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Abstract

In contemporary Iranian society, cosmetic surgery has transformed from a medical
intervention into a multi-dimensional phenomenon with social, cultural,
psychological, and economic roots. The objective of this research is a secondary
analysis of studies conducted between 1383 and 1404 (2004-2025 ) using a
quantitative meta-analysis approach. The statistical population of the study consisted
of 55 scientific documents, from which 45 studies were selected as the sample size
through purposive sampling, adhering to inclusion and exclusion criteria. The
software used was CMA3, and the analysis tools were Fisher's f statistical test and
Cohen's d. The research findings indicated that social factors (social anomie, relative
deprivation, family disorganization, social capital); cultural factors (media
consumption, media literacy, patriarchal culture and norms, religious lifestyle,
modernism, education level); economic factors (socioeconomic class, economic
capital, occupational identity, income level); and psychological factors (feelings of
inferiority, pursuit of status and approval, psychological capital, individual novelty-
seeking, gender stereotypes) have had a significant effect on the inclination toward
cosmetic surgery during the period from 1383 to 1404 (2004-2025 ).The findings
confirm that the inclination towards cosmetic surgery is not a single-factor
phenomenon, but rather a complex outcome of the interplay between social, cultural,
economic, and psychological factors, all of which gain meaning through the process of
self-mirroring.
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Introduction

In contemporary Iranian society, cosmetic surgery has undergone a profound and
significant transformation, evolving from its initial position as a purely medical
intervention with reconstructive and restorative functions into a complex socio-
cultural, economic, and psychological reality. This phenomenon is now deeply and
inextricably woven into the fabric of daily life, particularly within the urban context.
This transition signals a change far more fundamental than a fleeting shift in aesthetic
tastes; it reflects deeper and more turbulent currents within Iranian society revolving
around core axes such as the crisis of individual and collective identity, the quest for
social mobility, the continuous redefinition of gender norms, and the struggle to
adapt to the psychological consequences of rapid modernization and engagement with
globalizing forces. The relentless pursuit of an "ideal" appearance - often defined by
dual and hybridized standards that blend idealized, digitally manipulated imagery
from global media with local patriarchal expectations and ideals — has become a
primary, and often anxiety-inducing, concern, especially among young, educated
women in major metropolitan areas. The significant and unusually high prevalence of
procedures such as rhinoplasty has positioned Iran as a leading country in per capita
cosmetic surgeries globally, raising serious critical questions about the driving forces,
underlying motivations, and the social and psychological consequences of this
collective tendency.

This phenomenon, sometimes described colloquially and even in research literature
with terms like "addiction to cosmetic surgery,” suggests a repetitive, cyclical pattern
of engagement driven by factors beyond a simple aesthetic preference or desire for
physical enhancement. Although numerous domestic studies in recent years have
explored various psychological (such as body image, self-esteem), social (such as
media influence, social status), and cultural dimensions of this issue, the existing
literature continues to suffer from fragmentation, a lack of theoretical coherence, and
methodological limitations. Many studies are cross-sectional, limited to convenience
samples from specific clinics or cities, and lack an integrative framework that brings
scattered findings together within a longitudinal, interdisciplinary perspective. The
absence of a comprehensive and systematic understanding of how the dynamic
interplay of social structures, pervasive cultural pressures, economic conditions and
inequalities, and individual psychological dispositions reinforces and sustains this
tendency over a long and transformative period (from 2004 to 2025) is acutely felt.

This significant research gap severely limits the possibility of formulating holistic,
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effective, and root-cause-focused policies, educational programs, and psycho-social
interventions.

The primary aim of this study is to partially fill this gap through the systematic
synthesis, quantitative analysis, and integration of empirical findings from Iranian
research conducted between 2004 and 2025 on the tendency towards cosmetic
surgery. By employing a "quantitative meta-analysis" approach, this research seeks to
identify, compare, and integrate the "effect size" of key indicators from four major
influential domains: social factors, cultural factors, economic factors, and
psychological factors. The main and overarching research question is: which social,
cultural, psychological, and economic factors have had a more significant and
stronger influence on the tendency towards cosmetic surgery in Iranian society during
the period under review? This macro-question is operationalized by examining the
specific role of variables such as social anomie, media consumption, feelings of
inferiority, psychological capital, religious lifestyle, socio-economic status, and others,
as well as how they interact in shaping this complex social action.

The theoretical framework for this research relies on Charles Horton Cooley's
"Looking-Glass Self" theory. This foundational theory argues that the concept of self
and individual identity is not constructed in a vacuum or inherently, but through a
social process of reflection. This process has three key stages: first, the individual
constructs an imagination of how they appear in the eyes of others. Second, they
imagine an interpretation of those others' judgments about this appearance. Third,
based on this perceived judgment, they experience a specific emotional response (such
as pride, shame, satisfaction, or dissatisfaction). In the context of cosmetic surgery, the
body becomes a central element of this "reflected self." This theory provides a
powerful lens for understanding why individuals might resort to physically altering
their bodies through surgery. From this perspective, cosmetic surgery is not
considered merely a personal or medical choice, but a "symbolic act” aimed at aligning
and approximating the "real self” with an "ideal self" that is believed to be validated
and recognized by important and influential "social mirrors."

In Iran today, these "social mirrors" are multiple, diverse, and often in conflict with
one another. More traditional mirrors such as the extended family, cohesive local
structures, and enduring religious norms are increasingly placed alongside—and
sometimes overshadowed by—powerful new mirrors: global media and virtual social
networks that incessantly promote homogenized, digitally manipulated, and often
unattainable beauty standards; the lucrative beauty industry and the medicalization of

the body, which have turned the body into a malleable commodity and a "project” for



improvement and investment; patriarchal cultural norms that define specific
standards of female beauty often linked to gaining male approval and social
acceptability; and finally, class signifiers in which an adorned appearance and body
have become a form of "symbolic capital” for signaling belonging to the upper-middle
or affluent classes. When an individual perceives a significant gap between their self-
image (what they see in the mirror) and the idealized reflection they receive from
these dominant social mirrors, this perception can trigger deep feelings of inadequacy,
social anxiety, and a strong desire for correction and compensation. Within this
framework, cosmetic surgery becomes a tangible and concrete strategy for obtaining
more positive reflections (perceived approval, status, acceptance) from these same
social mirrors. This theoretical framework also has the potential to explain the vicious
cycle of "addiction”; because the standards reflected by these mirrors are constantly
changing and inherently unattainable, the peace resulting from surgery may be

temporary, potentially trapping the individual for subsequent "corrections.”

Methodology

This research used a "quantitative meta-analysis" design. Meta-analysis is a statistical
method for combining the results of multiple independent studies on a single topic to
arrive at an overall quantitative estimate and determine an integrated effect size. The
initial statistical population of the research consisted of 55 Persian-language scientific
studies (articles published in journals and theses) identified through a systematic
search in reputable Iranian scientific databases. After applying precise inclusion and
exclusion criteria, 45 eligible studies were selected for the final analysis. Inclusion
criteria included: quantitative studies (survey, correlational); focus on predictor
variables of cosmetic surgery tendency; provision of statistical data convertible to
effect size (such as correlation coefficients, t, F, B values); and publication within the
period 2004 to 2025. Exclusion criteria included purely qualitative, theoretical, or
review studies, duplicate publications, and studies with insufficient statistical data.
Data analysis was performed using specialized meta-analysis software (CMA3). To
calculate combined effect sizes, the "random-effects model" was used, which takes into
account the expected heterogeneity between studies. The primary measurement index
was the correlation coefficient (r). Additionally, Cohen's d and Fisher's tests were used
for supplementary analysis and significance testing. Variables were coded and
analyzed within four predetermined categories: social, cultural, economic, and

psychological.
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Findings

The findings of this meta-analysis are divided into descriptive and inferential sections.
Descriptive findings indicate that the combined studies primarily focused on "young
women aged 18 to 45" residing in major urban centers such as Tehran, Ahvaz, Shiraz,
and Karaj. Over 76% of participants had at least a high school diploma. From a
methodological perspective, there was a heavy reliance on "convenience sampling"
(used in 71.1% of studies) and cross-sectional survey designs using questionnaires,
which, while indicative of the predominant research trend in this field, creates
limitations for the generalizability of the findings.

Inferential findings (effect sizes) quantitatively show the strength of the relationships
between various factors and the tendency towards cosmetic surgery. Among
"psychological factors,” which contained the strongest predictors, "feelings of
inferiority” ranked first with a very strong positive correlation (r = 0.51). This was
followed by "acquisition of status and social acceptance” with a strong positive
correlation (r = 0.44). In contrast, "psychological capital” (including self-esteem, self-
efficacy, resilience) acts as a strong inhibiting factor with a strong negative correlation
(r =-0.39). "Internalization of gender stereotypes” was also associated with a moderate
positive correlation (r = 0.34).

m"nn

In the realm of "cultural factors," "media consumption" plays the most prominent role
with a very strong positive correlation (r = 0.46). "Religious lifestyle” with a moderate
negative correlation (r = -0.36) and "media literacy” also with a moderate negative
correlation (r = -0.33) appear as moderating and mitigating factors. "Adherence to
patriarchal norms" was associated with a weak positive correlation (r = 0.29).
Regarding ‘"social factors," "social anomie" (feeling of normlessness and
disorientation) showed a moderate positive correlation (r = 0.42), and ‘relative
deprivation” (feeling deprived compared to others) showed a moderate positive
correlation (r = 0.38) with a significant relationship to the tendency for surgery.
"Family disorganization" showed a weak positive correlation (r = 0.31), and "social
capital” was influential with a weak negative correlation (r = -0.27).

Finally, "economic factors" generally played a weaker and often facilitative role.
"Socio-economic status” with a weak positive correlation (r = 0.26), "economic capital”
with a weak positive correlation (r = 0.21), and "income level" with a very weak

positive correlation (r = 0.15) were placed in this domain.



Conclusion

This meta-analysis provides robust and combined evidence that the tendency towards
cosmetic surgery in Iran is a "multidimensional” phenomenon driven by the "complex
interaction” of psychological vulnerabilities, cultural pressures, social disintegration,
and economic facilitators. The Looking-Glass Self theory effectively integrates these
findings into a coherent framework. The strongest drivers are psychological factors—
deep-rooted feelings of inferiority and a powerful need for validation and social
approval. These internal states are profoundly influenced by cultural forces,
particularly constant exposure to idealized beauty standards through the media, which
acts as a dominant and distorting "social mirror." Social factors such as anomie and
weak family structures create an environment where traditional, stabilizing, and
supportive mirrors are absent, and this absence increases dependence on external and
commercialized standards for self-worth. Economic factors such as class status
provide the possibility of implementing the decision but are not powerful
independent motivators on their own.

In essence, for many individuals in contemporary Iran, particularly young urban
women, cosmetic surgery emerges as a 'strategic adaptation” within a challenging
social ecology. This action is an attempt to manage the perceived gap between the self
and the demanding, often unattainable, reflections offered by dominant socio-cultural
mirrors (media, market, patriarchy). Therefore, cosmetic surgery is less a simple
pursuit of beauty and more a "compensatory mechanism" for coping with perceived
social deficits, psychological insecurities, and identity anxieties in a rapidly
transitioning society. This cycle is self-perpetuating due to the inherently fluid and
commercial nature of the standards of these mirrors and can lead to repeated
interventions—a pattern consistent with the concept of "normative addiction."

The findings of this research highlight the necessity of multi-level interventions to
address this phenomenon. At the individual level, promoting "critical media literacy”
and strengthening "psychological capital” (including resilience, self-esteem, self-
efficacy) through educational and counseling programs can make individuals more
resistant to distorted reflections. At the level of society and civil institutions,
strengthening "social support networks" and "family cohesion” can provide individuals
with more realistic and supportive mirrors. At the macro-cultural and media level,
promoting public discourse that challenges one-sided, commercial, and unrealistic
beauty ideals and values natural physical diversity and inner values is another

fundamental step. Only through such a combined and comprehensive approach can
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we hope to moderate the increasing trend of merely compensatory tendency towards
cosmetic surgery and create space for more conscious and healthier choices. This
requires coordinated efforts from educational systems, mental health professionals,
sociologists, media producers, and religious and community leaders to collectively
reshape the social mirrors that profoundly influence individual and collective well-
being in an era of unprecedented visual and social pressure. The ultimate goal is to
foster a society where self-worth is derived from a multiplicity of sources—character,
achievement, relationships, and internal peace—rather than being disproportionately
anchored in the fluctuating and often unforgiving reflections of physical appearance
dictated by transient and commercially-driven ideals.

Keywords: Social Anomie, Psychological Capital, Media Literacy, Status Acquisition,

Inclination towards Cosmetic Surgery, Looking-Glass Self Theory.
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