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This study contributes to our understanding of what lifestyle factors affect the social status of women and men in contemporary postmaterialist societies. We examine the dimensions and determinants of social status qualifiers among Swedish people using a survey of 1,650 Swedish respondents who ranked the importance of 14 qualifiers for the social status of a woman and a man. The analysis showed surprisingly strong similarities in what factors affect the social status of women and men – both in the importance of individual status qualifiers and in the three underlying status dimensions: The highest-ranked dimension included status qualifiers related to external material resources and properties. The second most important dimension comprised interactional resources such as manners, looks, being married and having children. The third dimension concerned the importance of interest and engagement in politics, the environment, and fine art, which were of the least importance for social status. The few significant differences in ascriptions of status for a woman or a man were rather gender stereotypical. In addition, the analysis revealed some significant differences in status perceptions among the respondents: Gender, class, educational background, and country of birth were among the main determinants of such differences.
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1 Introduction

Throughout societies, people create and reproduce social status orders through the valuation of individuals, objects, and practices. Social status is a “fundamental feature of social life” (Leary et al., 2014, 159), and when playing out in interpersonal social relations, social status is ascribed, or recognized, by others. Consequently, people put effort into highlighting features that others can recognize. But, how are such status cues valued by others? And are the same status cues equally important for women and men? In this article, we explore common status qualifiers to discern their importance in accruing social status, and whether these features are of different importance for a woman and a man.

Status cues, or qualifiers, can be instrumental social values, such as possessions and personal characteristics, or relational, like social networks and relationships (Berger et al., 1998; Leary et al., 2014). Hence, social status is present in all aspects of our social life (Ridgeway, 2019): the occupation and the education we have, the car we drive, the type of housing and the neighborhood we live in, the clothes we wear, the food we eat and the restaurants we visit, the places we travel to and the experiences we make, our looks and behaviors, and in many other aspects of life (Goffman, 1969; Berger et al., 1998; Anderson et al., 2001; Carr and Vignoles, 2011; Anderson and Cowan, 2014; Blaker and van Vugt, 2014; Ridgeway, 2019; cf. Söderqvist-Tralau, 2009). Even though entities may be ranked in terms of status, such as social groups (Weber, 1970; cf. Turner, 1988), and organizations (Podolny, 2005; Sauder et al., 2012), social status usually connotes prestige hierarchies among individuals and their lifestyles (Wegener, 1992; Bauman, 2007; Reckwitz, 2021). Thus, everyday elements are assessed and valued as aspects of status. They are also used to create or claim social status in interpersonal social settings. Social status is “ubiquitous in social life” (Anderson et al., 2001, 116).

As a “social ranking of people, groups, or objects in terms of social esteem, honor, and respect” (Ridgeway, 2019, 1), social status correlates not only with lifestyles and sense of worthiness but also with subjective well-being, health, and stress (Wilkinson and Pickett, 2009; Fujishiro et al., 2010; Anderson et al., 2012), status anxiety and striving (De Botton, 2008; Anderson et al., 2015; Kim and Pettit, 2015), choice of spouse (Whitbeck and Hoyt, 1994), and political attitudes (Chan et al., 2011). Social status relates to and has consequences similar to social class. This connection was already obvious in Weber’s distinction between class and status groups, in which the former stratification was based on “relations of production and acquisition of goods” whereas the latter concerned certain lifestyles relating to an individual’s social esteem, honor, and privileges based on education, profession, or descent (Weber, 1970, 183ff; Weber, 1978, 302ff.). Social status may thus connote both older stratification principles based on honor and newer ones related to the individualization of lifestyles in late modern consumer societies (Turner, 1988; Bauman, 2007).

Bourdieu’s Distinction (1984) was an attempt to “rethink Max Weber’s opposition between class and stand” through the concepts of economic and cultural capital in an empirical analysis of lifestyles in France in the 1960s (Bourdieu, 1984, xii). Even though the general reproduction mechanisms in his work have been confirmed in other countries, the question of social status dimensions and determinants in contemporary societies has not been exhausted (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992, 78 f.; cf. Atkinson, 2018). Just as the structure of social classes exhibits both stability and change as society transforms, so does the social status structure. Social status may even be more important than class in late modern societies because lifestyles and consumer identities are becoming more individualized and fluid, and more constitutive of individual identities and life prospects (Beck and Beck-Gernsheim, 2002; Bauman, 2007; Reckwitz, 2021).

This study contributes to our understanding of lifestyle factors’ effect on individuals’ social status in contemporary welfare societies by exploring how a selection of common status qualifiers is perceived as significant for the social status of women and men in Sweden. Gender differences are of particular interest because there is a tendency to overlook that aspect in social status studies (Atkinson, 2018), and the Swedish case is interesting because of its extreme position in terms of postmaterialist values and gender equality (Inglehart, 2018; WEF, 2019). Drawing on quantitative survey data, the study aims to explore the dimensions and determinants of social status perceptions by addressing the following questions: What status qualifiers are important in the social status of a woman and a man in contemporary Sweden? What are the underlying dimensions of these status qualifiers? Are there any group differences (e.g., gender, age, education, or class) in the social status qualifiers and dimensions that are emphasized as important for the social status of women and men? This study also indirectly contributes to the discussion of Sweden as an example of a postmaterialist or even postmodernist consumer society (Söderqvist-Tralau, 2009; Inglehart, 2018; Ulver, 2019).

The article continues with a discussion of how we conceive social status in relation to the literature, followed by a discussion of relevant status qualifiers in the Swedish context. Next, a description of the materials and methods, which is followed by the findings. We then conclude with a discussion.



2 Social status in theory and research


2.1 Conceptualizations of social status in the literature

Social status is a vague and multifaceted notion, conceptualized differently depending on the discipline and research focus (Turner, 1988; Wegener, 1992; Leary et al., 2014). In sociology, the conventional starting point for a discussion of social status is Weber, who in Class, Status, Party (Weber, 1970, 194) introduced the concept of status to distinguish between the economic and social order in society: “one might thus say that ‘classes’ are stratified according to their relations to the production and acquisition of goods; whereas ‘status groups’ are stratified according to the principles of their consumption of goods as represented by special ‘styles of life’“. However, the boundary between the economic and social spheres is not conclusive, as lifestyles depend on and relate to economic conditions. In Economy and Society (1978), it is also emphasized that lifestyles are based on education, profession, and ancestry. This close connection between economy and ways of life has been thoroughly explored by Bourdieu, which is discussed below. However, first, we report on some theoretical distinctions and previous research to specify our perspective on and operationalization of social status.

In empirical research, “objective status” and “socioeconomic status” (SES) are descriptive terms for an ordinal scale of stratification of individuals based on occupation, income, and education (Oesch and Vinga, 2022). SES is often contrasted with “subjective social status” (SSS), defined as the “social respect or esteem people believe is accorded them within the social order” (Gidron and Hall, 2017, 61), or as how individuals perceive their social positions relative to others on the MacArthur scale (cf. Chiang et al., 2021). Whereas SSS implies self-assessments related to such a collective status order, SES generally measures the economic resources of individuals (including human capital). Neither concept captures social status in terms of lifestyles, based on the collective valuation of individuals, objects, and practices, ranking them at various levels of esteem, honor, privilege, reputation, respect, or prestige.

Some streams of research focus more limitedly on social rankings of occupations (Treiman, 1977; Ganzeboom and Treiman, 1996; Chan and Goldthorpe, 2007; Ulfsdotter Eriksson and Nordlander, 2024), organizations (Podolny, 2005; Sauder et al., 2012), or cultural consumption practices (Chan, 2011; Atkinson, 2018). Within the social-psychological strand of research, Leary et al. (2014) discussed the displaying of symbols to pursue social status. High status is, for instance, signaled by high-end possessions, such as expensive brands in clothes and cars, and ownership of a nice house (cf. Carr and Vignoles, 2011). People may also communicate social status through certain manners and behaviors. In contrast to our study, the focus in some of the more psychologically oriented research is on how people strive to signal or gain status and not how such status cures are evaluated in general (cf. Berger et al., 1998).

Other strands focus on the ranking, closure, and cohesion in standing or esteem of status groups based on gender, age, or skin color (Ridgeway, 2019). While these studies contribute to our understanding of social status, they lack aspects of the multifaceted approach in Weber’s conceptualization that relate to lifestyles and prestige. As stated by Turner (1988, 5):


A status is a position within the social structure by which an individual … is evaluated by reference to prestige or honor…. This evaluation will be both personal and objective, in that one’s self-evaluation is closely related to the external evaluation that one receives from significant others according to one’s location in a social hierarchy. Within the sociological literature, we have identified a “subjective” dimension of status (individual perceptions of prestige) and an “objective” (the socio-legal entitlements of the individual).
 

This distinction, between subjective and objective status, differs from SES or SSS. Whereas SES pulls the concept of objective status toward class stratification, Turner (1988) pulls it toward entitlements, rights, and polity. In our conceptualization, however, social status leans more toward what Turner calls the cultural and “subjective” aspect of status. However, we find it misleading to define this as “subjective,” as it consists of collective valuations of individuals, objects, and practices, objectively giving them various levels of esteem, honor, privileges, reputation, respect, or prestige (Leary et al., 2014; Anderson et al., 2015; Ridgeway, 2019).

In addition, whereas Turner (1988, 5) prefers to view status as an attribute of groups, we focus on individuals. The reason is that in late modern consumer societies, status has become less firmly anchored in cohesive groups or categories, according to theories claiming that lifestyles and status orders are more plural than previously (Bauman, 2007; Milner, 2019). This does not imply “the end of status” (Turner, 1988, 76), or as postmodernists claim, that “everyone can be anyone” (Featherstone, 1991, 83; cf. Campbell, 2004). On the contrary, late modern societies seem to increase individual responsibility for creating and upholding status in the competition for “singularity” – that is, social distinction (Reckwitz, 2021).



2.2 Status qualifiers – the Swedish context and previous research

Sweden is no longer the epitome of the egalitarian social democratic welfare state it once was. Clear neoliberalization tendencies and increasing economic inequalities have emerged since the 1980s (Larsson et al., 2012; Therborn, 2020). As shown by both Chancel et al. (2022) and Berglund (2024), rising economic inequalities are due to capital income, social transfers, and tax rates, rather than wages (i.e., paid labor). There is also a trend for objective class identity to have a diminishing effect on subjective identity because “a majority of the Swedish population locate themselves in the middle of the social structure” (Karlsson, 2017, 1057). In terms of cultural values, Sweden has long since scored extremely high on postmaterialism, both in terms of self-expression and secular–rational values (Inglehart, 2018).

Against the background of a tradition of “statist individualism” (Berggren and Trägårdh, 2022), and with the added effect of the welfare state as “an experimental apparatus for conditioning ego-related lifestyles” (Beck and Beck-Gernsheim, 2002, 28), the increased of inequalities and postmaterialist values have turned Sweden into a society of individuals. Some claim that it is a hyper-individualistic society, in which consumer trends have an immediate impact “in a very broad middle class apt for everyday status competition” (Ulver, 2019, 56). However, the comparative European literature does not confirm that status-seeking behavior is exceptionally high among the Swedish population (Delhey et al., 2022).

In this context, it is not surprising that status issues are commonly raised in Swedish media (e.g., Söderqvist-Tralau, 2009). Suggestions about sources of social status are numerous: money, consumption, style and looks, education, a prestigious occupation, or just success or self-realization. There is often a postmodernist influence in claims that social status is based on self-creation and consumerism (Ulver, 2012, 44 f.; cf. Bauman, 2007). Then again, studies show marked stability and correspondence with international studies on how occupations are ranked by prestige in Sweden (Svensson and Ulfsdotter Eriksson, 2009). All these findings raise questions regarding the importance of “modern” status qualifiers, such as occupation, compared with late modern consumerist status cues, not least because postmaterialist values imply that traditional status symbols are not very important (cf. Delhey et al., 2022).

As shown in both sociological and psychological studies, possible social status cues based on lifestyles are practically innumerable (Berger et al., 1998; Fişek et al., 2005; Leary et al., 2014; Anderson et al., 2015). In this study, we elaborate on a broad set of status qualifiers mirroring different kinds of resources that may, or may not, be associated with social status. Following the dimensions distinguished in Bourdieu’s seminal analysis (1984; cf. 1986), we initially discuss them in relation to economic, cultural, and social resources.

Economic status qualifiers, such as money and financial assets, are surely related both to class and status. Such assets provide purchasing power to realize a high-status lifestyle. However, money has a cultural value that stands “over and above its expenditure for articles of consumption or its use for the enhancement of power,” that is, money confers social status in itself (Merton, 1968, 190; cf. Carr and Vignoles, 2011). When invested in objects and practices, financial resources are also transformed into cultural status qualifiers (i.e., objective cultural capital), such as durable goods like houses, cars, or boats, which indicate both economic resources and lifestyle (Bourdieu, 2005). Where and how one lives also signals social status because different residential areas have different reputations in addition to various types of housing (Birenbaum, 1984; Bridge, 2001; Leary et al., 2014).

Educational degrees and occupation provide status per se (i.e., institutionalized cultural capital), while also being associated with economic resources. A person’s occupation is considered an important aspect of status because it positions individuals in the economic order (Treiman, 1977; Ganzeboom and Treiman, 1996). There are also cultural qualifiers related to personal appearance (i.e., embodied cultural capital): looks, clothing style, manners, and speech, which have been discussed as status cues (Fişek et al., 2005). Extroverted, sociable, and physically attractive people are ascribed high status (Anderson et al., 2001; Haas and Gregory, 2005; Frevert and Walker, 2014), and speech may be related to both status and stigma, such as having a dialect, a foreign accent, or limited vocabulary compared with being well spoken (Bourdieu, 1991; cf. Goffman, 1969; Birenbaum, 1984).

As shown by Bourdieu (1984), status may be assigned to interest and connoisseurship in relation to sophisticated culture and fine art, such as literature, classical music, and antiques (cf. Atkinson, 2018). There may also be forms of cultural capital and even stigmatizing effects related to ancestry and kin, as indicated by surnames, which in Sweden vary from common patronyms to those of the bourgeoisie or traditional nobility to foreign-sounding names (Goffman, 1969; cf. Clark, 2012). Another family-related status qualifier is that of being married and having children.

Having many friends and a vast social network may also be a sign of social status (i.e., social capital). That is, interactional and relational aspects are important status cues (Leary et al., 2014). People in high social status positions are often considered attractive (Blau, 1960) and “social networks are also important … [for] physical safety, good health, companionship, social esteem, etc.” (de Graaf and Flap, 1988, 453). Today, individuals also signal and accumulate status through digital social networking and self-presentation on social platforms (Reckwitz, 2021).

There have been suggestions of a specific form of cultural capital in Sweden that emerged in the early popular movements and was reinforced in the egalitarian culture of student councils, youth organizations, trade unions, and board memberships. Such “organizational capital” is based both on the display of certain civic values and the ability to navigate in organizations and function as a spokesperson (Broady, 1985, 1998, 13f; Häuberer, 2014). Given the postmaterialist value tendencies in Sweden, one might also suspect status gains from engagement in nature and the environment.

Matters of how an individual acts to signal status were discussed with a more pronounced interactionist perspective by Berger et al. (1998; cf. Fişek et al., 2005). Focusing on status cues, they distinguished, on the one hand, between tasks (what someone does, i.e., acts and behaviors) and categories (what one is or is ascribed to be, i.e., identity matters), and on the other, whether the status cues was indicative or expressive. Berger et al. (1998, 159) thus suggest that “different types of cues operate in combinations with each other.” In our interpretations of the findings, we have been inspired also by this approach.

With this overview of social status concepts and qualifiers/cues, we have laid the ground for the operationalization of social status, while arguing that individual social status is an important research area. That is, even if concepts such as “objective” and “subjective” status, and “social class” and “group status” are relevant for contemporary status stratifications, there are also important cultural aspects of social status not exhausted by such approaches.




3 Materials and methods

This study is based on a survey distributed by Statistics Sweden in 2018 to 7,000 randomly selected respondents. Drawing on 1650 unique answers (23.6% response rate), this article explores two questions focusing on social status: “What importance do you consider the following factors have for an adult [Q1: man’s] / [Q2: woman’s] social status in Sweden?” Both questions included a list of 14 items based on the abovementioned status qualifiers (Table 1). The response alternatives were assessed on a 5-point Likert-type scale (0 = “of no importance,” 1 = “of rather little importance,” 2 = “of some importance,” 3 = “of fairly great importance,” 4 = “of great importance”), see Table 2.



TABLE 1 Status qualifiers.
[image: Table1]

The explorative analyses were conducted in five steps. First, principal component analyses (PCA, Varimax rotation) were performed separately for the 14 items on women’s/men’s social status qualifiers. The solutions, based on the Kaiser criterion (eigenvalue >1), produced three factors for women’s status qualifiers (Table 3) but only two for men’s status qualifiers. Based on the theoretical interpretation of the dimensions and the scalability of the items, we also chose a solution with three dimensions for men’s status qualifiers (Table 4; Cf. Kim and Mueller, 1978).



TABLE 4 Men’s status dimensions.
[image: Table2]



TABLE 3 Women’s status dimensions.
[image: Table3]

Second, means (range 0–4) were calculated for all items, and grand means for all the items loading strongly (in bold) on the factors. The means were used to rank all 14 items in rows from high to low. The grand means were used to show the order of the factors in the columns (Tables 3 and 4).

Third, a rank correlation (Spearman’s ρ) was performed on the rank orders of qualifiers for the social status of women and men. Thereafter, the difference between the means of each status item for women and men was compared to identify those with marked gender differences. As the means on 10 of the 14 items were higher for a woman’s status than for a man’s, the means were also divided by the grand means for each gender to standardize the scales and clarify the main differences (data not shown).

Fourth, six standardized additive indexes (range 0–4) were created from the PCA (Tables 3, 4). We used identical indexes for the social status of women and men, even though the item “Ancestry and family name” was loaded in a slightly different way for men (Table 4). This item was included in Index 2 to improve the comparability of the regressions after we checked that this only marginally changed the scalability of indexes for men and after checking that alternative indexes did not affect the regression results significantly.

Finally, the indexes were used as dependent variables in ordinary least squares (OLS) regressions to explore respondents’ perceptions of the status dimensions (Tables 3, 5). The independent variables were age, sex, education, country of origin, resident municipality, and subjective class background, that is, the class context in which the respondent was raised. The reason for choosing this class variable instead of the objective class was that we, in line with Bourdieu’s analyses (1984; 1986), believe that an individual’s basic values regarding status and lifestyle are formed during childhood and early youth. In addition, the education variable is a relatively good proxy for the individual’s current class position. We included the variable “my occupation’s prestige” as previous studies have shown that the prestige of one’s occupation has an impact on perceptions (Alexander, 1972; Ulfsdotter Eriksson and Nordlander, 2023). We report the standardized β coefficients because our focus was on comparing effects across the six indexes (Table 5). We also ran regressions on all the individual items to understand better the effects on the indexes (data not shown).



TABLE 2 Dependent and independent variables in OLS regressions (n 1650).
[image: Table4]



TABLE 5 Determinants of social status perceptions.
[image: Table5]

According to Statistics Sweden, low response rates in survey studies have increased in recent years (Japec et al., 1997), risking data to be non-representative and lacking in credibility. The questions analyzed in this article are taken from a survey that partly replicates a previous one studying occupational prestige (Svensson and Ulfsdotter Eriksson, 2009). The occupational prestige scores from 2002 and 2018 shows an almost perfect correlation (ρ = 0,974; See Ulfsdotter Eriksson and Nordlander, 2024). The high correlation and the similarity in profiles of the raters from both studies, testify that the data have sufficient credibility for the exploratory purpose of this article. However, there is a slight under-representativeness in both surveys from low educated, low-paid, and foreign-born.



4 Findings

The findings are presented in two steps. First, we focus on the existence of underlying status dimensions and discuss their relative importance, as well as that of individual status qualifiers. Thereafter, we explore the variations in perceptions of the status dimensions found.


4.1 Social status dimensions and qualifiers

As Tables 3, 4 show, there are both similarities and differences in what is considered important for the social status of a woman and a man. The main similarity is the underlying dimensions (Factors 1–3), and their overall importance (grand means). The PCA solutions are almost identical in terms of the qualifiers that load strongly on the dimensions. The three dimensions have some correspondence with Bourdieu’s concepts of economic, cultural, and social capital, but it seems difficult to interpret them in that way. In addition, as this is not a deductive study, but rather an inductively and explorative one, we discuss more unconditionally how these dimensions may be understood and conceptualized.

Factor 1 is the most important one for both genders. There are surely economic aspects to this dimension, but it also includes qualifiers relating to cultural resources, such as occupation and education (cf. institutionalized cultural capital), residential area and housing type, and other social status possessions, such as cars, boats, or summer houses, which are all strong lifestyle indicators (cf. objective cultural capital). It is not that strange that property, occupation, and education load on factor 1, together with economic resources, since they are related to income and can be seen as prerequisites for or expressions of economic resources. Overall, the qualifiers in this dimension correspond to materialized achievements external to the individual, and it consists of indicative and categorical status cues (cf. Berger et al., 1998).

Factor 2 is the second most important one in terms of grand means while being closer in importance to Factor 1 for a woman’s than a man’s social status. The items loading on this factor indicate sociocultural resources, encompassing qualifiers such as manners (behavior and speech), looks and clothing style, having many friends and a large social network, marriage, and children, and – particularly for women’s status – ancestry and family name, indicate (embodied) sociocultural capital. This dimension concerns interactional and relational aspects of self-presentation and behaviors in social relations (Leary et al., 2014), and is seen as expressive in both tasks and categories (Berger et al., 1998).

Factor 3, illustrating more internally founded tastes and interests, is the least important for the status of both genders. The qualifiers loading on this dimension relate to both social and organizational capital. They encompass the extent to which one participates or shows an interest in civic associations and politics, nature and the environment, art, literature, classical music, or antiquities. While the last qualifier may seem to indicate cultural capital, the phrasing of the question as whether the respondent has “an interest in” may explain why it loads in this factor. In addition, these items may be defined as indicative and task-oriented status cues (Berger et al., 1998).

From the grand means, we see that the difference in importance between the three dimensions is greater for a man’s social status than for a woman’s social status. The status qualifier that is most dissimilar in terms of factor loadings between Tables 3 and 4 is ancestry/family name: whereas this qualifier loads mainly on Factor 2 for a woman’s social status, it loads moderately on both Factor 1 and 2 for a man’s social status.

Turning to the individual qualifiers, we find a high correlation between the two rankings of means in Tables 3 and 4 (ρ = 0.827***). Surprisingly, at the bottom of the list are traditional cultural practices such as interest in art, literature, classical music, and antiquities. These are thus not particularly strong social status cues in current Swedish society. All qualifiers included in Factor 3 are in fact placed at the bottom of the ranking of means (i.e., <2), indicating that the suggested Swedish version of organizational capital seems to confer less status than the other qualifiers. Being married and having children are also among the low-rated qualifiers.

At the top of the list, manners and speech are surprisingly highly regarded for the social status of both women and men. Occupation is the second most important qualifier generally – albeit superseded by looks and clothing style for a woman’s social status. The position of occupation is less surprising given that it has been considered “the backbone of social stratification” (Ganzeboom and Treiman, 1996, 202), and the one qualifier most important for the economic positioning of an individual.

It is noteworthy that the grand mean of all individual qualifiers is higher for a woman’s social status (2.29) than a man’s (2.18), and 10 of the 14 items have higher means for a woman. This finding is difficult to interpret, but it may indicate that it requires more for social status to be attributed to women. Women must qualify on more aspects than men to gain or signal status. Furthermore, four items show particularly marked differences, regarding both means and standardized mean comparisons (data not shown; see Section 3). Looks and clothing style, as well as marriage and children, are more important for a woman’s social status, whereas having money and financial assets and owning other kinds of property is more important for a man. There is an impact of gender-traditional views that economic resources, the external items, are more important for a man’s status, whereas outward appearance and having a family, the interactional ones, are more important for a woman’s status.



4.2 Determinants of social status perceptions

The next step is to analyze whether there are group-level differences in perceptions. As indicated by the adjusted R2 values and the standardized β coefficients (Table 5), the overall explanatory power of the models is rather low, but there are also significant effects to discuss. Age shows the strongest effects: that is, the younger the respondent, the more emphasis is on Factor 1, the external qualifiers, and Factor 2, the interactional, for the social status of either gender. Nevertheless, there are dissimilar effects on Factor 3 (the internal), as age has no effect on this dimension for a woman’s social status and a positive effect on a man’s social status. Material assets and materialized or personal achievements are thus more important for younger Swedes than for the elders, and cues related to a commitment to associations, the environment, and intellectual culture are more important for the older respondents, especially concerning a man’s social status.

The effects of sex make interpretation difficult because women rated importance on all dimensions higher for both genders, as compared to men. There may be a gender perception bias because this tendency is valid for all 14 items in individual regressions (data not shown). However, as the effects vary across the regressions, some conclusions may be drawn. First, regarding women’s social status, Factor 2, the dimension of interactional qualifiers, and to some extent Factor 3 (the internal), is more strongly emphasized by women than Factor 1, the dimension of external qualifiers. The effect of gender on the dimensions of a man’s social status is not that strong or varied, but we find a slight tendency for women to emphasize the interactional qualifiers for a man’s social status. Second, women emphasize all dimensions of a woman’s status more than a man’s status, compared with the importance men attribute to them. This might indicate that it requires more for a woman to gain social status.

The effects of education are particularly strong on Factor 1 for the status of both women and men. The higher the educational level of the respondent, the more emphasis is placed on the external qualifiers as an important status dimension. There is also a tendency for more educated respondents to put more weight on Factor 2, the interactional aspects.

Country of origin shows some effects. Foreign-born respondents emphasize Factor 3, the internal qualifiers, and to some extent also Factor 1, the externals, more than Swedish-born people for the social status of both sexes, whereas there are weaker and nonsignificant effects on Factor 2, the interactional qualifiers. Regressions on individual items (not shown) indicated that it was “interest in art literature, classical music, antiquities” that was rated as more important by foreign-born respondents, indicating that taste in the fine arts may not be as devalued in terms of status in other cultural contexts as in the Swedish one.

The effect of place of residence shows that respondents from large cities value the externals, Factor 1, more for a man’s social status than respondents from rural areas. There is a slight tendency for the same to apply to a woman’s social status, and the interactional (Factor 2) is more important for the social status of both women and men according to respondents from large cities. However, these effects are weak and have rather low levels of significance.

The subjective class has one significant effect: respondents who grew up in white-collar professional families tend to emphasize the importance of the external qualifiers (Factor 1) more than respondents from working-class backgrounds.

The final background variable, which is based on respondents’ subjective estimation of their own occupation’s prestige shows that individuals in low-status occupations seem to value the interactional qualifiers (Factor 2) for a woman’s social status, and the external qualifiers (Factor 1) for man’s social status more than respondents in high-status occupations, who instead put more emphasis than on the internal ones (Factor 3). These results indicate a slight tendency for gender-traditional views that economic resources are more important for men’s status whereas outward appearances and having a family are more important to strengthen women’s status among people in low-status occupations.




5 Discussion and conclusion

This study aimed to explore the importance of common social status qualifiers for the social status of a woman and a man. The findings add to the literature by increasing our understanding of how lifestyle factors affect individual social status in contemporary Sweden.

By analyzing the importance of 14 lifestyle-related qualifiers for social status, this study revealed three underlying dimensions, which have similarities but do not neatly fall into the Bourdieusian categories of economic, cultural, social, or organizational capital, as there are aspects of cultural resources in all three (cf. Bourdieu, 1984, 1986). Factor 1 gathers external qualifiers that strongly relate to economic and external resources, Factor 2 assembles qualifiers relating to social and interactional resources, and Factor 3 consists of qualifiers that signal cultural and organizational capital and internal resources.

Most important for social status for both genders are items of what one has in terms of external and material achievements, such as financial resources, education and occupation, residential area and housing type, and having other kinds of durable goods, such as summer houses, boats, or cars (cf. Carr and Vignoles, 2011; Leary et al., 2014). The second most important is related to interactional aspects, which include self-presentation in terms of manners, looks and clothing, friends, social networks, and being married with children. The least important of the three dimensions refers to internal aspects, covering interest and engagement in civic associations and politics, nature and the environment, or art, literature, classical music, and antiquities.

Further, there is a proximity between the three dimensions and the theory of status cue processes discussed by Berger et al. (1998). Factor 2 signifies interactional and self-presenting which relates to the concept of “categorial cues” representing “who these people are,” while Factor 3 relates to the things that individuals do, that is, “task cues” that indicate “what these people are doing and can do” (Fişek et al., 2005, 82). Factor 1, what one has, relates to both task and categorial cues, but points beyond them by also indicating what one has already achieved in terms of material success or failure. This surely has to do with the status cues process theory being developed for status signals in locally situated contexts, whereas this study explores status qualifiers at a more general social level.

The similarities between what is considered important for the social status of women and men are striking, both regarding the three underlying dimensions (Factor 1–3) and the ranking of the 14 status qualifiers. This may be related to Sweden being one of the most gender-equal countries in the world (WEF, 2019). Nevertheless, there are some gender-related differences of a very gender-stereotypical kind. Economically related resources and achievements, specifically having money and expensive property, are considered more important for a man’s social status. In contrast, the interactional status qualifiers, particularly looks, clothing style, and being married with children, are seen as more important for a woman’s status. Furthermore, the analysis indicated that a broader set of status qualifiers may be required for women than for men to achieve or signal high status because in general, most qualifiers are rated higher for women.

Regarding the determinants of social status perceptions, effects from the background variables exist but are not that strong or easy to interpret. Reduced to somewhat simplified formulas, the result shows that the status qualifiers comprising Factor 1 are emphasized by younger people, those with high levels of academic education, those who live in cities, people with upper-middle-class backgrounds, and foreign-born. Following Inglehart (2018), it is more surprising that the younger respondents who could be expected to express more postmaterialist values, instead seemed to lean toward more success-oriented achievements in terms of external and interactional status qualifiers. Factor 2 is particularly emphasized by women, especially in relation to their perceptions of a woman’s status. Factor 3 is emphasized more by older Swedish-born people and for men’s social status particularly by people in prestige occupations, irrespective of their class background or education.

These results have implications for the discussion of Sweden as a postmaterialist or even postmodern consumer society (Söderqvist-Tralau, 2009; Inglehart, 2018; Ulver, 2019). It may be seen as surprising that ownership and material achievements are so highly valued, and interests and civic orientations hold so much less value. On the other hand, in a society heavily oriented toward consumption, singularity, and socially oriented perfectionism, it may seem logical that external and material resources are of great importance (Curran and Hill, 2019; Ulver, 2019; Reckwitz, 2021). The postmaterialism thesis has not gone without criticism, and analyses show that this trend among youth has been reversed in many countries (cf. Abramson, 2011).

In short, our results indicate that Sweden is neither a fully postmodern nor postmaterialist society in the sense that social status is fully determined by consumer identities or that material assets play a minor role in social stratification. “Modern” status qualifiers, such as the possession of economic resources, a good education, and a prestigious occupation, still play a significant role. However, achievements and sociocultural capital related to identity, self-presentation, and having friends and networks also bring status. Even cultural resources related to postmaterialist engagement in civic associations, politics, or nature and the environment may bring social status, whereas the traditional highbrow cultural consumption practices of being interested in art, literature, classical music, or antiquities are of less importance. In addition, despite the striking similarities in how women and men are valued in terms of status, there are still remnants of rather gender-traditional views on social status, although this may be expected to be much stronger in other cultural and political contexts.

There are of course limitations to the generalizability of these results and conclusions. As the data are cross-sectional, arguments concerning temporal change, generational effects, and causality are impossible to make with certainty. Even more importantly, the effects of cultural context are only speculative because we have no country-comparative data. Therefore, the results must be developed and tested in future research. Another necessary line of comparison is to explore the status qualifiers, as different status groups may confer different statuses depending on factors such as clothing, neighborhood, housing, or car. That is, how specific status distinctions vary between groups and categories.
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