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 As you step into a city of South Korea you’ll be surrounded by buildings; nothing 
can be seen past these colossal, cement figures. One would say that the city itself is not 
a site of beauty, but the people that stride the streets are a different story. It is known 
that South Korean women have a reputation of being the most striking in Asia. Men are 
slowly rising up to the title, as well. Actors are being recognized as the region’s premier 
heartthrobs. However, there’s a secret that lies behind their breathtaking beauty: they 
paid for it.   
 

In Korean society, it can be said that there’s a high emphasis on appearance. 
People are concerning themselves with looks - pointing fingers at all the little flaws. A 
doctoral dissertation published by Kyung Hee University was widely covered in the 
newspapers, surveying 810 women in Seoul and Gyeonggi. 8 out of 10 women over the 
age of 18 feel they need cosmetic surgery while half have undergone it at least once. 
When asked to identify in which areas they were most dissatisfied with their 
appearance: lower body was ranked number one, followed by the abdomen, body 
weight, height, skin, face, and upper body. The survey also included important factors 
determining attraction with the face and body shape placing above personality and 
attitude. 55 percent agreed that “external factors, rather than internal factors, are more 
important in defining a person’s beauty.” 

 
 Many women in their 20’s have undergone some kind of cosmetic surgery. A 
large number of younger and older men are reacting favorably to it, agreeing that its 
okay for aesthetic purposes. It is becoming so common that high school students are 
receiving it as graduation presents. They even go to the extent of doing it without their 
parents' consent. However, some parents are encouraging their children to get cosmetic 
work done similar to how they push them to study harder.   
 

Plastic surgery is so hyped by the press that it has been marketed into the 
mainstream of acceptance. Recently, a woman’s magazine in Korea advised its readers 
to spend 30% of their incomes on looking their best. The reason behind this was that 
you would end up with an exceptional and wealthy husband, becoming a sensible 
investment. Last year, huge Korean companies and the media generated consumer 
trends and buzzwords, which created new reasons for people to feel dissatisfied with 
themselves. This triggered a growth in business for the beauty and plastic surgery 
industries.  

 
“Innocent glamour” was a new fashion look for 2009; concepts of purity and 

innocence along with sexy and lustful were mixed together. The interests of young 
women were in their “S-lines” (ample breasts and buttocks viewed from the side), 
wearing skinny jeans and tight t-shirts. However, the “V-line” (slim and oval face 
narrowing towards the chin) wasn’t forgotten with people preferring the image of a 
small and slender face. Also clear skin, glowing cheeks, and a set of facial contours were 
desired.  

 



Another hot term circulating around was “flower man” which indicated a new 
softening and more polished version of Korean masculinity. These looks caught the 
attention of thousands as they were portrayed through famous idols.  

 
Entertainers have publicly admitted to altering their faces and bodies to please 

their fans. Through this acknowledgement of vanity a subconscious message is sent to 
impressionable fans that good looks, whether real or artificial can win success and 
admiration. Even the late President Roh, during the first year of his tenure had an eye 
operation, which made his eyes appear bigger. Park Yong-man, a plastic surgeon stated 
that “politicians are receiving botox or double eyelid treatment as well as actors 
becoming instantly more attractive and it has influenced ordinary people to consider 
plastic surgery.” He also added that “many people think appearance is one of the crucial 
factors for competitiveness. It boosts one’s self confidence, which is positive for life 
overall.” 

 
In the business world, people are convinced that a finer appearance gives them 

an edge in the workplace. Dr. Geun Lee, a cosmetic dermatologist says the majority of 
his clients are office workers. That in order to feel more confident and to show a better 
image to their clients they get laser skin resurfacing to hair regrowth treatments. Others 
have procedures to increase the chance of finding a life partner. Women around the 
marriageable age are under enormous pressure to look their best every waking moment, 
having to compete with the younger generation. However, it’s not enough to fix the 
flaws, but you need to stand out from the crowd. You need to excel in everything from 
personality to intelligence.  

 
Easy access to plastic surgery clinics and low rates are allowing just about 

anyone to get work done. Many from China, Singapore, and Indonesia have chosen 
Korea as their medical tourist destination. Wen Lin Lin, 26-year-old Chinese woman had 
a nose job done in Korea. “Song Hye-gyo is my favourite actress. When I decided to 
alter my face to look like her, there was no other choice to visit Korean doctors,” she 
said.  

 
South Korea has approximately 1,200 certified plastic surgeons while thousands 

are operating without the proper qualifications. Most people don’t think about the risks 
that come along with each procedure. Surgery holds various dangers from bleeding, 
scarring, infections, and not healing properly. There’s also a chance of not getting the 
desired results and the psychological implications to having your appearance altered. 
One doctor commented, “I’m a plastic surgeon, not a psychologist. I can only improve 
what’s on the outside.” In rare cases, people die. 

 
It’s terrifying to think about a place so consumed in plastic surgery where 

someone is willing to risk everything in the pursuit of beauty. An unspoken shadow is 
cast over the beauty in Korea and white lies conceal the truth hidden under the knife.  

 
 
 

 


