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Abstract 
The pervasive use of photo editing applications such as Photoshop and Face-
Tune has significantly altered societal beauty standards, particularly for indi-
viduals with skin of color, often leading to unrealistic expectations regarding 
skin appearance and health. These tools allow users to smooth skin textures, 
lighten skin tones, and erase imperfections, perpetuating Eurocentric beauty 
ideals that frequently marginalize the natural diversity of skin tones and tex-
tures. Consequently, individuals with skin of color may seek dermatological 
interventions—such as skin lightening treatments, aggressive acne scar revi-
sions, and other cosmetic procedures—aimed at achieving appearances that 
align more closely with digitally manipulated images. This pursuit of an unat-
tainable aesthetic can result in increased dissatisfaction with common skin 
conditions like hyperpigmentation and keloids, which are often misrepre-
sented in edited photos. Additionally, the psychological impact of these alter-
ations can exacerbate feelings of inadequacy, contributing to conditions such 
as anxiety and body dysmorphic disorder. Dermatologists face the dual chal-
lenge of addressing patients’ clinical needs while also managing their expecta-
tions shaped by digital enhancements. To combat this, it is essential for der-
matologists to integrate patient education that emphasizes the beauty of di-
verse skin tones and the discrepancies between digital images and authentic 
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skin health. By fostering an understanding of realistic outcomes and promoting 
the acceptance of natural skin characteristics, dermatologists can empower in-
dividuals with skin of color to prioritize authentic skin health over digitally 
influenced ideals, ultimately leading to more satisfying dermatological care 
and improved self-image. 
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1. Introduction 

Certain features—such as facial symmetry, skin homogeneity, and a youthful ap-
pearance—are universally perceived as attractive, yet beauty standards have varied 
significantly across cultures, reflecting unique physical traits valued by each soci-
ety. However, with the rise of social media, these culturally distinct ideals are in-
creasingly converging into a globalized standard, which is heavily influenced by 
Western and Eurocentric features [1]. This phenomenon highlights how beauty 
perceptions are influenced not only by individual or cultural preferences but also 
by global trends, which increasingly shape personal self-image and standards of 
attractiveness. 

Photo editing applications like Adobe Photoshop and FaceTune have become 
common tools social media users utilize to modify facial features, skin tone, and 
body shape in photos. Especially with the rise of face filters on platforms like In-
stagram, TikTok, and Facebook, it has become easier to dramatically alter one’s 
appearance—changing eye or hair color and even reshaping features like the nose 
or jaw to match idealized beauty standards. These applications have transformed 
beauty norms, with edited images now saturating online spaces and setting new 
expectations that emphasize symmetry, flawlessness, and specific physical traits, 
including lighter skin tones. 

The privileging of lighter skin as an aesthetic ideal reflects societal biases that 
have been systematically documented in psychological and sociological research. 
Empirical studies consistently reveal a tendency to associate lighter skin tones 
with favorable attributes, a bias that is particularly pronounced among individuals 
with lighter complexions themselves [2]. This preference for lighter skin trans-
cends racial and ethnic boundaries, manifesting across diverse populations [3]. A 
widely utilized tool for investigating these implicit biases is the Implicit Associa-
tion Test (IAT), which evaluates the cognitive strength of associations between 
images of light- and dark-skinned faces and words with positive or negative con-
notations. By measuring response times to specific pairings, the IAT provides a 
robust metric for assessing subconscious biases [2] [4]. Collectively, these findings 
underscore the pervasive and deeply ingrained nature of color-based biases in 
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shaping perceptions of physical appearance. 
For individuals with skin of color, the pervasive influence of photo editing and 

social media-driven beauty standards poses significant challenges, as they often 
face underrepresentation and systemic colorism within digital spaces. Western 
beauty ideals—frequently promoting lighter skin tones and Eurocentric fea-
tures—are further magnified by editing tools that facilitate skin lightening and 
facial modification [5]. Online retail imagery reflects these biases, favoring lighter-
skinned models and perpetuating colorism through post-production practices 
that lighten skin tones in photographs compared to videos [6]. As a result, indi-
viduals with skin of color may feel pressured to pursue dermatological interven-
tions, such as skin-lightening treatments, aggressive acne scar revisions, and other 
cosmetic procedures, in an effort to align their appearance with digitally altered 
images. This trend not only reinforces colorist biases but also imposes restrictive 
beauty standards that disregard and devalue diverse appearances. Over time, these 
digitally edited ideals can erode self-esteem, undermine personal identity, and 
contribute to body dissatisfaction, self-concept ambiguity, and mental health chal-
lenges [7]. Addressing these impacts is essential for fostering a more inclusive and 
authentic representation of beauty that embraces the diversity of skin tones and 
features. 

2. The Influence of Photo Editing on Beauty Standards 

The rise of photo editing on social media has significantly altered contemporary 
beauty standards, creating an environment where digitally enhanced images dom-
inate public perception. Nowadays, many users employ photo-editing applica-
tions to enhance their appearance by smoothing skin, removing blemishes, and 
reducing wrinkles. These enhancements contribute to a distorted view of beauty, 
leading to unrealistic expectations regarding physical appearance [8]. This distor-
tion not only impacts individual self-image but also reinforces a societal ideal that 
equates beauty with an unrealistic, polished appearance. Moreover, the cultural 
implications suggest that natural attributes—such as pores, freckles, and fine 
lines—are viewed as imperfections that require correction. As individuals increas-
ingly feel pressured to conform to this narrow definition of beauty, they may ex-
perience significant psychological distress. Ultimately, the prevalence of photo ed-
iting fosters an environment where authenticity is sacrificed in favor of an unat-
tainable ideal, raising concerns about mental health and self-worth. 

Photo editing applications, beyond promoting a narrow view of beauty, exac-
erbate issues related to racial and ethnic representation, particularly for individu-
als with darker skin tones. These tools often favor lighter skin tones, reinforcing a 
global beauty standard that marginalizes and diminishes the representation of di-
verse skin colors. This preference not only undermines the inherent beauty of di-
verse skin tones but also perpetuates systemic biases that can lead to internalized 
racism among individuals whose natural features do not align with these edited 
ideals [9]. The pressure to conform to Eurocentric beauty standards may lead 
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some individuals to seek skin-lightening treatments, despite limited awareness of 
the potential risks associated with these products. Common ingredients in skin-
lightening creams can cause severe skin damage, adverse reactions, or long-term 
health issues [10]. Furthermore, the editing of facial features, such as narrowing 
noses and enlarging eyes, can further entrench Eurocentric beauty standards 
within mainstream culture. The visual narrative presented on social media be-
comes increasingly homogenized, sidelining the unique characteristics that con-
tribute to the rich diversity of human beauty. As a result, individuals may feel 
compelled to alter their appearances, which not only affects their self-esteem but 
also perpetuates societal biases regarding beauty. 

The globalization of Eurocentric beauty ideals through social media intensifies 
the pressure on individuals from various backgrounds to conform to these narrow 
definitions of attractiveness. Research by Nelson et al. (2018) indicates that many 
users, whether consciously or unconsciously, adopt beauty practices that align 
with these Eurocentric features [11]. This phenomenon fosters an environment 
where authenticity is often overshadowed by the desire for conformity, leading to 
a homogenization of beauty standards across cultures. As edited images become 
the norm, diverse beauty representation significantly diminishes, resulting in the 
underrepresentation of individuals with darker skin tones and unique features. 
This lack of diversity perpetuates stereotypes and reinforces cultural biases, di-
minishing the appreciation for the individuality of natural appearances. The im-
pact of social media is further compounded by the effects of continuous compar-
ison, which can lead to feelings of isolation for those who do not fit the edited 
mold [12]. As a result, many individuals may struggle to embrace their unique 
traits, feeling pressured to conform to the prevailing beauty standards that domi-
nate social media platforms. 

Intersecting identities, such as gender, socioeconomic status, and ability, signif-
icantly influence how individuals engage with photo editing technologies and per-
ceive beauty standards [13]. For example, women from marginalized communi-
ties often experience compounded pressures to conform to dominant beauty ide-
als, while individuals with disabilities face unique challenges, including limited 
representation of their appearances in media and digital spaces [14]. Applying an 
intersectional lens to these issues provides valuable insights into how systemic in-
equalities shape beauty perceptions and contribute to feelings of inadequacy. As a 
result, many individuals struggle to embrace their unique traits, feeling compelled 
to conform to the pervasive beauty standards prevalent on social media platforms. 

The promotion of narrow beauty ideals through photo editing tools restricts 
individuality and fosters a culture of insecurity. While photo editing may be per-
ceived as a harmless form of enhancement, it cultivates a dangerous narrative 
equating beauty with perfection and discouraging the celebration of unique ap-
pearances. The societal implications of these standards extend beyond aesthetics, 
affecting self-worth and perpetuating cultural biases. Recognizing the detrimental 
effects of these edited standards is crucial to advocating for a broader representation 
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of beauty that embraces all forms, colors, and textures. By integrating an intersec-
tional lens and challenging the dominance of digitally crafted beauty ideals, we 
can promote a more inclusive understanding of beauty that honors the diversity 
of human experiences and encourages individuals to appreciate their authentic 
selves. 

3. Dermatological Requests Among Individuals with Skin of 
Color 

Dermatologists are seeing increased requests among individuals with skin of color 
for skin-lightening treatments, aggressive acne scar revisions, and requests for 
other cosmetic procedures, all of which require special consideration and exper-
tise to address the unique needs of these patients [15]. The demand for nonsurgi-
cal cosmetic dermatological procedures has risen significantly since 1995, with 
ethnically oriented procedures experiencing especially rapid growth—a 13% in-
crease from 2006 to 2007, compared to an overall 7% increase [16] [17]. By 2017, 
32% of these procedures were performed on racial and ethnic minorities, further 
highlighting this trend [18]. According to the statistics published by the American 
Society of Plastic Surgeons, there has been an increase in the proportion of aes-
thetic treatments requested by people with skin of color, from 16% to 34% of the 
total patient population, from 2004 to 2020 [19] [20]. There has also been an in-
crease in the trend of unverified home remedies for skin-lightening on social me-
dia, and many of these trends lack robust scientific evidence and have potential 
safety risks [21]. The rise of social media as a primary source of skin care advice 
has further contributed to misinformation, emphasizing the need for dermatolo-
gists to actively engage on these platforms to bridge the gap by providing accessi-
ble, inclusive, and accurate information online to ensure safe and effective skin-
care for diverse skin types. 

The demand for skin-lightening treatments has been increasing globally driven 
by the interplay of cultural, social, and political associations between lighter skin 
tones and perceptions of beauty and privilege [22]-[24]. Reflecting this demand, the 
global market for skin-lightening products and procedures is projected to grow sub-
stantially, from $8.8 billion USD to $15.7 billion USD by 2030, with particular con-
centration in regions of higher melanin prevalence [25]. This trend is heavily influ-
enced by sociocultural factors, including entrenched beauty standards, media por-
trayals, and social pressures. However, there seems to be a lack of dermatological 
consultations regarding the use of these products. Daftary et al. (2023) found that 
while 21.3% of respondents reported using skin-lightening agents, only 22.6% of 
these individuals sought medical advice or dermatological consultation before be-
ginning treatment [9]. This lack of professional guidance poses significant health 
risks, as individuals may unknowingly expose themselves to unsafe, unregulated 
product formulations that are prevalent in the skin-lightening market. 

A significant driver behind the trend in skin-lightening treatments among in-
dividuals with skin of color is the prevalence of hyperpigmentation, including 
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conditions like melasma and post-inflammatory hyperpigmentation, which dis-
proportionately affect those with darker skin tones [26]. Curated images that are 
digitally altered showcasing even-tone skin that is lighter can exacerbate the emo-
tional impact of hyperpigmentation, fueling the desire to seek treatment to con-
form to these unattainable standards. This demand has led to the widespread use 
of prescription products like hydroquinone, triple combination creams, and over-
the-counter solutions, often without full awareness of their potential risks [26]. 
This demand is not only evident among women of color, who account for 80% of 
worldwide skin-lightening product sales, but also across regions with large skin-
of-color populations [25]. In African and Caribbean countries, terms like “skin 
whitening”, “skin lightening” and “skin bleaching” are frequently searched [27] 
[25]. In India, 61% of the skincare market is dominated by skin-lightening prod-
ucts, while 77% of Nigerian women report using such treatments [28]. Interest-
ingly, a survey in Benin City, South Africa, revealed that only 2.5% of respondents 
were influenced by cost, suggesting that cultural and societal pressures play a 
greater role in driving demand [29]. 

Another prevalent concern among individuals with skin of color is acne vul-
garis, which, while common across ethnicities, poses unique risks of keloid scar-
ring and post-inflammatory hyperpigmentation in these populations [30]. These 
physical concerns, compounded by social media’s portrayal of filtered, flawless 
skin, contribute to a rise in requests for aggressive acne scar revisions [31]. Photo 
editing on social media leaves little room for natural skin variations, especially for 
people with skin of color with increased risks of developing cosmetically distress-
ing hyperpigmentation and scarring, heightening the demand for aesthetic treat-
ments. Numerous studies have linked social media use with worsened psychiatric 
health in those with visible skin lesions including acne in both adolescents and 
adults [32]-[34]. This highlights the biopsychosocial burden of conforming to Eu-
rocentric beauty ideals that disproportionately affect those with skin of color. The 
trend emphasizes the need for an inclusive and patient-centered treatment ap-
proach from dermatologists to promote realistic beauty standards in socially vul-
nerable populations, many of whom are those with skin of color. 

Beyond skin-lightening and scar revision, individuals with skin of color increas-
ingly request other cosmetic procedures, including neurotoxins, fillers, laser treat-
ments, chemical peels, and body contouring [35]. While these procedures can be 
safely performed with appropriate precautions, they carry a heightened risk of hy-
perpigmentation and scarring for these individuals, which can create a challeng-
ing cycle of seeking further treatment to address complications. This cycle, per-
petuated by unrealistic ideals, emphasizes the need for dermatologists to guide 
patients in setting healthy, realistic expectations. By promoting natural skin health 
and authentic variations, dermatologists can empower individuals with skin of 
color to make well-informed decisions about their aesthetic goals, thus reducing 
the burden of over-treatment and enhancing the quality of patient care. 

The broader implication of dermatological treatments and services is the need 
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for dermatologists to receive adequate and inclusive training in evaluating and 
managing skin concerns in people with skin of color. This includes understanding 
the complex interplay of social, cultural, racial, and socioeconomic factors, par-
ticularly as the rise of photo-editing applications reshapes beauty standards. Cus-
tomized therapeutic strategies should be developed to address the unique struc-
tural and functional properties of melanated skin. As patients increasingly prior-
itize their treatment goals, dermatologists must continually adapt by enhancing 
cultural competence and respecting diverse beauty norms. This approach ensures 
that the aesthetic and medical needs of patients with skin of color are met while 
promoting equity, inclusivity, and patient-centered care. 

4. Psychological Implications of Altered Perceptions 

Increasing reliance on photo-editing applications has contributed to a notable 
shift in perceptions of dermatological self-worth and satisfaction. The modifica-
tion of skin characteristics—such as tone, texture, and blemish visibility—leads to 
a phenomenon where individuals experience feelings of inadequacy regarding 
their natural skin attributes, largely driven by comparisons to highly edited, ide-
alized images on social media platforms [36] [37]. This digital landscape encour-
ages an idealization of perfection that is both difficult to attain in reality and det-
rimental to users’ self-esteem and skin satisfaction. MacCallum and Widdows 
(2018) describe this phenomenon as a cycle of self-comparison, wherein individ-
uals continually measure their appearance against edited standards, often result-
ing in diminished self-esteem and satisfaction with one’s natural attributes [39]. 
This pressure can push individuals, especially those in vulnerable populations, to-
ward seeking cosmetic procedures or engaging in unhealthy practices to replicate 
the perfection they see online [40]. The normalization of these unrealistic stand-
ards can exacerbate body dysmorphic tendencies and lead to persistent dissatis-
faction, anxiety, and even harmful beauty practices, underscoring the need for 
greater awareness of the psychological impacts of these altered perceptions. 

Studies have linked the pursuit of an idealized image, frequently reinforced by 
edited social media photos, to a decrease in self-confidence and satisfaction with 
natural skin features [42]. Although the body of research focused on photo editing 
regarding skin appearance is limited, we can draw parallels from research explor-
ing online self-presentation. Research on self-presentation suggests that online 
users who engage in deliberate, intentional self-presentation tend to experience 
lower self-concept clarity than those who do not engage in this calculated behavior 
[43]. This curated self-presentation closely aligns with the way users edit photos 
to craft a specific online identity, potentially impacting how they perceive them-
selves. 

This continuous cycle of photo-editing and self-presentation has been shown 
to carry substantial mental health implications. A growing body of research indi-
cates a positive association between photo editing and mental health disorders 
such as body dysmorphic disorder, anxiety, and depression [44]-[46]. This 
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emphasizes the negative feedback loop where the dissatisfaction that arises from 
such comparisons intensifies the motivation to engage in additional photo-editing 
and self-presentation adjustments. This loop contributes to the development of 
distorted body image and a skewed understanding of dermatological health, as 
individuals increasingly rely on visual modifications to achieve an idealized ap-
pearance. The psychological burden of these disorders is not merely superficial; 
they are associated with impaired quality of life, reduced self-esteem, and perva-
sive negative self-assessments [39]. In vulnerable populations, such as adolescents 
and individuals with pre-existing mental health concerns, the impact may be even 
more pronounced, heightening the risk for persistent mental health challenges. 

5. Challenges Faced by Dermatologists 

Dermatologists face increasing challenges as social media and photo-editing ap-
plications fuel unrealistic patient expectations for flawless skin. The widespread 
use of image enhancement tools has led some patients to view edited appearances 
as their baseline, a phenomenon known as “Snapchat dysmorphia”, where indi-
viduals seek cosmetic interventions to emulate digitally altered features [47]. This 
shift in perception pressures dermatologists to bridge a significant gap between 
the idealized outcomes patients desire and what is clinically feasible. Managing 
these expectations requires dermatologists to address both the technical aspects of 
treatment and the psychological impacts of beauty standards, which often drive 
patients toward unattainable goals [15]. 

The psychological dimensions of beauty perceptions significantly influence pa-
tients’ satisfaction with dermatologic treatments and their understanding of out-
comes. With the growing influence of altered online images, patients often ap-
proach dermatology with preconceived ideals, shaped by unrealistic standards. 
Addressing mental well-being as a component of dermatologic care allows prac-
titioners to recognize issues like body dysmorphic disorder, where individuals 
may seek repeated or excessive treatments based on distorted self-perceptions 
[48]. Dermatologists who assess both the physical and psychological factors be-
hind a patient’s request can better align treatment approaches with realistic ex-
pectations, ultimately improving patient satisfaction and fostering long-term trust 
[49]. A customized, patient-centered approach can bridge the gap between desired 
outcomes and achievable results, positioning dermatologists not just as medical 
providers but as partners in helping patients cultivate healthy, balanced beauty 
ideals. 

Communication is central to building a trusting patient-physician relationship, 
particularly for managing expectations around aesthetic treatments. By engaging 
patients with open-ended questions and providing a supportive space, dermatol-
ogists encourage patients to share any emotional or psychological factors—such 
as the impact of digitally altered images—that may influence their perceptions of 
beauty. Transparent communication around potential outcomes, procedural 
risks, and the dermatologist’s clinical experience is essential, particularly for 
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patients with skin of color, who may face a higher risk of pigmentation changes 
or scarring from treatments like chemical peels and laser therapies [50]. Address-
ing these factors openly helps clarify misconceptions, enhances satisfaction, and 
supports positive experiences within dermatologic care. 

Emerging technologies, especially artificial intelligence, offer new possibilities 
for personalized dermatologic care. AI-based applications such as predictive mod-
eling and skin analysis may assist in providing patients with more accurate repre-
sentations of expected treatment outcomes for procedures like fillers and laser 
therapies [51]. For patients with skin of color, however, a gap persists in the avail-
ability of diverse clinical imagery, which can make it difficult to visualize how 
treatments may appear on different skin tones. While dermatologists should strive 
to source or develop inclusive, clinically accurate imagery, AI models present a 
promising solution to bridge this gap, potentially allowing for more representative 
and accessible resources that reflect the diversity of patient skin types. 

These strategies, incorporating psychological assessments, open communica-
tion, transparency, and technological advancements, equip dermatologists to 
manage patient expectations and enhance the patient experience. By embracing a 
holistic approach to care, dermatologists can support realistic beauty standards, 
promote positive self-image, and ultimately foster well-being in diverse patient 
populations, particularly for individuals with skin of color who may face unique 
dermatologic challenges and cultural pressures. 

6. Integrating Patient Education into Dermatological Practice 

Promoting the acceptance of diverse skin tones and textures is essential in derma-
tology, where patient education serves as a vehicle to combat harmful beauty 
standards. With more dermatologists embracing roles as content creators, these 
professionals have unique platforms to advocate for inclusive beauty standards 
that represent a spectrum of skin tones and textures. However, much of the online 
content addressing skin of color originates from individuals without professional 
training, which can perpetuate misinformation and amplify unrealistic expecta-
tions about dermatologic treatments [52]. Dermatologists are positioned to cor-
rect these narratives by providing evidence-based education about the natural di-
versity of skin and dispelling the myths that favor Eurocentric ideals, such as the 
preference for lighter skin and smooth textures as markers of beauty [53]. Ad-
dressing colorism and the lack of representation of diverse skin types in main-
stream media, dermatologists can guide patients to appreciate the intrinsic beauty 
of their unique skin tones and textures. By providing accurate information and 
fostering a supportive environment, dermatologists can empower patients to re-
ject societal pressures and develop a more balanced self-perception that values 
unaltered, authentic beauty. 

Providing patients with evidence-based information on realistic treatment out-
comes is an essential part of dermatologic care, especially in light of the influence of 
edited images on patient expectations [54]. Many patients come to consultations 
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with idealized expectations shaped by these highly altered images, often hoping 
for flawless results that may not be feasible in clinical practice. By presenting fac-
tual information on what dermatologic treatments can realistically achieve, der-
matologists help set practical expectations and support informed decision-mak-
ing. A key component of this educational approach involves using images that 
represent a diverse range of skin tones, as conventional dermatologic resources 
often lack sufficient visual representation for patients with skin of color [55]. This 
gap in inclusive resources can hinder patients’ ability to fully understand potential 
treatment outcomes for their specific skin types. While digital platforms such as 
VisualDx provide a compilation of disease states with images of skin of color, der-
matologists should also consider creating their own personalized “toolkit” of real-
life before-and-after photos [55]. These photos can offer a more relatable and re-
alistic perspective, helping patients better visualize expected outcomes tailored to 
their needs. 

Patients with skin of color may also face specific considerations, such as in-
creased risks of hyperpigmentation or scarring, which call for transparent conver-
sations about possible side effects and realistic treatment timelines [56]. Derma-
tologists can emphasize that many dermatologic treatments produce gradual im-
provements rather than instant changes, helping to mitigate disappointment and 
promote patient satisfaction as they observe steady progress. Given the complexity 
of some patients’ treatment goals, providers should integrate motivational inter-
viewing techniques to explore the underlying motivations driving a patient’s de-
sire for treatment. This approach enables dermatologists to address misconcep-
tions, such as the belief that lighter skin is inherently more attractive or socially 
desirable, while fostering trust and collaboration. By uncovering these deeper mo-
tivations, providers can help patients establish more realistic and achievable treat-
ment goals [57]. Through clear communication of potential outcomes, addressing 
gaps in visual representation, and building strong patient-provider relationships, 
dermatologists play a pivotal role in helping patients navigate their expectations 
and embrace their natural beauty within a digitally influenced landscape. 

7. Conclusion 

In conclusion, addressing the impact of photo editing applications on dermato-
logical perceptions of self in skin of color is crucial for fostering healthier self-
images among patients. These applications often perpetuate unrealistic beauty 
standards. The psychological and dermatological implications are significant, 
highlighting the need for dermatologists to advocate for realistic beauty standards 
and attenuate the impact of these applications on mental health. By promoting 
authentic skin health over digital perfection, dermatologists can play a vital role 
in managing expectations and encouraging a focus on healthy skin. Furthermore, 
advocating for diversity and inclusion in beauty standards is essential in creating 
a more inclusive definition of beauty that reflects all individuals. This is particu-
larly important due to the negative impact of some dermatological interventions 
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such as skin lightening treatments on the overall health status of individuals with 
skin of color who are already facing significant health disparities. As trusted phy-
sicians, dermatologists are uniquely positioned to lead this change and should take 
up the charge, ultimately helping patients embrace their natural selves and en-
hancing their overall well-being. 
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