others as most popu-
Iar und best dressed, and wha evaluated themselvey
similarly, while in the uppraisal of those who were
not dressed right, program and yeview coincided
far Bve isclates and six mutual pair members.

IMPLICATIONS

To adults, clothing and appearance may seem un-
important or, a$ emphasized by teen-agers, in-

dicative of superficial and shallow values. However,
if peer acceptance i important to an individual,
dyess and grooming can loom as cructal varfables in
the prucess of making friends and keeping them.
The challenge 10 home econumists, educators, and
social scientists working with American tecn-agees
is meither to overemphasize uor underestimate the
fmportance of the physical selt and its appearance
but to understand its possible influence in adoles-
cont life.
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Questionnaire Sent by Council

‘The guestion of the date hefore which institutivns <hauld ot send a letter
offering incoming graduate students schalarships, fellowships, or teninceships
is under discussion by the Guuncil of Graduate Schools (sce page 102 of the
February 1968 Jornsar) and the Association of Geaduate Schouls. The Coun-
¢l has sent a guestionnaire to member {nstitutions asking if they would prefer
March 1 or March 21 as the date before which they should not offer graduate
ctudent awards, or il they would prefer not to designate a date because it
would restrict the recruiting of awardees. Another key statement requiring
the opinion of each institution ls: “We adhese to and will continue to adbere
6 the Resolution which permits a student to resign From an award up to

April 15"

When the results of the questiounaire have been cornpiled, the Council will
circulite them to all member institutions in the Council.
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