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Abstract Beauty has many facets, and research shows that there are many biologic, psychologic, cultural,
and social aspects that influence how beauty and attractiveness are perceived. Beauty preferences are, in part,
an effect of a rudimentary cognitive process that appears quite early in life, with humans having a seemingly
automatic ability to categorize a person as beautiful or not. This instantaneous capability of human beauty
categorization is partially determined by a function of physical features, such as facial averageness, symme-
try, and skin homogeneity. For decades, the mass media platform has introduced certain criteria to what es-
tablishes beauty, and more recently, social media, instant photo sharing, and editing apps have
further influenced how society adapts to beauty principles.
Published by Elsevier Inc.
Introduction

The appreciation for human esthetics date back to early
Greek civilization. In fact, beauty, good health, and riches
were described by Plato to be the three wishes of every
man.1 The sight of an attractive face has even been found to
activate certain reward centers in the brain,2 and, although
there lies variation with personal preferences and cultural
standards within a society at any given point of time, there is
a remarkable and substantial agreement as to what constitutes
human beauty.2
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The mass media platform has for years introduced to our
minds certain criteria about what establishes beauty. Today,
social media, instant photo sharing, and editing apps that allow
patients to post their best “selfie” have further influenced how
beauty is perceived. Unfortunately, a selfie, filtered or not, may
not correspond to a patient’s reflection in the mirror, and may
lead to an unrealistic and unattainable perfect beauty sought
through cosmetic surgery and procedures.
My selfies after the lip filler?

A 38-year-old woman went to Dr. Kiss’s office for soft-
tissue augmentation of her lips, 8 months after her last lip
procedure. The patient had been seeing Dr. Kiss for several
years, and this was her third procedure. At this visit, she had
0.6 cc of hyaluronic acid filler injected into the upper and
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lower lips without any complications. Three weeks later, she
returned to the clinic to show Dr. Kiss a selfie she took of
her newly enhanced lips, and reported that she has noticed a
divot near her left upper lip. She had never noticed the divot
before. Dr. Kiss carefully examined the picture, which was
taken in poor lighting that made it difficult to say if there was
a divot or if it was a photographic artifact. Next, Dr. Kiss asked
the patient to point out the divot in the clinic’s hand mirror. The
patient carefully examined her upper lip and replied, “I can’t
see it now, but I can definitely see it on my selfie.”
What is beauty?

Defining beauty standards has long been thought to be a
gradually learned process and product of the media; however,
research conducted over the past decades provides contradicting
information regarding these widely held beliefs, showing that
there are many biologic indicators that account for the percep-
tion of attractiveness. In fact, humans have an innate, near
automatic capacity to categorize a person as attractive or
unattractive. This automatic ability to categorize human beauty
is partially determined by a function of physical features, such
as facial averageness, symmetry, skin homogeneity, and sexual
dimorphism.3 Scientific literature supports such physical fea-
tures as universal criteria for human attractiveness; however,
the perception of attractiveness is also influenced by more
information than these universal criteria alone can convey,
and some concepts of human beauty have fluctuated drasti-
cally over time. For example, a review of widely viewed
images in Western culture over the course of the 20th century
provides an example of the evolution of the beautiful female
body.4 Although a waist-to-hip ratio has stayed relatively
constant, there have been wide variations of body mass index
across cultures and periods. The multifaceted concept of
beauty shows us that perception can change depending on
the individual, society, or historical period.
Averageness and symmetry

Deemed to be the most important attribute to facial attrac-
tiveness, the concept of averageness has continuously been
found to be a time-constant predictor of beauty. The term
averageness relates to a mathematic mean in which a composite
of several faces is compared with each individual constituent
face. The average, composite, face has repeatedly been found
to be more attractive than each individual face, and the more
faces that are averaged into a composite, the more beautiful it
is found to be. The concept of symmetry pertains to how
closely two halves of a whole resemble each other. The extent
to which symmetry influences the perception of beauty and
attractiveness remains under debate. Earlier studies suggested
that attractiveness increases with levels of bilateral facial sym-
metry5; however, more recent studies reported that symmetry
may not appear to affect attractiveness as once was thought.6

Although symmetry may reflect a perfect beauty, the presence
of asymmetry conveys an innate charm, and it is possible that
beauty may result from proportional facial units rather than
symmetry alone.6
Skin and beauty

In today’s multicultural society, we see other shifting
American trends, possibly mimicking societal genetic drifts.
In contrast to a static, biologic component of beauty, skin color
is thought to be a dynamic trait of beauty. Historically, many
cultures have considered fair skin to be the more esthetically
pleasing tone compared with darker hues.7 In fact, in certain
communities, skin lightening creams and lotions are used
by individuals with darker skin types to improve overall
appearance, portray a higher social level, satisfy a spouse, or
increase marital prospects.8

In contrast, an even distribution of skin color and texture,
referred to as skin homogeneity, is considered to be a static
characteristic of beauty, invariant cross-culturally and across
different types of faces. Research supports theories of the
universality of skin homogeneity’s relation to beauty, with
visible skin condition, skin surface topography, and coloration
being found to independently signal attractiveness, youth, and
health.9 This is true in both sexes, and many studies have
reported a link between texture and color surface signs with
facial attractiveness in both men and women.10
Age

Although concepts of ideal beauty may change over time,
it is generally accepted that a youthful look remains an influen-
tial component of facial attractiveness.11 A neotenous, or
youthful, face is generally one that combines a high ratio of
neurocranial-to-lower facial features (eg, those with large eyes,
small nose and ears, and full lips). In literature, women, more
so than men, who possess youthful features are repeatedly
and reliably rated as more attractive than older-appearing
women;12 however, as some authors argue that a youthful
appearance may not be a requirement for attractiveness, the
true importance of youthfulness remains under debate.13 Age
concepts have special significance in today’s aging society,
which by 2050, persons aged 65 years or more will comprise
over 20% of the US population.14
Perceptual adaptation

Previous studies attributed beauty and attractiveness to
relatively stable face and body characteristics such as shape
and symmetry.15 However, recent studies suggest that what
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each person perceives as beautiful stems from a complicated
process influenced by both their environment and their percep-
tual adaptation.16 Perceptual adaptation is an experience-based
process that reshapes how we perceive our environment. In
fact, studies have shown that even very small experiences
(minutes of exposure) can shift a person’s perception of attrac-
tiveness.17 One such study16 exposed participants to distorted
face shapes, causing them to shift their preference toward the
distortion. Theories behind this mechanism suggest that
people may have a preference for familiarity and thus, certain
and repeated experiences that familiarize people with particu-
lar facial and body characteristics, or even a distortion, can
shape what they find attractive.

It is thought that the concept of averageness as it relates to
attractiveness stems from an evolutionary bias where average
faces may indicate reproductive success;18 however, it is
important to note that what each person considers to be
“average” is constantly being updated by his or her own expe-
riences, thus contributing to a mental depiction of what attrac-
tiveness means to that particular individual. Studies have
shown that a significant component of perceptual adaptation
that shapes attractiveness is an automatic process that occurs
rapidly and unconsciously.19 Together, these theories explain
the major influence that a person’s sociocultural environment
can have on his or her perceived attractiveness and body
image. Multiple studies have shown that repeat exposure to
thin bodies shifted the participant’s ideal body and judgment
of attractiveness to be thinner and may even have changed
the participant’s perceived “normal body weight.”20 Similar
to facial and body attractiveness, preferences for faces can
differ across cultures based on the relative exposure to various
ethnic groups.21 Likely due to the increased diversity and the
aging population seen in the United States, one study found
that what is deemed most beautiful (per People magazine’s
“World’s Most Beautiful” list) has shifted to include a more
racially diverse, older group of individuals.22
The social media influence on perceived beauty

The concept of perceptual adaptation is especially important
today, when television and social media have infiltrated so
much of people’s lives. Use of social media has grown
enormously over the past decades. On one side, the benefits
of social media are great, allowing users to connect with each
other, share ideas, and create jobs; however, social media is also
full of appearance-focused posts, idealized-body types, and fil-
tered self-images. In fact, popular social media platforms in-
cluding Twitter, Tumblr, Instagram, and Pinterest have a large
subset of images dedicated to health and fitness, fitness inspira-
tion, and body image (termed “thinspiration”).23 Although
many people describe their time spent on social media as
mindlessly scrolling through thousands of images, actually,
our subconscious mind is busy registering these images and
adapting our perception of beauty based on these visualized
experiences. The repeat exposure of an individual to these
images is so strong that in today’s “selfie-culture,” people tend
to prefer their mirror image corresponding to what they see in
their selfie, rather than their true image;24 thus, it is easy to see
that repeat exposure of a particular ideal of beauty through so-
cial media can produce a completely new standard of beauty.
As much of what is posted on social media depicts filtered
and potentially photoshopped images of ultrathin women, this
newly perceived ideal of beauty is likely unrealistic for the vast
majority of women.25 Not only can social media affect per-
ceived beauty standards, but it can also alter appearance-
related dissatisfaction. One study showed that women link
looking like a media-supported female beauty ideal with posi-
tive life expectations and changes.26 Other studies have shown
that increased exposure to thin, idealized body images trans-
lates to increased body dissatisfaction and appearance based
social comparison.27
Conclusions

One of the most controversial aspects in the theory of
beauty has historically been whether it is completely objective
and set in innate standards, or subjective and “located in the
eyes of the beholder.” True beauty is likely an evolving inter-
play between time-constant biologic traits and the continuous
molding that occurs through exposures in our environment.
The highly connected world and strong social media exposure
has influencedwhat constitutes beauty and how it is perceived,
possibly changing beauty ideals toward unnatural features cre-
ated by selfies and filtered images. Clinicians should counsel
patients on the importance of understanding that each individ-
ual has his or her own beauty and unique features, and that an
individualized and natural approach to cosmetic procedures
are key to beauty enhancing procedures.
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in the media, including O, The Oprah Magazine; Ebony; Prevention; Rea-
der’s Digest; Dr. Oz The Good Life; Yahoo; CNN; Forbes; CNBC; News-
Week; Good Housekeeping; Bazaar; Cosmopolitan; MSN; Washington Post;
US News and World Report; Fortune; ABC; Chicago Tribune; The Washing-
ton Times; Women’s Health; Web Talk Radio; Doctor Radio; BBC World;
Morning Dose; FOX25; Mornings with Maria (FOX); Inside Edition; and
WCVB-ABC affiliated television.
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