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ABSTRACT

Background: Aesthetic procedures, commonly performed worldwide, are affected by several factors. The 
perception of beauty on social media is a recent and decisive factor that affects patients' decisions and places 
physicians on a thin line between patients' desires and medical ethics. This study assesses the relationship 
between aesthetic procedures and social media among Saudi Arabians. We also discussed physicians' ethical 
considerations while meeting patients' demands.

Methods: This cross-sectional study was conducted among all social media users in Saudi Arabia above 16 years 
old; a survey was randomly distributed through social media platforms (WhatsApp and Twitter) and sent to 
5000 random cellphone numbers via SMS. 1050 participants responded to the survey 

Results: 66% didn’t obtain professional opinions and relied on social media for aesthetic procedures. 3.6% who 
depended only on professional consults were dissatisfied with their results. 

Conclusion: Although patient requests and updates on aesthetic procedures are essential, dermatologists' and 
plastic surgeons' ethics and professionalism shouldn’t be affected by new social media trends. Results showed that 
patients were more satisfied with their professional opinion, even if social media was the primary reason. Since 
social media can disseminate information, physicians should educate the importance of seeking professional 
consultation.
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INTRODUCTION

The demand for aesthetic procedures continues 
to increase. According to the American Society 
of Plastic Surgeons, aesthetic surgeries (such 
as liposuctions, rhinoplasties, and facelifts) and 
procedures (such as laser hair removal, fillers, 
and Botox) increased by 131% between 2000 
to 2020 [1]. Many factors affect the decision 
to undergo an anesthetic procedure, such as 
age, gender, and culture [2,3]. Social media 

has recently gained popularity for promoting 
aesthetic procedures [4]. The reason is not only 
due to the promotion of beauty standards and 
altering self-esteem and body image but also 
due to plastic surgeons and dermatologists 
marketing for their practice on social media [5]. 
Some social media platforms have developed 
a feature called "filters," that even out the skin 
tone and change certain facial features, which 
plays an essential role in aesthetic procedures 
[6]. According to a study published in 2019 by 
Arab et al. participants who posted their pictures 
online without using a filter reported that they 
required an aesthetic procedure [7]. 

In this study, we aimed to assess the relationship 
between aesthetic procedures and social media 
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among Saudis. We also aimed to discuss the 
ethical considerations of dermatologists and 
plastic surgeons to meet patients' demands due 
to social media trends.

METHODS

This cross-sectional study was approved by the 
Institutional Review Board of Imam Mohammed 
bin Saud Islamic University (IRB number 74-
2021) on April 14, 2021.

A 22-item self-administered online survey using 
Google Forms® (Google LLC, Mountain View, 
CA) was prepared and administered randomly 
to social media users in Saudi Arabia through 
WhatsApp and Twitter and also sent to 5000 
random cellphone numbers via short message 
service (SMS). The survey was conducted from 
May 2021 to July 2021 in both Arabic and English. 

The participants were adults in Saudi Arabia 
aged 18 years and older. Informed consent 
was obtained from all participants through 
an introductory paragraph that explained the 
aim of the study and that their participation 
was voluntary. The consent form also ensured 
complete anonymity and that participants could 
withdraw from the study at any time. 

A total of four adults were invited to participate 
in a pilot test of the survey and provide feedback 
prior to the main distribution. Minor changes 
were made accordingly.

 The survey included closed-ended questions 
that assessed demographics, which included 
gender, age, marital status, educational level, and 
monthly income. The second section included 
information regarding social media platforms, 
the duration of time spent on those applications, 
the type of influencers they followed on social 
media, and the filter features. The third section 
included past aesthetic procedures and surgical 
history or preferred aesthetic procedures for 
which they considered opting in the future and 
the main reason for this decision. This section 
also assessed participants' satisfaction with their 
previous aesthetic procedure results. Patients' 
awareness of the potential complications of 
aesthetic procedures and the source of their 
information was also evaluated.

Statistical analysis

All data analysis were conducted using Statistical 
Package for Social Science (SPSS) software 

version 26. The results were presented as 
frequencies and percentages. In addition, a chi-
square test and t-test were used to assess the 
relationship between demographic factors and 
the prevalence of plastic surgery.

RESULTS

In this study, 1050 participants responded to 
the survey (Table 1). Of the respondents, 80.4% 
were females aged between 30 and 39 years and 
were educated with a relatively high income. Our 
results showed a significant positive relationship 
between aesthetic procedures, education, and 
monthly income. 

Approximately half of the participants (47%) 
spent more than four hours a day on different 
social media platforms (Table 2). The most 
commonly used application was WhatsApp 
(27.7%), followed by Snapchat (22.8%) (Figure 
1). 

Regarding aesthetic procedures, 29.3% of the 
participants had undergone previous aesthetic 
procedures, while 55.5% of the participants 
considered having an aesthetic procedure in the 
future (Figure 2).

More than 60% of the participants indicated they 
used filters when they took photos. Participants 
who indicated that they could not take a photo 
without filters were significantly more prone 
to undergo aesthetic procedures (36.3%) (p < 
0.005) and were more likely to consider them in 
the future (77% ) (p < 0.005) compared to those 
who did not use filters or did not frequently use 
them. Interestingly, 58% of the participants who 
had used social media for only one year believed 
that they did not need any aesthetic procedures. 
However, this percentage dropped to 41% for 
those who had been using social media for more 
than three years. We also found that 34.4% of 
the participants who used social media, even 
for less than two hours a day, had an aesthetic 
procedure.

Although 86.7% of the participants indicated that 
they were aware of the potential complications 
associated with aesthetic procedures and 
surgeries, 30% underwent at least one 
procedure, and 57.4% considered having one 
in the future. Table 3 shows the characteristics 
of the aesthetic procedures and surgeries the 
participants underwent. More than 66% of the 
participants did not get a professional opinion 
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Characteristic n (%)

Age

Less than 18 years 9 (0.9)
18-21 years 222 (21.1)
22-29 years 154 (14.6)
30-39 years 221 (21)

40 years and above 448 (42.5)

Gender
Male 207 (19.6)

Female 847 (80.4)

Marital status
Single 382 (36.2)

Married 611 (58)
Divorced / widow 61 (5.8)

Level of education

Elementary school 4 (0.4)
Middle school. 15 (1.4)

High school 154 (14.6)
Bachelor 657 (62.3)

Post-graduate 224 (21.3)

Monthly income

Less than 3000 320 (30.4)
3000-10,000 243 (23.1)

11,000-20,000 231 (21.9)
21 000 or more 260 (24.7)

Table 1: Demographic characteristics of the participants (n=1050).

Characteristic n (%)

How many hours do you spend on the application chosen above?
1-2 hours a day 189 (17.9)
2-3 hours a day. 367 (34.8)

4 hours or more a day 498 (47.2)

For how long have you been using this particular application?
1 Year 19 (1.8)

Two years 53 (5)
Three years or more 982 (93.2)

What kind of influencers do you follow?

Fitness models. 92 (6.7)
Fashion and beauty bloggers. 281 (20.5)

Plastic surgeons and cosmetic physicians 196 (14.3)
Singers and actress 155 (11.3)

All of the above. 159 (11.6)
None of the above. 489 (35.6)

If you use Snapchat or Instagram, do you use filters while taking selfies?
Yes 644 (61.1)
No 410 (38.9)

How often do you use Snapchat or Instagram filters while taking selfies?
I rarely do use filters. 41 (6.4)

Sometimes I use filters, and sometimes I do not 325 (50.5)
I can never make a selfie without a filter 278 (43.2)

Table 2: Usage of social media application and the frequency of using filter while taking a photo.

Figure 1: Most used social media application.
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Characteristic n (%)

Number of surgeries
2-Jan 186 

(60.8)
4-Mar 92 (30.1)
6-May 28 (9.2)

Who performed this procedure? *

Plastic surgeon 115 
(31.2)

Dermatologist 233 
(63.1)

Cosmetic nurse 6 (1.6)
Aesthetician 11 (3)
Other 4 (1.1)

The reason behind your decision to go through plastic surgery

Trying to fit society's beauty standards 51 (8)

I believe I should have this procedure 462 
(72.4)

Taking others' advice (A relative or a friend) 44 (6.9)
Social media platforms (Snapchat, Instagram, 
Twitter, or YouTube) 31 (4.9)

Other 50 (7.8)

How satisfied are you with the results?

Very satisfied 138 
(44.5)

Satisfied 100 
(32.3)

Slightly satisfied 59 (19)
Dissatisfied 13 (4.2)

If you were not satisfied enough with your results, are you planning to go for further 
procedures in the future?

Yes 10 (71.4)
No 4 (28.6)

Table 3: Characteristic of aesthetic procedures and surgeries the participants underwent.

Figure 2: Percent of participants who had an aesthetic procedure and who are considering having one.

and relied on social media and the Internet to 
obtain information on aesthetic procedures. 
Surprisingly, 59% of the satisfied participants' 
aesthetic procedure results depended solely 
on the medical specialist’s opinion. Only 
3.6% of the participants who depended on 
professional consultations were dissatisfied 
with their results.

DISCUSSION

Several factors may influence the decision to 
undergo aesthetic procedures, and social media 
use is an important factor [8]. Social media sets 

an unrealistic beauty standard that causes some 
people to feel insecure about their appearance. 
Hence, they use filters and photoshop to hide 
their imperfections [9]. In our study, most photo 
filter users considered aesthetic procedures 
if they did not already have one, which was 
consistent with a previous study [10].

Although most of our participants were aware 
of the complications of aesthetic procedures 
and surgeries, we found that the prevalence of 
participants who had aesthetic procedures or 
considered having one in the future was high. 
However, our findings were lower than those 
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previously reported in Riyadh, which stated 
that 52% of the participants had aesthetic 
procedures, while 79% were willing to undergo 
an aesthetic procedure in the future [10]. The 
lower incidence in our study might be since our 
participants included both males and females and 
were distributed among a larger, less selective 
sample, whereas the other study included only 
females in a single center in Riyadh. 

Most of the participants who had aesthetic 
procedures believed that they needed these 
procedures, while only a minority reported 
that they were affected by social media. Similar 
results were previously reported [11]. However, 
we found that most of the participants who 
thought they needed aesthetic procedures to 
improve their image had been using social 
media for more than three years. It is possible 
that prolonged media exposure indirectly 
internalized appearance ideals, which positively 
influenced their desire for cosmetic procedures 
[8].

Unrealistic patient requests are a genuine issue 
for clinicians. In several cases, patients present 
their filtered selfie images to clinicians and 
request them to adjust the patients’ appearance 
accordingly [12]. Many patients are concerned 
regarding a flaw that is not noticed by others 
[13]. What is the role of dermatologists and 
plastic surgeons in social media trends and 
patient demands? Will it be appropriate for some 
patients to be psychologically evaluated before 
specific aesthetic procedures or surgeries? 
Recently, a scale called the aesthetic procedure 
expectations (ASPECT) scale was suggested 
at cosmetic clinics to assess the unrealistic 
expectations of clients who attended cosmetic 
clinics [14]. In addition, patients with body 
dysmorphic disorder were commonly found 
to seek aesthetic procedures and usually had 
unrealistic expectations and were dissatisfied 
with previous procedures. These patients should 
be recognized and referred to a psychiatrist for a 
thorough psychological evaluation [15].

In our results, most patients who were satisfied 
with their results depended solely on the 
clinician’s consultation. Similar results were 
reported in previous studies [16,17]. This 
indicates that professional consultation is 
essential for patient satisfaction, and sometimes 
rejecting patient requests is ethically and 

professionally rewarding for both the clinicians 
and patients [18,19].

CONCLUSION

Social media is a powerful tool for promoting 
and idealizing beauty. This would increase the 
ethical obligation of clinicians towards new 
social media trends and patients with unrealistic 
expectations. Clinicians can use social media to 
raise public awareness of these issues, which 
would aid in identifying these vulnerable 
populations.
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