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Introduction
Cosmetic and plastic surgery procedures, such as liposuction, rhinoplasty (nose reshap-
ing), and breast augmentation, and minimally invasive procedures, such as Botox injec-
tions and chemical peels, continue to increase in popularity in the West (American 
Society of Plastic Surgeons 2014). According to the American Society of Plastic Sur-
geons (ASPS), the world’s largest organization of board-certified plastic surgeons, 15.1 
million cosmetic surgery procedures, excluding reconstructive surgery procedures, were 
performed in the United States in 2013 (American Society of Plastic Surgeons 2014). 
The American Society for Aesthetic Plastic Surgery (2015) reports that Americans spent 
more than 12 billion dollars on surgical and nonsurgical (i.e., minimally-invasive) pro-
cedures in 2014. The top five cosmetic surgical procedures were liposuction, breast aug-
mentation, eyelid surgery, tummy tuck and rhinoplasty. Increased popularity of cosmetic 
surgery has been attributed to a number of factors such as the increased importance 
of physical appearance in contemporary societies, the lower cost of procedures, and 
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increased public awareness of cosmetic surgery through media (Edmonds 2007; Sarwer 
et al. 2007; Sarwer and Magee 2006). In addition, new products and advances in technol-
ogy seem to boost steady growth in the US cosmetic surgery rate (American Society of 
Plastic Surgeons 2014). With the increasing rates of cosmetic surgery, some researchers 
have sought to understand psychological factors that influence some individuals but not 
others to consider having cosmetic surgery. Past research has revealed that there are reli-
able associations between the consideration of cosmetic surgery and lower self-ratings of 
physical attractiveness and negative body image (Brown et al. 2007; Crerand et al. 2006; 
Swami et al. 2009a). Similar to the finding that media are known to negatively influence 
body image, greater media exposure was associated with greater willingness to undergo 
cosmetic surgery (Swami et al. 2008a).

There has been an explosion in the number of cosmetic procedures taking place in 
non-Western societies (ISAPS Global Statistics 2014), and yet most of the studies on 
cosmetic surgery have relied on Western samples and there continues to be a lack of 
research on acceptance of cosmetic surgery in non-Western populations. Also, research 
within these populations has also been constrained due to scarce information about cul-
tural differences on attitudes toward cosmetic surgery and their relationships with body 
image. Among the sociocultural factors influencing body image, media influences on 
body image in general are well-documented in the literature (e.g., Durkin et  al. 2007; 
Grabe et al. 2008). However, the exploration of how idolization of specific media person-
nel (e.g., celebrities) can lead to extreme behaviors is under-researched. One’s desire to 
alter own physical characteristics to make them similar to those of celebrities is consid-
ered an extreme form of ‘celebrity worship,’ or the idolization of celebrities as role mod-
els (Giles 2002). Very little information is known regarding the level of psychological 
attachment to celebrities needed to influence one’s desire to engage in cosmetic surgery 
in consumers. Thus, the examination of such relationship is necessary to better under-
stand factors influencing the epidemic proportions of cosmetic surgery practice in con-
temporary society.

Among non-Western societies, South Korea has one of the highest rates of cosmetic 
surgery in the world (White 2005), which is believed to be the manifestation of nega-
tive body image. The cosmetic surgery epidemic in South Korea is particularly dra-
matic because of its sharp contrast with the Confucian philosophy that has dominated 
Korean social, political, and family life for over 500  years (Bell and Chaibong 2003). 
Confucian tradition seems to have discouraged body modification procedures since the 
human body was considered sacred as a symbol of high respect for the ancestors (Bell 
and Chaibong 2003). However, the Westernization of Korea in the 1980s has resulted 
in contemporary Korean society adopting more Western appearance standards (Shin 
and Rutkowski 2003). According to the most recent statistics available at the Interna-
tional Society of American society of plastic surgeons (2014), South Korea is ranked 
4th in the world by the total number of surgical and non-surgical procedures following 
the US, Brazil, and Japan. Despite the evidence that rates of cosmetic surgery in South 
Korea have increased sharply in the past decade, much of the available research contin-
ues to document rates of specific procedures (e.g., McCurdy and Lam 2005) rather than 
to examine individual or socio-cultural factors influencing cosmetic surgery procedures. 
According to the empirical evidence, South Korean women and girls have greater body 
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dissatisfaction than women and girls in the United States (e.g., Forbes and Jung 2008; 
Jung et  al. 2009). A study by Jung and Forbes (2006) suggests that women in cultures 
such as South Korea, where increased opportunities for women produced a marked shift 
toward gender equality, are likely to experience increased pressures to conform to unre-
alistic appearance standards. With evidence of greater body image issues in South Korea 
compared to the US, it would be interesting to see whether a greater desire to alter one’s 
appearance through cosmetic procedures also exists in South Korea compared to the 
US. More importantly, no previous research has examined associations between cos-
metic surgery and the extent of celebrity worship and body image across samples in 
South Korea and the US.

The present study, therefore, aims to examine associations between attitudes toward 
cosmetic surgery, celebrity worship, and body image among South Korean and US 
female college students. This study is intended to shed light on this under-researched 
topic in the literature since there is no research that has examined all three of these vari-
ables in these two countries. While cosmetic surgery is widely popular in both South 
Korea and the US, the two countries have contrasting cultural backgrounds due to the 
values and beliefs associated with being an Eastern and a Western culture, respectively. 
Therefore, the outcome of this study should be valuable for understanding cultural atti-
tudes on selected variables considering the risks involved with surgical procedures. With 
a lack of knowledge on this topic, the outcome of this study will add to the literature on 
cosmetic surgery and celebrity worship for cross-cultural applications.

Literature review
With advances in medical technologies and higher disposable incomes, there has been 
an increasing demand for various procedures across many different demographics. The 
way in which cosmetic surgery is portrayed in the mass media and entertainment indus-
tries seems to have reduced negative social stigmas associated with cosmetic surgery 
(Swami et al. 2008a). For example, various television programs, including reality shows 
focusing on media personnel (e.g., Keeping up with the Kardashians) and housewives 
in metropolitan cities of the US (e.g., The Real Housewives of Los Angeles), and maga-
zine and Internet advertisements frequently feature procedures that are used to enhance 
one’s appearance to have a more youthful and culturally idealized appearance. Accord-
ing to the American Society for Aesthetic Plastic Surgery’s statistics (2014), buttock aug-
mentation procedures increased in number by 86 % in 2014. This indicates the influence 
of reality TV stars (e.g., Kim Kardashian) on cosmetic surgery procedures.

The fashion industry is considered one of the most important industries associated 
with the social phenomenon of cosmetic surgery, despite emerging diversity among 
models in the contemporary media. Models used for advertising fashion products still 
predominantly endorse the cultural standards of ideal beauty (Sypeck et al. 2004) that 
are deviant from the appearance norms of the majority. For most individuals, the ideal 
beauty standards propagated through media images are not obtainable by natural means. 
The mainstream media are pervasive with images of a slim figure having full-breasts 
or a small waist with full buttocks, known as the curvaceously thin woman (Harrison 
2003). Since achieving this ideal figure would be difficult or impossible, some women 
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may attempt to improve their physical appearance (Delinksy 2005) through cosmetic 
procedures.

Previous findings on cosmetic surgery

Although studies exist on cosmetic surgery in regards to reasons for seeking cosmetic 
surgery and possible psychological results of such surgery, this literature was mostly 
motivated by the medical community for the need to assess the psychological suitability 
of patients for various procedures (Cook et al. 2006). Contrastingly, research on factors 
influencing the future likelihood of having cosmetic surgery is still sparse, and there is a 
need to overcome this deficiency in the literature because of the general interest in cos-
metic surgery among women and men (Frederick et al. 2007; Sarwer et al. 2005).

According to previous findings focused on factors influencing the likelihood of hav-
ing cosmetic surgery, gender seems to be an influencing factor since women were more 
likely to consider most cosmetic procedures than men (Brown et al. 2007; Swami 2008a). 
Brown et  al. (2007) found that lower self-ratings of physical attractiveness predicted 
a higher likelihood of having cosmetic surgery. This supports the notion that failure 
to attain cultural body ideals may lead to greater body dissatisfaction and possibly to 
the consideration of cosmetic surgery. In addition, previous experience of having had 
cosmetic surgery was a significant predictor for future likelihood of augmentative pro-
cedures (Brown et  al. 2007). Media exposure (viewing advertisements, television pro-
grams, or reading articles about cosmetic surgery), as a factor affecting the likelihood of 
having cosmetic surgery, has resulted in somewhat inconsistent outcomes. While find-
ings from the Brown et  al.’s (2007) study revealed no effect of media exposure on the 
likelihood of having cosmetic surgery, findings from Swami et al. (2008a) indicated an 
important role for media exposure in mediating the effects of participants’ sex and pre-
vious personal experience of cosmetic surgery. This suggests that media exposure itself 
may not be directly associated with consumer attitudes toward cosmetic surgery such as 
willingness to have cosmetic surgery.

South Korea

Recent empirical evidence shows that body dissatisfaction and disordered eating are not 
uncommon in East Asian societies, particularly in South Korea (e.g., Jung and Forbes 
2006; Jung and Forbes 2006). In a comparison of samples of Korean and US college 
women, Jung and Forbes (2006) found that the Korean sample scored higher than the 
US sample in multidimensional measures of body dissatisfaction and disordered eat-
ing. In fact, their findings were consistent with other evidence of a high level of body 
and weight dissatisfaction among adolescents and young women in Korea (Kim and Kim 
2003; Rye et al. 2003). Due to the rapid modernization of the past few decades, women in 
Korea have gained increasing social opportunities such as greater economic and political 
power. This has transformed Korea from a traditional patriarchal society, where women’s 
roles were primarily bound to the household, to a modern industrialized society, where 
women’s rights and roles in society are important for quality of life.

With an influx of Western media images and practices since the 1990s (Shim 2006), 
South Korean women seem to experience increased pressures to conform to unrealistic 
appearance standards that emulate Western body ideals. These pressures, in turn, seem 
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to have resulted in increased body dissatisfaction and increased symptoms of eating dis-
orders. In addition, the popularity of the Korean popular culture (Lee 2011), also known 
as K-pop, featuring flawless and youthful appearance of Korean celebrities (e.g., Girls’ 
Generation) in media outlets, such as TV and music videos, is likely to negatively affect 
South Korean women’s body image and encourage modification of physical character-
istics to similar features of K-pop stars. In order to cope with such body image issues, 
many young Korean women and men are looking to improve their appearances through 
various surgical procedures such as rhinoplasty, eyelid surgery and breast augmentation, 
and nonsurgical, minimally-invasive procedures such as laser hair removal and Botox 
injections (ISAPS Global Statistics 2014). In 2009, one of every five women in Seoul 
between the ages of 19 and 49 had undergone cosmetic surgery, and a 2010 government 
survey shows 31.5 percent of residents 15 or older were willing to undergo surgery to 
improve their looks (Choe 2011). Celebrities are influencing this trend as they attempt to 
remedy physical imperfections with cosmetic procedures and this seems to be encourag-
ing decisions made by the general public (Choe 2011).

Theoretical framework on celebrity worship and body image

One particular aspect of media influence that calls for attention, due to its under-
researched association with cosmetic surgery, is celebrity worship. The most prominent 
theoretical account regarding celebrity worship was proposed by McCutcheon et  al. 
(2002), who postulated an “absorption-addiction” model that explains three increasingly 
extreme sets of cognitions associated with para-social relationships. Celebrity worship is 
described as a para-social relationship because it is one-sided relationship in which an 
individual knows the other, but the other does not know the individual (Maltby and Day 
2011). In the first instance, ‘Entertainment-social’ celebrity worship reflects the social 
aspects of para-social attachment and is driven by an attraction to a favorite celebrity 
because of their perceived ability to entertain. For some individuals, this attachment may 
lead to psychological absorption (intensive and compulsive feelings) with a celebrity, or 
what has been termed ‘Intense-personal’ celebrity worship attitudes. In extreme cases, 
this absorption may become addictive, leading to ‘Borderline-pathological’ celebrity 
worship attitudes and behaviors that serve to maintain an individual’s satisfaction with 
the para-social attachment (Giles and Maltby 2004; McCutcheon et al. 2002).

Because celebrities in the media pursue youthful appearances, idolization of celebri-
ties would negatively influence one’s body image and can lead to a desire for emulat-
ing appearance of idolized celebrities. It has been suggested that a desire to look like 
idealized media icons may result in negative body image when those bodily ideals are 
not attained (Greenwood 2009). Considering its importance, celebrity worship has been 
conceptualized as a part of identity-development (e.g., Giles and Maltby 2004). Possible 
effects on corporeal experiences, including body image disturbance, have been shown 
through an empirical body of work revealing an association between celebrity worship 
and poor self-image, symptoms of eating disorders (Greenwood 2009; Shorter et  al. 
2008), and acceptance of cosmetic surgery (Swami et al. 2009b). Limited studies, nearly 
all in single country applications, explored the relationship between celebrities and elec-
tive cosmetic surgery (e.g., Maltby and Day 2011; Swami et al. 2009b), and despite the 
reasonable argument, there is still a lack of support for the notion that celebrity worship 
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is a strong predictor for positive attitudes toward cosmetic surgery. However, one aspect 
of celebrity worship has emerged as the strongest predictor, which is the intense-per-
sonal celebrity worship. For example, Maltby and Day (2011) found that intense-personal 
worship of a celebrity whose body shape was admired by the participants predicted the 
incidence of elective cosmetic surgery.

The present study

The present study aimed to examine associations between attitudes toward cosmetic 
surgery, celebrity worship, and body image among South Korean and US female college 
students. This study exclusively focused on women, as gender was identified as a fac-
tor influencing likelihood of having cosmetic surgery procedures and resulted in more 
women than men as subjects of cosmetic surgery (Brown et al. 2007). While cosmetic 
procedures are also growing in popularity among men, women still account for 90.5 
percent of total procedures in 2015 (Dent 2016). Despite that it is not a representative 
sample of women, college-aged women were selected for convenience and their great 
interest in celebrities. Abraham and Zuckerman (2011) reported that cosmetic surgery 
is becoming widely popular among adolescents and young adults, so the selected age 
group is believed to be appropriate for this study. This study focused on assessing possi-
ble relationships between celebrity worship and attitudes toward cosmetic surgery in the 
cross-cultural context, along with other variables that have shown positive associations 
with cosmetic surgery. Other variables included measures of body image and sociocul-
tural influences on body image, specifically media influences on the internalization of 
body ideals.

Based on previous work on selected variables for this study, the following hypotheses 
were formulated:

�H1: The South Korean participants will show greater body dissatisfaction than the US 
participants.
�H2: The South Korean participants will show greater acceptance of cosmetic surgery 
than than the US participants.
�H3: The South Korean participants will show greater celebrity worship than the US 
participants.
�H4: There will be associations between body image and celerity worship and cosmetic 
surgery across the two countries.

�H4-a: The more negative body image participants show the greater likelihood they 
will engage in cosmetic surgery.
�H4-b: The more celebrity worship participants show the greater likelihood they 
will engage in cosmetic surgery.
�H4-c: The more media influences are on participants’ body image the greater like-
lihood they will engage in cosmetic surgery.

Methods
Participants and procedure

A total of 370 female undergraduates were recruited for a survey from a South Korean 
university (n =  196) and a university in the mid-Atlantic region of the US (n =  174) 
upon obtaining the IRB approval from the respective universities. All participants were 
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volunteers who were recruited from undergraduate courses throughout the university 
campus. An independent translator, unaffiliated with the study, translated the initial 
questionnaire constructed in English into the Korean version, and this version was then 
back-translated into English by the second author and an independent translator unaf-
filiated with the study. Minor differences that emerged during this process were resolved 
between translators and by a bilingual scholar in the US.

While all Korean participants were of Korean ethnicity, the US participants self-iden-
tified their ethnicity as White (86.8 %), Asian (6.3 %) and other (6.9 %). The age of the 
Korean participants (M =  21.94, SD =  1.77) was greater than the age of the US par-
ticipants (M = 20.33, SD = 2.43), F (1, 368) = 53.90, p < .001. The self-reported weight 
of the Korean sample [(M = 51.78, SD = 6.46 (kg)] was less than that of the US sam-
ple [M  =  59.79, SD  =  9.59 (kg)], F (1, 368)  =  90.47, p  <  .001. The US participants 
[(M =  165.60, SD =  7.32 (cm)] showed greater self-reported height than that of the 
Korean participants [(M =  162.68, SD =  4.69 (cm)], F (1, 368) =  21.32, p <  .001. The 
participants’ body mass index [BMI; weight (kg)/height2 (m)], as a proxy for body fat, 
revealed that the Korean participants (M = 19.56, SD = 2.31) had less body fat than the 
US participants (M = 21.74, SD = 3.12), F (1, 368) = 59.19, p < .001. Sample characteris-
tics based on one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) are provided in Table 1.

Instruments

In addition to demographic details, consisting of sex, age, ethnicity, and self-reported 
height and weight, the participants were asked to complete questionnaires assessing 
participants’ attitudes toward celebrities, acceptance of cosmetic surgery, measures of 
body satisfaction, and sociocultural influences on body image. Attitudes toward celeb-
rities were measured using the celebrity attitude scale (CAS; McCutcheon et al. 2002) 
and acceptance of cosmetic surgery was measured using the Acceptance of Cosmetic 
Surgery Scale (ACSS; Henderson-King and Henderson-King 2005). Measures of body 
satisfaction included the photographic figure rating scale (PFRS; Swami and Chamorro-
Premuzic 2008) and the body appreciation scale (Avalos et al. 2005). Sociocultural influ-
ences on body image were assessed using the sociocultural attitudes towards appearance 
questionnaire-3 (SATAQ-3; Thompson et  al. 2004). Details on each of the measures 
being employed are as follows:

Table 1  Sample characteristics

*** p < .001

Measures Korea (n = 196) US (n = 174) F (1, 368) Partial eta2

M SD M SD

Age 21.94 1.77 20.33 2.43 53.90*** .128

Weight (kg) 51.78 6.46 59.79 9.59 90.47*** .197

Height (cm) 162.68 4.69 165.60 7.32 21.32*** .055

BMI (kg/m2) 19.56 2.31 21.74 3.12 59.19*** .139
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The celebrity attitude scale (CAS; McCutcheon et  al. 2002). The CAS is a 34-item 
measure in which respondents are asked to indicate their attitude toward their favorite 
celebrity on a 5-point scale (1 = Strongly disagree; 5 = Strongly agree). During an oral 
instruction about the questionnaires, participants were asked to select a same-sex liv-
ing celebrity whose body/figure they liked and admired, similar to previous research 
(Maltby and Day 2011). Among Western samples, the scale has been found to have a 
three-factor structure comprising Entertainment-social (e.g., “Keeping up with news 
about my favorite celebrity is an entertaining pastime”), Intense-personal (e.g., “To know 
my favorite celebrity is to love him/her”), and Borderline-pathological (e.g., “I have fre-
quent thoughts about my favorite celebrity, even when I don’t want to”). Because previ-
ous studies with non-Western samples (e.g., Swami et al. 2012b) showed that the three 
components of the CAS were highly correlated with one another, this study used an 
overall CAS score for data analysis. Cronbach’s coefficient alphas for the overall CAS 
were Korea = .94 and US = .93.

The Acceptance of Cosmetic Surgery Scale (Henderson-King and Henderson-King 
2005). The 15-item ACSS is the most widely used scale for the measurement of attitudes 
toward cosmetic surgery. Among Western samples, it has been found to have three sub-
scales, namely Intrapersonal (5 items measuring attitudes related to the self-oriented 
benefits of cosmetic surgery; e.g., ‘Cosmetic surgery is a good thing because it can help 
people feel better about themselves’), Social (5 items measuring social motivations for 
having cosmetic surgery; e.g., ‘I would seriously consider having cosmetic surgery if I 
thought my partner would find me more attractive’), and Consider (5 items measur-
ing the likelihood that a participant would consider having cosmetic surgery; e.g., ‘If I 
could have a surgical procedure done for free, I would consider trying cosmetic surgery’) 
(Henderson-King and Henderson-King 2005; Swami et  al. 2012a). Items in the ACSS 
are rated on a 7-point scale (1 = Strongly disagree; 7 = Strongly agree), and it has been 
shown to have high internal consistency, good test–retest reliability after 3 weeks, and 
good convergent and divergent reliability among Western samples (Henderson-King and 
Henderson-King 2005). Because a number of items were cross-loaded onto more than 
one factor with Korean samples (Swami et  al. 2012b), a total ACSS score obtained by 
taking the mean of all 15 items, representing the overall acceptance of cosmetic surgery, 
was a preferable option in the present study in order to measure the extent to which 
participants showed positive attitudes toward cosmetic surgery. Cronbach’s coefficient 
alphas for the total ACSS were Korea = .94 and US = .95.

The photographic figure rating scale (Swami and Chamorro-Premuzic 2008). The PFRS 
consists of 10 grey scale photographic images of real women representing the full range 
of BMI categories. Participants were asked to complete the scale by rating the figure that 
most closely matched their own body and the figure that they would most like to pos-
sess (1 = Figure with the lowest BMI; 10 = Figure with the highest BMI). A measure of 
actual-ideal weight discrepancy was computed as the difference between current and 
ideal ratings. Previous work has shown that the PFRS is cross-culturally valid (Swami, 
Henderson, et al in press) and has good construct validity and good test–retest reliability 
after 3 weeks (Swami et al. 2008a).

The body appreciation scale (Avalos et al. 2005). The BAS is a 13-item measure of posi-
tive body image of which items are rated on a 5-point scale (1 = Never; 5 = Always). 
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Among Western samples, the BAS has been shown to have good discriminant, con-
struct, and incremental validities (Avalos et  al. 2005; Swami et  al. 2008b). Cronbach’s 
coefficient alphas for the BAS were Korea = .90 and US = .92.

The sociocultural attitudes towards appearance questionnaire-3 (SATAQ-3; Thompson 
et al. 2004). This is a 30-item scale measuring the multi-dimensional impact of sociocul-
tural influences on body image, in which items are rated on a 5-point scale (1 = Strongly 
disagree; 5 = Strongly agree). Among Western samples, the scale has been shown to con-
sist of four factors measuring the degree to which various types of media are consid-
ered an important source of information about being attractive (Information; e.g., ‘TV 
programs are an important source of information about fashion and “being attractive”.’), 
feeling pressured by various types of media to strive for cultural ideals of beauty (Pres-
sure; e.g., ‘I’ve felt pressure from TV or magazines to lose weight.’), endorsement and 
acceptance of media messages touting unrealistic ideals for female beauty and the striv-
ing towards these ideals (Internalization-General; e.g., ‘I compare my appearance to the 
appearance of TV and movie stars.’), and endorsement and acceptance of an athletic 
and toned body ideal (Internalization-Athletic; e.g., ‘I wish I looked as athletic as sports 
stars’). Among Western samples, the scale has been shown to be internally reliable and 
to have good discriminant and convergent validity (Thompson et al. 2004). Cronbach’s 
coefficient alphas for the SATAQ were information: Korea =  .55, US =  .57; pressure: 
Korea = .92, US = .89; Internalization-General: Korea = .89, US = .89; Internalization-
Athletic: Korea = .60, US = .77. Given low to moderate levels of reliability for informa-
tion and internalization-athletic, only pressure and internalization-general were used as 
sociocultural influences on body image.

Results and discussion
Since there was a significant difference in participants’ body sizes across the two coun-
tries and cosmetic surgery has an association with negative body image including body 
size dissatisfaction, BMI was used as a covariate for a multivariate analysis of covari-
ance (MANCOVA) for the effect of country on attitudes toward celebrities, acceptance 
of cosmetic surgery, measures of body image, and sociocultural influences on body 
image. The MANCOVA revealed an overall significance, F (8, 310) =  29.72, p  <  .001, 
partial eta2  =  .402. Further examination of analysis of variances revealed significant 
effects of country on the following measures: The celebrity attitude scale, current fig-
ure, ideal figure, current-ideal figure discrepancy on the photographic figure rating scale, 
the acceptance of cosmetic surgery, and the body appreciation scale. No statistically 
significant differences were found across the two countries on sociocultural influences 
(i.e., pressure and internalization of body ideals in the media) on body image. While the 
South Korean participants had smaller current figures [M = 3.72, SD = 1.38 for Korea; 
M = 4.15, SD = 1.21 for US, F (1, 317) = 6.94, p < .01, partial eta2 = .021], they desired 
to have smaller bodies as their ideals [M = 2.38, SD = .85 for Korea; M = 3.38, SD = .85 
for US, F (1, 317) = 107.73, p = .001, partial eta2 = .254], and showed greater current-
ideal figure discrepancies, [M = 1.34, SD = 1.24 for Korea; M = .76, SD = 1.08 for US, F 
(1, 317) = 21.72, p < .001, partial eta2 = .064]. According to the body appreciation scale 
(BAS), the US participants revealed greater satisfaction toward their bodies (M = 46.24, 
SD = 8.19) than did the Korean participants (M = 42.04, SD = 8.61), F (1, 317) = 19.76, 
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p < .001, partial eta2 = .059. These results supported Hypothesis 1, which predicted that 
the South Korean participants would show greater body dissatisfaction than the US 
participants.

As further results of the effects of country on attitudes toward celebrities and accept-
ance of cosmetic surgery, the Korean participants showed greater acceptance toward 
cosmetic surgery (M =  69.16, SD =  18.52) than did the US participants (M =  54.56, 
SD =  20.41), F (1, 317) =  41.29, p  <  .001, partial eta2 =  .116. This result supported 
Hypothesis 2: The South Korean participants will show greater acceptance of cosmetic 
surgery than the US participants. The US participants revealed more positive attitudes 
toward their favorite celebrities (M = 74.10, SD = 19.44) than did the Korean partici-
pants (M =  65.83, SD =  19.46), F (1, 317) =  15.45, p <  .001, partial eta2 =  .047. This 
outcome did not support Hypothesis 3: the South Korean participants will show greater 
celebrity worship than the US participants.

In order to examine which of the relevant factors might explain the participants’ 
acceptance of cosmetic surgery, a multiple regression analysis was run for each coun-
try on the acceptance of cosmetic surgery with measures of body satisfaction, attitude 
toward a favorite celebrity, and sociocultural influences on body image as predictors. 
The body appreciation scale (BAS) and the participants’ current-ideal figure discrep-
ancies were used as measures of body satisfaction, along with the celebrity attitude 
scale (CAS) and Pressure and Internalization-General for sociocultural influences on 
body image. BMI was also used as a predictor variable for the participants’ acceptance 
of cosmetic surgery. For the Korean participants, overall predictor variables showed 
no statistical significance with the acceptance of cosmetic surgery. However, for the 
US participants, overall statistical significance was obtained with the level of body sat-
isfaction and attitudes toward favorite celebrities being significantly associated with 
acceptance of cosmetic surgery [F (4, 158) = 8.25, p < .001, R2 = .168]. The level of body 
satisfaction measured by the Body Appreciation Scale (BAS) was negatively associated 
with the acceptance of cosmetic surgery (β = −.287, t = −3.767, p =  .001), whereas 
the attitude toward a favorite celebrity, measured by the celebrity attitude scale (CAS), 
was positively associated with the acceptance of cosmetic surgery (β =  .233, t = 3.233, 
p =  .001) (see Table 2). Thus, these results supported Hypothesis 4-a: The more nega-
tive body image participants show the greater likelihood they will engage in cosmetic 
surgery and Hypothesis 4-b: The more celebrity worship participants show the greater 
likelihood they will engage in cosmetic surgery in the US participants, but not in the 
Korean participants.

Similar to findings from a previous study for the relationship between attitudes toward 
celebrities and acceptance for cosmetic surgery (Swami et al. 2009b), acceptance for cos-
metic surgery was related to attitudes toward favorite celebrities in the present study. 
However, this was evident from the US participants only. Acceptance for cosmetic sur-
gery was also highly related to the degree of body appreciation among the US partici-
pants: The less participants appreciate their current bodies, the more likely they are to 
accept cosmetic surgery. Although participants from both countries did not differ in the 
degree of which they felt pressured to emulate the cultural standards of ideal beauty, 
the Korean participants showed a greater acceptance for cosmetic surgery than the US 
participants. This suggests that Korean women are more willing to undergo cosmetic 
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procedures to improve their physical appearance, and/or perhaps there is less social 
stigma or greater acceptance about cosmetic surgery in Korea than in the US contempo-
rary South Korean society is highly advanced with technology, as South Korea is ranked 
the third in the world’s most technologically advanced countries (Most technologically 
advanced countries 2015). Unlike the traditional Korean society that limited women’s 
roles to the household with little power beyond domestic activities (Jung 2003), a large 
majority of South Korean women attend college, which is described as the highest rate 
in the world (Lee and Caryl 2005). A greater level of acceptance for cosmetic surgery 
among the Korean sample than the US sample also suggests a greater emphasis on physi-
cal attractiveness in Korea, and Koreans may use physical attractiveness as a means to 
obtain opportunities for jobs and marriage, as well as self-acceptance (Choe 2011). Great 
emphasis on appearance and desire to achieve success, coupled with advanced medical 
technology, are suggested to stimulate cosmetic surgery practices in South Korea.

Although the Korean participants showed greater dissatisfaction with their figures 
(i.e., body shapes and sizes) than the US participants, their level of body dissatisfaction 
was not a factor influencing the acceptance of cosmetic surgery, unlike the result for the 
US participants. This is interesting given that previous studies conducted in Western 
samples showed positive relationships between negative body image and the considera-
tion of cosmetic surgery. To some extent this can be attributed to the uniqueness of East 
Asian beauty standards of which women’s physical attractiveness is greatly focused on 
facial features rather than bodily characteristics such as shape and weight (Lee 1999). 
In fact, for many years the most popular cosmetic surgery procedures in Korea have 
been eyelid surgery and rhinoplasty which target changing facial characteristics (Kim 
2003). However, according to recent statistics, the two most commonly performed surgi-
cal procedures in Korea were lipoplasty, also known as liposuction (removing body fat), 
along with eyelid surgery (ISAPS Global Statistics 2014). Recent statistics also indicate 
an increasing demand for breast augmentation in South Korea (ISAPS Global Statistics). 
These types of surgical procedures coincide with Western body ideals of the ‘curva-
ceously thin’ woman. Thus, it is feasible to foresee that Korean women’s beauty stand-
ards emphasize not only facial attractiveness but also obtainment of idealized figures.

Table 2  Multiple regression with  acceptance of  cosmetic surgery scale (ACSS) as  the 
dependent variable

Country US Korea

Measures Standardized β t p Standardized β t p

BMI −.100 −1.138 .257 −.017 −.211 .833

Body appreciation scale (BAS) −.287 −3.767 .000 −.186 −1.979 .049

Current-ideal figure discrepancy (photo-
graphic figure rating scale)

.112 1.228 .221 −.129 −1.354 .177

Celebrity attitude scale (CAS) .233 3.233 .001 .088 1.182 .239
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Conclusions
A positive association between attitudes toward celebrities and the acceptance of cos-
metic surgery among the US participants implies that compared to South Korea, celeb-
rities in the US might have a stronger effect as a reference group for ideal appearance 
standards and play a greater role for one’s likelihood of having cosmetic surgery. Also, 
messages/articles regarding beauty products and related programs (e.g., diet programs) 
that are pervasive in the mass media, particularly those endorsed by favorite celebrities, 
might have a stronger effect in the US than in South Korea. This was also supported by 
greater positive attitudes toward favorite celebrities in the US compared to Korea. While 
celebrities have helped to drive the trend of remedying any physical imperfections (Choe 
2011), with a large number of practices in South Korea motivations to engage in cos-
metic surgery may be attributed to beyond celebrity influences. In fact, competitiveness 
for success and jobs is suggested as a driving factor for cosmetic surgery boom in South 
Korea (CBS News 2015). Overall, findings of this study suggest that the cultural environ-
ment influences factors affecting the likelihood of having cosmetic surgery.

As for almost all cross-cultural research, our study is limited by samples of college 
students that are not representative of their countries as a whole. College women are 
generally a privileged group that is younger, wealthier, and more likely to be exposed 
to Western body ideals than the general population. Consequently, the results of this 
study should be generalized with appropriate caution. In addition, we used measures 
that were developed in Western cultures and translated from their original English. Our 
translations were carefully done using the back-translation technique (Breslin 1970) for 
cross-cultural research, and the reliability of the translated measures was very similar 
to the reliability of the original English version. However, translations are always poten-
tially problematic and should be interpreted with appropriate care (King 1993). There 
are other cultural factors that might influence the likelihood of having cosmetic surgery, 
such as the price of cosmetic surgery procedures and reputation of cosmetic surgeons. 
Also, cultural differences in other individual perceptions about cosmetic surgery (e.g., 
being unethical, fear for unknown outcomes) can influence individual responses to the 
likelihood of having cosmetic surgery.

Further research on this topic can examine gender differences along with country dif-
ferences since an increasing number of men are undergoing cosmetic surgery proce-
dures as a way to improve their appearance. In fact, According to the American Society 
for Aesthetic Plastic Surgery (2015), the number of men who underwent aesthetic cos-
metic procedures is up 43 % over a five-year period for both surgical and non-surgical 
procedures. Just as women are not immune to body image dissatisfaction, more men 
seem to be interested in cosmetic procedures to maintain their youthful looks.

Attitudes toward cosmetic surgery can be examined by employing one-on-one or 
focus group interviews to delve into individuals’ motivations for having cosmetic sur-
gery and the effects that their culture has on them. Further research can also examine 
consumers’ motivations to engage in specific cosmetic surgery procedures (e.g., breast 
or buttock augmentation) across countries, which can provide richer psychological or 
socio-cultural factors that would influence cosmetic surgery.
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