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Aims and objectives of the course: 
This course aims to explore how sociocultural beauty ideals are formed, perpetuated, and internalized, and how they 
influence self-perception, body image, and mental health. Students will critically examine the historical roots and current 
trends—particularly in social media and the fashion industry—and their psychological consequences, including eating 
disorders, anxiety, and cosmetic behaviors. 

Short summary of topics covered, skills and competences to be developed and acquired: 

The course explores the development and transformation of beauty ideals across history and cultures, with a focus on 
contemporary influences such as social media, the fashion industry, and cosmetic practices. It examines how these ideals 
shape self-perception, body image, and mental health outcomes—including eating disorders and anxiety. Special emphasis 
is placed on psychological theories, media literacy, gender and race dynamics, and resistance movements like body 
positivity. 

 

Critical Thinking: Analyze and critique sociocultural beauty standards and their psychological impact. 

Media Literacy: Interpret and deconstruct media messages related to appearance and body ideals. 

Cultural Sensitivity: Understand how race, gender, and culture shape diverse beauty norms and experiences. 

Psychological Insight: Apply theoretical frameworks (e.g., objectification theory, social comparison theory) to real-world 
cases. 

Clinical Awareness: Recognize appearance-related distress and body image issues relevant for mental health assessment 
and treatment. 

Communication Skills: Engage in informed discussions and present arguments related to beauty ideals and mental health. 

 

Course requirements during the term: 

2 written assignments 

Available materials to facilitate the acquisition of knowledge contents, skills and competences 
 
Required reading: 
Bogár, N., & Túry, F. (2019). The fashion industry and eating disorders: The dangers of the catwalk. Cambridge Scholars 
Publishing. 

Dauxerre, V. (2017). Size zero: My life as a disappearing model. HarperCollins Publishers. 

Mears, A. (2020). Very important people: Status and beauty in the global party circuit. Princeton University Press. 

Mears, A. (2011). Pricing beauty. The making of a fashion model. University of California Press. 

Russell, C. (2024). How to make herself agreeable to everyone: A memoir. Random House.  

 

 

 
1 1 class = 45 minutes 



Recommended reading: 
 

 The course aims to develop the following competences listed in the official programme and outcome requirements: 
 eg.:  

a) knowledge  
•Understands the historical and cultural development of beauty ideals across societies. 
• Demonstrates knowledge of psychological theories related to body image, media influence, and sociocultural pressures. 
• Recognizes the clinical relevance of appearance-related mental health issues such as eating disorders and body 
dysmorphic disorder. 
b) capability  
• Able to critically analyze media and fashion industry content through a psychological lens. 
• Applies psychological concepts to evaluate real-world cases involving body image, social media use, and mental health 
outcomes. 
• Engages in evidence-based discussions and written reflections on sociocultural influences on self-perception. 
c) attitude 
• Shows openness and sensitivity toward diverse cultural, gendered, and individual experiences related to appearance. 
• Demonstrates a critical but respectful approach when discussing sensitive topics such as body image, eating disorders, 
and plastic surgery. 
d) autonomy and responsibility 
• Takes responsibility for independent learning through research, critical reading, and reflective assignments. 
• Demonstrates academic integrity and ethical awareness when discussing clinical and sociocultural issues in 
psychology. 
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Short summary of topics covered, skills and competences to be developed and acquired: 

The course explores the development and transformation of beauty ideals across history and 
cultures, with a focus on contemporary influences such as social media, the fashion industry, 
and cosmetic practices. It examines how these ideals shape self-perception, body image, and 
mental health outcomes—including eating disorders and anxiety. Special emphasis is placed 
on psychological theories, media literacy, gender and race dynamics, and resistance 
movements like body positivity. 

 

Critical Thinking: Analyze and critique sociocultural beauty standards and their psychological 
impact. 

Media Literacy: Interpret and deconstruct media messages related to appearance and body 
ideals. 

Cultural Sensitivity: Understand how race, gender, and culture shape diverse beauty norms 
and experiences. 

Psychological Insight: Apply theoretical frameworks (e.g., objectification theory, social 
comparison theory) to real-world cases. 



Clinical Awareness: Recognize appearance-related distress and body image issues relevant for 
mental health assessment and treatment. 

Communication Skills: Engage in informed discussions and present arguments related to 
beauty ideals and mental health. 

 

Course requirements during the term: 
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Available materials to facilitate the acquisition of knowledge contents, skills and competences 
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The course aims to develop the following competences listed in the official programme 
and outcome requirements: 

eg.:  

a) knowledge  

•Understands the historical and cultural development of beauty ideals across societies. 

• Demonstrates knowledge of psychological theories related to body image, media influence, 
and sociocultural pressures. 

• Recognizes the clinical relevance of appearance-related mental health issues such as eating 
disorders and body dysmorphic disorder. 

b) capability  

• Able to critically analyze media and fashion industry content through a psychological lens. 

• Applies psychological concepts to evaluate real-world cases involving body image, social 
media use, and mental health outcomes. 

• Engages in evidence-based discussions and written reflections on sociocultural influences on 
self-perception. 



c) attitude 

• Shows openness and sensitivity toward diverse cultural, gendered, and individual 
experiences related to appearance. 

• Demonstrates a critical but respectful approach when discussing sensitive topics such as 
body image, eating disorders, and plastic surgery. 

d) autonomy and responsibility 

• Takes responsibility for independent learning through research, critical reading, and 
reflective assignments. 

• Demonstrates academic integrity and ethical awareness when discussing clinical and 
sociocultural issues in psychology. 
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Course Agenda 
 
1. Historical Evolution of Beauty Ideals 

• Overview of beauty standards across time and cultures 
• Gender, race, and class dimensions 
• Philosophical and anthropological perspectives on the body 

2. Theoretical Foundations: Body Image and Self-Perception 
• Psychological models (e.g., body image disturbance, objectification theory, social comparison 

theory) 
• Developmental psychology and identity formation 
• Cognitive and affective components of body image 

3. Media and the Making of the Ideal Body 
• Traditional media (TV, magazines, cinema) and beauty stereotypes 
• Thin-ideal, muscularity-ideal, and racialized beauty 
• Cultivation theory and media exposure effects 

4. The Rise of Social Media and the Filtered Self 
• Instagram, TikTok, and Snapchat effects 
• Influencers, algorithms, and the economy of attention 
• Selfie culture, body surveillance, and performance of beauty 

5. The Fashion and Modeling Industry: Behind the Glamour 
• Gatekeepers of beauty: agencies, casting directors, designers 
• The role of models and the thin norm 
• Working conditions, pressures, and mental health in the industry 

6. Plastic Surgery, Aesthetic Medicine, and the Cosmetic Boom 
• Global trends in cosmetic procedures 
• Psychology of aesthetic enhancement 
• Dysmorphophobia and the normalization of surgery 

7. Race, Ethnicity, and Beauty Hierarchies 
• Colorism, Eurocentric standards, and global beauty exports 
• Cultural appropriation vs. appreciation 
• The impact of whitening products, hair politics, and facial aesthetics 

8. Gender, Sexuality, and Body Norms 
• Beauty ideals and femininity/masculinity 
• LGBTQ+ perspectives on body image 
• Intersectionality in beauty standards 

9. Body Image and Mental Health 
• Eating disorders, anxiety, depression, and body dissatisfaction 
• Comorbidity and risk factors 
• Prevention and early intervention approaches 

10. Social Cues, Popular Culture, and Peer Influence 
• Body talk, fat talk, and appearance teasing 
• Social norms, dating apps, and attractiveness bias 
• Peer dynamics and adolescent development 

11. Resistance, Body Positivity, and the Changing Landscape 
• Fat activism, body neutrality, and inclusivity movements 
• Representation and visibility in media 
• Critical media literacy and empowerment 

12. Clinical and Ethical Implications for Psychologists 
• Therapeutic approaches: CBT, ACT, body image therapy 
• Ethical issues in treating body-related distress 
• Role of psychologists in prevention, advocacy, and media literacy 
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