Hollis 1
Rylee Hollis
Professor [Name]
English 102
8 May 2026
Revised Lines of Argument: Beauty Standards and Appearance-Based Judgment
Most judgments happen within the first 7–15 seconds, which implies that people are judged within a few seconds after being seen. Before a single word has been said, before a personality has been familiar to us, an impression has been created because of physical appearance alone. Ideally, people would be judged based on their personality, their smartness, and their behavior. However, the appearance-based estimate determines the way individuals are treated in school, at work, in relationships, and in societal life. The question to consider is not merely whether these judgments occur but how they occur so easily and automatically concerning aesthetic ideals and physical attractiveness. As someone who spent her adolescence scrolling Instagram and TikTok and comparing my worth to people online with filtered faces and perfect bodies, I have to say that my first reaction is that it is all the fault of social media. However, considering this bias is important because to understand why we stereotypically judge people according to their appearance so readily, we need to consider several explanations, and not simply blame technology and algorithms.
One group of affected stakeholders is young people who are active users of social media, and they present the claim that social media platforms are the most influential factor in defining standards of what is beautiful and judging people’s physical appearance. They are constructed around images, and they subject users to constantly filtered, edited images of human bodies that most people will never attain in real life. A new systematic review by Mironica et al.  revealed that social applications such as Instagram and Snapchat are the main sources of images that represent the ideal, digitally manipulated beauty standards, which enhance body dissatisfaction. The study reported that seventy percent of young adult females and sixty percent of young adult males are dissatisfied with their body appearance (Mironica et al.). The research also discusses that taking and altering selfies causes people to become overly critical of their own appearance, and how social media interactivity (e.g., liking, commenting, filtering) pressures users to follow the limited beauty standards (Mironica et al.). All young people will pick up these norms and begin using them to judge others and themselves, even if subconsciously. In this view, the reason it’s easier to make appearance-based judgments is that social media has normalised one definition of beauty.
Another entirely different group of stakeholders is sociology and anthropology educators and researchers, and they point to cultural and social norms as the roots of beauty standards, rather than any specific platform or media. Bradley University’s Body Project, for example, notes that there are wide variations in standards of beauty among different societies, which view larger bodies as either symbols of prosperity or a means of creating social capital, but also contrast this view with other cultures that value thinness or certain facial features. The same resource goes on to note that cosmetics and personal care companies make $806 billion annually in the US alone, which implies that the beauty industry has an interest in producing these culturally specific beauty standards (Bradley University). Appearance-based judgment is so easy because humans are conditioned by culture, starting from infancy to value certain bodies, features, and body enhancements over others. The fact that we can make easy judgments about appearance is a result of cultural programming that goes beyond applications and adverts.
However, other researchers in evolutionary and cognitive psychology explain this idea differently. They argue that judging people based on appearance happens quickly not just because of culture or media, but also because humans may have a natural tendency to quickly sort and categorize others. This could come from an evolutionary need to understand others fast to respond to possible threats or social situations. A study by Paudel et al. supports the idea that beauty standards are shaped by cultural, social, and personal factors all at the same time, and that people often compare themselves to others automatically without thinking about it. From this view, the brain may naturally use appearance as one of the easiest ways to categorize people in a complex world. However, culture and media still strongly influence these judgments by teaching people what is considered attractive or unattractive and shaping what they pay attention to. So, while the quick tendency to judge based on appearance may be natural, the specific standards people use may be learned from their environment and society.
Another important perspective comes from research on child development and education. They claim that schools contribute to the development of appearance-based judgment, which is frequently overlooked. Lipowska et al. state that the preschool period is described as a crucial point in the development of attitudes towards beauty, with preschoolers able to identify physically attractive individuals and already forming attributions about looks. These perceptions are influenced by adults. Over time, initial impressions of appearance can become habits. Children can start subconsciously grouping individuals by appearance, and they might even fail to notice it. Patterns become stronger when schools fail to challenge them. Dressing, social circles, and media depicted in classrooms can all silently serve to propagate limited views about what is required in terms of appearance. When an individual reaches adulthood, appearance-based judgment can feel completely natural. This is partially because it has been practiced and strengthened in school environments over the years.
Mental and public health researchers approach this issue from a different perspective. Instead of considering the origin of beauty standards, they focus on the effects of said standards on individuals. The National Institute of Mental Health (NIMH) has discovered that body image dissatisfaction is strongly correlated with mental health disorders like depression, anxiety, and disordered eating. These problems are particularly widespread among adolescents and young adults. When individuals are often examined based on their looks, the stress to keep up with the demands can be a severe challenge (NIMH). This is not a harmless social norm. It is real and quantifiable harm, particularly to those who feel the most distant from the ideal. Mental health researchers refer to appearance-based judgment as a cycle. A standard is established by culture and media. Such standards are acceptable to people. They then use it as a standard to judge others, often without reflecting on the harm it may cause.
Other psychologists and sociologists shift the focus to individual upbringing. They posit that personal experience is significant in the formation of appearance-based assessment. According to the American Psychological Association (APA), the home environment has a strong influence on how children learn to see bodies and appearance (APA). Parental/caregiver attitudes are significant. A young child raised in an environment where certain body types are praised, or where the value of physical features is attached to them, may internalize those values at a young age. Those values may remain in a person over the years, even though they were not explicitly stated.  This point of view is significant as it demonstrates that no single external influence is totally responsible for appearance-based judgment. The personal experience is a filter. Two individuals may be raised in the same culture and watch the same news, yet develop different judgments about appearance based on what they learned at home.
When considering all these perspectives, it is evident that there is not a single cause of such appearance-based judgment. Narrow beauty ideals spread quickly and widely through social media.  Culture has dictated a long history of what has been found to be appealing. Evolutionary psychology has proposed that sorting individuals by their appearance may be an inbuilt functionality of the human mind. These habits can be enhanced in schools during childhood. The way individuals select and use what they learn is shaped by upbringing. And research on mental health demonstrates that the effects are a reality. According to the National Eating Disorders Association (NEDA), individuals who have been exposed to comparisons based on appearance exhibit higher rates of body dissatisfaction and other mental health problems (NEDA). It implies that the seemingly fast and painless observation can have a long-lasting impact. Appearance-based judgment is such an easy process because, at the same time, there are several forces that are reinforcing one another, and these are: social, biological, cultural, and personal.
In conclusion, appearance-based judgment persists so easily because of the interaction of multiple factors. Social media enhances the spread of subjective and quite unrealistic beauty standards. Meanwhile, cultural norms (constructed and strengthened throughout history) still define and privilege particular profiles, as compared to others. Biologically, humans might be genetically predisposed to make quick visual judgements, which can further entrench these tendencies. The educational context and family background tend to encourage such concepts at a young age before individuals develop the capacity for critical reflection. Studies of mental health have consistently shown that this cycle can cause great damage to people, their self-esteem, the variety of opportunities offered to people, and, ultimately, the psychological well-being of people. A broader grasp of factors that influence the appearance-based judgments can help individuals think critically and oppose these reflexive reactions. Accordingly, such judgments are not only due to human nature, but are the result of complicated, overlapping systems that have changed and worked throughout history.
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