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ABSTRACT 

 This study explored college students’ perceptions of the use of makeup. In order to 

determine what effect makeup had on first impressions, an online survey was conducted. The 

study suggests that makeup does impact the perception of others, specifically women, based on 

how society views physical beauty. Interestingly, after conducting the survey, researchers found 

a higher percentage of individuals perceiving makeup toward a more positive view of how it 

enhanced one’s perception of attractiveness and how much usage of makeup enhanced that 

attractiveness based on the perception of participation. 

Purpose and Overview of Contents  

The use of makeup has been a common topic of research and analysis, yet there is still 

much to be learned. As cosmetic makeup has evolved through society and cultural changes, so 

does the interpretation of it. With media driving society into a new generation of communication 

patterns, the uses and style of usage concerning self-image is rapidly changing (Krayer, 

Ingledew, Iphofen, October 2008). Those experiencing and striving to keep up with the changes 

of societal views on cosmetics, are predominantly the female population.  

 The term “makeup” is a broad term that is used to include elements such as blush, 

foundation, mascara, and lipstick. It has been used by a variety of cultures for centuries and for a 

number of different reasons. When a person first interacts with someone, they cannot help but 

make judgments and assumptions based on the way that person looks. The study seeks to find the 

answer of how people react to women wearing and not wearing makeup, and what specifics 

made them react that way. Because society and cultures are ever changing, the need to study 

what the uses and impressions of makeup has on people is a relevant topic. 

 With this research, the researchers hope to bring a further understanding of how makeup 

impacts the impressions of onlookers. Can onlookers identify if an individual is wearing makeup 
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just by their first impression? Does makeup actually affect a first impression? If so, is there a 

specific product that influenced this impression (i.e. mascara, lipstick, blush)? This study is 

designed to address these questions. 

Literature Review 

When looking into how the application of makeup impacts first impressions, it was 

revealed that it encompasses several areas of investigation. Over the years, makeup has been 

around for a variety of reasons, including on the time, self-image, and definition of beauty. The 

many perspectives of beauty depend upon individual's’ gender, race, self-concept, and even 

societal standards. Cosmetics have been a universal form of expression and have the potential of 

altering one’s perception of an individual. Most women have experimented with makeup at least 

once in their life, and the reasons why depend upon a number of factors. The numerous factors 

can stem from self-concept, male’s perception of cosmetics, first impressions along with the 

definition of beauty, and the cultural history of cosmetics itself. 

Self-Concept 

Self-concept could be deemed one of the most important subjects in researching the basis 

of why people act the way they do. When individuals gained an understanding of a person’s 

reasoning for their actions, a handful of influences can be found that shape their way of thinking. 

The concept of self-image, for one, is one of the biggest influences. Cash, Dawson, Davis, 

Bowen, and Galumbeck (2010) conducted a study on thirty-eight American female college 

students that revealed the women had a more positive body image when wearing makeup versus 

when they were not wearing makeup. In fact, the more makeup that was worn, the greater the 

body-image by the individual. Cash et al. (2010) believed that it is a Dynamic-State-Trait 

perspective that physical appearance is not simply a fixed, immutable attribute, but rather it is 
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altered by individuals to manage and control their self and social images. Cash et al. (2010) 

stated that women often wear makeup to “manage and control their self-and social images” (p. 

1). Self-esteem plays an important role in personal success. In fact, the perception one has of 

their own beauty plays an even bigger role. Research found that the fundamentals of self-esteem 

are further constructed with achievements in professional, athletic, personal, creative 

involvements, and more (Dayan, Cho, Siracusa, and Gutierrez-Borst, 2015). It is estimated that 

appearance is responsible for 70% of one’s self-esteem (Dayan, Cho, Siracusa, and Gutierrez-

Borst, 2015). When an individual is confident with their appearance, their behavior can 

positively reflect that. In an experimental study that used an 11-point scale, the women who rated 

themselves as more attractive made 70% more money than women who were objectively rated a 

point higher by observers. Basically, if one thinks they are beautiful, they are more likely to 

make more money than if you actually are beautiful. Those with elevated self-esteem stand taller, 

appear more extroverted, friendlier, and approachable (Dayan et al., 2015). 

Although media has a huge impact on girls, what affects girl’s self-esteem the most was 

their parents and peers (Krcmar, Giles, & Helme, 2008). It is commonly believed that mass 

media is hurting the esteem of children, but Krcmar, Giles, & Helme (2008) found that a girl's 

social network (friends and family) played the biggest role in their belief of what beauty is and 

how a girl should look. 

Male Perspective of Cosmetics and Beauty  

  Societal pressures and standards to look a certain way is an idea projected globally. It 

would appear this idea to look a perceived way would be equally distributed between genders, 

yet that is not the case at all. Researchers compiled 90 folktales from 13 different diverse 

cultures to determine the emphasis on male and female attractiveness. It was found that only 
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16% of the folktales emphasized male attractiveness while 83% emphasized female 

attractiveness. It was also found that in virtually all of these folktales, males were referenced 

more often than females (Gottschall, 2008). 

Women tend to wear makeup for a multitude of reasons, one being to impress their male 

counterparts. Previous research had been conducted that asked males and females to rate the 

same pictures of females with and without makeup. In the case of males and females, the rating 

of sexual attractiveness was higher for images of girls that had cosmetics on as opposed to when 

they did not (Mileva & Jones, 2016). In addition, women rated the general attractiveness higher 

than the males of the study. The participants were also asked to rate the perceived dominance of 

the women in the picture, and males showed no difference in rating regardless of makeup. 

(Mileva & Jones, 2016).  

Because there are many different dimensions of wearing makeup (whether it be blush, 

foundation, lipstick, etc.), in a Buckinghamshire Chilterns University study, Mulhern et al., 

(2003) found that male’s number one preference was shown to be foundation, followed by eyes 

as the second most important. Foundation most commonly helps to cover up imperfections and 

increase facial symmetry. Not only did the use of makeup impact the wearer, it also affected the 

judge's’ view of them. Male judges were less favorable when the women were cosmetic free; 

female judges were not differentially affected. 

 In a study done by Smolak, Murmen, and Meyers (2014), it was found that the 

understanding of what made males feel they are sexy greatly differs from that of females. A 

focus group that consisted of 25 men were asked about what they do to look sexy. Most of what 

their answers consisted of was not really based on looks, but mainly on hygiene, smell, and being 

confident. The group found that females focused mainly on physical characteristics to be 
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attractive while males were more worried about attitude (Smolak, Murmen, and Meyers, 2014). 

 These findings were reflected in the previously sighted work of Gottschall (2008), which 

found that there are pressures that girls are exposed to from a young age about expectations of 

body image that men are not subject to. These factors of influence found in the media as well as 

other societal norms are reflected in the mentality that many women go about their daily lives 

and see as what makes them as valued in the eyes of society.  

Attractiveness and First Impressions 

First impressions are unavoidable, and essential for individuals to try and gain an idea of 

the people they encounter without prior acquaintance. These impressions tend to be lasting, and 

can be formed in a very short amount of time. First encounters help give light to whether 

someone is trustworthy, intelligent, and ultimately attractive. Oftentimes, judgments based on 

facial appearance play a powerful role in how people treat others and how they were treated. 

Since first impressions are so powerful, changing the mentality of an individual is difficult 

regardless of the fact. Nicholas Rule of the University of Toronto stated that, ‘We judge books 

by their covers, and we can’t help but do it,’... ‘With effort, we can overcome this to some 

extent, but we are continually tasked with needing to correct ourselves’ (P. 1). Studies presented 

at the Society for Personality and Social Psychology (SPSP) annual conference in 2014, revealed 

that despite hopes to alter and adjust people’s thinking, judgments are made by appearance and 

not even fact will change first impressions (Drinkard, 2014). 

Psychologists have long known that attractive people get better outcomes in practically 

all walks of life. Workman and Johnson (1991) explored the effects of cosmetics use on 

impression formation. The use of cosmetics resulted in more favorable appearance ratings and 

more favorable ratings of personality by both male and female subjects. 
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When developing first impressions, particularly between men and women, attractiveness 

plays a key factor. How first impressions are created is also important in the context of finding a 

potential partner. Naturally, individuals are drawn in first by attraction and appearance. “Physical 

appearance is important to humans and certain features appear to be found attractive across 

individuals and cultures” (Thornhill and Gangestad, 1999, p.452). There appears to be a 

relationship between determining someone’s attractiveness based on what others deem beauty to 

be. The definition of beauty itself varies from one person to the next, with influences from those 

around them, media, marketing, and even childhood factors. 

Beauty and attractiveness judgments, portray two dimensions of interpersonal perception 

that can be related but differ on their underlying motivational aspects. The evaluation of beauty 

has been the topic and concentration of many individuals alike over a vast number of years. The 

exact meaning and definition has come from some of the most fundamental of language 

development having an origin that was traced all the way back to the Latin word ‘bellus.’ 

Through the adaption of language, Anglo-French expanded further with keying the terms ‘bel’ 

and ‘beau’ meaning “beautiful, good-looking.” The Middle English borrowed the French 

definition and created ‘beaute’ and ‘bealte’ (Beauty, n.d.). Determining whether to classify 

someone or something as beautiful or having beauty, is ultimately dependent upon one’s own 

personal viewpoint. 

Beauty’s Definition, History, & Cultural Views 

 Hunt, Fate, and Dodds (2011) stated that “as society changes, so does the perception of 

beauty, and the cosmetics industry must respond to these cultural and social changes” (p.1). 

Makeup may enhance or disguise facial characteristics (Ueda & Koyama, 2009). Different 

ethnicities and countries have different historical reasons as to how makeup came to exist in their 
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culture. As to how those cultural values and views of beauty are defined differently, it can be 

determined by the individual’s perception. The history of cosmetics has not been used in the 

same way they are used in today’s modern society. 

The word cosmetae was first used to describe Roman slaves whose function was to bathe 

men and women in perfume (Chaudhri & Jain, 2009). Egyptians were the first to use “cosmetics” 

as a way of accentuation a certain part of the body (Hunt, et al., 2011). As the influences of 

trades spread, other nations became influences on the perspective of the beauty usage and change 

of how individual looks. While society changed, the definition of beauty changed from an 

essential part of daily grooming to extenuating individual's’ facial features through makeup. 

Individual mindset is that makeup is part of their physical appearance of who they are in public 

with everyone. It tells everything else about how a woman's self-image is based on the facial 

characteristic of makeup they put on. Women are constantly bombarded by information in mass 

media which transmits and reinforces values, norms, and ideals of fashion and beauty via images 

of models, movie stars, and female celebrities in a variety of media formats (Polivy & Herman, 

2004).  

Taking this into consideration, the belief that westernization of fashion and beauty are 

being communicated worldwide, minority cultures are confronted with the possibility of losing 

their independence in setting up standards of ideal beauty (Yan & Bissell, 2014). As the standard 

westernization influences of beauty increases, non-western women are impacted with the 

impossible feat of measuring up to the definition of beauty. The history of beauty defines the 

standard of what beauty is and also influences how cultures take shape and evolve in their 

definition of what beauty becomes. The history behind beauty and how it’s perceived throughout 

the world has been influenced by an array of cultural views. These views have helped shape, 
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style, and change the perceived standard of beauty.  

Chaudhri and Jain (2009) stated that “growing media and westernization influenced… 

awareness of personal hygiene as well as beauty consciousness, enhancing the adoption and 

frequency of usage of cosmetics” (p. 167). In history, not only did the Egyptian use cosmetics as 

a source to show beauty but, also used as a belief of that it shows the mirror-image of an 

individual soul and the symbol of either they are good or evil. However, in the Hebrew culture 

usage of cosmetics is similar to the Egyptians’ way of hygiene, yet the Hebrew also believed that 

the use of cosmetics possessed qualities that could heal the sick. The Geeks in a way used 

cosmetics as their religious rights, grooming and medicinal purposes. However, Geeks used 

much less cosmetics compared to other cultures because Geeks men must have attributes suitable 

of a good housewives/lady image. 

A study done by Yang and Bissell (2014) looked at the portrayal of female beauty 

worldwide through a content analysis of female models in four top beauty and fashion magazines 

from several countries and regions. The conclusions of this study revealed that different 

magazines held different standards when selecting models, suggesting that the image of beauty is 

not one universal agreement. Gottschall (2008) discovered that although the emphasis of female 

attractiveness is primarily a Western practice, the concept is not new nor unused in other cultures 

of the world. Gottschall (2008)’s results suggest “that the main elements of the beauty myth are 

not myths: there are large areas of overlap in the attractiveness judgments of diverse populations, 

and cross-cultural emphasis on physical attractiveness appears to fall principally upon women” 

(p.174-188). 

Impression Management 

 Human beings care about the way others feel and think about them. Especially with the 
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rise of the internet and social media, people seem to be more worried about self-image than ever 

before. When someone posts on social media or walks out in public, they are essentially an actor 

putting on a performance to their audience. At all times while they are making these 

“performances”, they are trying to portray an image they think will be liked by others. (Hill, 

2014). In daily life, it is believed that everyone is essentially wearing masks and putting forth a 

routine that people feel will portray one another in the way individuals would like to be seen. 

 In a database that Allison Hill gained access to, a data analysis was done on survey 

responses from 1,026 girls ranging from the ages of 14-17 about their view of their own online 

presence as well as their view of other girls. In the results, they found that when these girls 

evaluated how authentic their online presence was compared to their actual lives, 78% felt as 

though they portrayed themselves accurately online to how they are in person. When those same 

girls answered questions wondering whether other girls their age portray themselves accurately 

online, 65% of the participants said that others did not represent themselves accurately. 

 Hill’s study suggests individuals have control over the exposure individuals present on 

social media then in real life. Because of this, people can more easily control the way they want 

others to view us. Social media is a planned skit whereas real life is a live action play that does 

not have a delete button or do-overs. When people are on the internet, they have the ability to 

express their “real” self or experiment with their identity (Hill, 2014).  

 A separate study was conducted to determine what women do to look “sexy”. They 

gathered this data by conducting focus groups of girls between the ages of 18-22. When the girls 

were asked what they do to look attractive, they referenced using push up bras, more revealing 

clothing, high heels, and the use of makeup. They also said that doing their hair and working out 

were tactics used to be more attractive. The participants noted the difference between everyday 
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makeup use and “I'm trying to look sexy” makeup use. They also discussed the social construct 

of looking “sexy” on a weekday is unacceptable but the same outfit is completely fine for going 

out on the weekend (Smolak et al., 2014). 

 This study did show that in the case of the women questioned, that they do use makeup, 

specifically techniques such as “smokey eyes”, “big eyes”, and mascara to look sexier and send a 

message to onlookers. Smolak and the research team also found that the way that women dressed 

was very much influenced by what they think the other girls will view as socially acceptable. 

This suggests that women are not strictly dressing up to attract men, but to please their female 

counterparts. 

Research Question 

The impact of how and why cosmetics affect first impressions was an interesting topic of 

research and study. The specific amount of makeup worn, the psychology, cultural view and 

history of beauty, male perspective of cosmetic and beauty, first impression and attractiveness, 

and the definition of beauty are characteristics featured in previous studies focused on how 

individuals judge others through first impression. The intended research was justified because 

although there was research concerning the appeal of makeup, much of those research studies 

have been conducted in foreign countries, with not as much research in the western world. The 

concept of beauty is ever changing and thus requires additional research. 

Research Question: How Does the Use of Makeup Influence the Perception of Others 

and Self? 

Subset Question: How Does the Application of Makeup Impact Perceptions?  

Methodology 
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257 students were surveyed at a religion based, private university located in the Midwest. 

This location was chosen because it supplied participants with ethnic diversity and socio-

economic variances that was beneficial in the data collection. The sampling was gathered from 

the undergraduate student population of the University, excluding PSEO and graduate students. 

The participants of this survey varied in gender, age, and background. Throughout the process of 

data collection, the identities of the participants remained anonymous. The study’s hypothesis 

was that men and women would have different reactions to the use of makeup. 

The data was gathered through an online survey utilizing Survey Monkey to collect 

results. The reasoning for using an online survey was to gather more data and to cut down on the 

likelihood of human error. The research design was cross-sectional versus longitudinal because 

of time restriction, since there wasn’t a need to carry it out for a long time. The aim of this 

process was to get male and female participants from a variety of different ethnicities and age 

groups to attain a formidable sample, in which, the researchers are able to analyze further for 

validity. The survey consisted strictly of closed ended questions. The first part of the survey was 

made up of various inquiries that helped gain an understanding of participant demographics. The 

second part of the survey displayed women with varying amounts of makeup. The participants in 

the study then utilized the Likert scale to rate the attractiveness of the different pictures 

individually. 

Once the data was collected, a further breakdown comparing the difference in opinions 

between men and women on the usage of makeup was conducted. Additionally, there was 

another analysis to seek whether or not cultural background played a role in the way participants 

viewed the pictures. The goal was to be able to display potential differences within these varying 
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groups based on demographics, background, and how their perceptions affected their first 

impression of makeup. 

Results  

 In conducting this survey, every undergraduate student at the selected private, faith based 

institution located in the Midwest of the United States was sent an online survey. They were 

asked twelve questions that were chosen in hopes of finding a better understanding of how 

people view makeup and what elements of makeup specifically have the most favorable impacts 

to onlookers. This survey was distributed to 1145 students, with responses from 257 of them (a 

response rate of 22%). Of those respondents, three did not complete the entire survey, leaving 

254 remaining participants. This left 98.8 percent of the total respondents to be active for data 

collection. 

 The researchers first navigated through the data to explore potential differences in 

favorability of makeup in general between males and females. For males, 17% of respondents 

viewed makeup negatively, 43% had a neutral view toward makeup, and 40% viewed it in a 

positive light. Amongst females, 6% viewed makeup negatively, 20% viewed it neutrally, and 

74% viewed it positively.  

 These results are very different between males and females. Because of this, the 

researchers compared the results of the two groups to find any significance in the findings. When 

a chi-square test was conducted, the results for neutral and positive views were found to be 

significant (P<.05). The results the researchers have found indicate that there is a significant 

difference between the way males and females view makeup. The researchers reject the null and 

accept the alternative. 

 When responders were asked “Does the use of makeup make a person more attractive?” 
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the responses were virtually identical between males and females. Both groups said that makeup 

does make the user more attractive on some level. Of the males surveyed, 86% said that makeup 

enhanced attractiveness and 87% of females said the same. There was no significant difference 

in these results. 

 Participants were also asked why they felt people wear makeup. Amongst males, 19% of 

them said that women wear it because they like to. Women who were asked the same question 

responded with 47% saying that they wear it because they like it. The second reason picked by 

females was they were worried about how they would be perceived, at 30% (males answered at 

40%). When a chi-square test was used to determine if there was significance in the results, it 

revealed that the difference between male and female responses on ‘enjoying wearing makeup’ 

was significant (P<.05). These results demonstrate that there is a difference in the way males and 

females perceive wearers of makeup. The researchers reject the null and accept the alternative. 

During this study, the researchers sought to look at why the females who participated 

wear makeup. The results revealed that 47% answered that they wear it because they enjoy it. 

This was followed by 30% saying that they are worried how they would be perceived without it, 

then 22% saying it is because of norms.  

Looking further into potential reasons why 30% said they were worried at how they 

would be perceived, the study delved deeper into how that group answered the question of who 

they wear makeup for. The researchers found almost an even split between themselves, means of 

attraction, and societal norms. When a chi-square test was conducted, no significant differences 

(P>.05) was found. The researcher results were unable to find significance in the difference of 

females answering questions amongst those who answered that they were worried about their 

perception. These findings failed to reject the null hypothesis. 
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 The results from the data suggests that onlookers regarding cosmetics was a consensus 

across all demographics. The response to this question was eyeliner/mascara with 47%. In this 

same question, the second most chosen was lipstick at 30%, followed by foundation at 16%. 

Additionally, when responders were asked which facial feature is most influential in determining 

the attractiveness of an individual, 82% of the total respondents answered ‘eyes’.  

To further explore the results of the people who answered ‘eyes,’ researchers focused on 

how those same people answered which cosmetic product was most influential. 49% of those 

who answered ‘eyes’ said that mascara/eyeliner was the most important factor in determining 

attractiveness. Lipstick came in with the second highest percentage at 30%. When a chi-square 

test was conducted to determine if there is significance in the way they answered, there was no 

significant differences (P>.05). The researchers’ results could not find a link that indicates that 

those who answered “eyes” significantly preferred mascara. These findings fail to reject the null. 

To try and determine if there may be a difference in how people of different ethnic 

backgrounds view or use makeup, the researchers analyzed the data to find how often people of 

different backgrounds used makeup. In answering the question of how often makeup is worn, the 

results showed that 37% of people who identified as white wear makeup daily, which was higher 

than other races (Asians reported 26% and African Americans answered 20%).  

The researchers then compared each race to see whether there was a significant 

difference in how they responded to whether they had a positive, negative, or neutral view of 

makeup. When looking at the differences in who had a ‘very positive’ view toward makeup, it 

was revealed that there was a difference between Asians (28%) and white people (13%). A 

significant difference was found (P<.05). These results demonstrate a potential link between race 

and the level of favorability towards makeup. Researchers reject the null and accept the 
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alternative. 

For the last part of the survey, four pictures of the same model with different levels of 

makeup usage in each picture was shown to the participants. The first had no makeup, second 

had small amounts with some cover up, third had cover up and mascara, then the fourth and final 

one had makeup applied heavily. Those answering were asked to rank the four images from least 

attractive to most attractive. When compared, African Americans voted the picture with no 

makeup least attractive 55%, followed by whites at 48%, and Asians at only 30%. The 

percentages of who voted the image with the most makeup ‘least attractive’ were 58% of Asians 

voted that image least attractive, followed by whites at 45%, and African Americans at 41%. 

When a chi-square test was carried out, there was not a significant difference between how 

Asians and whites answered on the image with no makeup (P>.05). These results demonstrated 

that there could not be a link made between race and the way makeup is preferred to look. 

Because of these findings, the researchers fail to reject the null. 

Discussion 

When looking at the data collected from the surveys, several themes were present. 

Themes on gender differences, cultural variations, and a general consensus of the participants 

emerged. The theories will be used as a lens to interpret the data. Within Impression 

Management Theory, gender, cultural differences, as well as social judgment theory will be 

discussed. 

Impression Management Theory 

Gender. Developed in 1959 by Erving Goffman, the Impression Management theory 

involves the perceived image of one’s self presented non-verbally or verbally to others 

(Appelrouth, 2008, p.14). Impression management refers to the many ways individuals attempt 
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to control the impressions others have of them: their behavior, motivations, morality, and a host 

of personal attributes like dependability, intelligence, and future potential (Rosenfeld, Giacalone, 

& Riordan, 1994). This is done through protecting one’s self-concept by influencing others’ 

perceptions. Impressions are one of the biggest influences motivating humans and their behavior. 

Portraying the right kind of image or coming across in a good light, is something almost every 

person actively strives to do. 

Based on the findings, it appears as though females’ version of impression management 

is different than men. The results revealed that 10% of the men surveyed wear makeup to some 

extent compared to females at 93% who wear it on varying levels ranging from rarely to daily. 

Impression management theory discusses that humans are all inherently trying to impress the 

people around them. Since both males and females are included in this theory, the results of the 

study could show that there is a difference in what “impression management” means between 

genders. The results collected for that particular private university and their students, may show 

that in order for females to make a positive impression on others, they feel they must wear 

makeup.  

Despite individuals having their own motives for why they might want to portray a 

positive self-image, the two most common motives are instrumental and expressive (Abeysekera 

& Lu, 2014). Instrumental motives entail a desire to increase self-esteem while expressive 

motives involve the desire of being in charge of one’s personal behavior and identity. Whether to 

fit social norms or particular expectations, most people want to be in control of how they are 

regarded by others. Wearing makeup can be an example, for some, to convey a particular 

identity, maybe to give off that they have a better complexion since they can hide their 

imperfections with foundation and cover-up. Or the multiple coats of mascara they put on, are to 
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give the illusion that they possess long, full lashes fitting into the societal norm to have such 

lashes. When the participants were asked which product is most influential for an individual to 

appear more attractive, eyeliner or mascara was the most selected response with 40.32%, 

foundation and cover up came in at a close second at 38.17%.  

Amongst females who answered as to why they wear makeup, 47% said it was because 

they enjoyed it. That was the most commonly chosen answer regardless of race. But the next two 

most chosen answers were that they were worried how they would be perceived without it 

(around one third), followed by social norms at 22%. Even though there are 47% of females that 

said they wear makeup because they enjoy it, the majority (52%) gave answers that may tell that 

outside sources are the biggest factor in why they wear makeup. 

The notion to protect one’s self-concept is another aspect of impression management. 

“Self-esteem may be defined as the attitude about self, which is derived from judgment regarding 

one’s self-worth and the emotions attached to this perception of self; it is part of the self-

concept” (Theodore, 2015, p.52). Self-concept and self-esteem are often associated together and 

fused as one to create the idea of positive self-concept. The basic human desire is to be viewed 

by others in a favorable manner is what impression management is all about (Rosenfield et al., 

1994). Establishing both one’s self-concept and self-esteem is done through experiences and 

interactions with people around us. Interactions with others and the impressions they have can 

have a significant impact on a person’s self-concept as they grow and develop; this on-going 

process continues throughout everyone’s lives (McLean, 2002, p.32). 

Sometimes predictions can be made about how others will act or who people believe they 

are, leading to self-fulfilling prophecies. These prophecies often come true due to the consistency 

in how people act based on the prediction. Individuals may have been told they have nice skin 
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and complexion over time that they believe they do, even associating it as a positive aspect of 

themselves, yet when a blemish were to appear or a flaw in their complexion, maintaining that 

perceived notion of themselves could be what motivates people to wear makeup. 

Believing in one’s own attractiveness and beauty isn’t always easy, but that’s why people 

like to utilize products such as makeup to help enforce that. Makeup wearers tend to feel better 

about themselves and their beauty, because products can help enhance their features or portray 

desirable results of beauty, leading them to enjoy wearing it and often. Just under half of the 

females in the study said they enjoy wearing makeup, and about 45% wear it daily. This 

discovery could correlate to these women wanting to sustain a positive self-concept. 

Cultural Differences. All races had a positive view toward makeup in general. When 

asked which makeup item they noticed on one's face first, every race agreed that eyeliner was 

what they noticed first. It was also found that the use of makeup was extremely common 

amongst females of all races. Over 80% of each race reported that they wear makeup to some 

extent, ranging from rarely to daily.  

 Survey respondents who identified as Asian had a very positive view towards makeup, 

more than those of other ethnic backgrounds. Trying to better understand why the results came 

out the way they did, the researchers looked to see how each race ranked the pictures with levels 

of makeup that range from no makeup, to a lot of makeup. Asian participants rated the second 

image, the one with minimal makeup, most attractive at 52%. Cultures across the globe have 

different beauty standards, including makeup and the amount worn. A possible explanation for 

the differences in the results, could hold the cultural differences of beauty standards accountable. 

Based on the results received, it seems that Asian respondents have a positive view of makeup 

and it is very commonly used. The results may show that makeup is just as valuable within their 
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culture, but they prefer the use of minimal makeup versus heavier makeup.  

 No matter the beauty standard of a particular country, there is usually a common thread: 

youthfulness and femininity. There’s this pressure to look younger and appear closer to society’s 

version of feminine. No matter the skin tone, being free of “imperfections” is celebrated. 

Makeup products like concealer and foundation are sold to mask imperfections on people’s skins 

including discoloration and blemishes. Studying different cultures and their attitudes toward 

something as subjective as beauty allows one to widen the awareness of what’s going on within 

one’s own subcultures. It offers a reminder that everyone has their own perceptions of the world 

around them. Self-perception theory posits that people determine their attitudes and preferences 

by interpreting the meaning of their own behavior. This theory focuses on whether people also 

rely on the unobservable behavior that is their mind wandering when making inferences about 

their attitudes and preferences. Culture and generally where you come from can play a large part 

within this when assessing why an individual might have the beauty standards that they do. 

 From the data received from females, the desire or need to apply makeup to have a more 

positive impression on the people around them is evident in all races surveyed. But the idea of 

just applying makeup is not universal in its appeal. Within the task of simply applying makeup, 

the results may show there to be another factor that could influence the perception of others. The 

amount of makeup used may have a different impression from onlookers based on their cultural 

backgrounds. 

Social Judgment Theory 

  Developed by Muzafer Sherif, the Social Judgment Theory, also known as social 

judgment-involvement approach, is a theory about the subconscious of individuals’ perception 

and evaluation of an idea by comparing it with current attitudes. Based on Sherif’s study, he 
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indicated that there are three zones of attitudes that people could respond. According to Sherif, 

“Social Judgment Theory, describes the stance of an individual as a point in a continuum of 

possible opinions is not adequate because the individual’s degree of tolerance is also important in 

determining his/her response to external stimuli and persuasion” (Hovland, Harvey, & Sherif, 

1961, p.47). Basically saying that the main idea of SJT is that attitude change of an individual is 

a judgmental process. The three zone of attitudes that Sherif focus on were the latitude of 

acceptance, rejection, and non-commitment. 

Of the participants, 10% of the participants had a negative perspective toward the usage 

of makeup. This small percentage can be seen as a latitude of rejection which means that 

participants in these categories see makeup as a range of ideas that is seen not reasonable or 

objectionable in what they think is important. It was also interesting to find that most of the 

negative views were those of men. This shows the ego-involvement of social judgment which 

define, based on the study, that men seem to feel that the use of makeup on themselves or 

another individual to not be such an important aspect in life.  

The number of people who said that they had a neutral view toward makeup was 26% of 

the people surveyed. This is considered to be the latitude of non-commitment. Sherif’s studies 

offers that this is a group that does not see the behavior as acceptable or objectionable. It was 

also interesting to see that amongst males; the latitude of non-commitment was much larger 

(42%) compared to females who answered neutral at 20%. This could show that males and 

females have different levels of acceptance for makeup. 

About 64% of participants in the study were shown to lean more toward the latitude of 

acceptance, which means that these participants had a more positive perspective of using makeup 

themselves. The higher percentage could show that individuals, cultural norms, and the media 
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have established makeup as commonplace and widely accepted by people regardless of 

demographic. 

Conclusion 

 The results suggest that the perception of makeup can differ based on ethnic background 

and gender, as well as individual’s perception of themselves. Both gender and race plays a role in 

the way individuals are viewed by others and how they view themselves. The study also found 

that the amount of makeup applied is also a factor in the way people view those who wear it. 

Additionally, finding that the use of makeup was very common amongst people of all 

backgrounds and all had a positive view toward its use was an interesting finding that the 

researchers had not expected coming into this study. 

Limitations 

An issue the researchers of the study ran to into was getting a lower response rate from 

men than they anticipated. The study received exactly 70 male responses and 186 female 

responses. Meaning that 27.34% of the responses were male while 72.66% were female. A 

second issue encountered was that the private, Midwestern university where this study was 

conducted is a predominantly white campus. Although, the study did receive responses from a 

few different race groups, there weren’t many. Of the 256 responses, 24 responses were received 

from those who identify as Black or African American, 6 for those who identify as Hispanic, 46 

who identified as Asian, and 1 who identified as American Indian or Alaska Native. This means 

that 179 of the responses were from those who identify as White. 

A potential limitation could be that people did not completely understand the meaning of 

each question. Researchers were not present to clarify and questions that participants had. The 

last question has multiple dimensions to it that could have caused confusion. The results could 
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have been altered by people answering questions with an incorrect understanding of what was 

requested.  

Suggestions for Future Research 

The results from this survey provided critical foundation for more extensive research. 

Any retrospective study done in the future should be conducted with a different cultural group to 

provide a more accurate representation of how the application of makeup influences the first 

impression of those from a different cultural group. By doing this, it would allow the researchers 

to examine if makeup triggers a different reaction depending on the cultural group individuals 

identify with. 

 Future research should also experiment with a different age group. This particular study 

was limited due to the fact that the survey was only sent to the undergraduate student body. Of 

course when conducting research with a topic dealing with first impressions, it is important that 

those being surveyed include people from every age group. The majority of the responses came 

from 20-21 year olds (39.06%) with 18-19 year olds’ responses coming in second at 37.11% 

total of responses.  

Lastly, if this research is explored further in the future, the researchers suggest that there 

be more male responses than the original study. This would allow people to hear more about 

what someone who identifies as male thinks about makeup. The study only had 27.34% male 

responses compared to the 72.66% female responses. 
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Appendix 

1. What is your gender? 

2. What is the race you most identify with from the list below? 

3. What is your age? 

4. How often do you wear makeup? 

5. Using the scale, rate your feelings toward the use of makeup? 

6. Do you think that makeup enhances attractiveness? 

7. Which of these facial features do you think is most influential in determining the 

attractiveness of an individual? 

8. Why do you think individuals feel the need to wear makeup? 

9. Who do individuals wear makeup for? 

10. From the list below, which do you notice first when you see someone wearing makeup? 

11. Which of these products is most influential for an individual to appear more attractive? 

12. Rank these images from 1 (Most Attractive) to 4 (Least Attractive) 
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