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Abstract 

Beauty is important not just for women, but to our whole society – and is a concept that is 

dependent on culture. As we live in the digital era and a highly interconnected world, cultural 

globalization shapes many aspect of our lives, including our perceptions of beauty and beauty 

ideals as well, that are constantly changing and can be expected to be converging. The aim of 

this research paper was to explore these global and regional influences and find out how they 

shape the beauty ideals of women in Hungary and Taiwan: exploring the content young 

women from the two countries consume on Instagram, searching for a deeper understanding 

of the modes of beauty ideals that are embodied by these images. It was found that Hungarian 

women differentiate between the modes of beauty represented by continental European and 

Anglo-American influencers. Continental European influencers are praised for their natural 

beauty, while the Anglo-American ideals are often criticized for being superficial. These 

perceptions can be explained by theories of Occidentalism. Meanwhile Taiwanese young 

women were found to look for Japanese and Korean influencers for sources of cultural 

inscription and often had a liking for Caucasian-Asian, mixed-race influencers. A surprising 

finding was the lack of significant presence of US influencers, which can be explained by the 

rise of self-made micro-celebrities on social media, as well as the Hollywood film studios’ 

new practices of recruiting movie stars from different regions of the world to cater for diverse 

markets. 

Keywords: cultural globalization, beauty ideals, social media, Hungary, Taiwan 
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1. Introduction 

1.1. Research Purpose 

1.1.1. Aims and importance 

This research aims to explore how female beauty ideals in Hungary and Taiwan are 

constituted by social media influencers from different cultural backgrounds. Employing 

theories of cultural imperialism and cultural globalization, this study seeks to identify the key 

cultural players in the global age in shaping women’s everyday bodily practices. Focusing on 

the Instagram accounts that young women from these two countries follow for beauty ideals 

can help understand the kinds of influences that affect them when it comes to female beauty, 

molding or upholding their ideas of the ideal, to-be-achieved look. This look, as it will be 

explained in the literature review later, is a culturally constructed concept. Therefore if 

Hungarian young women tend to follow for example, mostly American or other Western 

European accounts, while Taiwanese favor East Asian, such as Japanese and Korean 

influencers and beauty-related accounts, that can indicate the Hungarian beauty ideal’s 

convergence towards an American-Western ideals which differs from a possible Asian ideal 

appealing for the followers of a variety of East Asian accounts. The findings of the study will 

be theoretically significant, considering how the possible cultural dominance of global 

cultural players and the macro global power structures shape the everyday practices of 

ordinary people, constructing their personal body images. 

Exploring the influences shaping Hungary and Taiwan, and the possible convergence of their 

beauty ideals through cultural globalization and the usage of social media is something that 

has never been researched before and can make an intriguing case in understanding global 

trends in international communications and their effects on cultural aspects of our lives.  

Previous research on cultural globalization however mostly focuses on traditional, mass 

media outlets such as television or magazines, when mentioning and describing the channels 

of the cultural influences countries are receiving. In his 2009 research Ryoo, about cultural 

globalization and Korea, talking about ‘new technologies’ he is still mentioning cable 

television and satellite as examples –which have been around for many decades: “the last 

decade has also witnessed the development of a unique pattern of media production, 

distribution and consumption, in which one can see the signs of an increased diversity of 
1 
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originating nationalities. The introduction of new media, such as cable television and satellite 

provided the technological springboard for this trend, as new media created vast spaces for 

multi-channel broadcasting” (Ryoo, 2009, p. 138-139). In a series of Routledge studies book 

about globalization in urban China the authors also assert “Because popular culture and the 

mass media are regularly identified as important sources of soft power, it is no surprise that 

the internationalization and marketing of China’s media industries—and the influence of 

foreign media on the nation’s social, cultural, political, and economic systems—have been the 

subjects of many intellectual discussions”, (Lee et al., 2014, p.41) later in the chapter 

specifying the influential foreign media products as mostly traditional media products: 

movies, television programs and magazines. Even in The Blackwell Companion To 

Globalization, which contains fundamental accounts on the topic from authors such as 

Tomlinson, mass media outlets are mentioned in connection with spreading and transmitting 

global cultural ideas, values and products. Talking about previous globalization theories 

Robinson mentions that “they emphasize the rapid growth of the mass media and resultant 

global cultural flows and images in recent decades, evoking the image famously put forth by 

Marshall McLuhan of ‘the global village” (Ritzer, 2007, p. 139) or Peter Meyer also writes 

that “Often in connection with this economic sense of globalization, other meanings 

emphasize the international political system of states, the recent intensification of the 

worldwide network of communications and mass media, the global spread of iconic mass 

consumer products like Coca-Cola and McDonald’s or popular culture trends like Rap music 

and Chinese food.” (Ritzer, 2007, p. 445) Meanwhile even though the book was published in 

2007, when social media platforms already enjoyed emerging popularity (Facebook had been 

around for three years already by that time) it also takes no mentions of social media or its 

possible effects on cultural globalization. And when it comes to cultural globalization and 

beauty ideals in particular, other countries’ possible influences of women’s ideas of beauty, 

the examined media and media outlets are mostly also mass media such as television, or print 

magazines. (E.g. Frith, Shaw & Cheng, 2005; Maynard & Taylor, 1999) There is a gap in the 

literature as it lacks discussion on social media’s role in cultural globalization, specifically of 

that on beauty ideals and the body image of women around the world. This present research 

study’s contribution will be exploring this role social media platforms might take in cultural 

globalization by shaping young women’s ideas of beauty, better understanding cultural 

globalization following the emergence of these new media technologies. 

2 
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This following study might also be of value for marketing intentions, since by exploring 

what the popular beauty ideals supported in Hungary and Taiwan are, which the followers 

might be motivated to imitate, we can predict which aspects should be emphasized in the 

marketing of a new product that will make it appealing for the certain audience. 

1.1.2. Ideal Beauty and Cultural Globalization 

The concept of beauty might be hard to gasp, but it is intertwined with many aspects of 

our lives: personal qualities, sexuality, communication (Synnott, 1989) and is known for 

having a special importance for women (Baker-Sperry & Grauerholz, 2003). There are certain 

norms of beauty apparent in every culture, to which women consciously or subconsciously try 

to adhere, because they all know that our societies have rewards for the beautiful. This 

cultural capital might materialize as economic mobility or special opportunities either in the 

work field or one’s professional life – and this phenomenon is often called the beauty 

premium. (Mulford et al, 1998).  

In his research Medard Hilhorst (2002) reminds us however, that this beauty is not simply 

the sum of one’s physical traits – it includes other attributes and details that make a person 

attractive, such as their clothing and make-up or even their charisma, attitude or their 

communicational competence. And what is even more important, he states, is that it is “also 

depends on the responsive feelings of the observer” (Hilhorst, 2002, p.14). This therefore 

suggests that the notion of beauty and attractiveness is a concept that is highly subjective to 

each and every individual. So if we presume that to at least some degree one’s cultural 

background and social experiences shape the ideals they perceive beautiful and appealing, the 

exact same picture or look might (and will probably) form different responsive feelings if the 

viewers come from significantly different cultural backgrounds.  

In their research, Vandenbosch and Eggermont (2012) focused on the impact media 

consumption has on the body image of girls and young women and their results also suggest 

that the beauty ideal is highly dependent on the culture, which determines the attitudes and 

norms of the society. Millard also reinforces this presumption, stating that “despite the adage 

that some people are born beautiful or that some forms of beauty are universal, it is consensus 

within a culture and society that determines which features are defined as beautiful and which 

are not” (Millard, 2009, p.146). Considering that, we can state that the ideal look, what people 

perceive to be beautiful and physically appealing is different in each society, nation, culture. 

3 
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Meanwhile globalization is a process that is and has been undeniably shaping many spheres of 

our lives for decades now: it influences the economic, social and cultural aspects of the lives 

of modern persons. However, when it comes to discussing especially the cultural aspects of 

globalization, there are scholars that used to and some to this day still interpret it as a form of 

cultural imperialism, or as it is commonly also called, Westernization or Americanization, 

often suggesting that this process was going to lead to a uniform globalized culture based on 

American patterns. Authors criticize this approach stating that a Western culture cannot 

simply be installed all over the world like that (Tomlinson, 2012) and that Schiller’s 1976 

definition that cultural imperialists often build upon is neglecting the influence of regional 

processes and interactions that can indeed have a great impact on a country’s or regions 

cultural changes (Sparks, 2012). 

John Tomlinson, a key author of cultural globalization describes globalization as 

something that “refers to the rapidly developing and ever-densening network of 

interconnections and interdependencies that characterize material, social, economic and 

cultural life in the modern world” (Tomlinson, 2012, p. 352) and explains how this 

connectivity especially in the cultural sphere is due the newest technologies we use for 

communication. People, especially in developed countries all own computers with internet 

connections, smartphones and other devices that enable them to always be connected and 

online and easily access any person or information they need within just seconds. Tomlinson 

states that “our use of media and communication technologies thus helps to define what it is 

to exist as a social being in the modern world” (Tomlinson, 2012, p. 361), which makes the 

use of modern technologies such as social media actually a cultural activity. 

As Zhang (2013) notes, the beauty standards and ideals of all cultures are subject to 

change, they are not permanent or fixed. As any culture itself evolves and is influenced by 

others, either their neighbors or distant but powerful others, it will inevitably adjust and 

change as well, along with its values, standards and ideals. Therefore as a result of both 

cultural globalization, the influence of Western or American culture as well as the possible 

impact of regional powers, today’s beauty ideals, since, as it was discussed above, are also 

dependent on culture, are also changing, possibly converging – and are certainly different 

from how they were a hundred years, or even a few decades ago. 

 

4 
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1.1.3. Taiwan and Hungary 

The two countries chosen as a focus of this present research study were Taiwan and 

Hungary. The majority of the previous literature on either cultural globalization or ideal 

beauty tends to focus on a limited number of major countries or discusses it in general, 

leaving other interesting regions and countries unexplored. 

Although cultural globalization, as its name also states is a global phenomenon, its 

process and effects can vary significantly in different parts of the world. The literature most 

commonly mentions the influence of the United States’ culture or Americanization – but even 

the appearance and possible dominance of the American culture can vary in different parts 

and regions of the world based on factors such as the level of difference between the domestic 

culture of the given nation or the other powerful regional players that might also affect the 

country at the same time – therefore the research will focus on one European and one Asian 

country to exemplify such differences. 

A Central European country like Hungary and an East Asian nation like Taiwan will 

experience cultural globalization and its effects on their beauty ideals quite differently –they 

both have their very own, unique experience of glocalization. Hungary for example has 

always had a strong European cultural heritage and it can be considered a ‘Western culture’, 

therefore is closer to the dominant American culture researchers name as the strongest cultural 

influencer of globalization, which essentially also shares the European, although Anglo-Saxon 

background (Kramer, 2002). Meanwhile the culture of Taiwan is considered Eastern or Asian 

and along with the inevitable influence of the United States, which Taiwanese might already 

interpret very differently from Europeans, firstly they also have to make sense of the 

influences reaching them from Europe –which are already part of or very familiar for the 

Hungarian culture but are new for Taiwan-; and they also have to take into account the impact 

regional players such as Japan or South Korea have on the country – which is non-apparent in 

the case of Hungary (Huang, 2011; Shim, 2006; Mee, 2005).  

And while the two countries are quite different in these regards, they also share some 

important characteristics that makes them appropriate for comparison. Historically a parallel 

can be drawn between Hungary and Taiwan, which also affected their development in general 

and also regarding the foreign cultural contents flowing into each country. Although Hungary 

has never been an official member state of the Soviet Union, up until the regime change of 

5 
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1989, it was considered to belong to the Socialist block of Europe. Between 1949 and 1989 

the country was called the Hungarian People’s Republic, operating in a one-party socialist 

system, governed by the Hungarian Communist Party. And although the party had its own 

Hungarian leaders such as Mátyás Rákosi or János Kádár, they had to report back to the 

Soviet leadership and had to adhere to the rules and regulations that the USSR set for the 

members of the Socialism block. This meant restrictions of travel that allowed Hungarians to 

travel only to other Socialist countries, restrictions of Western European and American 

products, including cultural products and a strict censorship. Therefore the cultural products 

of ‘the West’ as well as the technological advancements reached Hungary later than most 

countries, once it gained back its national independence. Meanwhile Taiwan also had several 

challenges on its road to national and cultural independence. It was first ruled by the Qing 

dynasty of China, who then lost control over the territory in the first Sino-Japanese War, 

ceding Taiwan to the Japanese Empire. Taiwan was then under the Japanese colonial rule for 

50 years, from 1895 to 1945. Being under the Japanese rule and then having the martial law 

established created a similar situation in Taiwan as in Hungary, restricting its development 

and the flow of Western European and American cultural products into the country. Hungary 

became a democracy in 1989, while the martial law was lifted in Taiwan in 1987, which 

means that the two countries achieved true democratic freedom and therefore the chance to 

receive global cultural influences almost at the same time. 

This makes the two cases worth exploring individually and comparing afterwards to gain 

a much deeper understanding of the notions and processes of cultural globalization and how it 

might shape countries differently considering other influencing factors. 

1.2. Research Background 

In the last few years, social media has had a growing impact on people’s lives all around 

the world. A decade ago it was still mostly the mass media –television and magazines- that 

shaped the opinions of people and formed the emotional and mental development of children 

and teenagers. However, by now social media has become an even stronger force, especially 

for the generation of digital natives who “spent their entire lives surrounded by and using 

computers and tools of the digital age” (Prensky, 2001). Additionally, since the popularity of 

print magazines and television is decreasing, teenagers and young adults, especially females 

tend to look for idols to look up to, follow and imitate, to get motivated and inspired by on 

6 
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social media sites, such as Instagram. On Instagram the emphasis is on the visual content – 

even though users bare the opportunity to add captions to their pictures, most viewers tend to 

focus on the visual images and videos themselves. Therefore the visual characteristics of the 

platform make is easier for users to skim through the content, getting an overall impression 

without having to deal with the additional content such as text and links on Facebook, which 

might be superfluous and useless for this specific purpose. 

According to Smart Insights, Instagram is currently the 7th most popular social media 

platform in the world, having reached 600 million users in the beginning of 2017, also 

dominating the ‘interactions per 1000 followers’ stats amongst all socials (Chaffey, 2017), 

while 95 million photos and pictures are being shared on this platform every single day 

(Lister, 2017). In 2016 there were already more than 500,000 advertisers placing paid 

advertisements or spending on sponsored content on others’ accounts and the development of 

the platform was constantly strengthening the user experience with features such as the highly 

popular Instagram Stories, extending the possible video length and allowing the previously 

commonly missed and requested zooming function (“Mi történt az Instagramon 2016-ban?”, 

2017). This all underlines the growth of the platform that seems to be getting more and more 

popular around the world – while it’s probably biggest competitor, Facebook (which actually 

owns Instagram) has started stagnating in some countries in terms of growth in users, in 

Hungary for example (Lévai, 2017). 

In 2016 the Pew Research Center has completed a research on Instagram usage amongst 

Americans, a national survey with 1,520 adult participants and found that more than half of 

the users visit Instagram daily, 35% of them even several times a day. They also discovered 

that Instagram is the most popular amongst young adults, namely the Y-generation: 59% of 

Americans aged 18-29 years are Instagram users, while this ratio is only 33% for the next age 

group, 30-49. Furthermore, it is interesting to note as well, that women tend to use Instagram 

more than man: the ratio of female users is 38% compared to 26% for men (Pew Research 

Center, 2016). Overall, amongst US users Instagram has the second biggest penetration rate of 

32% - following Facebook which actually owns this platform- reaching more than 60% of 

Americans aged 18-34 (Chaffey, 2017). 

According to the platform’s own data and a survey completed by MediaQ in Hungary, 

working with a representative national sample employing a multichannel hybrid survey 

(online survey, N=3106; mobile app survey, N=1049), there were 1.1 million Instagram users 
7 
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in Hungary in the beginning of 2017 – which is a significant number, considering that 

Hungary’s current population is around 9.8 million only (“Population total”, 2016). Just as in 

the United States, where these platforms originate from, the only social media platform with a 

higher reach than Instagram in Hungary is Facebook – with 5.4 million users. They have 

found that the typical Hungarian Instagram user is below 30 years of age and in a good 

financial situation. In the same survey they discovered that the Y generation (aged 20-35) in 

Hungary spends around 243 minutes a day online, 12% of which is spent looking at 

Instagram. (33% on Facebook, 13% on YouTube, 12% chatting and the remaining 18% on the 

web) (Lévai, 2017).  

Another survey by Crane, with 3,400 respondents found that every second respondent 

posts at least weekly and that they mostly follow their friends and foreign celebrities. There is 

a growth in the tendency to follow local, Hungarian celebrities: in 2016 only about half of the 

respondents followed famous Hungarians – but that already represents a 20% growth from the 

previous year. (HVG, 2016) An interesting trend Crane has also found regarding the most 

popular Hungarian accounts based on the number of followers –excluding brands and 

organizations- is that they are of mostly women. International model Barbara Palvin is at the 

top with 6.8 million followers (as of 26th September, 2017) followed by Adrienn Lévai and 

Regina Dukai. In the Top 11 Hungarians with most followers in 2016, there were only 2 men. 

("Nőuralom az Instán – Vol 2.", 2016) 

Meanwhile the social media landscape in Taiwan is slightly different with these 

American platforms having competition over the market with their Asian counterparts. 

According to Statista, based on their survey conducted amongst Taiwanese internet users aged 

16-64 years, the market penetration of Instagram was 37% in 2016, while Facebook reached 

82% and Line 69%. (We Are Social, 2017) According to a survey with 1,500 respondents 

completed by Market Intelligence & Consulting Institute (MIC) in October, 2016, 26% of 

Taiwanese use Instagram (Fulco, 2017). However, if we further categorize these platforms, 

we can say that while Line and the Facebook Messenger are leaders when it comes to 

messaging, for ‘traditional’ content sharing platforms Facebook and Instagram (as well as 

YouTube) seem to be dominating the Taiwanese market, similarly to the Hungarian one. 
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1.3. Research questions 

RQ 1: What kind of images do Taiwanese young women consume and what accounts 

do they follow as a source for their construction of ideal beauty? 

RQ 1.1: What are the national backgrounds of these Instagram accounts and images? 

RQ 1.2: According to Taiwanese users, which modes of beauty ideals are embodied by 

these Instagram images from different national backgrounds? Are there differences 

across images from disparate national backgrounds? 

RQ 2: What kind of images do Hungarian young women consume and what accounts 

do they follow as a source for their construction of ideal beauty? 

RQ 2.1: What are the national backgrounds of these Instagram accounts and images? 

RQ 2.2: According to Hungarian users, which modes of beauty ideals are embodied by 

these Instagram images from different national backgrounds? Are there differences 

across images from disparate national backgrounds? 

9 
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2. Literature Review 

2.1. The importance of beauty – social capital and the beauty premium 

Beauty is a notion whose meaning changes in time and based on location and culture. The 

Concise Oxford Dictionary defines it as the “combination of qualities, as shape, proportion, 

color, in human face or form, or in other objects, that delights the sight.” As Darling-Wolf 

also brilliantly formulates: “constructions of female beauty are indeed intricately embedded in 

the complex interaction between gender, globalization, nationalism and class status” (Darling-

Wolf, 2004, p. 328). However hard to grasp the concept might be, it is intertwined with many 

aspects of our life: personal qualities, sexuality, communication – its importance is undeniable 

(Synnott, 1989).  

It is a commonly acknowledged fact, that “the pursuit of beauty occupies a central role in 

many women’s lives” (Baker-Sperry & Grauerholz, 2003, p.712). It is not only a form of 

normative social control that has been believed to limit women’s lives by the belief that they 

need to adhere to these norms and values (Baker-Sperry & Grauerholz, 2003), but also a way 

or tool for women to reach higher status and gain advantages in many spheres of the society, 

whether it be the work place or in a relationship. Crittenden explained this, stating people 

might often consciously or unconsciously themselves try to adhere to these norms and values 

(which they have internalized through socialization), in order to receive the approval of their 

audience and gain the above mentioned advantages and status in the society (Crittenden, 

1991). 

2.1.1. The beauty premium 

In other words, beauty has its premium in the society; it can be or lead to a valuable form 

of social capital. Mulford, Orbell, Shatto and Stockard also confirm this notion stating that the 

possession of beauty or high levels of attractiveness “is a major asset in sexual exchange and 

is associated with upward economic mobility in particular for females” (Mulford, Orbell, 

Shatto & Stockard, 1998, p.1566). adding that it might also mean advantages in the work 

sphere. However, using physical attractiveness in their research as a variable the authors note 

that they do not believe it would be a significant determinant of one’s success in life. They do 

conclude though that if other people believe someone is attractive, that belief might shape 

10 
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their attitude towards them, as most people tend to like interacting with others they deem 

attractive, thus bringing the certain person “opportunities for productive exchange” and other 

possible advantages (Mulford, Orbell, Shatto & Stockard, 1998). 

Monteath and McCabe also elaborate on this phenomenon explaining how the stereotypes 

people build towards others based on their looks –are they attractive? Are they slim or are 

they fat?- reflect the social opportunities one has, especially for women –beauty and high 

levels of attractiveness being positively correlated to such social opportunities (Monteath & 

McCabe, 1997). 

Thus, referring back to Benbow-Buitenhuis’ 2014 study, due to “the cultural privilege 

attached to beauty”, which “provides compelling reason for women to participate in beauty 

culture” (Benbow-Buitenhuis, 2014, p. 49), feminine beauty provides a form of cultural 

capital for women, making it a significantly strong motivator for their actions such as 

consumption, their activities and also a big influencer of the importance they attribute to the 

concept.  

However, regarding a person’s attractiveness, in his research about physical beauty, 

Medard Hilhorst provided a list of certain features based on which people evaluate someone’s 

level of attractiveness which apart from physical looks includes features such as someone’s 

clothing, make-up or hairstyle, so the little details with which they can enhance their naturally 

given physical look, their charisma, attitude, overall behavior or even their friendship abilities 

or communicational competence (Hilhorst, 2002, p.12). 

Reminding the readers about Kant’s teaching Hilhorst also mentioned that beauty is not 

the sum of appealing features only, but it actually “also depends on the responsive feelings of 

the observer” (Hilhorst, 2002, p.14), which is a really interesting concept. It means that it is 

not our given characteristics or features that make us beautiful or physically appealing but the 

other’s perception of beauty and the thoughts and emotions encountering us evokes in them. 

Therefore it suggests that the notion of beauty and attractiveness is a concept that is different 

and highly subjective to each and every individual and thus cannot be objectively defined. 

 If we presume that to at least some degree one’s cultural background and social 

experiences shape the ideals they perceive beautiful and appealing, then this above mentioned 

notion would suggest that the exact same picture or look might (and will probably) form 

11 
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different responsive feelings if the viewers come from significantly different cultural 

backgrounds.  

In the end, this beauty premium can be an influential driver behind many actions and 

purchases of women – just as for cosmetics, often mentioned as ‘hope in a jar’ (Jones, 2008) 

or even diet and fitness programs, basically anything that can be bought to help enhance one’s 

attractiveness. However, the beauty premium can only drive someone to purchase if the 

certain product or service reflects that image and beauty ideal that the (potential) customer is 

chasing – therefore it is important for marketers and advertisers to know their target audience 

and the desired look they pursue. Therefore let us explore in detail what this beauty ideal 

might be – in the West and in East Asia. 

2.1.2. Beauty ideals 

In their study about sexual objectification, Vandenbosch and Eggermont (2012) focused on 

the impact media consumption has on the body image of girls and young women and how it 

can lead to an objectification of one’s own body through the internalization of the beauty 

ideals broadcasted in the media, that regard female physical appearance in a highly sexualized 

way most of the times totally disregarding the individuals’ personality. They explained that 

during the internalization of the beauty ideals, girls and women consider the societal norms of 

their society to assess the desired attributes and characteristics they should attain in order to 

conform to the current beauty ideal.  

This suggests that the beauty ideal is highly dependent on the culture, which determines 

the attitudes and norms of the society. Millard also reinforces this presumption, stating that 

“despite the adage that some people are born beautiful or that some forms of beauty are 

universal, it is consensus within a culture and society that determines which features are 

defined as beautiful and which are not” (Millard, 2009, p.146). 

However, some researchers argue that even though culture does determine the current 

beauty ideals, it is never constrained to only one set of attributes that define beauty. Hilhorst 

asserts that even based on the societal norms different looks can all be considered beautiful in 

the same culture: different shades of skin colors, different physiques and statures, and so on. 

As he writes: “all these different looks can be equally beautiful in their own right.” (Hilhorst, 

2002, p.13) 

12 
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Considering the literature introduced above we can state that the ideal look, what people 

perceive to be beautiful and physically appealing is different in each society, nation, culture. 

This research focuses on images from Hungary and Taiwan, however, most of the existing 

literature regarding beauty ideals focuses broadly on Western and Easter countries. Although 

there might be slight differences between countries that are classified as Western or Eastern, 

based on experience, and the literature that does examine the two countries, Hungary fits the 

general conceptions of Western and Taiwan of Eastern countries (Crittenden, 1991; Grosse, 

2016). 

2.1.2.1. Western beauty ideal 

Prior to elaborating on the different attributes of beauty ideals it is important to note that 

‘Western’ beauty ideal is a broad term that has a great internal differentiation and based on 

location in the West and due to the slight differences in local cultures, it has different 

variation –as the Hungarian is also only one mode of Western beauty ideals. This present 

research is going to focus particularly on how this Hungarian version of ‘Westernness’ is 

shaped in terms of these ideals by other, for example American forms of Westernness.  

However, when talking about beauty ideals, even as culturally constructed concepts, the 

literature most often discusses it as one single form of ‘Western’ ideal, Western culture, etc. 

(Frith, Shaw and Cheng, 2005; “I examine beauty in the complex context of contemporary 

Western culture and society ” Millard, 2009, p.147; Reischer & Koo, 2004; Thompson & 

Hirschman, 1995) Previous studies therefore fail to identify that there are differentiated 

powers in terms of which version of the West gets to be disseminated and how each Western 

country and culture interprets and adopts these influences shaping their own images and 

cultural understanding differently. This research is going to explore this aspect, how and 

which modes of Westernness shape Hungarian women’s ideals of beauty in particular. 

In a series of interviews conducted with Western women, where they were asked to define 

the current female beauty standards, the participants all described a very similar image that 

basically generalizes the Western beauty ideal: “she is tall, thin, tanned, has large breasts, 

clear skin and long hair, and is often blonde.” (Millard, 2009, p.154) But let us take a look at 

the currently existing literature to further explore this Western ideal. 
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2.1.2.1.1. Skin tone and face 

Exploring the notion of ‘beauty ideal’ we can look at the many different features that an 

individual bears and examine what attributes of these features people find attractive in each 

society. One of these features that determines beauty in many cultures and differentiates 

between them is skin color. It is typical for Western societies, including Hungarian that by the 

21st century having a tanned skin tone has become the ideal, to-be-pursued look considered 

beautiful.  

To understand this phenomenon, we have to take a look back into history to examine the 

changing lifestyle of Western people throughout the last few centuries. As in many other parts 

of the world, centuries ago the ideal look in the West used to be quite different. It was wealthy 

women that did not need to work and thus could stay inside and retain porcelain white skin, 

making that the desirable look, while the lower social classes, who had to work out on the 

fields under the sun and had the tan skin could only dream of that.  

However, as the societies and the lifestyle of the people have radically changed over the 

course of the years, the ideal look and perception of beauty has changed with them as well. 

Today having a darker, tanned skin has a completely different underlying meaning: not of 

hard field work anymore, but having the time and money, opportunity to travel and relax, go 

on holiday to warm and sunny places, for example the seaside, to be able to afford doing 

nothing (Holiday & Elfving-Hwang, 2012). This presumption is especially salient amongst 

Hungarians as the little land-locked country has no seaside, therefore having a really tanned 

skin usually suggests a (more expensive) holiday abroad. 

Sharon Romm notes the same phenomenon her study titled “Beauty through history – the 

changing ideal” elaborating on how the beauty ideals are changing and adjusting constantly, 

following the transformations undergoing in each society and reflecting their structure of 

power as well. Quoting the beauty editor of Vogue at the time, Andrea Robinson, she explains 

how today the ideal, pursued look is the “obvious look of health” (p. xxx) She explains how 

this phenomenon started around the 1960’s in Europe, emphasizing healthy, nutritious food 

choices, sports and having a fit body through icons such as Jane Fonda and disseminated 

through media outlets such as the above mentioned Vogue magazines (Romm, 1987).  

14 
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As a counterargument for the mainstream Western idea of beauty Romm also argued that –

already 30 years ago when that article was published- “striking and distinctive faces” were 

appearing in the fashion and beauty industry, suggesting that there is no one look that is 

beautiful, making both the editors and consumers more tolerant towards a more diverse idea 

of what a beautiful face might look like. Yet again, she emphasizes that there is a reason 

behind the beauty standards and the changes in them over time, explaining how they are 

following the social structures and lifestyles of the society (Romm, 1987). An often cited 

study from 1994 also concluded that today there are multiple ideals of beauty present 

“reflecting the proliferation of lifestyles, cultures and ethnic groups” (Englis, Solomon & 

Ashmore, 1994, p.52.) in Western societies, which results from today’s globalization and the 

diversification of the society. 

2.1.2.1.2. Physique and body type 

Another salient feature is physique. It is commonly known that in both Western and 

Eastern societies there is currently a very thin ideal, as Millard’s above cited study describes it 

as well, and as we can see simply by looking at advertisement from the mass media from 

either Western or Eastern countries. As Knobloch-Westerwick also concludes the results of a 

content analysis of magazines: “female models who are thin and conform to cultural standards 

of beauty dominate media portrayals” (Knobloch-Westerwick, 2015, p.1090).  

At least concerning Western women, a slim and fit body has an even deeper meaning – 

because genetically a skinny stature is not as common for women in the West as it is for those 

from Asia. Therefore most of the times Western women have to work really hard, put in a lot 

of time, energy and effort to reach their goal body, thus looking fit also symbolizes the health 

and discipline of the woman, which makes the look even more attractive (Millard, 2009). 

Furthermore, nowadays in the 21st century, in contrast to decades and centuries ago, when 

food shortage was a common problem in Europe, being fat or overweight suggests poor health 

conditions and lower economic status, while a slender and fit figure has become an indicator 

for wealth or at least a relatively higher economic spending (Toselli, Rinaldo & Gualdi-

Russo, 2016).  

Citing previous research study results Monteath and McCabe write that since the standard 

and pursued body type, which is supported in the West is thin, ectomorph; strong negative 

stereotypes are common for overweight people and fat bodies, suggesting that someone with 
15 
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excess body fat is simply bad. As a result, they add, studies showed that higher Body Mass 

Index (BMI) values typically result in higher body dissatisfaction (Monteath & McCabe, 

1997).  

It is interesting to note that this slim body ideal is disseminated through the media such as 

magazines saliently more to women than to men: citing Andersen and DiDomenico’s 1992 

study Monteath and McCabe point out that in a study examining popular magazines it was 

found that articles concerning body weight and topics related to it (such as diet, weight 

management, etc.) were found 10.5 times more in women’s magazines than in men’s, 

concluding that this is one of the main reasons why women in the West are so prone to 

chasing a thin body ideal (Monteath & McCabe, 1997). 

As quoting the Journal of Social and Clinical Psychology Chris Lowe also writes, this 

modern ideal of female beauty results in “a schema that integrates three fundamental 

components: idealization of slenderness and leanness, an irrational fear of fat, and a 

conviction that weight and shape are central determinants of one’s identity.”  (Lowe, 2017, 

emphasis added) The statement of this modern experience underlines the enormous –and 

often negative- effect and significance these thin body ideals have on Western women.  

Studies –not surprisingly- have also proven that as a result of these ideals, body 

dissatisfaction is a common problem that concerns many women in the West, suggesting that 

“feeling fat is an everyday part of life; consequently, many women turn to chronic dieting as a 

solution” (Monteath & McCabe, 1997, p. 710). A study conducted by Monteath and McCabe 

showed that what women perceived as the body shape that society expects from women to 

have turned out to be even slimmer than what they personally expected from themselves, 

although they did realize they were extreme and as a result their personal ideals were 

somewhere between this perceived societal ideal and their realistic current body (Monteath & 

McCabe, 1997). 

However, due to the changing society’s effects on the beauty and body ideals, this 

extremely slim standard seems to be changing now. Quoting a beauty pageant organizer 

Balogun writes that since even the Western girls cannot fit into these extreme body ideals, 

might they be average girls or even runway models and beauty queens, we can see even these 

women in the spotlight “becoming bigger, with rounder butts”, signifying the change in both 

the Western and global/international standards for the perfect body (Balogun, 2012). 
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2.1.2.2. East Asian beauty ideal 

As Hungarian culture and beauty ideals are just one mode of the broader Western culture, 

further shaped by unique experiences and interactions with other countries, the Taiwanese 

culture and ideas of beauty also only constitute one variation of Easter Asian culture and 

beauty. Furthermore, while Hungary is located in Europe surrounded by other European 

regional players only, Taiwan is located in East Asia and thus will not only have to interpret 

and make sense of the certain Western influences culturally, but also of other East Asian 

powers as well, making it a unique case different from other East Asian countries. Therefore 

although there are certain similarities to the East Asian stereotypical, general ideas about 

beauty, which are going to be discussed below, Taiwanese will still interpret the impact of 

both the Western and Asian global cultural powers differently regarding beauty ideals – the 

discussion of which the currently existing literature lacks, and which therefore this present 

research aims to explore.  

2.1.2.2.1. Skin tone and face 

As opposed to the West, people in East Asian countries such as Taiwan favor pale, white 

porcelain skin, which, as mentioned above, goes back to the ideals hundreds years ago (Li, 

Min, Belk, Kimura, Bahl, 2008).  At those times, wealthy women who didn’t need to go and 

work out on the fields had a much whiter skin than their poor, working counterparts – thus in 

East Asian cultures, pale, white skin represents wealth and an upper class lifestyle and has 

become the desirable look. The logic behind the Eastern and the previously mentioned 

Western perceptions is really similar, however while the Western ideal reflects the modern 

lifestyle, the Eastern ideal reaches back to the lives of people centuries ago. 

Regarding the look of the face, the lately hugely popular surgery trends and numerous 

studies researching this phenomenon have showed that women in East Asia, being fixated on 

the Western ideas of beauty and their ‘exotic’ look, presumably prefer a more Westernized 

face and look to their own, nature-given Asian characteristics. Rosemary Righter writes about 

how Asian women are willing to purposely ‘Westernize’ their faces – including altering their 

natural almond-like eye shapes and aiming for a foreigner-like 高鼻子 (Gāo bízi; meaning 

high nose) (Righter, 2003; Tomb, 2010). This phenomenon is not quite surprising, 

considering that as Grosse also stated, reviewing previous studies there has been a change in 
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the values of East Asian and in particular Taiwanese people, from traditional to a more 

liberal, Western-like approach (Grosse, 2016). 

2.1.2.2.2. Physique and body type 

A research study conducted by Crittenden in 1991 showed that Taiwanese young women 

were respecting and looking up to traditional Asian ideals such as feminine modesty, delicacy 

and discreetness. The author explained it with cultural reasons as these Taiwanese women 

were seemingly conforming to traditional Chinese cultural values as well as the gender 

stereotypes this culture and their society were exposing on them (Crittenden, 1991). 

It is also interesting to highlight that the focus regarding beauty might be also quite 

different in these certain cultures. Frith, Shaw and Cheng published a study where they 

conducted a cross-cultural analysis of women’s magazine advertising, comparing magazines 

from the U.S., Singapore and Taiwan and they found that while it was the body that was 

mostly emphasized in the American magazines, their Asian counterparts had their focus rather 

on the face. The authors also cite previous studies that suggested that this might be due to 

historical reasons: female figures have often appeared in Western art creations, since the 

beginning of time – however in Eastern, Chinese art it was mostly the nature and not certain 

human figures that were in focus. (Frith, Shaw & Cheng, 2005) 

Furthermore, a research study examining sexuality and female role portrayal in Taiwanese 

print ads also found that there is a decreased level of ‘physical innuendo and nudity patterns’ 

in print advertisement in the country compared to the West and to Taiwan before – which 

might yet again underline the focus regarding beauty and attractiveness not being on the 

female body –or at least retrieving from it- or as the author concludes: that modern Taiwanese 

women would like to escape the stereotypes of being property-like objects in a dominantly 

male society and thus would like to emphasize other than bodily characteristics in the pursuit 

of attractiveness (Lin, 2007). 

Even though the focus in East Asian and Taiwanese beauty standards might be or might 

have been on the face, having a fragile, slender, thin body ideal has been and is significant in 

this East Asian society and its traditions, independently from possible Western influences 

(Barnett, Keel, & Conoscenti, 2001). However, it is interesting to note that even though this 

ideal has been apparent for many decades and centuries it might be a recent development that 
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people place such significance on it, leading them to change their behaviors in order to 

conform to these ideals. A study written by Pike and Dunne in 2015 conducted about eating 

disorders that also inspects Taiwan points out that previous research results showed, that 

eating disorders –usually motivated by trying to conform to thin body ideals- did not use to be 

common around Taiwan – it is only nowadays that EDs are becoming more common, 

especially amongst the younger generations that are the most exposed to Western media and 

the pressure of the modern, Westernized consumerist culture (Pike & Dunne, 2015).   

Another research conducted in 2002 by Cachelin, Rebeck, Chung and Pelayo about the 

influence ethnicity might have on body size preference, also concluded that Asian women 

tend to be less dissatisfied with their own bodies, due to their current body size being closer to 

their ideal, than their Caucasian, Afro-American or Hispanic counterparts –which again 

underlines that their focus of ideal beauty the determinant of their body image might be the 

facial characteristics rather than their body type, weight, etc. (Cachelin, Rebeck, Chung, & 

Pelayo, 2002). 

2.2. Cultural globalization and the convergence of beauty ideals 

Globalization is a process that is and has been undeniably shaping many spheres of our 

lives for decades now: it influences the economic, social and cultural aspects of the lives of 

modern persons. In this chapter we are going to take an in-depth look at what globalization is 

commonly identified or confused with, namely cultural imperialism or Westernization and its 

critiques; then actually elaborate on globalization itself, focusing on its cultural aspects. The 

end of the chapter is going to discuss how globalization might form our use of modern 

communication technologies and how all that may shape one’s body image and perceived 

beauty ideals. 

2.2.1. Cultural imperialism or Westernization and its critique 

A rather false but still to this day commonly used interpretation of the globalization 

processes is what we can call cultural imperialism or Westernization. The idea behind the 

concept is that it is the Western, mostly American capitalist consumerist culture that spreads 

all around the world due to the increased connectivity, the global telecommunication and the 

decreasing costs and difficulty of travel. John Tomlinson, a key author of cultural 

globalization also mentions how some Western scholars often theorize that globalization is 
19 
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leading the world towards a uniform, global culture with the spread of the –already 

mentioned- Western, American capitalist culture will reach and take over every corner of the 

world, threatening all other, different cultures and traditions. However, in his work Tomlinson 

warns that ‘what globalization is clearly not doing, […] is effortlessly installing Western 

culture as global culture” (Tomlinson, 2012, p 356). 

As later Colin Sparks explains, the concepts of media and cultural imperialism actually 

emerged back in the 1970s and the most defining author on the topic was Herbert Schiller and 

his work from 1976 in which he defined cultural imperialism as: 

“…the sum of the processes by which a society is brought into the modern world 

system and how its dominating stratum is attracted, pressured, forced and sometimes 

bribed into shaping social institutions to correspond to, or even promote, the values 

and structures of the dominating centre of the system (Schiller, 1976, p. 9, emphasis 

added).” 

Sparks highlights that the conception Schiller outlines is very broad and shares the 

conceptual framework with the imperialism theory’s core and periphery model, placing the 

United States of America in the center. In his criticism of Schiller’s concept Sparks warns that 

it neglects the importance of regional processes –giving the examples of television 

production, pointing out how the television industries of South Korea or Japan has been 

acting as serious drivers for regional markets in East Asia due to cultural proximity –which 

we will mention and discuss again later on (Sparks, 2012). 

Confirming the critiques of Tomlinson, Sparks also elaborates on how it is an irrational 

presumption and fear that this one specific Western/American culture would take over ‘single 

national cultures’ developing one unified global culture based on the values and structures of 

the American culture. He reminds the readers that “every existing society, even the most 

successful and developed modern states, exhibits plurality of cultures, very often themselves a 

combination of earlier influences from “outside”” (Sparks, 2012, p. 285) yet again reaffirming 

that it is not the case that there would be single national cultures threatened by and standing 

against the overwhelming American culture.  
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In the end Sparks concludes that looking at the increasingly globalized world and the 

processes under way in the economy, societies and culture there should not be one center 

marked and instead of the domination of one nation or the developing countries in general, the 

discussion should emphasize the competition of the developed nations as the center of 

imperialism. In his closing remarks regarding cultural imperialism Sparks notes another 

aspect that many are often mistaken about and which differentiates cultural  imperialism from 

the concept of cultural globalization, saying that “it is not the intrinsic characteristics of a 

television programme, or a language, that make it “imperialist” but the use of state power to 

ensure that it gains currency” (Sparks, 2012, p. 293). And this is one great difference 

imperialism has from globalization: the essentiality of the presence of the state and its actions. 

For globalization, the process does not necessarily depend on the interference of the state, it 

will go under way, especially in the sphere of culture. 

2.2.2. Cultural globalization, glocalization and cultural proximity 

According to John Tomlinson, “globalization refers to the rapidly developing and ever-

densening network of interconnections and interdependencies that characterize material, 

social, economic and cultural life in the modern world” (Tomlinson, 2012, p. 352). Tomlinson 

states, that the cultural aspect of globalization “both has its effects and simultaneously is 

generated and shaped,” (Tomlinson, 2012, p. 355) explaining how this connectivity influences 

culture and people not only on a global, but also on the local levels.  

He explains how this connectivity, especially in the cultural sphere is due the newest 

technologies we use for communication: the spread of the internet and the fact that the 

majority of people in the developed world, and more and more in developing countries as 

well, own mobile phones. And thus we are just ‘one click away’ from a plethora of 

information of the world and just seconds away from getting in touch with one another – and 

this increasing immediacy has a great influence on many aspects of our lives, including even 

small things such as the foods we prefer or the entertainment we choose.  He points out how, 

in the schema of cultural globalization all activities such as watching television, using the 

internet or communicating with others through these modern devices, become unique ways of 

cultural activity. As he writes, “our use of media and communication technologies thus helps 

to define what it is to exist as a social being in the modern world” (Tomlinson, 2012, p. 361).  
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Therefore we can see that the use of modern technologies such as social media is actually 

in fact a cultural activity, which, due to cultural globalization and its penetration into the most 

personal levels of the local spheres, is constantly shaping many aspects of our lives, our 

opinions, choices, activities and even identity. Even our decisions whether to eat or not, what 

to eat, if we would like to be slim or strong, how we want to look and what we do in order to 

achieve that, our chosen lifestyle – they are all connected to culture and are under the 

influence of cultural globalization. 

However, it needs to be noted that even though cultural globalization has a great impact on 

many spheres of our lives it does not result in a homogenized culture for each and every 

nation, demolishing national and regional cultural traits and characteristics. Ryoo argues that 

there will never be a simple copy of the influencer Western/American culture anywhere as a 

result but ‘multiple modernities’ due to factors such as the local reception of such cultural 

influences – which will be different all around the world (Ryoo, 2009). This phenomenon of 

all the different local cultures shaped by the global processes is also often called glocalization.  

And exactly due to this local aspect, the resilience or determining power that these local 

cultures have in the reception of the global influences, cultural proximity is becoming a factor 

more and more influential, especially in East Asia, which is culturally more distant from the 

Western, American culture that is deemed the strongest influencer and source of cultural 

globalization. Ryoo also mentions how Asian countries are more and more open for a “Made 

in Asia” concept in the media and entertainment industry (Ryoo, 2009), and Huang reaffirms 

the presumption, elaborating on how Korean pop culture might be more acceptable to some 

East Asian nations such as Taiwan or China than the materials released in the West. Huang 

argues that it is because the Korean productions are not as distant from these recipient 

countries as the purely Western content, they are creating a balance between the Western and 

Asian cultures, infusing the former into the latter, making the content more ‘transferable’ in 

the region (Huang, 2011). 

On the other hand, the reflection of cultural imperialism on Hungary differs a little bit from 

that of Taiwan. It needs to be noted that being European has been a strong part of the 

Hungarian identity – examples such as the Hungarian-Polish personal union in the 14th 

century or the Austro-Hungarian Monarchy underline that. However, being part of the 

socialist block in the 20th century –although never being part of the USSR, thus still retaining 

the European identity- left Hungarians longing for the previously mostly unavailable Western 
22 

 



DOI:10.6814/THE.NCCU.IMICS.002.2018.F05

‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

products and lifestyle after the regime change of 1989. These new arrivals, rather unfamiliar 

for Hungarians were mostly from the United States. Although there were products coming to 

the Hungarian markets from the Western parts of Europe as well, due to the shared cultural 

heritage, they were not so drastically unfamiliar and new for Hungarians as the American 

products. This longing for the lifestyle and the products was especially the case for the 

younger half of the population as the older generations looked at some of the new arrivals 

with skepticism (James, 1995; James 1995b). 

Today, almost 30 years following the regime change and the start of the Western products’ 

penetration of the Hungarian market, they have become an inalienable part of the lives of the 

Hungarians – such as in almost all other modern European nations. When it comes to cultural 

influence, the United States seems to still remain the biggest influencer. Hungarians take 

pride in being European and belonging to the other member states of the European Union, but 

that also means they look at the region as a land of (culturally) equal nations that share the 

same heritage but do not follow just one or two of their bigger counterparts. If we look at the 

Hungarian cultural market, for example the offerings in the cinemas, it is still and for the last 

decades have been the American movies produced in Hollywood that dominate the program.1  

The same stands for the music industry as well – it is mostly the American, globally also 

popular songs that are played over and over again in the radio along with Hungarian popular 

music. It is maybe only the British that have a good chance in making an impact on the 

Hungarian market of culture – but they do share the same Anglo-Saxon heritage with the 

United States and therefore are rather similar culturally. In case someone is interested in the 

cultural products of other regional players, it might be harder to find – for movies for example 

one needs to go to the so-called art theaters or film festivals. 

Therefore when it comes to the effects of cultural imperialism and other countries’ cultures 

impacting that of Hungary, we can argue that the USA has the biggest impact on the cultural 

lives of Hungarians. And while there are regional players that play an important role for 

1 The movies offered in two cinemas in Budapest on 23rd September, 2017 were: Kingsman: The Golden Circle; 
The Lego Ninjago Movie; Victoria and Abdul; The Boss Baby; Despicable Me 3; The Beguiled; Home Again; 
IT; American Made; The Hitman’s Bodyguard; Wind River; The Emoji Movie; therefore 12 movies that are 
either American production or co-production + 1 Hungarian Documentary, 2 Hungarian Comedys, 1 British 
Horror, 1 German Comedy, 1 Russian Animation, 1 Belgian-French Animation. (63% of movies offered are US-
made, 15% local) 
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Taiwan, in the case of Hungary there is no other salient influencer apart from the United 

States. 

2.2.3. The convergence of beauty ideals 

As Zhang notes, the beauty standards and ideals of all cultures are subject to change, they 

are not permanent or fixed. As any culture itself evolves and is shaped by others, either their 

neighbors or distant but powerful others, it will inevitably adjust and change as well, along 

with its values, standards and ideals. Just as in any other area, the West has had a great impact  

on the beauty standards of Asian countries, due to mass media, the spread of the internet and 

the emergence of social media, among many other factors. Zhang mentions how Asian 

women still state that their opinions of beauty and its to-be-pursued ideals are still ‘based on 

traditional Asian aesthetics and values’, these ideal looks they report have become 

increasingly similar to those of Western women: being tall and slender, but with larger breasts 

(Zhang, 2013). 

Aligning with the topic and research aims of this present paper, let us take a look at how 

Taiwanese media, (popular) culture and beauty standards might also be converging closer to 

the Western beauty standards and ideals which Hungary shares as well. 

Tse, Balk and Zhou already mentioned in 1989 that Taiwan was adjusting and 

transforming to the consumer culture of the West, stating that at that time it has already 

succeeded in satisfying the basic needs of its people which allowed it to take a step further to 

the lifestyle and ‘more hedonistic desires’ of the West, and to its much more Westernized 

neighbor, Hong Kong. (Tse, Belk, Zhou, 1989) More than 20 years later, in his 2010 article, 

Iwabuchi reaffirmed that process and its results and stated that by then, “Taiwanese media 

and popular cultures have […] mastered globalized styles, which pleasurably represent the 

everyday experiences of capitalist consumer societies” (Iwabuchi, 2010, p. 151). 

Although there is another recent trend alongside (or against?) cultural globalization that we 

need to mention once again, when discussing the issue of the converging beauty standards, in 

particular, the East Asian and Taiwanese beauty ideals getting closer to the Western notions – 

and it is cultural proximity and the influence that neighboring nations have on one another in 

terms of culture, even beauty. The impact these nations and their products have on one 
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another has been getting increasingly bigger as the ‘Made in Asia’ concept has get more and 

more acceptable throughout the region (Ryoo, 2009). 

 It is especially media content, such as music, movies and television shows and dramas that 

have spread drastically and which have the biggest influence on the current trends and beauty 

ideals. Therefore even though the current beauty standards have at least partially moved from 

the traditional values and characteristics, adjusting and converging to the Western ideals due 

to the overwhelming volumes of Western mass media content featuring that culture’s ideals, 

but perhaps this trend of regional influences based on cultural proximity might soften the 

impacts of the West and strengthen the traditional Asian beauty ideals in this country – even if 

not bringing the ideals of the 18th and 19th centuries back completely.  

2.3. Culture, beauty and social media 

2.3.1. The propagation of social media 

Recent previous studies have shown that the media use of today’s population, especially of 

the younger generations has changed significantly in the past years and decades. Nowadays 

people don’t read magazines and watch television that often and they heavily rely on other 

outlets such as the internet and the new communication tools and social media when looking 

for information or seeking entertainment.   

What makes these new outlets, especially social media so different from traditional mass 

media is that the whole system is much more interactive. Instead of the content coming from 

one central source (the media provider) spread out to the audience, users themselves are 

sources as well. And since the content one is looking at is coming from another person, with a 

fathomable identity instead of an enormous, faceless, impersonal corporation that feels distant 

and rigid, using social media creates a sense of presence. Social media are designed to create 

communities of like-minded individuals, helping us to find others that are similar to ourselves 

or share the same interests, as opposed to the impersonal mass media – which makes the 

experience of social media much more personal for the user (Perloff, 2014). 

2.3.2. The power of social media, comparing ourselves 

As social comparison theory, coined by Leo Festinger in 1954 suggests that individuals 

feel a need for assessing their capabilities and opinions and when detached way to do so are 

not available they turn to the society and others around them and try to evaluate themselves in 
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comparison to others (Zhang, 2013). The theory points out, people tend to compare 

themselves to others on a regular basis, especially when they feel similarity with that certain 

individual, based on the attributes which they usually define and identify themselves with 

(Perloff, 2014).  “Media can reflect basic beliefs, attitudes and values toward female beauty 

and can even affect changes in cultures when others are exposed to images of ideal beauty and 

attractiveness” (Bissell & Chung, 2009 p. 227).  

Previous studies found that young females are prone to comparing themselves to models 

seen in the media regarding and assessing their attractiveness, which had an influence on their 

self-esteem (Richins, 1991). As Zhang elaborated on it, citing Richins, social comparison 

theory implies that seeing these idealized images of women and their physique pressures the 

consumers/viewers to compare themselves to them, resulting in increasingly negative 

perceptions and feelings about their own bodies and attractiveness (Zhang, 2013). Many 

empirical research studies underline and prove this negative relation between the unrealistic 

beauty ideals shown in the media and the increasing body image dissatisfaction (Knauss et al., 

2008; Rodgers et al., 2015; Groesz, Levine & Murnen, 2002; Jaeger & Camara, 2015), which 

tends to be lower for females, as studies suggest (Lawler & Nixon, 2011). And since social 

media platforms, such as Instagram make pictures feel more personal by often showing 

people in their everyday lives, living ordinary moments, women not wearing make up or 

putting on face masks, users can easily feel more connected to the people that share those 

pictures and it creates a sense of closeness which thus easily evokes social comparison – thus 

highly influencing and forming the image one has about what can be considered beautiful and 

what is the currently to-be-pursued look.  

Knobloch-Westerwick (2015) also pointed it out in her research on thinspiration [images 

or text found on the internet or in magazines that aims to motivate, inspire and help 

individuals to achieve a particularly thin body] that the more attainable people perceive a 

displayed achievement (e.g. a fit physique or beautiful skin) the bigger the chance that it will 

have an inspiring effect – instead of a self-deflating one. Therefore the content individuals 

encounter on social media sites, especially the more natural it seems, can have a big impact on 

users’ perceptions of themselves, since the experience propels them to engage in comparisons 

with the people they see on the pictures or in the videos. 

Anyhow, this sense of closeness and personal nature of social media, especially Instagram, 

can be dangerous. As Bell and Dittmar explained, “the beauty ideals contained within the 
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mass media not only possess an unrealistic body shape, but due to airbrushing, lighting and 

make up techniques, they are also unrealistically beautiful” (Bell & Dittmar, 2011, p. 479). 

However, social media and pictures posted on platforms such as Instagram can be just as 

airbrushed and staged – it is just that people tend to believe they are not, that the content is 

always raw and real, especially compared to the above mentioned mass media material, like 

professional magazines, in which case they are very conscious about the superficial nature of 

the beauty shown. But as social media marketing and advertising is improving, social media 

content is also getting more and more professional, which might thus be misleading for users 

unaware about it. 

And as “social media and contemporary digital technologies are the playing field of 

today’s youth, places where lessons are learned, attitudes are formed, and body image 

concerns can be cultivated and metastasized into convictions” (Perloff, 2014, p. 373), it is 

becoming increasingly important for us to acknowledge the power of social media and the 

influence its content has on people, especially the younger generations. Citing Duggan and 

Brenner’s research from 2013, Perloff (2014) points out that in the United States 18-29 year-

olds and amongst them mostly women, are the most likely age group to use social media. As 

Bissell and Chung mention, in their 1994 research Stice and Shaw argued that there was a 

complex ideal set for females that was transmitted by mass media, which thus became the 

strongest influencer for that social and cultural ideal that women were pressured to pursue 

(Bissell & Chung, 2009). However, considering the above elaborated train of thought, even 

though mass media might still have influence today, more than 20 years following that 

research, social media has definitely become one of the most salient influencers or that socio-

cultural ideal set for women – especially for women of the younger generations. 

Referring to a pervious study from the US, Andsager (2014) explains that media were the 

most influential predictor for women’s efforts to reach a thinner, more appealing physique, 

while the second most influential factor was social pressure. And since social media is 

different from traditional media in a sense that its content is (mostly and supposed to be) 

coming from individuals themselves as if it was a social interaction in real life, the messages 

and pressure these images on social media broadcast are much more similar to "real life social 

pressure" then of those coming from the mass media. Because in the latter case, as it was 

already mentioned above, people know that it was specifically constructed and was coming 

from a big corporation and thus feels distant from them. 
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On the other hand, the psychology of norms, a term coined by Fishbein and Ajzen (2010) 

explains that a lot of times we feel we should follow and imitate the things certain individuals, 

whom we perceive to be outstanding or important, are doing. This notion suggests, that social 

media posts of ‘idols’ with large follower bases can have a big impact on their fans and 

followers –in case of female celebrities on instagram, they can significantly form and 

determine beauty ideas (as in what the young women following them perceive as beautiful) 

and motivate imitation on the followers’ behalf.  

A study conducted by Davies and Han (2011) also indicates that social media activity has a 

strong influence on user’s offline behavior, in this certain case regarding cosmetic surgery. 

The authors report of Korean celebrities often receiving free cosmetic surgery sessions in 

exchange for promoting that certain clinic through their social media channels, which 

indicates that there is a real impact on users’ behavior, considering that it is worth it for the 

clinics to provide such expensive services free just for the promoting activities that followed. 

However, this is not something unique to Korea – the Instagram tag “#ad” underlines that for 

the English speaking countries as well2, indicating the nowadays quite common practice of 

brands to employ users with large following bases for product promotion through their public 

posts. This is what we call ‘social media advertising’ today. 

2 As of 1st December, 2016, this tag was used more than 3,145,000 times on Instagram – excluding private posts.) 

28 

 

                                                      



DOI:10.6814/THE.NCCU.IMICS.002.2018.F05

‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

3. Methodology 

3.1. Introduction 

The aim of this present research study is to explore how cultural globalization shapes the 

modern day beauty standards and ideals prevalent in Hungary and Taiwan through young 

women’s use of the social media platform Instagram. Studying the previous literature 

describing and investigating the effect of media consumption, societal and cultural influences 

on beauty ideals and women’s body image made it apparent, that most of the existing 

literature applied predominantly quantitative methods (see Monteath & McCabe, 1997; Frith, 

Shaw & Cheng, 2005; Knobloch-Westerwick, 2015 and others). These studies help discover 

the trends in and causal relationships between media consumption and the possible effects of 

globalization on beauty ideals, however, the quantitative literature lacks an understanding of 

the ‘how’ and ‘why’, insights of the thought processes, emotions of women that only 

qualitative methods can explore. Therefore a qualitative method of conducting interviews, 

complemented by textual analysis of images was chosen for this study. 

3.2. Characteristics of qualitative research 

The qualitative method was chosen considering the nature of the research problem, in an 

“attempt to understand the meaning or nature of experiences of persons” (Strauss & Corbin, 

1998), in this case young Hungarian and Taiwanese women. This method will help to 

“explore to understand a phenomenon” (Krathwohl, 2009, p.236) and to “obtain intricate 

details about phenomena such as feelings, thought processes and emotions that are difficult to 

extract or learn about” (Strauss & Corbin, 1998) through qualitative methods. It also provides 

“a means of accessing unquantifiable facts about the actual people researchers observe and 

talk to” while allowing “researchers to share in the understandings and perceptions of others 

and to explore how people structure and give meaning to their daily lives” and “learn about 

and make sense of themselves and others” (Berg, 2003, p.7). 

Qualitative research design is especially well suited for this research study’s goal as it aims at 

gaining a deeper understanding of “thoughts, feelings, beliefs, values and assumptions” which 

“cannot be understood unless the meanings that humans assign to them is understood” 

(Marshall & Rossman, 2011, p. 91). Creswell also argues, that qualitative research is 

conducted when “a problem or issue needs to be explore” as “we need a complex, detailed 
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understanding, which can only be established by talking to people, […] and allowing them to 

tell the stories unencumbered by what we expect to find” (Creswell, 2013, p.48). 

3.3. Research design 

3.3.1. Sampling 

Even though the target participants do not constitute a hard-to-reach social group, the 

researcher needed “to locate subjects with certain attributes or characteristics necessary in a 

study” (Berg, 2003, p.36), therefore snowball sampling was employed for this research. 

Separating the Hungarian and the Taiwanese group, one acquaintance of the researcher was 

chosen that fits the requirement criteria for the participants, which are elaborated below. Each 

participant was then asked to suggest one or two other persons they know that also fit the 

certain criteria, who was then contacted and requested to participate in the study – after 

confirming that they are indeed the required age, nationality and users of the chosen platform. 

3.3.1.1. Possible biases 

As snowball sampling is a non-probability sampling method, the sample will not be 

representative of the selected segments of the two chosen populations, thus limiting 

generalization. In the case of the Taiwanese sample, as the first participant and the starter link 

of the snowball sampling was an acquaintance of the researcher, an international living in 

Taipei, Taiwan, there was a chance for the sample to be biased and not representative of the 

whole society –more or less limited to middle class, college educated women living in urban 

areas of Taiwan. However, the ability to speak English was not a requirement for the 

participants, thus attempting to moderate and limit the bias of selecting individuals with a 

fluent English competency, which would suggest having a more open, Western-oriented 

personality and someone who possibly have already been socialized in a 

Western/international environment. 

As for the Hungarian sample, the possible bias caused by language competency requirements 

was also eliminated as the interviews are conducted in their native language. However, as the 

researcher is coming from a middle-class family living in the capital of Hungary, having 

attended an elite high school and university, socializing mostly with peers from similar social 

backgrounds, within the capital, the possible bias of the sample regarding the social class, 

urban living environment and educational level was also possible.  
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3.3.2. Participants 

The participants of this present study are female Instagram users aged 18-25 years, separated 

into two groups based on nationality: Hungarian and Taiwanese. The purpose of having the 

criteria of being active Instagram users is required considering that the present study 

examines young women’s perceptions of female beauty ideals and standards through their 

usage of the platform and the accounts they follow. Therefore having used the app actively is 

an important feature all participants must have in order to be able to give answers to all 

questions.  

The so-called Y-generation, the age group 18-25 years was chosen, as most studies and 

market research reports mark them as the main and most important users of the platform, 

Instagram. According to MediaQ the typical Hungarian Instagram user for example is below 

30 years of age and it was found that the members of the Y-generation spend 12% of their 

time online on Instagram (Lévai, 2017). The Pew Research Center has also found that 

Instagram is most popular amongst the Y-generation in the United States, as almost 60% of 

the age group uses the platform – and the majority of them are women (Pew Research Center, 

2016).  

Furthermore, at this age, finishing high school and starting adult life at either work or 

university, women already have a steady idea of their own identity and a comprehensive 

understanding of the society they live in, including its norms and values – however, their self-

perceptions, body image and beauty ideals can still be shaped by images and messages they 

consume from various forms of media outlets, including social media platforms, such as 

Instagram. 

The age of the Taiwanese participants ranged from 22-25 years old, most of them living in 

Taipei – but all of them in urban areas. The Hungarian participants were 18-24 years old, all 

of them living in the capital city, Budapest, with one exception that lives in another town, 

40km away.  
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Table 1. Basic information of the interviewees 

 

3.3.3. Research methods and data collection 

3.3.3.1. Main method: semi-structured interviews 

The main method employed in this study is conducting semi-structured interviews. Prior to 

beginning the interviews, all participants, with whom the interviews were conducted in person 

were asked to sign an informed consent form, which can be found on the Appendix of this 

research paper. For participants that did the interview via Skype or in writing, the consent 

form was sent over and explained and the researcher asked prior to the start of the interview if 

they fully understand and agree with its contents. The participants answered questions 

regarding their Instagram user habits, the accounts they follow, the images they consume and 

their specific properties and well as beauty ideals and their possible changes throughout time 

and location. The interviewer had a set of questions prepared, however additional probes were 

asked when needed, to prompt the participants to elaborate on a certain topic, in case of 

inadequate, short answers. Furthermore, the interviewer was allowed to answer any questions 

from the participants and to make clarifications, when needed. The interviewer also adjusted 

the wording of the questions suitable for the participants, considering their social status, level 

of education, etc. Thus, “the interview can reflect an awareness that individuals understand 

the world in varying ways. Researchers thus approach the world from the subject’s 

perspective” (Berg, 2003, p.81).  

The interviews were conducted either in person, via Skype or in writing. The ideal goal for 

the interviews was to conduct the min person with Taiwanese participants -as the researcher’s 
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location was Taipei at the time of the research-, and through Skype with Hungarian 

participants, but due to a lot of them having busy schedules from both groups, and having a 7-

hour time difference with Hungary, the only way to reach most participants and get them to 

agree to the interviews was to conduct them in writing – using Facebook Messenger mostly.   

The interviews with Hungarians were all conducted in Hungarian, while the interviews with 

Taiwanese participants were mostly in English. There was no criterion set for them saying 

that they should be able to speak English, but they all happened to have adequate English 

skills, although on varying levels. When the interviewer saw they had problems expressing 

their opinions in English, the participants were encouraged to answer the given question in 

Chinese, so some parts of the interviews were done in Chinese in the end, although the 

majority was still English. All in-person interviews were recorded and all interviews were 

transcribed by the interviewer. The site for the interviews was individually agreed on between 

the researcher and each participant. They were asked to choose an environment where they 

feel comfortable talking and where they can access their Instagram feeds and profile through 

their phones, which were coffee shops in all cases for the in-person interviews.  

Following the analysis of the Hungarian interview results, the pattern of distinguishing 

between Anglo-American and continental European influencers was established. However, 

the evidence for explaining such differences in perceptions was not sufficient, therefore I 

conducted follow-up interviews with four (1/3 of the sample) randomly chosen interviewees 

through Messenger. The follow-up interview question can be found in Appendix B on page 

98. The question was constructed based on the initial findings to further explore their 

underlying reasons. 

3.3.3.2. Secondary method: background of the screenshots 

At one point during the interviews, the participants were each asked to open the Instagram 

application and start scrolling their feeds. While doing so they were asked to stop at images or 

look for ones identifying their favored accounts, portraying women whom they deem 

beautiful and to explain what features of the image they find attractive and conforming to 

their standards of beauty. They were requested to take a screenshot of these pictures. Each 

participant was asked to screenshot and describe two images in detail during the interview to 

get an insight about how they are assessing and evaluating women in pictures on Instagram 

and to see what modes of beauty they prefer, what features they are looking at.  
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Then following the interview they were asked to send over 8 more screenshots to the 

researcher, to have overall 10 pictures. The original number set was 15 screenshots, however, 

multiple participants said they couldn’t find that many, so after consultation the number was 

lowered to overall 10. Some participants still failed to send overall 10 images, so the number 

of screenshots for each country varies. Some also sent just the image only, with the Instagram 

handle not being visible, thus the nationality of the woman in the picture couldn’t always be 

determined. 

Later to complement the interviews, these screenshots were analyzed regarding the ethnicity 

and the national background of the woman portrayed on each picture in order to be able to 

better answer the research questions proposed. Apart from their nationality, the professions / 

careers of the women was also checked to determine whether they were traditional celebrities 

or self-made social media influencers. 

3.3.4. Limitations 

Certain limitations arose  regarding the methodology after the completion of the data 

collection that I would like to address. Firstly, the expected biases regarding the social class 

of the participants is indeed present: both for the Hungarian and the Taiwanese sample, most 

of the participants are college educated women, residing in the capital cities. Furthermore, as 

in the case of Taiwanese participants, multiple refused the interviews unless it could be done 

through instant messaging (Messenger) due to busy schedule; and in case of the Hungarian 

participants due to the time difference as well as their busy schedules, multiple interviews 

were not conducted in person or via Skype but through instant messaging system. This was 

the flow of conversation was still continuous, giving the interviewer the opportunity to ask 

probes and provide any guidance needed – however, certain non-verbal clues such as tone of 

voice of facial expressions, were lost. 

3.4. Data analysis 

Prior to analyzing the transcripts of the interviews, guiding themes will be established based 

on the literature review as guidelines and a starting point for the analysis. It should also be 

noted that for this study the concept of beauty ideal is further conceptualized into three 

different aspects, namely: 1) the biological body and its physical traits; 2) the cultural 
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inscriptions that might materialize in things such as clothing and hairstyle or make-up; and 3) 

embodied disposition as one’s behavior, charisma or attitude.  

Therefore when analyzing the data, the following concepts will be marked by highlighting the 

printed transcript to better organize the large volume of text – the aim is not to strictly 

categorize, but to help the researcher in the process of the analysis: 

1) Cultural origins: Western / Eastern accounts – including nationality 

2) Physical traits: skin tone, body shape, facial traits 

3) Cultural inscriptions: style of clothing, hairstyle, make-up 

4) Embodied disposition: charisma, attitude, behavior 

Therefore in this process, “the researcher is guided by initial concepts and developing 

understandings that she shifts and modifies as she collects and analyses the data” (Marshall & 

Rossman, 2011, p. 208). Color-coded highlighting will be used to initially mark words, 

sentences or paragraphs where that specific theme appears.  

Following the initial reading and analysis of the interviews, looking for themes and patterns, 

the researcher conducted the in-depth textual analysis of the images the participants chose and 

sent over to the researcher during the interviews. The images were first divided into two 

groups based on the nationality of the participant that chose them, then were analyzed 

regarding the ethnicity and the national background of the woman portrayed in each picture.  

As the next step, the researcher offers interpretations of the findings in order to make sense of 

their meanings and to bring coherence to the patterns and themes which emerged. Describing, 

analyzing and interpreting the findings, they will be discussed in a rather narrative way, first 

introducing the Hungarian and Taiwanese case individually, then comparing the two, drawing 

conclusions. During the whole process the researcher tried her best to be explicit about 

possible biases which may arise due to her nationality and previous experiences and opinions 

regarding the topic. She also tried to critically challenge the appearing patterns, searching for 

other possible explanations and arguing why the reasoning she provides stands the ground 

against them. 
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4. The Hungarian case 

After the completion of the interviews and the collection of the screenshots, the data was 

carefully analyzed and the main findings will be presented in three parts for the Hungarian 

case. The interviews were structured to find out about the interviewees’ perceptions of beauty 

through the influencers they follow on Instagram. They were asked to reflect both on their 

personal beauty ideals and what they perceive as the Hungarian mainstream – as well as to 

talk about the influencers from follow, their national backgrounds and describe some of their 

beauty features they like. Therefore the results reflect not only their personal attitudes towards 

different modes of beauty, but also how the influencers they follow might reflect their ideals, 

serving as their source for constructing such ideals. 

 First it will be discussed how Hungarian young women have a different attitude towards 

influencers from continental Europe and Anglo-American countries, which is linked with the 

perceived differences in the continental European and Anglo-American capitalism and 

commercialization. Secondly I will discuss the way the Hungarian interviewees differentiate 

between continental European and Anglo-American influencers is also  based on the 

perceived distinction between continental European and Anglo-American attitudes towards 

the Earth, the environment and the importance of naturalness. Lastly Occidentalism will be 

considered, reviewing how the Hungarian interviewees seemed to view continental European 

countries as more pure compared to Anglo-American countries, the filthy rich source of 

Capitalism that to a certain extent lack the required moral grounding when it comes to beauty.  

Based on their replies during the interviews and the Instagram screenshots they sent 

following the interviews of girls they follow and perceive to be beautiful, Hungarian 

interviewees follow quite a diverse group of accounts from all around the world.  

“Because of having participated in an Erasmus exchange program for a 

semester, I have quite a mixed group of people [nationality-wise] that I follow,” 

explained one girl. (HU01) 

 “Regarding nationality, it’s a diverse group, but all of them are Westerners, I 

don’t follow any Asians,” (HU02) another one stated.  

They themselves often used the term ‘Western’, but it needs to be noted that the ‘West’ is 

quite a broad and socially constructed concept and its boundaries are not clearly agreed upon 
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in academia. However, in these scenarios, based on the common Hungarian perception and 

usage of the term, the interviewees most possibly meant people or accounts from European 

and North American countries, as well as Australia. Only one interviewee mentioned 

following ‘one or two Asian’ girls, using the same term ‘Asian’ to categorize them just like 

the interviewee quoted above, without specifying whether she meant their racial or 

background. However, in the sample of screenshots the interviewees sent over the only two 

images that portrayed women with Asian ethnic/racial background were not living on the 

Asian continent – one lives in the United States, while the other in the United Kingdom. 

Therefore it is clear that even though nationality-wise they do follow a diverse group, 

however, these account are still almost exclusively from European and North American 

countries or Australia, with just a few from other regions such as Middle East, but excluding 

Asia. Thus their global consumption of images on Instagram is presenting certain cultural 

imagery that will be discussed further, focusing on their interpretation and differentiation of 

the images from the above mentioned regions and cultures. 

4.1. The superficial: influencers from Anglo-American countries 

One of the most interesting findings for the Hungarian case was how Hungarian 

interviewees’ own personal beauty ideals reflected the characteristics and features they loved 

about the continental European  influencers on Instagram. Meanwhile the local, mainstream 

Hungarian ideal that is showcased in Hungarian traditional media, which they strongly 

criticized, was very similar to –although a highly exaggerated version of- what they perceived 

as the Anglo-American beauty ideal.  

In order to better understand this phenomenon, I would like to refer back to theories of 

cultural globalization. Revising the concept, according to John Tomlinson, “globalization 

refers to the rapidly developing and ever-densening network of interconnections and 

interdependencies that characterize material, social, economic and cultural life in the modern 

world” (Tomlinson, 2012, p. 352). Due to this process and consuming content via the latest 

technology from all around the world, some aspects of our lives, such as perceptions of 

beauty in this case can be shaped by ideas from other countries or cultures.  

However, it doesn’t mean that as a result, all countries and people will have a homogenous, 

standardized culture and views of the world, regarding any topic or aspect of life. In 

connection to cultural imperialism or Westernization and even with cultural globalization, as 
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it was already discussed in the literature review above, scholars often mention the United 

States or the ‘American culture’ as the driving force of this process. However, as Ryoo 

argues, there will never be a simple copy of the influencer Western/American culture 

anywhere as a result but ‘multiple modernities’ due to factors such as the local reception of 

such cultural influences – which will be different all around the world (Ryoo, 2009). This 

phenomenon of all the different local cultures shaped by the global processes is also often 

called glocalization. 

And this can be the explanation as for why, even though that every nation’s ideals of 

beauty are constantly shaped by various perceptions and images from all around the world, 

they possibly end up embracing different modes of beauty. And that difference is what the 

Hungarian interviewees highlighted too, when describing images portraying women from 

these regions. 

The interviewees tend to group together social media influencers from the United States, 

Canada, and the United Kingdom, identifying their beauty ideals as similar to each other and 

yet distinct from influencers from continental Europe. The concept of Anglo-America 

containing these countries as one analytical unit is a commonly used in academia, appearing 

in many scientific publications and academic articles covering a wide range of fields from 

business and economics (Oxelheim & Randøy, 2005; Green, 2016; Varian, 2018) or social 

sciences ((Dimmock & Walker, 2000; Jackson & McGill, 1996), often contrasting or 

comparing them with Far-Eastern (Kumar & Thibodeaux, 1998) or continental European 

(Ooghe & Langhe, 2002; Sigle-Rushton &  Waldfogel, 2007; Sison, 2009; Collison et al., 

2010) countries. By Anglo-American scholars mean countries such as “U.S., Canada and 

Britain” (Kumar & Thibodeaux, 1998) or often phrase it naming them as “the Anglo-

American group, which includes Britain and its former colonies” (Sigle-Rushton &  

Waldfogel, 2007, p. 59). Some other academic articles refer to Anglo-American concepts to 

be “based on studies of the United States, United Kingdom, New Zealand and Canada,” 

(Groenewegen, 1997, p. 335) or “the US and Britain, Canada, Australia and New Zealand” 

(Dore, 2002, p. 10) so as we can see, the specific countries that is included in this concept 

might vary, but the United Kingdom and the United States are the two major players that all 

academics include unanimously. 
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While describing the beauty and looks of Anglo-American women, the Hungarian 

interviewees emphasized more superficial and materialistic characters – things a woman 

doesn’t necessarily possess naturally, but things she needs to buy or do in order to get that 

desired look.  

 

Figure 1. Lili Reinhart brought as an example by HU11 

 “This picture is elated by the make-up, clothing and hair style as she was prepared for an 

event [by a team],” (HU11) emphasized one interviewee about a picture she chose of a 21 

year-old American actress, Lili Reinhart. 
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Figure 2. Selena Gomez as example for strong make-up look by HU10 

“I like this picture because it shows that with good make-up like this smokey 

eye look, you can emphasize favorable features,” (HU10) said another one of 

Selena Gomez.  

Selena Gomez is an American actress and singer, who was born in the States, but her 

Hispanic heritage is commonly knows –her father is of Mexican origins while her mother has 

Italian ancestry. Therefore even though she has US nationality, her cultural background shares 

American and Mexican culture as well. Asked about her looks and her vibe in the same 

picture that the interviewee chose, she described her a ‘bold and sexy’ and not necessarily as 

the natural beauty Hungarian girls seemed to prefer as their own beauty ideals, which will be 

discussed later on.  
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Figure 3. Blake Lively, example for a posed and Photoshopped picture by HU09 

Of another American actress, Blake Lively one interviewee also mentioned how she likes 

the picture “even though it is obviously posed and was probably Photoshopped too”, 

mentioning her not-so-natural make-up as well. (HU09)  

The interviewees seemed to have the same attitude towards women from the United 

Kingdom, often emphasizing traits that were perfected by material products.  
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Figure 4. British women: actress Emma Watson (left) and YouTuber Zoe Sugg (right) 

“This is a campaign photo and she has more make-up on, but something in her 

facial features caught my eye and her make-up is very beautiful too,” 

said one girl about British actress, model, activist and UN Goodwill ambassador Emma 

Watson. To bring one last example, describing a picture of popular British blogger and 

YouTuber Zoella, one interviewee emphasized her styled hair and how “you can see that she 

is wearing stronger make-up and her eyelashes look so good like that!” (HU02)  

In order to gain assurance and more firm evidence for this argument, follow-up interviews 

were conducted with a number of Hungarian interviewees, who were asked about the 

perceived differences between influencers from Anglo-American countries and those from 

continental European countries regarding beauty.  The follow-up question was formulated so 

that it would give the interviewees no hints about the anticipated, to-be-confirmed concept 

and argument. One interviewee reflected on the differences saying:  

“As I see it, in the USA or the UK it is an expectation or even requirement for 

one to always have perfect hair and make-up, to always follow the latest fashion 

trends. Every product and trend that gets to us [to Hungary] more slowly is 

launched over there first and a middle class girl rather has the money [compared 

to a middle class Hungarian girl] to purchase everything new – or at least they 
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more often know about them and they are more available to them. When an 

American friend of mine told me that it is expected of them to style their hair and 

put on make-up every day and that some of her friends take 2.5 hours daily to get 

ready in the morning, it just confirmed the whole thing for me. In summary, I 

think in the US and UK these products are more available both physically and 

financially, they always follow the latest trends and thus they also have a less 

natural beauty ideal.” (HU01) 

Similarly, comparing the continental European and Anglo-American influencers’ beauty in 

a follow-up interview, another Hungarian girl wrote:  

“There is such a big contrast! In England or America, even though sometimes 

they promote this ‘accept yourself the way you are’ thing, in the end you often 

find out that women who promoted that actually got this and that done on 

themselves [by surgery], it is just so fake,” adding that “most of the American 

social media influencers also promote for example make-up where the point is to 

apply 10 layers of products to ‘hide this, elongate that’ but in the end the result is 

not the certain person in a slightly better, enhanced version, but a completely new 

person. And if you were to remove all that make-up you might not even recognize 

that. And I just feel like trying to make us buy a foundation that’s like 60 USD is 

just not compatible with an ordinary person’s budget. Americans spend way too 

much money to consume these things but we [Europeans] don’t feel we need all 

that. I just cannot relate to that.” (HU10) 

Talking about the mode of beauty Anglo-American influencers portray, the Hungarian 

interviewees described it as a superficial look driven by consumption, the need to purchase an 

excessive amount of often expensive products and to continuously be consuming the latest 

trends of fashion and make-up. Both above mentioned interviewees talked about this constant, 

excessive consumption not being sustainable for them as these practices are simply 

unavailable for most middle-class Hungarians due to budget restraints. They criticized the 

Anglo-American influencers for being fake and superficial, too materialistic, standing 

unrealistic expectations for female beauty (e.g. with the amount of time and products it is 

required for them in order to get ready) and deemed them often unrelatable, especially 

compared to continental European influencers. 
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When it comes to describing Anglo-American beauty ideals, as long as the overall look is 

not fake in an exaggerated manner, Hungarian girls do still find women wearing make-up and 

having styled hair beautiful and pretty, but they do differentiate these kinds of looks from 

continental European influencers as well as their own personal beauty ideals. This reflects the 

fact that they have indeed been exposed to global, including Anglo-American images through 

traditional and social media throughout their whole life. Therefore they are used to this mode 

of materialistic beauty and find global ideas of beauty acceptable even if they do not perfectly 

align with their own – which, due to glocalization are different from these images.  

Interestingly, this materialistic, superficial attitude towards beauty that the Hungarian 

interviewees ascribed to Anglo-American influencers aligns with what they described as the 

mainstream Hungarian beauty ideal that can be seen in traditional mass media in Hungary – 

which they also deem as a fake, can-be-bought mode of beauty. However, it needs to be noted 

that they describe this mainstream Hungarian ideal as an often exaggerated version of it that 

reaches the level of fakeness and superficiality they unanimously feel the need to criticize. 

As mentioned above, describing the mainstream ideal, most of the girls reflected on what 

modes of beauty, what looks are represented in “the media”, mostly meaning traditional mass 

media and celebrities. Celebrities in Hungary are popular, well-known personalities that are 

known either because they are recognized singers or actors, often TV presenters or models – 

but sometimes only because they have participated in reality shows or other such programs on 

television, and even though they have no real achievements, due to the expose and their often 

scandalous behavior, people have become interested in their life, even though many people, 

especially middle class and above look down upon them.  

Reflecting on the characteristics, modes of beauty of these women in traditional mass 

media, the interviewees described the image of a “fake woman”. They said a fake woman is 

someone who always has to have her nails done, wears rather stronger make-up, also has her 

hair (professionally) done. However, they also added that in general they also have to be 

considered feminine, which is in this case not a necessarily fake or materialistic quality, 

unless it is achieved by surgical intervention. Hungarian girls described the feminine woman 

as having an hourglass body shape and curves: bigger breasts, a tiny waist and a bigger, 

rounder butt – which, again, is the look that is desired mostly by and by most men in 
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Hungary. (Hence is the saying in Hungary that the ideal woman is 90-60-90, meaning the 

breast-waist-hips measurements in centimeters.) One girl stated critically:  

“I believe in Hungary those are considered beautiful who are full of plaster 

[expression in Hungarian meaning very heavy face make-up], and have no 

superfluous weight at all. In the end, they all look the very same.” (HU11)  

Another interviewee explained:  

“my beauty ideal doesn’t match the Hungarian ideal at all. Sadly in the 

traditional media they don’t show these kind of girls [that I like]. The so called 

celebs are so fake that I can’t even believe. Hair extensions, fake boobs, fake 

lips… Very few post natural, no make-up pictures of themselves to Instagram 

either. Although I would be happy to see that, because I would see that they are 

also just like me. They are real people as well who don’t sleep wearing make-up, 

with their hair done.” (HU09) 

As it can be seen from the above quotes, the interviewees were almost all very critical 

towards what they believe the general Hungarian beauty ideal in the traditional mass media. 

This mainstream ideal surprisingly represents the looks of Anglo-American influencers on 

Instagram with the heightened need to purchase and use products to attain a desired level of 

beauty. They also contrasted it with their own personal beauty ideals that they said aligned 

more with modes of beauty embraced by influencers in continental Europe. 

4.2. The natural: influencers from continental Europe 

Another salient aspect that can serve as explanation for the differences found of Hungarian 

interviewees’ perceptions of Anglo-American and continental European beauty standards and 

ideals is the differing attitudes towards environment in the two regions which have 

implications to the prevalent ideas of beauty.  

The Pew research Center’s 2007 Global Attitudes Project worked with a sample size of 

more than 45,000 people from 47 countries and territories, examining attitudes towards 

environment protection. They found that even though all Anglo-American and continental 

European countries were in support, for the specific question whether they would still want  to  

see  economic  growth  come  at  the  expense  of  the  environment, the United States had a 
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lower ratio of respondents agreeing than most continental European countries. For the US, 

66% of the respondents agreed, while this data is well above 75% for not all, but most 

continental European countries. A few examples: Sweden: 88%; Italy: 86%; Spain: 80%; 

Slovakia: 77%; Germany: 75%. (Pew Research Center, 2007, p. 19)  

The perception of Hungarian interviewees of Anglo-American countries and the United 

States particularly, contrasted with continental European countries regarding people’s 

attitudes towards the environment matches the findings of the above mentioned surveys and 

research studies. Although it does have to be recognized that nationality is not the only 

determinant of environmental attitudes which can vary within regions and even within 

countries. The Hungarian interviewees perceive continental Europeans as highly conscious 

and caring about the Earth and their environment while deeming Americans rather ignorant 

about these issues.  

As the interviewees highlighted it in follow-up interviews when asked about their 

perceptions of the differences between Anglo-American and continental European countries 

regarding beauty, the environmental attitudes play a significant role in assessing beauty ideals 

and standards as well. One interviewee, who stated in the original interview (when asked 

about her personal beauty ideal) that she thought “being natural is very important”, in the 

follow-up interview said: 

“As a lot of Europeans, for me protecting our environment and the animals is 

very important – that is why I became vegan too. I stay away from products that 

are tested on animals and I try to be conscious about fast fashion as I know it’s 

really bad for our environment. So that is probably why I prefer following more 

natural-looking, European girls on Instagram as well. They inspire me by showing 

me that I don’t need to spend lots of time and money to ‘make myself’ beautiful, 

but can be beautiful the way I am, naturally. American girls often just make me 

feel like I need all that stuff to be pretty and always need more and more of it – I 

don’t like that.” (HU07, emphasis based on interviewee’s tone during follow-up 

Skype interview) 

 

When asked about examples for continental European influencers they follow for their 

natural beauty, interviewees mentioned Rebecca Mir German model and TV host, Jessi 
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Quednao German travel blogger and Tijana Nikolic Swedish model and Danish model 

Josephine Skrivers. Another interviewee mentioned the importance of such environmental 

movements that are increasingly prevalent in Europe, like veganism or being zero waste 

regarding the pursuit of beauty, saying: 

“My impression is that in continental Europe the beauty ideal and thus the look 

of an average girl is much more natural. […] And I think because of that is why 

some movements developed and became so popular, like being environmentally 

conscious, zero waste or the vegan movement as a lot of people realized that this 

consumption [of beauty and fashion products] is not sustainable for the 

environment and is probably not the key to one’s happiness.” (HU01) 

These follow-up interviews well reflects the importance Hungarian young women place on 

being ethical to the environment and conscious about their choices in regards to beauty. They 

follow continental European influencers on Instagram because they portray a natural image of 

beauty – that is accessible for everyone without having to use an abundance of products in 

order to become beautiful. Instead, their images reflect being beautiful, portraying beauty in a 

natural way, which consequently is also much more sustainable for the environment as well. 

Pursuing natural beauty for them means abstaining from things like heavy make-up looks 

created with a myriad of products or the constant purchases of fast fashion clothing items 

which in the end get thrown away putting an even bigger burden on the environment. 

Examining the way they described the beauty of women from chosen Instagram images 

and their follow-up interview replies Hungarian interviewees unanimously associate 

continental European women with natural beauty which they also identify with, especially 

compared to Anglo-Americans.  
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Figure 5. Danish model Josephine Skriver (left) and Dutch supermodel Doutzen Kroes (right) 

Describing Instagram images of Danish model Josephine Skriver and supermodel Doutzen 

Kroes from the Netherlands when looking for women she finds beautiful one interviewee 

said: 

“In my opinion their beauty lies in their „naturalness”, their charisma is very 

open, natural and positive. They both differ from my personal beauty ideal 

because of their light colored hair, but that just shows that a woman is not 

beautiful because of her outer, physical traits, but that their inner harmony has an 

impact on their outer appearance. Their make-up is also very natural, it just 

emphasizes their features. Their hairstyle could also be described with being 

natural, loose waves, kind of a wind-blown effect.” (HU07, emphasis added) 

48 

 



DOI:10.6814/THE.NCCU.IMICS.002.2018.F05

‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

 

Figure 6. French Angelique Boyer, as an example of natural continental European beauty 

Another interviewee described the French Angelique Boyer saying  

“I think this woman is beautiful because of her simplicity. She is wearing a 

simple white blouse, standing in front of a white background and she is still 

beautiful,” (HU09)  

They sometimes also chose the images of European women because as they said they felt 

more natural, not so posed, which made them stand out amongst all the other images on 

Instagram. And as a last example I would like to bring a quote from an interviewee, who was 

talking about an image of Hungarian model Vanessa Axente, saying: 
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Figure 7. Hungarian model Vanessa Axente, example of natural beauty by HU01 

“She looks very natural in the picture, as if she had no make-up on. So her 

make-up was done to look like she has none. Her clothes are very simple, a white 

turtleneck and dark jeans. She has a dreamy smile and looks innocent, she is a bit 

blushed. She is beautiful but in a very accessible, friendly way. She looks 

naturally beautiful.” (HU01) 

Another interviewee also mentioned how she thinks:  

“people in Europe are more conservative, discreet and low-key. In Europe the 

simple, natural women are considered beautiful, in contrast to America that is full 

of fake women.”  (HU09)  

When they were asked to describe their own personal beauty ideals, the Hungarian 

interviewees portrayed an image resonating with how they perceive continental European 

beauty, often emphasizing the natural mode of beauty.  

“For me it’s important to have a natural appearance. This doesn’t mean not 

using make-up at all or not caring about one’s look – but the way she does her 

make-up should have a more natural and young effect,” one interviewee said, 

while others also emphasized things like “for me a girl is beautiful if she dares to 

show her naturalness even without make-up” or “I think beauty is when someone 
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is natural. She wears a little bit of make-up to emphasize her favorable facial 

features, but definitely not too strong [of make-up].” (HU08)  

Hungarian girls therefore recognize the beauty in one’s innate look and characteristics and 

condemn the (excessive) use of products to enhance one’s beauty. They prefer a girls natural 

look, which they contrast with the Anglo-American beauty culture that expects or even 

requires women to use products (make-up and clothing) and services (surgery and fake 

tanning) to make them beautiful. 

However, being natural in regards to female beauty in an unclear and subjective term or 

concept that has not yet been defined in academia either. Some studies mention it through the 

interpretations of their subjects, however even their opinions within one study often differ. In 

the study of Jurdi and Smith (2018) the interviewees (Lebanese women aged 18-45) define 

natural beauty as either the lack of surgical intervention or procedures or the lack of make-up 

use. However, the extent to which they require such things differs as well: for some women 

using make-up but not excessively can still be considered beautiful, while for others the use of 

any make-up or beauty products eliminates the right to be called natural.  

There are studies that focused on the aging aspect of beauty, where for the women in the 

study (aged 50-70) being natural meant, again, the lack of plastic surgeries and the acceptance 

of natural aging (Clark & Griffin, 2007). In Millard’s (2009) study about the Dove “Real 

beauty” campaign and women’s perceptions about the concept of beauty, her interviewees 

defined the opposite of natural as “orangey tans,  heavy  makeup,  plastic  surgery,  overly  

tight  clothes,  acting  self-absorbed,  and airbrushing, among other things,” (p. 155) which 

includes an even wider range of aspects. Millard noted that her interviewees used the term 

natural to describe one’s “true self”. Other studies disregard plastic surgery, clothing or tans 

as it is and place the emphasis only on make-up instead. Sur (2017) defines natural beauty as: 

“ is ‘modern’ with a look that is called the “nude look” and is very first world 

dominated. It was the most popular makeup among my participants which exhibits 

a barely made up look. The blogs through various steps teach how to look natural 

by choosing the shades that look natural.” (Sur, 2017, p.  281) 

She explains how in the researched beauty blogs there were actually 6-7 steps on average that 

one needed to follow to achieve that ‘natural’ look that were “very laborious and time 

consuming”, which contradicts the concept of being untouched. Indeed one of my own 
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interviewees highlighted the same phenomenon of applying make-up products that require a 

lot of time and effort in order to achieve a look which looks as if the subject in fact had no 

make-up on.  

 
Figure 8. Examples of the “no make-up make-up look” presented by HU01 

Describing a picture of Hungarian model Vanessa Axente she said: 

“She looks very natural on the picture, as if she has no make-up on. So her 

make-up was done to look like she has none. I don’t know how much work they 

put into her hair and make-up looking so natural, simple and clean.” (HU01) 

Going on to talk about another woman she chose as an example of beauty, she said: 

“Her make-up also looks minimal, natural. That kind of no make-up make-up look, which 

probably took a lot of work, but has the effect, espeically on picture that she has no make-up. 

Her eyes, her eyebrows, lips, and the foundation all have this natural effect.” (HU01) 

She praised the women for looking natural, while admitting that she was conscious of their 

use of possibly extensive make-up. Therefore for her –and many other Hungarian women 
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based on personal experience- looking natural doesn’t necessarily exclude the use of make-up 

or doesn’t even limit the number of products, as long as looking at the final result it is not 

obvious for the onlooker that the person in question is wearing make-up. Looking at the 

images that the Hungarian interviewees described as natural, it is the light eye make-up (lack 

of dark eye shadow, eyeliner or dramatic mascara) and the lack of lipstick or at the least the 

use of natural looking, nude colors that makes a make-up look is perceived natural in their 

eyes.  

As the examples from previous literature and this present research shows, the idea of natural 

beauty is a subjective concept that can be different for each individual and we need to be 

conscious of this fact when reading and assessing opinions and descriptions using the term. 

People have different extents to which they expect one to be natural and untouched, meaning 

the lack of using products and other interventions, in order to fulfill the requirements or 

standards for natural beauty. For some individual the use of any products or procedures is 

unacceptable, and only the way someone was born can be considered truly natural. 

Meanwhile for some others it is only plastic surgery or a certain amount or kind of make-up 

products that rules out the label ‘natural beauty’, therefore in their perceptions to some extent, 

deliberately made beauty can also be natural. We need to be critical towards women’s use of 

the term ‘natural’ when talking about female beauty, because as of now, there is no 

commonly accepted definition in academia for natural beauty and this present research also 

only provides preliminary data suggesting the concept. Further extensive studies are needed in 

the field to gain a deeper understanding of women’s perceptions of natural beauty and to 

establish a definition that can be widely used in academia. 

4.3. Occidentalism 

For the third possible explanation as for why and how Hungarian interviewees 

differentiated between continental European and Anglo-American, in particular US women, I 

am going to highlight Occidentalism. 

Although Europe and America are often grouped together in academic works as ‘the 

West’, there has been discussions about the broken West in academia (Calleo, 2004), where 

scholars mention the parting or drifting apart of Europe and America in particular. Lehti 

(2009) discussed how in contrast to the ‘traditional’ concept of the West “an alternative West 

–the Wild West” has appeared in academia, which metaphor meant the way Europeans often 
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label their American counterparts “to present America as a barbarian, brutal and violent actor” 

(Lehti, 2009, p.90). Delanty (2006) also highlighted the “growing tensions between Europe 

and the United States” (Delanty, 2006, p. 4), pointing out that certain concepts that are often 

used to characterize or describe ‘the West’, such as capitalism and democracy have become 

“global forces and exist in a huge variety of forms throughout the world,” concluding that 

“Europe, America and the West have become disentangled” (Delanty, 2006, p. 2). He also 

emphasizes new transitions in the world with Europe and Eurasia constantly converging to 

one another, the former becoming less Western, the latter less Eastern. As the result of such 

processes he states that “for the first time it is possible to peak of Europeanization emerging 

to rival Americanization” (Delanty, 2006, p. 4). As it can be seen from the above quoted 

works, it is clear that although continental Europe and Anglo-American countries are all still 

often referred to as ‘the West’, there has been a break and differentiation between the two 

groups. 

One way to explain that, and in particular the way how Europeans perceive and look at 

Americans is through the concept of Occidentalism.  

“Occidentalism –opposition to the West- is a significant movement in many 

parts of the world, and a force that keeps alive the notion of the West, which is 

generally associated with the United States” (Delanty, 2006, p. 3).  

In his work Rob Kroes discusses the European perceptions of America, including 

Americanism and Americanization. The former, he writes can have two opposing 

interpretations, however,  

“more often than not, Americanism is a term of rejection in Europe”, meaning 

that it “symbolizes America as the antithesis to everything that European 

intellectuals conceive of as their common cultural heritage” (Kroes, 1996, p. x).  

Discussing the European perceptions of America Kroes characterizes them as “the 

European sense of American culture as capable of producing only spurious variety, subjecting 

as it does all cultural production to the leveling logic of America’s democratic ethos and 

capitalist organization” (Kroes, 1996, p. xiv). He refers to these perceptions, which he 

discusses in his book as a kind of a European Occidentalism. 
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In their well-known book about Occidentalism, Ian and Avishai mainly describe the 

concept as for example Japan or Middle Eastern countries against the West. They contrasted 

these “spiritual and profound” cultures with the notion of capitalism and modernity that the 

West represented and as they write,  

“the war against the West was a war against the poisonous materialism 

civilization” (Ian & Avishai, 2004, p. 2).  

These nations and regions perceived the West and criticized it, especially the United States 

in particular as shallow and rootless, coldly mechanical and simply materialistic.  

And although the book introduces Occidentalism mostly from the perspective of Japan and 

the Middle East, it also recognizes how the concept indeed originated from Europe prior to 

being disseminated to other parts of the world. Based on that statement and the interview 

responses with the Hungarian interviewees, the way they regard Anglo-Americans, but 

women from the United States in particular, can also be explained by the use of 

Occidentalism. Although it is coming from a country/region that is traditionally also 

considered part of the West, but indeed Occidentalism as they criticize America for the same 

reasons: its excessive consumerism, being shallow and materialistic, lacking the moral 

grounding and purity that Europe exhibits. 

Reflecting to the striking differences between the consumer culture of the United States 

and Europe, in a follow-up interview one Hungarian girl explicitly said:  

“Although obviously consumer culture is apparent in Europe with all its 

concomitants, as I see it, in America it reaches certain degrees we [here in 

Europe] cannot even imagine, with the mega plazas, Black Friday beatings and 

fights and huge fast food and retail chains, or which are at least a little bit strange 

and alien for us.” (HU01) 

Talking about the result of this heightened consumerism specifically on beauty ideals and 

standards in the United States, and the way American women are expected to use a wide 

variety of products in order to be considered beautiful, she added: 

“As I see it, in the United States, it’s a more of a requirement [compared to 

Europe] for women to have perfect hair and make-up and to follow the latest 

fashion. […] For them it’s expected to have their hair and make-up done 
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everyday, a friend of mine who lives in the States said they take 2.5 hours to go 

through all these steps and get ready in the morning.” 

 

Figure 9. Contrast of posed American actress Blake Lively and natural French actress 
Angelique Boyer made by HU09 

When talking about American influencers during the interview, even when they brought 

them as examples of women they found beautiful, in contrast to continental European women, 

they usually emphasized these consumption-driven attributes or the “artificially 

made/prepared” nature of the picture. When talking about American actress Blake Lively one 

interviewee said: “it is a posed picture and I think it has been Photoshopped too. She has a lot 

of make-up but it’s gorgeous”, contrasting her to a French woman, Angelique Boyer, whom 

she praised for her naturalness and simplicity, the lack of the usage of all these products.  

“I think this woman is beautiful because of her simplicity,” she said, adding that she 

looked beautiful no matter the simple attributes and lack of fancy props like expensive 

clothes.  
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“She is wearing a simple white blouse and she is still beautiful. And I really 

like how she has very natural and simple, low-key make-up” (HU09). 

 This example shows how in case of American women, the consumption of beauty-related 

products and services is the standard in the eyes of Hungarian young women, as they think of 

them as members of a highly consumerism- and capitalism-driven society who are required to 

put that money and effort into getting ready in order to feel and look beautiful. 

Above mentioned American actress Blake Lively seemed to be very popular amongst the 

interviewees: apart from that specific image, I have received multiple others as well, usually 

showing her in full glam looks, professionally prepared for events, as it can be seen from 

these example images as well: 

 

Figure 10. Instagram posts of American actress Blake Lively, prepared red carpet events 
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Figure 11. American examples: Selena Gomez singer (left) and Lili Reinhart actress (right) 

Another example can be the following picture of American singer Selena Gomez, where 

she can be seen in a professional photoshoot, with her hair and make-up done, wearing an 

expensive looking dress. Talking about this picture it was exactly these can-be-bought aspects 

of her that the interviewee described: 

 “the second picture is sexy and bold! I like it because of her make-up, this 

smokey eye look, you can see how she can emphasize her favorable features with 

it” (HU10). 

In another image provided by another interviewee, American actress Lili Reinhart the 

description emphasized the usage of make-up and hair products and expensive fashion, 

explicitly adding the perception that she looks beautiful not just because she is that way 

originally, but because of all the preparations and usage of products that her team did in order 

to make her look good for that event.  
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“I think this picture is much more elated by the make-up, clothing and 

hairstyle. You can see here that she was “made” for an event, they got her hair and 

make-up done and carefully chose her probably very expensive dress” (HU11).  

In the Instagram screenshots that she has sent following the interview, this girl chose 

multiple other American women as well, who can be seen made ready for events, on the red 

carpet, hair and make-up professionally done, wearing expensive-looking, fashionable dresses 

and gowns. 

 

Figure 12. American actresses on the red carpet: Aja King (left), Amanda Seyfried (center) 
and Ashley Benson (right) 

These images feature: Aja Naomi King 33-year-old American actress, famous for her role 

in American TV series ‘How to get away with murder’; Amanda Seyfried American actress 

who is well-know for her performance in movies such as Mean Girls, Mamma Mia, Dear 

John or Les Miserables; and Ashley Benson American actress famously known for her role in 

successful American TV series “The Pretty Little Liars”. 

Another interviewee, describing the excessive consumption of beauty-related products by 

American women that result in a fake beauty in her opinion, she also said: 

 “Americans spend way too much money to consume these things but we 

[Europeans] don’t feel we need all that” (HU10).  

In general, when reflecting on the differences between the United States and Europe, all 

interviewees criticized the former for its excessive consumption and need of constantly be 
59 

 



DOI:10.6814/THE.NCCU.IMICS.002.2018.F05

‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

purchasing new things, which, as they believe results in a shallow and materialistic lifestyle 

and beauty ideals – exactly the qualities for which the West is criticized in Occidentalism. 

4.4. Conclusion 

This present research found that when consuming images from social media platforms such as 

Instagram as a source for constructing their beauty ideals, Hungarian girls differentiate 

between women based on their national-cultural background. Because the findings are quite 

complex, the following table will be used to better illustrate the relationships between 

different perceptions and backgrounds. 

Table 2. Summary of the Hungarian results 

 

As it can be seen from the table and the above detailed discussions, the Hungarian 

interviewees differentiated between continental European influencers and the modes of beauty 

they portray on Instagram – and Anglo-American influencers and their respective ideas of 

beauty. During the interviews, the Hungarian interviewees described their personal beauty 

ideal as one of natural beauty. They emphasized naturalness as in moderate use of make-up 

and hair-styling and they were critical of the consumer culture often attached to beauty in 

traditional mass media, and they also often talked about features of embodied disposition. The 

interviewees identify women from continental European countries with a more natural look 

and beauty, their region as more pure and less polluted by commercialized capitalism. Thus 

the mode of beauty they described as their own ideal reflected their perceptions of the beauty 
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continental European social media influencers portray across different platforms, such as 

Instagram that was used in this study.  

Meanwhile they described what could be called the mainstream Hungarian beauty ideal, the 

mode of beauty often portrayed in Hungarian traditional mass media as drastically different 

from their own ideals. They deemed it fake, mentioning features such as the usage of hair 

extensions, fake eyelashes or cosmetic surgeries – and they felt it was just overall too 

materialistic and commercialized. They criticized the expectations for women to constantly 

purchase and use the latest make-up and fashion products in order to be able to be considered 

beautiful. Interestingly this mode of beauty reflects what they perceive the Anglo-American 

influencers to portray on social media – which look they also harshly criticize, based on the 

same features as the mainstream Hungarian (mass media) ideals.  
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5. The Taiwanese case 

Analyzing the results of the interviews conducted with Taiwanese girls, as well as the national 

backgrounds of the Instagram images they were asked to send, it was found that Taiwanese 

young women also follow a nationally diverse group of accounts on Instagram. However, 

analyzing the patterns in the national backgrounds of the images they use as a source for 

constructing their beauty ideals was not as clear as in the case of the Hungarian sample. For 

the Taiwanese sample two main findings could be established. The first one relates to regional 

influences of beauty ideals, namely the role of South Korea and Japan regarding cultural 

inscription that proved to be a consistent pattern across the Taiwanese sample. The second 

salient finding was the significant presence of mixed-race women in the collection of images 

the interviewees provided.  

5.1. Source of cultural inscription: the role of Japan and Korea 

In order to analyze the role of South Korea and Japan for Taiwanese young women as a 

source for constructing their beauty ideals, in particular for cultural inscription, first the 

concept of regional influences or in other words cultural proximity within cultural 

globalization needs to be reviewed. Cultural proximity and the local aspects of glocalization 

are especially important in East Asia, as it is culturally more distant from the Western, 

American culture that is often deemed the strongest influencer and source of cultural 

globalization. In his research Ryoo elaborates on how Asian countries are more and more 

open for a “Made in Asia” concept in the media and entertainment industry (Ryoo, 2009), 

more easily accepting or preferring content arriving from fellow Asian nations, in the case of 

Taiwan from South Korea or Japan. This is underlined by for example the popularity of 

Korean dramas or music in Taiwan. Huang reaffirms the presumption, explaining how Korean 

pop culture might be more acceptable to some East Asian nations such as Taiwan or China 

than the materials released in Euro-American countries, as content coming from Korea, a 

culturally more proximate country, even if it’s infused with Western elements, is more 

transferable for local audiences (Huang, 2011).  

Supporting these presumptions, reviewing the interview results with Taiwanese young 

women it was found that there are two major regional players that shape Taiwanese girls’ 

beauty ideals regarding cultural inscription. These major players are South Korea and Japan. 

Although the Taiwanese interviewees proved to be following a nationally highly diverse 
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group, and women in the images from the above mentioned two countries attributed for just 

about 15% of all screenshots, the meanings and reasons they attach to these images was 

consistent across the sample.  

In general when the Taiwanese interviewees talked about features of cultural inscription, in 

regards to their own beauty ideals, they seemed to emphasize the two following 

characteristics unanimously. Firstly, most of them mentioned having a strong preference for 

not too strong and rather natural looking make-up along with good looking skin. “I think 

having good quality skin and hair is important for being beautiful – and wearing some make-

up, but mostly not too strong,” one interviewee described her personal ideal. (TW02) 

Secondly, some –although not the majority- also mentioned having simple, minimalistic 

outfits when it comes to one’s fashion style. The same, above quoted interviewee said of her 

‘requirements’ for fashion as part of her beauty ideal that: “And I think clothes are very 

important. I like simple clothes. Black and white and grey or beige. Simple, clean and elegant 

dressing style.”  

 

Figure 13. former Korean girl band ’Sistar’ and Korean make-up artist Pony serve as 
inspiration for cultural inscription to young Taiwanese women. 

And when it came to describing women they chose in search of beautiful women on 

Instagram, when talking about images of Korean and Japanese women, the interviewees 
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seemed to consistently focus on attributes of cultural inscription, such as hair style, make-up 

and clothing.   

“I love the big wavy hair and I think they look adorable with their facial 

expressions and dress styles,” one interviewee said describing an image of the 

former Korean music band, Sistar’s members.  

 “I chose this picture exactly because of her pose, her hair color and her make-up,” another 

Taiwanese girl explained while introducing an image from PONY, a Korean make-up artist 

who has almost 5 million followers on Instagram. Her account is exclusively built around 

beauty and make-up, and that fact combined with the number of her followers underlines her 

influences as a source of inspiration, especially for cultural inscription for many girls around 

the world, including Taiwan. When showing her picture and account to other Taiwanese 

interviewees as a follow-up, all girls asked said they did know her and most of them also liked 

and followed her, for her make-up style and looks. 

 

Figure 14. Korean actress Kong Hyo Jin (left) and Japanese model Emi Suzuki (right) 
are further examples for source for cultural inscription 

“Her hair color is very beautiful and her smile is very charming. And the 

clothes she wears just give you a pure and fresh feeling,”  

said another Taiwanese interviewee of Korean actress Kong Hyo Jin’s picture, who also 

has a significant fan base of 1.6 million followers on Instagram. Talking about a picture she 
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chose of Japanese model and designer Emi Suzuki, who also boasts 1 million followers on 

Instagram, another interviewee said she found her really ‘charming’. 

The images that the Taiwanese interviewees sent over of Korean and Japanese women and 

their descriptions of their beauty and what aspects of it they liked, all reflect a very 

traditionally feminine mode a beauty. This can interestingly be contrasted with their images 

from other countries such as the United States, which were described by the interviewees with 

traditionally masculine traits – even though those were mostly regarding embodied 

disposition, not cultural inscription.   

 

Figure 15. American entrepreneur Olivia Palerno (left) and American model and singer 
Celine Farach reflecting masculine feminity traits for Taiwanese interviewees 

“She is a woman that is confident with herself,” said one interviewee of Olivia Palerno, 

American entrepreneur, while another Taiwanese girl also emphasized confidence and her 

charisma that is reflected in the woman’s pose, while describing a picture of American model 

and singer Celine Farach. This yet again underlines how Taiwanese young women turn to 

Korean and Japanese influencers on Instagram when they’re looking for inspiration for 

feminine beauty, especially when it comes to topics related to cultural inscription, such as hair 

and make-up. One interviewee explained how she tried to find ‘Asian’ (although she did not 

specify, whether she meant race or nationality) models who have faces familiar to hers when 

looking for make-up related content and tutorials, as it is more relatable and useful for 
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practical reasons. That gives another explanation for why Taiwanese young women prefer 

Japan and Korea as their source of inspiration for cultural inscription – it is more relatable for 

them, just as previous literature, for example the research of Huang (2011) explained. 

The fact that Taiwanese interviewees follow a nationally diverse group – based on their 

replies during the interviews as well as the national backgrounds of the screenshots- proves 

that cultural globalization is a force very much apparent in Taiwan as well. “Most of the 

people I follow are from different countries – both from the East and the West,” (TW05) said 

one interviewee for the question inquiring about the nationality of the accounts she follows.  

“I follow singers from Taiwan and China, and also some American ones. The 

models [I follow] are from many different countries though ,” (TW01) said 

another one. 

 Some people listed 8-10 specific countries or listed whole regions, such as “Europe”, 

meaning multiple different countries from that continent – and they sent screenshots of 

women from at least 15 different countries.  

However, even though the national background of the accounts the follow is diverse, 

reflecting cultural globalization, cultural proximity or in other words regional influences also 

proved to be significant, especially regarding cultural inscription. Japan and South Korea in 

particular are now globally known as important players in the beauty industry and this present 

research further proved that they play a significant role for Taiwanese young women as a 

source for cultural inscription or beauty, namely hair styles, make-up and often for fashion as 

well. Taiwanese women from generation Y, or in other words millenials, follow Korean and 

Japanese influencers such as Korean make-up guru PONY, on social media platforms, most 

importantly Instagram as a source for the construction of their beauty ideals, in particular 

regarding cultural inscription.  

5.2. The significant presence of mixed-race women in the sample 

The second salient finding for the Taiwanese sample was the significant presence of 

mixed-race women amongst those who were sent screenshots of as examples of beautiful 

women. While the Hungarian screenshot sample had 85% Caucasians, 11% Hispanics and 4% 

Asians and no mixed-race women, they did appear in the Taiwanese sample. Images of mixed 
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race women were not great in volume, but they were often chosen for description during the 

interviews, which further underlines their importance for the Taiwanese interviewees.  

One example was 27-year-old Rima Zeidan (瑞瑪·席丹), Golden Horse Award-winner 

actress, model and television presenter, who has Taiwanese-Lebanese origins – her mother is 

Taiwanese and her father Lebanese. Two of the interviewees mentioned her, one saying she 

liked her because of her body as well as because “she doesn’t have to put on any mask or fake 

thing, she can just be herself”. The other interviewee praised her for “her energy, boldness, 

and her lifestyle”, meaning all the outdoors activities she is doing, along with her the fact that 

“she’s very funny and humorous.” Another very interesting example was Sonya Sanchez, 

whom one of the interviewees described as inspirational for having an amazing body after 

giving birth to her child, and her sense of fashion. Searching for her national background the 

first search simply showed she was from Thailand, however, her look does not represent a 

traditional Thai, or even Asian image at all. Therefore further search was conducted and it 

was found that she was indeed mixed race, namely half Thai and half British, therefore Asian-

Caucasian, with the Caucasian features quite overpowering the Asian ones, regarding her skin 

tone and facial features. Interviewees also brought Ann Hsu (許瑋甯) as an example, a 

Taiwanese-American-Italian actress based in Taipei, who has over a million followers on 

Instagram.  

As Fabienne Darling-Wolf also mentioned, “constructions of female beauty are intricately 

embedded in the complex interaction between gender, globalization, nationalism and class 

status,” (Darling-Wolf, 2004, p.328) and the above discussed findings further underline that, 

especially regarding the interaction of race and nationalism in relation to beauty ideals. 

Reviewing extensive previous literature, Darling-Wolf discussed the importance of the 

interconnectedness of these concepts in the process of forming cultural identity and reflected 

on how, especially in post-colonialist countries the feminine ideals are often based on class-

specific definitions which are “constructed upon a problematic opposition between East and 

West” (Darling-Wolf, 2004, p.327). The appeal of mixed-race women for Taiwanese young 

women represents this dialogue of race and even class for their cultural identity formation.  In 

the above quotes research Darling-Wolf interviewed Japanese women to gain a deeper 

understanding of their negotiations of the “Westernized nature of constructions of feminine 

beauty”, considering the colonized past of Japan.  
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In the research she discusses the effect the import of Western concepts had on certain 

cultural forms in Japan, in particular on the feminine beauty ideals, making the “Westernized 

ideal” as she called them integrated into Japanese standards for feminine beauty. Her 

informants reported how after the war they started deeming American things, concepts and 

standards more valuable and intriguing than their domestic Japanese counterparts and how the 

local standards converged to “Western standards”, as one of her interviewees reported. They 

further concluded that todays’ young women in Japan often identify with those ideals and are 

pursuing an increasingly Westernized look – which underlines the concept of cultural 

globalization and the way it shapes certain cultural aspects such as female beauty ideals. 

However, the Darling-Wolf also recognized how based on their idols, Japanese women 

seemed to prefer Japanese media figures that had a ‘Western’ look to them, which refers back 

to Huang’s (2011) study on cultural proximity and glocalization, who stated that it was 

needed in order for Euro-American content or products to be more transferable for Asian 

audiences. Technically, the situation about feminine beauty can be interpreted the same way: 

often they need an Asian background, for example in the form of mixed-race influencers to 

better adapt or accept Western features, which are still desired, even if they could be more 

difficultly processed on their own.  

However, it ‘works the other way around’ as well, meaning having a mixed racial 

background, especially combined with an upper class statues can classify individuals from 

certain national or ethnic backgrounds otherwise traditionally not considered desirable, as 

ideals. A great example from the interviews and screenshots sent from the Taiwanese 

interviewees is the above mentioned Sonya Sanchez. Sanchez was born and raised in 

Thailand, which, as a Southeast Asian nation traditionally cannot be considered as a symbol 

of beauty for East Asian countries such as Taiwan. However, Sanchez has a mixed racial 

background, being half Thai and half white British, with the latter strongly showing in her 

appearance, in traits such as her skin tone or her facial features. Furthermore she married a 

elite Singaporean man and lives a luxurious lifestyle she showcases on social media, going on 

dream vacations, flying first class, participating in high-class events, which places her in an 

upper social class as well (Tan, 2017; Soniadsanchez, 2018). Thus the hybridity that her racial 

and national background provides for her, her semi-whiteness and her social status classifies 

her as an ideal for feminine beauty despite her Southeast Asian origins. This therefore further 

underlines the importance of the intersection of race, class and beauty ideals, a complex 

interaction that takes part in Taiwanese young women’s cultural identity formation. 
68 

 



DOI:10.6814/THE.NCCU.IMICS.002.2018.F05

‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

5.3. Conclusion 

The results of the interviews that were conducted for this present research show that 

Taiwanese girls also follow a diverse group of women and accounts as a source for the 

construction of their beauty ideals. The fact that Taiwanese interviewees follow a nationally 

diverse group – based on their replies, as well as the national backgrounds of the screenshots, 

as they sent images of women from 15 different countries-, proves that cultural globalization 

is a force very much apparent in Taiwan as well.  

It was only clear that they look for inspiration regarding cultural inscription, pursuing a 

feminine image from Korea and Japan – which underlines the important role the two countries 

play in the cultural market for beauty and style in the region. This status of Japan and Korea 

can be explained by theories of cultural proximity and glocalization, as the similarities of 

Korean/Japanese and Taiwanese cultures make the content and products coming from these 

two countries more easily transferable and adaptable for Taiwanese young women.  

It was found however that they do follow many Caucasian-Asian women from various 

national backgrounds, who represent the westernized-whitened beauty ideal in Asia that 

previous literature already extensively discussed. On one hand, women with a mixed racial 

background make elements of Western beauty ideals more easily acceptable for the 

Taiwanese audience, referring back to the previously mentioned logic of cultural proximity. 

On the other hand, being semi-white, especially if it coincides with a higher social class and 

wealth as well, make national/ethnical backgrounds, such as Southeast Asian, acceptable that 

otherwise couldn’t be traditionally considered symbolizing feminine beauty ideals. 
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6. The lack of significant presence of the US 

The third main and most significant finding of this present research was the lack of 

significant presence of influencers from the United States in the sample of screenshots sent by 

both Hungarian and Taiwanese interviewees as examples of beautiful women. According to 

theories of cultural globalization, which often names the United States of America as an 

important driving force of the process and source of cultural products, should have been much 

more prominent across the image samples. I will present two arguments to explain this 

finding. Firstly, I will argue that we live in a different era today, where social media has 

changed the celebrity culture. It allows for consumers to follow influencers known not only 

from traditional celebrity-careers such as actors or singers, but often solely social media itself, 

as there has been an increase in self-made celebrities. Secondly I will introduce the changes in 

Hollywood’s star recruitment strategy – as in accordance with cultural proximity, they have 

started to recruit stars from different regions in order to cater to diverse markets.   

6.1. The national background of the Instagram screenshots 

Prior to discussing the argument explaining the lack of US presence, first I would like to 

review the accounts Hungarian and Taiwanese interviewees follow on Instagram, as well as 

the national backgrounds of the Instagram screenshots they sent over during and following the 

interviews as examples of beautiful women. 

Hungarian interviewees almost all mentioned following a diverse group when it came to 

the national background of the accounts they follow, however, they also added that they were 

almost exclusively Western, with “maybe just one or two Asian girls” as just a few of the 

interviewees added. They themselves used these specific terms, mentioning following 

“Western” accounts, meaning people and businesses mainly from European countries, North 

America and Australia. Only one interviewee mentioned following ‘Asian’ girls, however she 

did not specify, whether she meant their racial or national background. However, in the 

sample of screenshots the interviewees sent over the only two images that portrayed women 

with Asian ethnic/racial background were not living on the Asian continent – one lives in the 

United States, while the other in the United Kingdom. 

Regarding the national background of the Instagram screenshots the Hungarian 

interviewees sent over during or following the interview, the findings are the following. Out 
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of the screenshots where nationality could be determined, around half of them, namely 52% 

(43 images, 48% if including the unknown-nationality screenshots as well) were from the 

United States. Almost 20% (16 images) were Hungarian, mostly the interviewees’ own 

friends, and some athletes and 12% (10 images) were from the United Kingdom – which 

underlines their own descriptions of the national backgrounds of the accounts they follow. Of 

the remaining images 10% (8 images) were from a mixture of European countries (Italy, 

France, Poland and Germany), while Canada made up for 5% (4 images) as well. The last 

nationalities represented in the sample were Iraq with 3% (3 images) and Australia with 2% 

(2 images). And although around half of the screenshots were indeed of women from the 

United States, the images still represented diverse national backgrounds with over 10 

countries appearing from four continents. Interestingly, no women from Asian countries were 

chosen as examples for beauty. 

In order to gain a deeper understanding of what kind of images Taiwanese young women 

consume and what accounts do they follow as a source for their construction of ideal beauty 

and their national and cultural background, during the interviews they were also asked about 

the accounts they follow on Instagram. The majority of the interviewees said they mostly 

follow their friends on the platform – but multiple girls also mentioned following Eastern 

singers and actors, Western models as well as fashion accounts. In these cases for singers and 

models none of them mentioned specific nationalities, using the terms ‘Eastern’ and 

‘Western’ completely independently from one another was their own choice of wording, 

which was very interesting. The East and West are broad, social constructs as their boundaries 

are not clearly agreed upon and can depend on power – so the interviewer should have asked 

for further specification regarding nationality, what she missed to do. Nevertheless it is 

interesting to see how the Taiwanese interviewees categorized the accounts and people they 

follow based on these socially constructed categories for cultural background. 

Regarding the national background, understandingly, Taiwan appeared for all of them as 

the friends they follow are Taiwanese as well – but most of the girls stated they followed 

quite a diverse group of people nationality-wise. Sometimes they just said it was diverse from 

East and the West as well, sometimes they mentioned specific countries. For Asian countries, 

apart from Taiwan there were specific mentions of China, Korea and Japan; while for Euro-

American countries they often specifically mentioned the United States and the United 
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Kingdom or just Europe in general.  One girl said she follows probably “70% Western and 

30% Eastern” accounts (TW10) and another one also mentioned how  

“I think [I follow] Western more – because I follow a lot of influencers and 

artists, and they’re usually from the West.” (TW02) 

For the screenshots that Taiwanese interviewees sent over, out of the 108 images 30% (32 

screenshots) were portraying Taiwanese women – often the friends of the interviewees, which 

is not surprising, considering multiple girls said they followed mostly their Taiwanese friends 

– and women from their country might also often feel more relatable to them. Additionally, 

following accounts from their own country or culture provides them content with no language 

barriers, which might be a reason for not following accounts from other national backgrounds 

whose content they might not understand. The next most prominent nationality was girls from 

the US, although only making up for 22% of the pictures (23 images), followed by what I 

categorized as “other European countries” with 13% (14 images). Korean women shared a 

ratio similar to Europeans with 13% (14 images). The remaining countries were Thailand 

(7%, 7 images), Australia and South Africa (6%, 6 images), Russia(3%, 3 images), Brazil and 

Japan (2%, 2 images each). 

The following graphs below illustrate the national backgrounds of the screenshots received 

from the Hungarian and Taiwanese interviewees, including the number of screenshots of 

which the nationality couldn’t be determined. 

 

Figure 16. National backgrounds of the women in the Instagram screenshots sent by 
Hungarian and Taiwanese interviewees 

UK, Germany, Hungary, Spain 
12% 
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6.2.  A different media era 

One of the arguments as for why images of women from the United States in the 

screenshot samples, especially the Taiwanese sample, were not as significant is the different 

character of today’s media era and the influence it has on celebrity culture. Today, digital and 

new media is taking over traditional mass media, especially age groups such as the millenials 

that are the focus of this study. Previous studies have shown that members of Generation Y 

prefer social media platforms such as Instagram over the usage of traditional mass media 

channels, such as watching television (Bolton, Parasuraman, Hoefnagels, Migchels, 

Kabadayi, Gruber, Loureiro & Solnet, 2013). And even though they are still exposed to 

commercial movies and television programs, they are more and more looking for or at least 

have access to celebrities and people to look up to on these social media platforms. 

Traditional celebrities have gotten famous because of being Hollywood movie or television 

actors or world class singers, and they are also present on social media platforms. As Gamson 

describes, in their case: 

 “in its most conventional form, celebrity in the United States emerges from, 

and is managed by, a tightly controlled, well-resourced industry” (Gamson, 2011, 

p. 1062).  

However, there has been an increasing number of self-made celebrities, who are often also 

referred to as social media influencers or micro-celebrities and are known for having gained 

their following solely based on their social media activities. As the above quoted author says 

of this phenomenon,  

“the Web has also generated a sort of bottom-up, do-it-yourself celebrity 

production process that is party autonomous from its predecessors” (Gamson, 

2011, p. 1065).  

Marwick & Boyd (2011) conceptualize the micro-celebrity as it  

“can  be  understood  as  a  mindset  and  set  of  practices  in  which audience 

is viewed as a fan base; popularity is maintained through ongoing fan 

management; and self-presentation is carefully constructed to be consumed by 

others” (Marwick & Boyd, 2011, p.140),  
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and argue that it developed due to the heightened popularity of self-branding and strategic 

self-presentation concepts. Meanwhile Hearn and Schoenhoff (2015) define this social media 

influencer as someone who: 

“…works to generate a form of “celebrity” capital by cultivating as much 

attention as possible and crafting an authentic “personal brand” via social 

networks, which can subsequently be used by companies and advertisers for 

consumer outreach” (Hearn & Schoenhoff, 2015, p.194) 

The authors add that with the elimination of certain jobs and the professional assessment 

processes and evaluation systems such as Klout, becoming a social media influencer, a do-it-

yourself celebrity has become a life goal for many individuals, as this career path actually 

provides opportunities of economic value today.  

This way, through social media, a wider pool of individuals have the opportunity to 

become famous or at least build a larger following base, as they no longer have to go through 

the rigid Hollywood gatekeeper system. The internet and social media has made it possible to 

evade the traditional gatekeepers, it has lowered the entry barriers for them, while also 

eliminating restraints originating from factors such as geographical location. Thus it is much 

more accessible for the ordinary social media user to become a micro-celebrity or social 

media influencer, as, just like how Khamis et al. (2016) explain:  

“While the goal might be to eventually link up with advertisers and parlay an 

online profile towards a broader public presence, self-branding through social 

media does not require initial affiliation with the ‘already powerful’” (Khamis et 

al. 2016, p. 198). 

The authors also note how the fame enjoyed by these social media influencers significantly 

relies on “vanity and ego of attention-seekers” and how younger audiences that qualify as 

digital natives, such as the member of Generation Y are “convinced that good looks, good 

living and conspicuous consumption (through artfully composed images of outfits, make-up, 

meals, holiday resorts, etc.)” (Khamis et al. 2016, p. 199). This statement provides ground for 

presumptions for use of social media as a source for self-construction and the development of 

beauty ideals, especially in the case of digital native millenials. Therefore the social media 

influencers or micro-celebrities that young women follow on Instagram and bring as examples 
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for beauty can be great indicators of their beauty ideals and can give further insights about 

how they are constructed.  

And as we can see from the reviewed literature, micro-celebrities are ‘constructed’ outside 

of stiff industrial blocks such as Hollywood and therefore they don’t necessarily have an 

American national background. Accordingly, the interviewees following a variety of self-

made celebrities serves as an explanation for the lack of significant US presence in the 

Instagram screenshots. The screenshots and follow-up interviews provided multiple examples 

as proofs for this phenomenon as the interviewees sent examples of and talked about 

following a number of this so-called micro-celebrities or social media influencers – both local 

and foreign ones.  

When asked about what kind of accounts they follow on Instagram, both Hungarian and 

Taiwanese interviewees often mentioned these non-traditional celebrities or influencers along 

with or over traditional ones such as actors or singers. “I only follow just one or two 

[traditional] celebrities,” said one interviewee adding that she does follow quite a lot of 

bloggers though (HU01). Another Hungarian girl also mentioned following “mostly my 

friends and bloggers” (HU09). There were girls who did not mention following traditional 

celebrities such as actors or singers at all. One said:  

“I follow educational profiled like TED or Politico, so-called “foodporn” 

accounts as well as fitness profiles, so people who post a lot of workouts and tips. 

I also follow pages that are definitely entertaining like 9gag oh and accounts like 

travel bloggers for travel ideas” (HU12). 

Another Hungarian interviewee described the accounts she follows with the following, 

explicitly stating she likes and intentionally searches for young female influencers on 

Instagram that work together with brands to provide sponsored content and she deems those 

images and the recommendations within useful and credible. 

“I often use Instagram for getting inspiration for outfits, so I follow a lot of 

Instagram models and just young women in general that upload sponsored 

content, whether it is fashion or health related, I like to get ideas from them. I also 

follow people who just post about fitness and health-consciousness a lot.” (HU04) 
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There were interviewees in amongst the Taiwanese girls as well, who specifically 

mentioned following accounts of these self-made, non-traditional celebrities. “I like fashion 

and food, so I follow influencers,” said one of them (TW02). Following fashion and food 

accounts was pretty popular amongst both the Hungarian and Taiwanese interviewees as 

multiple girls highlighted following such accounts.  

Often the accounts they follow were heavily beauty-related, and although they sometimes 

just specified the categories, such as one girl saying “I follow beauty, make-up and fashion” 

(TW07), the ones behind such accounts are exactly the above mentioned kind of people, so-

called influencers, make-up artists, bloggers. 

 

Figure 17.  Examples of self-made celebrities: British Zoe Sugg (left), Australian Sarah 
(center) and Iraqi Sarah Angius (right). 

To bring some specific examples of such celebrities, in case of the Hungarian sample, the 

following examples could be mentioned: Zoe Sugg, also known as Zoella, famous British 

YouTuber with 12 million subscribers on YouTube and 11 million followers on Instagram; 

Australian Instagrammer Sarah (@sarahs_day), who has 447,000 followers or hairdresser 

turned social media influencer Sarah Angius from Iraq.  
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Figure 18. Further examples of self-made celebrities, from left to right: Estee Lalonde, Bree 
Warren, Daisy and Aryee Claudia Dedei. 

Further examples based on the Instagram screenshots that the Hungarian interviewees 

provided (from left to right above) include: Estee Lalonde famous Canadian YouTuber, who 

has more than 1.2 million subscribers on YouTube and 730,000 followers on Instagram; Bree 

K. Warren Australian entrepreneur and model; Daisy (@daisylineblog) Polish lifestyle 

blogger and Aryee Claudia Dedei (@tucsivagyok) Hungarian social media influencer. 

 

Figure 19. Self-made celebrity examples from Taiwanese interviewees: Chiara Ferragni (left), 
Sonya Sanchez (center) and Pony (right). 

For the Taiwanese sample, examples of self-made celebrities (portrayed in the pictures 

above) include: Chiara Ferragni Italian fashion blogger, Sonya Sanchez Thai-British social 

media famous mom who has almost 300,000 followers on Instagram; or Pony Korean make-

up artist with 5 million Instagram followers.  
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Figure 20. Further examples of self-made celebrities by Taiwanese interviewees. 

The above three screenshots were also all sent by the Taiwanese interviewees and are 

examples for self-made influencers that they follow. From left to right they feature: Leonie 

Hanne (@ohhcouture) “Blogger & Globetrotter”; Nathalie Basha (@thetravelmuse) “travel 

journalist” from Germany and Polina (@polabur) travel blogger from Moscow. 

They are all women that gained a significant following on social media platforms without 

having the traditional Hollywood/US-based careers, being famous actors/singers. They are 

mostly bloggers, or in the case of Taiwanese influencers they are often called 網美 (Wǎng 

měi, internet beauty), meaning they are often followed purely for their beauty and looks, as 

inspiration for fashion, make-up, skin care and so on for young women all around the country 

and beyond. 

Overall, for the Hungarian sample images of traditional celebrities (actresses, singers and 

models signed with agencies) constituted 52% (47 images) of the images of which 55% (26 

images) were American. Meanwhile the same ratio for the Taiwanese sample was 42% (45 

images), of which only 28% (12 images) were American. As for the micro-celebrities, the 

ratio of American women were 42% and 14% (18 and 9 images) in the Hungarian and 

Taiwanese samples, respectively. Although women such as the interviewees’ friends are also 

included in the other group, so it is not exclusively just social media influencers of self-made 

celebrities, this data underlines the change in the media era. It can be seen from the examples 

and this data that both the Hungarian and Taiwanese interviewees follow a significant number 
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of social media influencer as the source of their beauty ideal constructions. The role of 

traditional media, such as watching television and reading printed magazines has been 

declining and it has been replaced by digital and social media, which can perhaps serve as a 

reason for the also declining role of Hollywood idols. 

6.3.  Hollywood’s recruitment from new regions to cater for a global, 

diverse market 

The second argument for the lack of significant presence of influencers from the US in the 

screenshot samples is the trend of Hollywood movie studios recruiting talents from different 

regions of the world to cater for a diverse market of consumers. As Hollywood movies are 

shown all around the world and are important sources of celebrity recognition, who often 

serve as sources for women’s constructions of beauty ideals, the stars they recruit and their 

national backgrounds are important to examine. On the most basic level, this could be 

attributed to the processes of glocalization and Hollywood producers and directors realizing 

the importance of it. Glocalization means the difference in the reception of globalization’s 

effects and thus the different cultures and cultural aspects that have been shaped by 

globalization, yet still remained localized to a certain extent.  

However, there has been more specific literature in academia focusing on the convergence 

of Hollywood and other global, for example Asian, film industries and the implications of 

these processes. As Klein wrote, “Hollywood is becoming Asianized in diverse ways, while 

Asian film industries are in turn becoming Hollywoodized” (Klein, 2004, p. 361). Klein warns 

not to interpret globalization in the film industry either as the United States imperialistically 

and one-sidedly influencing other regions by exporting its cultural products, or as just a series 

of simple, equal cross-cultural exchanges. Instead she calls for the recognition of the 

complexity of these processes. In her research, analyzing the above mentioned phenomenon 

of stars from various national backgrounds appearing in Hollywood movies, which I brought 

as an argument for the lack of US presence in the screenshot samples, she concludes: 

“Precisely in order to become more globally marketable, Hollywood films are 

absorbing many Asian elements, including various kinds of workers, star 

personae, styles of action and stories. […] Hollywoodization and Asianization – 

globalization and localization, homogenization and heterogenization – go hand in 

hand” (Klein, 2004, p. 379). 
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Klein explains that as a result of Hollywood movie studios depending on foreign markets 

for their sales increasingly ever since the 1990s, when the export of movies constituted 

around half of their earnings. As Donoghue also mentioned,  

“international markets (Europe, Latin America and Asia) now outearn the 

North American domestic market by two to one for the major studios” 

(Donoghue, 2014, p. 4).  

The realization of the globalization of audiences and thus having to cater for culturally and 

nationality-wise diverse markets has lead producers to adjust the movies not only in terms of 

content and style but regarding their star actors and actresses as well. Klein (2004) brought 

Jackie Chan from Hong Kong as an example, while Semati and Sotirin (1999) talked about 

director John Woo as “another example of intercultural exchange” or as part of the 

“movement of talents from national film industries to Hollywood” (Semati & Sotirin, 1999, p. 

178).  

The legitimacy of the logic behind efforts made by Hollywood film studios to cater to 

diverse markets and audiences as the earnings from said markets increase, by casting talents 

from various regions of the world has been scientifically proven in academia. In their 2013 

research Meiseberg & Ehrmann (2013) found empirical evidence that the familiarity and 

relatablility of the cultural background of the cast and production team of the movie for the 

audience enhances the performance of the movie in foreign markets. The authors explain this 

by the concept of “cultural discount” which means the decrease of popularity of foreign 

movies in a country as the audiences are presumed to prefer productions that are culturally as 

close to their own culture as possible. As they explain,  

“the cultural familiarity that a particular movie conveys to foreign audiences is 

a central determinant of its export success: A lack of familiarity results in low 

export returns” (Meiseberg & Ehrmann, 2013, p. 64).  

Therefore they suggest that adding cultural diversity to a movie, for example by hiring 

stars and cast members from different cultural and national backgrounds would help increase 

the popularity of the movie in said stars’ respective regions, cultures.  
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Figure 21. British actress and activist Emma Watson 

There were numerous examples amongst the screenshots that underline this argument, non-

American actresses that have become globally famous through roles in Hollywood movies. 

An important example from the Hungarian sample would be British actress Emma Watson. 

(See Figure 20.) Watson was chosen by three interviewees independently as an example for 

beauty and is commonly known in Hungary because of her leading role as Hermione Granger 

in the Harry Potter movies. Although the majority of the cast was indeed British, the Harry 

Potter movies were produced by American entertainment giant Warner Bros Entertainment 

and are part of their now enormous Harry Potter franchise and thus can be considered  

Hollywood movies.  
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Figure 22. Israeli actress Gal Gadot well-known for her role as Wonder Woman 

Meanwhile the most salient example from the Taiwanese sample was Gal Gadot (see 

figure 21.) – Israeli actress who played the leading role in one of 2017’s most popular 

Hollywood movies, ‘Wonder Woman’, also produced by Warner Bros. She also appeared in 

popular movies ‘The Justice League’ and ‘Batman vs Superman’ as Wonder Woman and in 

many ‘Fast and Furious’ movies as well. It was her role as Wonder Woman in particular that 

made her known for the Taiwanese interviewees. Even though in this case the choice of 

recruiting Gadot was probably not made by producers to cater for the Asian market, but it 

resulted in making her well known and popular through the Hollywood movie in this region 

as well, thus diversifying the sample. Although her national background is Israeli, not 

American, her influence is brought to the world by the American Hollywood film studios. 

Therefore, because of stars like Gal Gadot, even though the influence of Hollywood and the 

cultural products they export is still significant, the role of the United States and the national 

background of influencers in this present research was not as significant as it was expected. 

6.4. Conclusion 

Contrasting expectations derived from the literature review, there was a lack of significant US 

presence in the samples of Instagram screenshots as expected, in particular in the Taiwanese 

sample. In this present thesis I brought two main arguments to explain this phenomenon. 

Firstly it can be attributed to the rise of the self-made celebrities, who are also often called 
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social media influencers. They are individuals that gained a significant following on social 

media platforms such as Instagram and thus became possible sources for young women’s 

beauty ideal construction. Previously young women knew celebrities they looked up to from 

traditional mass media outlets such as magazines and Hollywood movies and therefore were 

exposed to mostly American superstars. However, social media influencers share a more 

diverse national background – and local influencers are also quite popular and often more 

relatable for young women. This phenomenon can therefore serve as an explanation for the 

lower ratio of American women, especially in the Taiwanese sample. Secondly it can also be 

argued that the stars of Hollywood are also becoming culturally and nationality-wise more 

diverse and therefore the stars women know through these big-production movies might not 

always be from the United States either. Previous studies have mentioned this phenomenon, 

marking Hollywood’s desire to cater to a variety of markets globally to make their movies 

more exportable as the reason behind these castings. Two examples that emerged from the 

two samples were British Harry Potter actress Emma Watson and Israeli actress Gal Gadot, 

often also known as Wonder Woman. Overall, we can see that as it can be explained by these 

two ways of reasoning, both Hungarian and Taiwanese interviewees follow a nationality-wise 

very diverse group of women as their source of beauty ideal constructions on Instagram – and 

the United States didn’t prove to have the significance in the samples that it was expected to. 
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7. Conclusion 

Beauty is an important concept not just for women, but for our whole society. Feminine 

beauty provides a form of cultural capital for women, making it a significantly strong 

motivator for their actions such as consumption, their activities and also a big influencer of 

the importance they attribute to the concept. This is what we call the beauty premium and 

many women in each society are constantly thriving to perfect their beauty to gain such a 

premium. To do so they are trying to achieve what they perceive as the ideal beauty. 

The beauty ideal however is highly dependent on culture, which determines the attitudes 

and norms of the society. Millard (2009) also reinforces this presumption, stating that “despite 

the adage that some people are born beautiful or that some forms of beauty are universal, it is 

consensus within a culture and society that determines which features are defined as beautiful 

and which are not” (p.146). Considering the academic works introduced above in the 

literature review, we can state that the ideal look, what people perceive to be beautiful and 

physically appealing is different in each society, nation, culture. 

And these ideals are not only different for each nation or culture, but as Zhang (2012) 

notes, the beauty standards are all subject to change, they are not permanent or fixed. As any 

culture itself evolves and is shaped by others, either their neighbors or distant but powerful 

others, it will inevitably adjust and change as well, along with its values, standards and ideals. 

Meanwhile globalization is a process that is and has been undeniably shaping many 

spheres of our lives for decades now: it influences the economic, social and cultural aspects of 

the lives of modern persons – including the above mentioned feminine beauty ideals as well. 

John Tomlinson, a key author of cultural globalization describes globalization as something 

that “refers to the rapidly developing and ever-densening network of interconnections and 

interdependencies that characterize material, social, economic and cultural life in the modern 

world” (Tomlinson, 2012, p. 352) and explains how this connectivity especially in the cultural 

sphere is due the newest technologies we use for communication.  

Through this interconnectedness and the advancement of technology, each nation is subject 

to influences of other countries and cultures regarding many fields. Cultural products such as 

movies, music, books, magazines and nowadays the imagery of social media all contribute to 

shaping women’s ideas of the ideal, to-be-achieved look of beauty. 
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Due to the processes of globalization, the ideals are changing and expected to be 

converging. However, the influences that reach one country and that shape these ideals are 

different for every nation. Most nations are subject to a rather global influence, which some 

scholars identify with the influence of the United States – which approach can also be referred 

to as cultural imperialism of America or Americanization (Ritzer & Stillman, 2003; Beck, 

Sznaider & Winter, 2003). This materializes through the export of popular American cultural 

products such as Hollywood movies, super models in magazines, American TV shows, etc., 

that reach almost all cultural markets all around the world, thus exporting the Western / 

American beauty ideals portrayed in them as well.  

But there is another recent trend alongside cultural globalization that we need to mention 

once again, when discussing the issue of the converging beauty standards, in particular, the 

East Asian and Taiwanese beauty ideals getting closer to the Western notions – and it is 

cultural proximity and the influence that neighboring nations have on one another in terms of 

culture, even beauty.  

Therefore even though the current beauty standards have at least partially moved from the 

traditional values and characteristics in Taiwan, adjusting and converging to the Western 

ideals due to the overwhelming volumes of Western mass media content featuring that 

culture’s ideals, this is probably not the whole picture. Perhaps this trend of regional 

influences based on cultural proximity might soften the impacts of the West and strengthen 

the traditional Asian beauty ideals in this country – even if not bringing the ideals of the 18th 

and 19th centuries back completely.  

The aim of this research paper was to explore these global and regional influences and find 

out how they shape the beauty ideals of women in Hungary and Taiwan. This thesis set to 

answer questions of what kind of images do these young women consume on Instagram and 

what accounts they follow from each country as their source for beauty ideal constructions 

and what the national backgrounds of these accounts and images are.  

Furthermore I aimed to gain deeper understanding of the modes of beauty ideals that are 

embodied by these images from different national backgrounds and the differences amongst 

the disparate nationalities. The objective of this thesis was to understand the different 

perceptions women attach to the different nations, regions or cultures regarding feminine 

beauty and how they use that to construct their own complex ideals.  
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It was found that the Hungarian interviewees differentiated between Continental European 

influencers and the modes of beauty they portray on Instagram – and Anglo-American 

influencers and their respective ideas of beauty. The Hungarian interviewees described their 

personal beauty ideal as one of natural beauty and at the same time they were critical of the 

consumer culture often attached to beauty in traditional Hungarian mass media.  

They described this mainstream Hungarian ideal as fake and superficial, way too 

materialistic and commercialized. Interestingly, this mode of beauty reflects what they 

perceive the Anglo-American influencers to portray on social media – which look they also 

harshly criticize, based on the same features as the mainstream Hungarian (mass media) 

ideals. The interviewees identify influencers from continental European countries with a more 

natural look and beauty, their region as more pure and less polluted by commercialized 

capitalism. Thus the mode of beauty they described as their own ideal reflected their 

perceptions of the beauty continental European social media influencers portray. 

However, throughout the discussion of natural beauty that Hungarian interviewees 

perceive the continental European influencers to portray, one needs to be conscious and 

critical of their use of the term ‘natural’. Natural beauty is an often used term that however 

does not yet have a commonly agreed upon definition either in society and academia –and 

therefore individuals’ interpretations of it might differ greatly. There are different extents to 

which one identifies a look as natural. For some it might be the total exclusion of any 

superficial or materialistic interventions (e.g. plastic surgery or make-up), while for others it 

is sufficient if the look gives the illusion of being natural, no matter the number of products 

used to achieve that look. This present research presents preliminary data about this concept 

and perceptions about it, but further research is needed to go further into details and establish 

a proper definition. 

These striking differences between the perceptions of Anglo-American and continental 

European women of the Hungarian interviewees can also be explained by using theories of 

Occidentalism. Hungarian women deem Anglo-Americans, and people from the United States 

in particular superficial, materialistic, living an overly commercialized life. The consumption 

of beauty-related products and services is the American standard in the eyes of Hungarian 

young women, as they think of them as members of a highly consumerism- and capitalism-

driven society who are required to put that money and effort into getting ready in order to feel 
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and look beautiful. They deem the Anglo-Americans somehow inferior to the pure, less 

commercialized continental European women and beauty ideals – criticizing them similarly as 

East Asian countries such as Japan do according to writings on Occidentalism. 

The results of this research have showed that the Taiwanese interviewees also follow a 

diverse group of women and accounts as a source for the construction of their beauty ideals, 

which underlines that cultural globalization is a force very much apparent in Taiwan as well. 

However, there was not such a clear pattern of how they would differentiate between different 

nationalities or cultures as in case of the Hungarian sample.  

It was clear nonetheless that they look for inspiration regarding cultural inscription, 

pursuing a feminine image from Korea and Japan – which underlines the important role the 

two countries play in the cultural market for beauty and style in the region. 

 It was also found that the Taiwanese interviewees do follow many Caucasian-Asian 

women from various national backgrounds. These women represent the westernized-whitened 

beauty ideal in Asia that previous literature already extensively discussed (Darling-Wolf, 

2004). On one hand, women with a mixed racial background make elements of Western 

beauty ideals more easily acceptable for the Taiwanese audience, referring back to the 

previously mentioned logic of cultural proximity. On the other hand, being semi-white, 

especially if it coincides with a higher social class and wealth as well, make national/ethnical 

backgrounds, such as Southeast Asian, acceptable that otherwise couldn’t be traditionally 

considered symbolizing feminine beauty ideals. 

 Overall we can state that the beauty ideals of Taiwanese young women are also constantly 

changing and they are shaped by women from very diverse national backgrounds. Regional 

influences of Japan and Korea are indeed salient when it comes to their cultural inscriptions 

but no other nationality seemed to have a salient, outstanding role in shaping their ideals.  

The third most salient finding of this research was the lack of significant presence of 

influencers from the US in the samples of Instagram screenshots, in particular in the 

Taiwanese sample, for which I brought two possible explanations. I argued that it can be 

attributed to the rise of the micro-celebrities, who are also often called social media 

influencers. They are individuals that gained a significant following on social media platforms 
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such as Instagram and thus became possible sources for young women’s beauty ideal 

construction.  

They did not get famous the traditional way, through Hollywood movies or magazines like 

pervious internationally well-knows stars did – but built their (international) following solely 

through social media. They are often bloggers or vloggers that accompany their main 

platforms with highly aesthetic and well-planned out Instagram profiles. These influencers 

share a more diverse national background – and local influencers are also quite popular and 

often more relatable for young women. This phenomenon can therefore serve as an 

explanation for the lower ratio of American women.  

My second argument to explain the lack of US presence was that the stars of Hollywood 

are also becoming culturally and nationality-wise more diverse and therefore the stars women 

know through these big-production movies might not always be from the United States either. 

The producers and directors in Hollywood have also realized that they need to cater to a 

variety of markets globally to make their movies more exportable and one way to that that is 

through castings. There has been a recent trend of casting non-American actors and actresses 

from various regions for popular Hollywood movies as the main characters. This makes the 

movies more relatable for the specific nations and cultures and the actors that are already 

popular in their respective countries bring their own ‘built-in’ audience with them. 

The results of the Hungarian and the Taiwanese case are comparable, as both countries are 

globalized regarding their beauty ideals and the influencers young women follow. However, 

as each country has a unique way of interpreting and adopting these global influences, their 

experiences of globalization and how it shapes their female beauty ideals are different, as it 

was discussed in details above. The two countries are also similar in the phenomenon of 

influencers from the United States not having the expected significant presence – as well as in 

having non-US stars in the sample, who did indeed got known through American, 

Hollywood-produced movies, like Emma Watson or Gal Gadot. It was also found that 

interviewees from both national background follow multiple so-called social media 

influencers from all around the world. However, strong regional influences were only 

apparent in the case of Taiwan, similarly to the presence of mixed race women. Meanwhile 

the perceptions of US influencers as superficial and their distinction from continental 

Europeans only appeared in the Hungarian sample. 
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Appendix A 

Informed Consent Form 

Please read this consent agreement carefully. 

Purpose of the research 

The purpose of this research is to explore how the process of cultural globalization shapes the beauty 
ideals of young women in Hungary and Taiwan, examining it through the usage of a chosen social 
media platform, namely Instagram. 

What you will do in this study 

You will participate in an interview, which will take approximately 30-45 minutes. You will first be 
asked about how you use the app and the accounts you follow. You will also be asked to choose 
certain posts of accounts that you follow and describe them, taking a screenshot, sending it over to the 
researcher following the interview. 

Benefits and risks 

Your participation in this study will contribute to research in communication studies and the 
completion of the researcher’s master thesis. There are no anticipated risks associated with 
participating in this study. 

Voluntary withdrawal 

The participation in this study is voluntary; you may decide to withdraw anytime. There will be no 
penalty for the withdrawal. 

Confidentiality 

Your personal data in this study will remain confidential and will be used only for research purposes. 
Your responses will be assigned a code number that is not link to your name or other identifying 
information. All data and consent forms will be stored safely and it will not be provided to any third 
party. The findings will be presented in the researcher’s master thesis. 

Thank you very much for your time and effort. We highly appreciate your help in this research.   

Sincerely,   

Dora Kardos 
International Master’s Program in International Communication Studies 
National Chengchi University 

Agreement: The purpose and the nature of this study have been sufficiently explained to me. I agree 
to participate in this study voluntarily. I understand that I am free to withdraw at any time without 
giving any reason and without any penalty. If you agree, please select yes. Yes______ No_______ 

Name: _____________________ Date: ___________________  
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Appendix B 
Interview questions 

Demographical questions 

1. What is your name? 

2. How old are you? 

3. What do you do for a living / what and where do you study? 

4. Where do you live? 
 
Questions related to Instagram 

5. Since when are you using Instagram? 

6. Do you use it for checking out others’ pictures or uploading your own more? Or both? 

7. How many followers do you have and how many people do you follow? 

8. What kind of accounts/people do you like to follow? It can be your friends, celebrities 
like actors or singers, some brands maybe? 

9. What country are they usually from?  

10. Do you think you follow a diverse group (many nationalities) or are they rather 
homogeneous nationality/culture-wise? 
 
Questions related to women and beauty 

11. Are there any women whom you follow on Instagram that you look up to? Someone 
that inspires you and that makes you think ‘Yes, I want to be like her!” – it can be 
either because of her looks, style or even work and what she does in life. Can you 
please give me an example and tell me why? 

12. Please open your Instagram. Can you show me a woman you follow that you find 
beautiful? 

a. Where is she from? 

13. Please choose a picture of hers where you think she looks beautiful and take a 
screenshot. 

14. Can you tell me what you think makes her beautiful in this picture? Consider the 
following things: 

a. Her physical traits (e.g. body shape, face) 
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b. Her clothing, hairstyle and make-up 

c. Her charisma and attitude 

15. Can you please show me another one? What makes her beautiful in that picture? 

16. Could you please tell me, what you think makes a woman beautiful in general? What 
is your so-called beauty ideal? 

17. Do you think that is the general idea about beauty in your country? Or do you think 
your opinion differs from the mainstream? 

a. If yes, what do you think the general beauty ideal of your country is like? 

18. Was the beauty ideal the same in your country 100 years ago? If you’re not sure, you 
can also think of just what your grandparents and their generation thought was 
beautiful in a woman. 

a. If not, how did it change? 

b. What do you think could be the reason for the change? 

 

Follow-up interview question for the Hungarian interviewees: 

Based on the replies and the screenshots I received, I found that Hungarian women have 
different attitudes towards continental Europe and influencers originating from there and their 
beauty – compared to Anglo-Americans. If you think of these two groups, comparing them, 
what is your opinion? Even just in general or maybe regarding what is considered beautiful in 
America vs. Europe? What is their attitude towards beauty and life like? 
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