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IMPORTANCE Social media platforms and photograph (photo) editing applications are
increasingly popular sources of inspiration for individuals interested in cosmetic surgery.
However, the specific associations between social media and photo editing application use
and perceptions of cosmetic surgery remain unknown.

OBJECTIVE To assess whether self-esteem and the use of social media and photo editing
applications are associated with cosmetic surgery attitudes.

DESIGN, SETTING, AND PARTICIPANTS A population-based survey study was conducted from
July 1 to September 19, 2018. The web-based survey was administered through online
platforms to 252 participants.

MAIN OUTCOMES AND MEASURES Each participant’s self-esteem was measured using the
Rosenberg Self-esteem Scale (scores range from 0-30; higher scores indicate higher
self-esteem) and the Contingencies of Self-worth Scale (scores range from 1-7; higher scores
indicate higher self-worth). Cosmetic surgery attitude was measured using the Acceptance of
Cosmetic Surgery Scale (scores range from 1-7; higher scores indicate higher acceptance of
cosmetic surgery). Unpaired, 2-tailed t tests were used to assess the significance of
self-esteem and cosmetic surgery attitude score differences among users of various social
media and photo editing applications. Structural equation modeling was used to assess the
association between social media investment and cosmetic surgery attitudes.

RESULTS Of the 252 participants, 184 (73.0%) were women, 134 (53.2%) reported
themselves to be white, and the mean age was 24.7 (range, 18-55) years. Scores on the
Rosenberg Self-esteem Scale from users and nonusers across applications were compared,
with lower self-esteem scores noted in participants who reported using YouTube (difference
in scores, −1.56; 95% CI, −3.01 to −0.10), WhatsApp (difference in scores, −1.47; 95% CI, −2.78
to −0.17), VSCO (difference in scores, −3.20; 95% CI, −4.98 to −1.42), and Photoshop
(difference in scores, −2.92; 95% CI, −5.65 to −0.19). Comparison of self-esteem scores for
participants who reported using other social media and photo editing applications yielded no
significant differences. Social media investment had a positive association with consideration
of cosmetic surgery (R, 0.35; 95% CI, 0.04-0.66). A higher overall score on the Acceptance of
Cosmetic Surgery Scale was noted in users of Tinder (difference in means, 0.79; 95% CI,
0.34-1.23), Snapchat (difference in means, 0.39; 95% CI, 0.07 to 0.71), and/or Snapchat
photo filters (difference in means, 0.44; 95% CI, 0.16-0.72). Increased consideration of
cosmetic surgery but not overall acceptance of surgery was noted in users of VSCO
(difference in means, 0.84; 95% CI, 0.32-1.35) and Instagram photo filters (difference in
means, 0.38; 95% CI, 0.01-0.76) compared with nonusers.

CONCLUSIONS AND RELEVANCE This study’s findings suggest that the use of certain social
media and photo editing applications may be associated with increased acceptance of
cosmetic surgery. These findings can help guide future patient-physician discussions regarding
cosmetic surgery perceptions, which vary by social media or photo editing application use.

LEVEL OF EVIDENCE NA.
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S ocial media provide endless opportunities to present our
best—often digitally enhanced and contrived—self to the
public. Applications such as Snapchat and Instagram

have built-in filters and photograph (photo) editing features1

that allow users to soften wrinkles or alter the size of their eyes
before sharing self-images (“selfies”) throughout social me-
dia. The ubiquity of social media and photo editing applica-
tions significantly affects the field of cosmetic surgery. The 2017
annual American Academy of Facial Plastic and Reconstruc-
tive Surgery survey found that 55% of surgeons reported see-
ing patients who requested surgery to improve their appear-
ance in selfies.2 Although social media appear to be behind
increased rates of cosmetic surgery, little research has been con-
ducted to explore whether the use of social media and photo
editing applications is associated with perceptions of cos-
metic surgery.

Several studies have examined the psychosocial impact of
selfies. McLean et al3 found that teenaged girls who regularly
posted selfies on social media had higher body dissatisfac-
tion and significant overvaluation of body shape. Frequent
selfie viewing behavior was also correlated with lower self-
esteem and decreased life satisfaction,4 which may lead to body
dysmorphic disorder, a psychiatric condition characterized by
excessive preoccupation with nonexistent or minimal de-
fects in one’s appearance.5 These findings highlight the ad-
verse effects of social media on self-esteem and emphasize the
need to better assess how social media use influences atti-
tudes toward cosmetic surgery.

The increasing popularity of selfie taking and photo edit-
ing has led cosmetic surgeons to coin a new term—Snapchat
dysmorphia6,7—to refer to the psychological phenomenon of
patients bringing filtered selfies to their surgeons to illustrate
the desired surgical changes they are looking to achieve.1 Al-
though filtered selfies provide surgeons with visually de-
fined patient expectations, much debate exists over whether
photo editing contributes to body dysmorphic disorder6 or in-
fluences a patient’s perceptions of cosmetic surgery.

Relatively little quantitative research exists linking the use
of social media and photo editing applications with the gen-
eral public’s cosmetic surgery attitudes. To address the re-
search gap, this study aimed to assess whether the use of so-
cial media and photo editing applications is associated with
changes in cosmetic surgery attitudes. The hypothesis was that
participants who had higher investment in using social me-
dia and photo editing applications would have increased ac-
ceptance of cosmetic surgery compared with participants who
had lower investment.

Methods
Participants
Between July 1 and September 19, 2018, individuals were re-
cruited to complete a web-based survey through public ac-
cess website distributions (Reddit, Facebook, and Instagram)
and university email list invitations. Individuals were not eli-
gible to participate if they were younger than 18 years or did
not denote English as their primary language. In all, 252

individuals successfully completed the survey. This study was
reviewed and approved by the Institutional Review Board of
Johns Hopkins University.

Survey Instrument
The survey was built using Qualtrics survey software (SAP SE).
The survey’s first page comprised a description of the study,
exclusion criteria, and notification to respondents that con-
tinuing with the survey would serve as informed consent for
study participation. To encourage participation, respondents
were given the opportunity to enter a gift card raffle when they
completed the survey.

After providing demographic information, participants were
asked to select the social media platforms (eg, Facebook and You-
Tube) they currently used from a list of platforms, which was
generated from a 2018 Pew Research Center study8 that iden-
tified popular social media applications in the United States. If
desired, participants could also report an unlisted social me-
dia application. Participants then self-reported the number of
hours per day they typically spent on social media platforms.

To assess photo editing use, participants were asked to se-
lect the photo editing tools (eg, Snapchat filters and Photo-
shop) they currently used from a list of applications and/or to
report an unlisted application. The list of photo editing appli-
cations was created from the most popular free and paid photo
and video applications chart in the Apple App Store. Partici-
pants were also asked, using visual analog sliding scales, the
number of self-images they posted per week (range, 0-200 im-
ages), the percentage of their posted photos that were digi-
tally enhanced (range, 0%-100%), and the amount of time they
spent digitally enhancing a photo before posting (range, 0-100
minutes). In addition, participants were asked to report
whether they had ever untagged or removed a photograph of
themselves from social media if the photograph “was not digi-
tally enhanced or edited to their liking.”

Three previously validated questionnaires were used to
measure respondents’ self-esteem and attitudes toward cos-
metic surgery. Self-esteem was assessed using the 10-item
Rosenberg Self-esteem Scale (score range, 0-30; higher scores
indicate higher self-esteem) and the 10-item, abbreviated ver-
sion of the Contingencies of Self-worth (CSW) Scale (score

Key Points
Question Does an association exist between the use of social
media and photograph editing applications, self-esteem, and
attitudes toward cosmetic surgery?

Findings In this survey study of 252 participants, increased
investment in the use of social media platforms was associated
with increased consideration of cosmetic surgery. Participants
who reported using specific applications, such as YouTube, Tinder,
and Snapchat photograph filters, had an increased acceptance of
cosmetic surgery; use of other applications, including WhatsApp
and Photoshop, was associated with significantly lower
self-esteem scores.

Meaning These findings suggest that perceptions of cosmetic
surgery may vary based on social media and photograph editing
application use.
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range, 1-7; higher scores indicate higher self-worth).9 Only the
appearance and approval domain questions were used from
the CSW, as those domains were most closely related to physi-
cal appearance as a basis for self-worth. The 15-item Accep-
tance of Cosmetic Surgery Scale (ACSS) (score range, 1-7; higher
scores indicate higher acceptance of cosmetic surgery)10 was
used to assess attitudes toward cosmetic surgery. Cosmetic sur-
gery attitudes were based on 3 domains: (1) consider, or the de-
gree to which an individual would consider having cosmetic
surgery; (2) social, or the acceptance of cosmetic surgery based
on social motivation; and (3) intrapersonal, or the acceptance
of cosmetic surgery based on intrapersonal motivation.10 Scores
from each ACSS domain were averaged to compute a mean
score for overall acceptance of cosmetic surgery.

Statistical Analysis
All statistical analyses were conducted using Stata statistical
software, version 15 (StataCorp LLC). Unpaired, 2-tailed t tests
were used to compare Rosenberg Self-esteem Scale scores and
ACSS scores among users and nonusers. Difference in scores
was calculated by subtracting the scores of nonusers from the
scores of users. Multilinear regression analysis was per-
formed to assess the association between social media and
photo editing application use, self-esteem, and participant
ACSS scores. Preliminary analysis revealed associations be-
tween social media and photo editing use, the appearance do-
main of the CSW, and the consider domain of the ACSS.

Further analysis of these associations was performed using
structural equation modeling, which allowed us to account for
latent and observed variables that may have been associated
with consideration of cosmetic surgery beyond the domains
measured. In the Figure, the variable in the tan rectangle (so-
cial media investment) represents an unmeasurable latent vari-
able inferred from collected data. Variables in blue rectangles
represent observed variables from survey results. The social
media investment latent variable comprised time spent on so-
cial media (hours per day), number of images posted on so-
cial media per week, and number of social media applica-
tions currently used. The photo editing investment variable
comprised collective responses regarding the number of photo
editors used, minutes spent editing a picture before posting,
and the percentage of all posted images that were enhanced.

However, given sample size criteria, photo editing invest-
ment variables were not analyzed in the study’s structural
equation model. Both the latent variable (social media invest-
ment) and the observed variable (self-worth contingent on ap-
pearance) were regressed with the consider domain of ACSS
scores. Significance testing was 2-sided, with a significance
threshold of P < .05.

Results
A total of 252 participants successfully completed the web-
based survey between July 1 and September 19, 2018; Table 1
lists their demographic characteristics. Of the respondents,
most were women (184 [73.0%]) and white (134 [53.2%]), with
a mean age of 24.7 (range, 18-55) years and a 4-year college de-
gree (178 [70.6%]) and had not previously undergone any cos-
metic surgeries to enhance their appearance (242 [96.0%]). Par-
ticipants reported using a mean of 7 social media (range, 1-14)

Figure. Conceptual Path Diagram Illustrating Associations Between
Variables in the Structural Equation Model

Consideration
of cosmetic

surgery
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Table 1. Demographic Characteristics of Study Participants

Characteristic
Participants, No. (%)
(N = 252)

Age, mean (range), y 24.7 (18-55)

Sex

Male 67 (26.6)

Female 184 (73.0)

Prefer not to specify 1 (0.4)

Race

Asian 82 (32.5)

Black 8 (3.2)

White 134 (53.2)

Hispanic 14 (5.5)

American Indian or Alaskan Native 0

Other/prefer not to specify 14 (5.5)

Educational level

<High school 0

High school diploma or general
equivalence diploma

5 (2.0)

Some college 24 (9.5)

2-y College degree 1 (0.4)

4-y College degree 178 (70.6)

Master degree 25 (9.9)

Doctoral degree 19 (7.5)

Annual household income, $a

<25 48 (19.0)

25 to <50 31 (12.3)

50 to <75 35 (13.9)

75 to <100 27 (10.7)

100 to <150 31 (12.3)

150 to <200 12 (4.8)

≥200 68 (27.0)

Cosmetic procedures

Underwent procedure to enhance facial
appearance

10 (4.0)

Friends or relatives underwent procedure
to enhance facial appearance

68 (27.0)

a Values are expressed in thousands.
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and 2 photo editing (range, 1-6) applications. All survey par-
ticipants reported using at least 1 social media platform.

Rosenberg Self-esteem Scale
On the Rosenberg Self-esteem Scale, participants who re-
ported using YouTube (difference in scores, −1.56; 95% CI, −3.01
to −0.10) and WhatsApp (difference in scores, −1.47; 95% CI,
−2.78 to −0.17) social media platforms had lower self-esteem
scores than nonusers. Users of VSCO (difference in scores,
−3.20; 95% CI, −4.98 to −1.42), and Photoshop (difference in
scores, -2.92; 95% CI, -5.65 to −0.19) photo editing platforms
also had significantly lower self-esteem scores than nonus-
ers. Comparison of self-esteem scores for users of all other so-
cial media and photo editing applications yielded no signifi-
cant differences.

Contingencies of Self-worth Scale
Multivariate regression analysis indicated that participants with
self-worth more contingent on appearance had increased ac-
ceptance of cosmetic surgery. On the CSW, each 1-U change in
appearance-based self-worth was associated with a 0.53-
point increase in consideration of surgery (95% CI, 0.34-
0.71), a 0.21-point increase in intrapersonal acceptance of sur-
gery (95% CI, 0.06-0.35), and a 0.35-point increase in social
acceptance of surgery (95% CI, 0.19-0.51).

Social Media
Multivariate regression analysis showed that participants who
used more social media applications were more likely to con-
sider surgery (R, 0.09; 95% CI, 0.01-0.18). Further analysis
using planned-hypothesis, unpaired, 2-tailed t tests assessed
differences in ACSS scores among users of different social me-
dia and photo editing applications. Mean overall ACSS scores
were compared for each application, and results of signifi-
cance are summarized in Table 2. A higher overall score on the
ACSS was noted in users of Tinder (difference in means, 0.79;
95% CI, 0.34-1.23), Snapchat (difference in means, 0.39; 95%
CI, 0.07 to 0.71), and/or Snapchat photo filters (difference in
means, 0.44; 95% CI, 0.16-0.72). Comparison of all other so-
cial media applications yielded no significant difference in
overall ACSS score.

Photo Editing
Snapchat filter users had a higher mean acceptance of cos-
metic surgery score across all ACSS domains compared with
nonusers (Table 2). Increased consideration of cosmetic sur-
gery but not overall acceptance of surgery was noted in users
of VSCO (difference in ACSS score means, 0.84; 95% CI, 0.32-
1.35) and Instagram photo filters (difference in ACSS score
means, 0.38; 95% CI, 0.01-0.76) compared with nonusers.
Participants who reported having “untagged or removed a
posted photograph of yourself from social media because it
was not digitally edited or enhanced to your liking” also had
a higher ACSS score (difference in ACSS score between par-
ticipants reporting yes and participants reporting no, 0.62;
95% CI, 0.33-0.92) compared with participants who did not
report removing posted self-images. Of the 252 survey par-
ticipants, 166 (65.87%) reported using photo editing applica-
tions to make changes in photo lighting (eg, adding filters or
adjusting brightness, contrast, and warmth), and 13 (5.16%)
reported using these applications to make changes in body
or face shape. There was no significant difference in overall
ACSS score between participants who reported making light-
ing edits and those who did not. Participants who reported
making face reshaping edits had a higher ACSS consider
domain score (difference in mean ACSS score, 1.74; 95% CI,
0.61-2.87) than nonusers.

Structural Equation Modeling
Results of structural equation modeling (Table 3 and Table 4)
showed that social media investment and self-worth were posi-
tively associated with ACSS consideration of cosmetic sur-
gery scores. For each additional point on the CSW contingent
on appearance, the ACSS consideration score increased by 0.47
points. For each additional point in social media investment,
the ACSS consideration score increased by 0.35 points.

Discussion
A primary motivator for patients seeking cosmetic surgery is
the desire to look better in photographs.11 The rising trend of
pursuing cosmetic surgery based on social media inspiration

Table 2. Overall Acceptance of Cosmetic Surgery Scale (ACSS) Mean Scores
by Social Media and Photo Editing Application

Application

ACSS Mean Score
P
Valuea

Difference in ACSS Mean Scores
(95% CI)

Did Not Use
Application

Used
Application

Social media

YouTube 3.19 3.55 .02 0.36 (0.05 to 0.68)

Tinder 3.37 4.16 <.001 0.79 (0.34 to 1.23)

WhatsApp 3.65 3.20 .002 −0.44 (−0.72 to −0.16)

Snapchat 3.17 3.56 .02 0.39 (0.07 to 0.71)

Photo editing

Any platform 3.31 3.52 .17 0.21 (−0.09 to 0.51)

Snapchat filters 3.26 3.70 .002 0.44 (0.16 to 0.72)

Facetune 3.41 4.34 .005 0.94 (0.29 to 1.59)

a Significance testing was 2-sided,
with a significance threshold of
P < .05.
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highlights the need to better understand patients’ motiva-
tions to seek cosmetic surgery. To our knowledge, this study
is the first to measure the association between social media
and photo editing use and attitudes toward cosmetic surgery.
The findings suggest that the following factors were associ-
ated with increased acceptance of cosmetic surgery: use of You-
Tube, Tinder, Snapchat, and/or Snapchat filters; basing one’s
self-worth more contingent on appearance; and having re-
moved selfies from social media because “it was not digitally
edited or enhanced to your liking.” Increased social media in-
vestment and the use of Instagram photo filters and/or VSCO
photo editing applications were associated with increased con-
sideration of cosmetic surgery.

The data analysis (Table 3) suggests that increased social
media investment may be associated with an increased like-
lihood to consider cosmetic surgery. Past literature3 has ex-
amined the negative psychosocial effects of social media on
self-esteem. Perloff12 described the relationship between so-
cial media use and body image as mutually reinforcing: those
who have body image concerns are more drawn to activities
like social media that focus strongly on appearance and pro-
vide the means to seek gratification for body image concerns.
At the same time, social media engagement may exacerbate
an individual’s body image concerns through active compari-
son with peers. Consistent with Perloff, this study shows that
participants who use social media platforms such as You-
Tube tend to have lower self-esteem. Because YouTube al-
lows users to access beauty-related videos while connecting
with other users interested in cosmetics, the platform may gen-
erate appearance comparisons between users that can harm
self-esteem. This study further found that YouTube users have,
in addition to lower self-esteem, higher acceptance of cos-
metic surgery. This association is perhaps mediated by previ-
ous research reporting that the desire to improve psychoso-
cial well-being11 (ie, the desire to feel happier and more
confident) and aesthetic appearance are clear motivators for
patients seeking cosmetic surgery.

These findings also suggest that ACSS scores vary based
on social media and photo editing application use. What-
sApp users had a lower acceptance of cosmetic surgery
compared with nonusers, and YouTube, Tinder, and Snap-
chat users had a higher acceptance of cosmetic surgery com-
pared with nonusers (Table 2). The differences in cosmetic
surgery acceptance may be associated with the features and
functions of the applications themselves. For instance,

WhatsApp is a smartphone instant messaging application
that enables users to exchange text messages, free of charge
and in real time, with individuals or friend groups.13 What-
sApp users connect with other users whom they perceive
have relationships close enough with them to be in direct
texting communication. Because they primarily interact
with friends on WhatsApp, users may be less influenced by
the ideas of users outside their direct friend network. In con-
trast, YouTube allows users to comment on and share videos
with all other YouTube users. YouTube users are therefore
exposed to a broader scope of social media influence, which
may be associated with higher ACSS scores. Tinder is a
smartphone dating application that emphasizes self-
appearance through the display of profile pictures on public
dating profiles. Validation of self-worth14 is a prominent
motivation for people to join and use Tinder, likely contrib-
uting to the higher ACSS scores among its users. Finally,
Facebook users had no significant difference in ACSS scores
compared with nonusers. Facebook allows users to primarily
interact with friends whom they personally verify and add to
their network. The narrow scope of self-defined Facebook
friends renders its users less influenced by all Facebook
users and, similar to WhatsApp, results in fewer associations
between application use and ACSS scores.

The results of this study regarding the association
between photo editing and attitudes toward surgery were
unexpected. The structural equation model for photo edit-
ing did not have adequate power to determine an overall sig-
nificant association between photo editing investment and
ACSS scores. One explanation for this result may be that, in
contrast to social media use, photo editing application use
does not affect self-esteem enough to drive interest in cos-
metic surgery. The study data noted no difference in self-
esteem scores between participants who reported using at

Table 4. Structural Equation Model Analysis for Random Effects

Variable Variance Estimate (SE) [95% CI]
Time spent on social media, h/d 2.59 (0.67) [1.55-4.31]

Images posted on social media,
No./wk

579.63 (63.07) [468.31-717.42]

No. of social media applications used 4.36 (0.51) [3.45-5.49]

ACSS consideration of cosmetic
surgery score

1.95 (0.18) [1.62-2.35]

Abbreviation: ACSS, Acceptance of Cosmetic Surgery Scale.

Table 3. Structural Equation Model Analysis for Consideration of Cosmetic Surgery

Type of Analysis Regression Coefficient (SE) [95% CI] Constant P Valuea

Latent Variable Predictionb

Covariates for social media investment

Time spent on social media, h/d 1.42 (0.55) [0.34 to 2.50] 2.79 .01

Images posted on social media, No./wk 10.64 (3.61) [3.56 to 17.72] 11.21 .01

Regression, R

Covariates for consideration of cosmetic surgery

Self-worth contingent on appearance 0.47 (0.10) [0.28 to 0.66] NA <.001

Social media investment 0.35 (0.16) [0.04 to 0.66] NA .03

Constant 0.91 (0.47) [−0.02 to 1.84] NA .05

Abbreviation: NA, not applicable.
a Significance testing was 2-sided,

with a significance threshold of
P < .05.

b Data for the number of social media
applications used were constrained.
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least 1 photo editing application and those who did not. This
finding is consistent with previous literature,3 which
reported that selfie manipulation did not significantly affect
body dissatisfaction. Social media, in comparison with
photo editing, may provide users with more active engage-
ment in self-appearance through the practice of seeking,
comparing, and commenting on social media content, which
may result in a more evident association between social
media use and cosmetic surgery attitudes. In addition, a
wide variety of photo editing features exist, including tools
that allow users to make general photo (eg, lighting) and
body-specific (eg, reshaping facial features) changes. The use
of photo editing features to make lighting changes had no
significant association with cosmetic surgery attitudes. In
contrast, the use of photo editing features to alter facial fea-
tures was associated with increased consideration of sur-
gery. Given the broad range of photo editing features, the
association between the use of photo editing as a whole and
attitudes toward surgery was not significant.

Limitations
The current study is not without limitations. Because the sur-
vey was web based, the participant population was skewed to
a younger demographic that was more social media savvy. All
study participants reported using at least 1 social media ap-
plication. This response may have resulted from the survey’s
distribution though social media sites, including Reddit and
Facebook, and university email lists. The study population suf-
ficiently matched the demographics of young people seeking
cosmetic surgery but was not representative of the overall
population of patients seeking cosmetic surgery. Studies have
reported that patients aged 18 to 24 years compose only 24%

of the demographic age range of patients who seek cosmetic
surgery.11 Furthermore, the web-based survey provided us with
only cross-sectional data, and a longitudinal study would pro-
vide a more accurate measurement of the association be-
tween social media use and the general population’s atti-
tudes toward surgery over time. Future studies can obtain
longitudinal sample populations drawn from all age ranges to
better represent the population of patients seeking cosmetic
surgery.

We also recognize that a multitude of factors, including
those not measured in this study, can indicate an individual’s
investment in social media and photo editing applications. Pre-
vious literature15 discussed factors, including the number of
social networking site friends and the reasons for social me-
dia use, that may also contribute to an individual’s overall so-
cial media investment. To account for these unobserved fac-
tors, the structural equation model used the latent variable of
social media investment. Future studies with larger samples
may further elucidate the association between photo editing
investment and cosmetic surgery attitudes.

Conclusions
These data suggest that higher investment in social media and
the use of specific social media and photo editing applica-
tions are associated with increased acceptance of cosmetic sur-
gery. This study lays the foundation for describing the asso-
ciation between self-esteem, social media and photo editing
application use, and perceptions of cosmetic surgery, which
can help guide future patient-physician discussions regard-
ing surgical outcomes and expectations.
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Invited Commentary

Is There a Selfie Epidemic?
Michael J. Reilly, MD; Keon M. Parsa, MD; Matthew Biel, MD, MSc

Chen et al1 should be commended for this novel study, which
attempts to directly relate the current landscape of social me-
dia to the acceptance of cosmetic surgery. Their findings that
social media investment had a positive effect on the consid-

eration of surgery corro-
borates the rising trend no-
ticed among facial plastic

surgeons.2 The discussion provided on the negative effect of
social media and, more specifically, selfies highlights the need
to better understand the underlying motives and character-
istics of our patients.

Close to half of the world’s 7.6 billion people are on
some type of social media, with the average user taking more
than 170 selfies per day.3 This equates to a startling 650 bil-
lion selfies per day worldwide. The practice is more perva-
sive on some platforms than others. On Snapchat, for ex-
ample, a staggering 74% of all shared images are selfies.1

Originally, this was speculated to be a largely Western phe-
nomenon, rooted in the cultural value placed on individual-
ism. However, it has since become clear that the selfie craze
has gained global traction.

Before they permeated popular culture, selfies were gen-
erally intuited to be a sign of pathology (eg, narcissism). How-
ever, the current literature has been unable to support this.1

Researchers have shown that there are 3 distinct drivers of selfie
posting on social media: approval, belonging, and documen-
tation. Each of these motivations has been studied as they
relate to the “Big 5” personality traits of the individual user
(openness to experience, conscientiousness, extraversion-
introversion, agreeableness, and neuroticism).4 Approval as
a motivation for posting is inversely related to conscientious-
ness and openness to experiences. Belonging is related to
openness to experiences. Documentation is related to agree-
ableness and extroversion.

Practiced selfie-takers have a variety of tricks for convey-
ing their best selves. In fact, scientific studies have proven what
experts like the Kardashians seem to have known for years: in-
dividuals can increase their attractiveness by shooting from
above and can favorably affect the perception of body weight
with rotation of the camera beyond 30°.5 But there are often
unintended messages conveyed from the selfie details as well.
The flirtatious expression known colloquially as “duck face”
has been associated with perceived lack of conscientiousness
and laziness, although this does not appear to correspond to
actual character traits.5

Humans possess a fundamental drive to compare them-
selves with others, and social networking sites can serve as a
basis for amplifying these comparisons. Upward social com-
parison refers to a comparison made against those perceived
to have superior characteristics. This often causes people
to feel inadequate and can negatively affect their self-
evaluation. On the other hand, downward social comparison
can lead to an improvement in self-evaluation. While there are
some data to indicate that posting a self-approved photo-
graph may have an immediate positive effect on self-
evaluation, the propensity of data seems to support that in the
long term, these posts have a negative effect on the self-
esteem of the poster, even if the photographs are digitally en-
hanced. From the perspective of the viewer, seeing an ideal-
ized photograph almost always results in upward comparison,
leading to an overall increase in anxiety and depression among
social media users.6 It is not surprising that the rates of social
isolation and suicide in the United States have markedly in-
creased in tandem with the rate of social media use.

It appears that social media platforms have provided a highly
comparative environment that exists primarily outside the con-
straints of reality and have incentivized largely unhealthy behav-
iors. In this setting, the competition to produce maximally
flattering—and often unrealistic—images has flourished, despite
the evidence that it comes at the expense of the self-esteem of
both the producers and the consumers of the content.

How does this information about social media and the selfie
culture fit into our understanding of our role in serving pa-
tients as facial plastic surgeons? The answer may be primarily
about self-esteem. Yin et al7 published an exceptional study in
JAMA Facial Plastic Surgery in 2016, wherein they identified low
self-esteem as a key driver for cosmetic surgery. The study dem-
onstrated that facial cosmetic surgery was able to increase pa-
tients’ self-esteem levels to near-normal at the 6-month post-
operative time point. While this study demonstrates the positive
influence cosmetic enhancement can have on our patients’ lives,
it is also imperative that we maintain awareness of the clinical
signs of depression, anxiety, and social isolation in order to re-
fer for appropriate nonsurgical support when indicated.

Selfies and social media are an inescapable part of mod-
ern culture and appear to be collectively contributing to lower
self-esteem among users. Facial plastic surgeons are uniquely
positioned both to directly help our patients improve self-
esteem and to refer for mental health care when there are con-
cerns that go beyond the knife and needle.
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