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The Mediating Role of Self-perception Between 
Appearance-related Factors and Psychological 
Health and Self-esteem

Background: Appearance-related awareness, including body shape diagnosis and personal 
color recognition, refers to the recognition and understanding of one’s physical characteristics 
and has been recognized as a psychosocial health behavior associated with emotional well-being 
and self-evaluation. This study aimed to examine whether these appearance factors influence 
psychological health and self-esteem through perceptual processes and makeup behavior among 
Korean adults.

Methods: A cross-sectional survey was conducted with 528 adults aged 18–50 years. Participants 
were recruited using convenience sampling through online and public consumer settings. 
Measures assessed body shape diagnosis perception, personal color recognition, perception 
subdomains (cognitive, social, situational, behavioral, and emotional awareness), makeup 
behavior, psychological health, and self-esteem. Descriptive statistics, correlation analyses, 
regression models, and mediation analyses were performed.

Results: Appearance-related awareness was positively associated with perceptual factors, 
which in turn were significantly related to makeup behavior, psychological health, and self-
esteem. Mediation analysis indicated that appearance factors were not directly associated 
with psychological outcomes but influenced them indirectly through perceptual processes and 
appearance-management behaviors. 

Conclusion: These findings suggest that the psychological meaning and interpretation of 
appearance may play a key role in linking appearance awareness to well-being and self-esteem. 
Structured appearance-recognition practices may support positive self-perception and adaptive 
appearance behaviors. However, the results should be interpreted cautiously due to the cross-
sectional design and the focus on a Korean adult sample. 
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Introduction

erceptions of physical appearance extend 
beyond aesthetic preference and are in-
creasingly recognized as determinants 
of self-esteem and psychosocial health 
[1–3]. In contemporary society, beauty-

related practices, such as makeup application, personal 
color analysis, and body shape diagnosis, have diversi-
fied, functioning not only as forms of self-presentation 
but also as behaviors that influence psychological well-
being and identity development [4–6]. As these practices 
become integrated into health-related behavioral frame-
works, scholars have paid greater attention to their roles 
in enhancing confidence, emotional stability, and mental 
well-being [7–9].

Makeup behavior is one of the most common and 
accessible forms of appearance management. Prior re-
search shows that makeup use enhances confidence, 
social attractiveness, and perceived competence [4]. In-
dividuals with higher self-esteem tend to view makeup 
as a psychological resource rather than superficial en-
hancement [7, 10], and mental health professionals have 
noted its potential benefits for mood regulation and 
emotional coping [8, 11, 12]. These findings suggest that 
appearance-modifying behaviors may function as self-
care practices that support emotional regulation and psy-
chosocial health.

Personal color diagnosis has similarly received grow-
ing interest as a tool for improving self-perception and 
identity expression. Studies among Korean adults show 
that identifying one’s optimal color palette strengthens 
self-image and increases interpersonal confidence [5, 
6, 13]. The four-season color framework—originat-
ing from Itten and later refined by Birren and Caygill 
[14–16]—offers a structured method for linking biologi-
cal characteristics with psychological perception. Recent 
evidence further demonstrates that alignment with one’s 
personal color enhances authenticity, emotional balance, 
and subjective well-being [17].

Body shape diagnosis and body image perceptions 
represent another key dimension of appearance-related 
psychology. Body image is a multidimensional construct 
incorporating cognitive, emotional, and behavioral ele-
ments [2, 18, 19]. Positive body image has been linked 
to higher self-esteem and improved health-related well-
being [19, 20], whereas dissatisfaction is associated with 
anxiety, depressive symptoms, and disordered eating 
[21–24]. Life transitions, sociocultural pressures, and 
biological changes also shape body perception and may 

contribute to psychological distress and reduced well-
being [25–27]. Theoretical perspectives—including cog-
nitive-behavioral models, the tripartite influence model, 
and social comparison theory—underscore how internal 
beliefs and external influences jointly shape appearance 
attitudes and behaviors [17, 28, 29]. Evolutionary view-
points further frame physical preferences as potential 
indicators of health or social adaptability [30, 31], while 
media exposure has intensified unrealistic beauty norms, 
increasing appearance dissatisfaction across populations 
[32, 33].

Collectively, prior findings suggest that makeup behav-
ior, personal color recognition, and body shape aware-
ness are interconnected components that influence self-
esteem and psychosocial health outcomes [19, 29, 34, 
35]. However, most studies have examined these vari-
ables independently, and limited research has investi-
gated the mechanisms through which appearance-related 
awareness may influence psychological health. In partic-
ular, the mediating role of self-perception and behavior-
based interpretation remains insufficiently explored. In 
addition, many previous studies relied on cross-sectional 
designs and focused on individual appearance factors, 
limiting the ability to explain integrated mechanisms un-
derlying psychological outcomes.

Therefore, this study aimed to examine the relation-
ships among body shape diagnosis, personal color recog-
nition, makeup behavior, and self-esteem, while assess-
ing whether self-perception mediates these associations. 
It was hypothesized that appearance-related awareness 
would be positively associated with psychological health 
and self-esteem, and that self-perception and makeup be-
havior would mediate these relationships.

Methods

Study design

This study employed a quantitative cross-sectional 
design to examine the relationships among body shape 
diagnosis perception, personal color recognition, per-
ception factors, makeup behavior, psychological health, 
and self-esteem. The research model proposed that 
appearance-related awareness influences psychologi-
cal outcomes indirectly through perceptual and behav-
ioral mechanisms. Because the design is cross-sectional, 
causal relationships cannot be inferred.

P
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Participants

A total of 528 adults aged 18–50 years voluntarily par-
ticipated in the study. 

Participants were recruited using convenience sampling 
through online distribution and public consumer settings, 
including department stores, supermarkets, and beauty 
shops. The sample consisted of 414 women (78.4%) 
and 114 men (21.6%). Inclusion criteria required that 
participants be Korean residents within the target age 
range and able to provide informed consent. Before the 
survey, all participants received information about the 
study purpose, anonymity, and voluntary participation. 
Only individuals who agreed to digital informed consent 
proceeded. The higher proportion of female participants 
reflects greater engagement in appearance-related activi-
ties and should be considered when interpreting the find-
ings’ generalizability.

Data collection

Data were collected between December 17 and 31, 
2024, using an online self-administered questionnaire 
distributed via Google Forms. Recruitment occurred 
in public consumer settings—including department 
stores, supermarkets, and beauty shops—to target in-
dividuals with experience or interest in appearance-
related activities.

The questionnaire consisted of four components:

1) demographic characteristics, 2) body shape diagno-
sis perception, 3) personal color recognition, 4) percep-
tion subdomains, makeup behavior, and self-esteem.

All variables were measured using structured Likert-
type scales, with higher scores indicating stronger levels 
of perception, behavior, or psychological outcomes. To 
prevent duplicate submissions, responses were restricted 
to one per IP address.

Measurement instruments

The questionnaire consisted of five sections: body 
shape diagnosis perception, personal color recognition, 
perception factors, makeup behavior, and self-esteem. 
All items were measured using a five-point Likert scale 
ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree), 
with higher scores indicating higher levels of the cor-
responding construct.

Body shape diagnosis perception and personal color 
recognition were assessed using items developed from 
previous appearance-related perception studies and 
adapted to this research context.

Perception factors included five subdomains: self-
awareness, social perception, situational awareness, 
behavioral awareness, and emotional perception. These 
items were designed to assess individuals’ cognitive and 
emotional awareness of their appearance in personal and 
social contexts.

Makeup behavior was measured by the frequency, 
intention, and functional use of makeup as an appearance-
management strategy.

Self-esteem was assessed using items adapted from 
established self-esteem measures to evaluate participants’ 
overall sense of self-worth and self-acceptance.

Data analysis

Statistical analyses were conducted using IBM SPSS 
software, version 27.0 (IBM Corp., Armonk, NY, USA).

The analysis procedures were as follows:

1) Descriptive statistics were used to summarize 
demographic characteristics and appearance-related 
variables. 2) Exploratory factor analysis (principal 
component analysis method) was conducted to assess 
construct validity, and Cronbach’s α coefficients were 
calculated to evaluate internal consistency of each scale. 
Factors were extracted based on eigenvalues >1.0 and 
rotated using varimax rotation to achieve a simpler and 
more interpretable factor structure. 3) Group differences 
by demographic characteristics were examined using 
independent-samples t tests and one-way analysis of 
variance, with Duncan’s post-hoc test applied where 
appropriate. 4) Pearson correlation analysis assessed 
the bivariate associations among all major variables. 5) 
Hierarchical multiple regression analysis was conducted 
to examine the predictive effects of body shape diagnosis 
and personal color recognition on perception factors, 
makeup behavior, psychological health, and self-esteem. 
6) Mediation analysis was performed using a three-step 
regression approach, and Sobel’s test was used to confirm 
the significance of indirect effects. Prior to regression 
analyses, assumptions of normality, multicollinearity, 
and homoscedasticity were examined and found to be 
acceptable.
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Statistical significance was determined at P<0.05, 
P<0.01, and P<0.001.

The study adhered to the ethical principles of the Decla-
ration of Helsinki. Because the survey involved minimal 
risk and collected no identifiable information, formal IRB 
approval was not required.

Results

Sample characteristics

Table 1 presents the general characteristics of the 
participants.

A total of 528 Korean adults aged 18–50 years were in-
cluded in the analysis, comprising 414 women (78.4%) and 
114 men (21.6%). Most participants were in their 20s and 
30s, and 60.2% were unmarried. Educational attainment 
ranged from high school graduation to graduate-level edu-
cation, with company employees and professionals repre-
senting the largest occupational groups. Monthly income 
was most commonly distributed between 2 and 4 million 
KRW, and appearance-related expenditures were primarily 
allocated to skin care, hair care, and fashion styling.

Reliability and validity of measurement 
instruments

All measurement scales demonstrated acceptable internal 
consistency, with Cronbach’s α coefficients exceeding the 
recommended threshold of 0.70. Exploratory factor analy-
sis confirmed construct validity, supporting the appropri-
ateness of the measurement tools for subsequent analyses.

Correlations among major variables

Pearson correlation analysis revealed significant positive 
associations among all major study variables (Table 2). 
Body shape diagnosis perception and personal color recog-
nition were positively correlated with all perception subdo-
mains, makeup behavior, and self-esteem (P<0.001). In ad-
dition, perception subdomains—including self-awareness, 
social perception, situational awareness, behavioral aware-
ness, and emotional perception—were significantly associ-
ated with makeup behavior and self-esteem (P<0.001), in-
dicating coherent relationships among appearance-related 
awareness, perception, and psychological outcomes. These 
findings suggest that higher levels of appearance-related 
awareness are linked to more adaptive perceptual and be-
havioral responses. However, these relationships should 
be interpreted as associative rather than causal due to the 
cross-sectional design.

Effects of body shape diagnosis perception on 
perception subdomains

Linear regression analysis indicated that body shape 
diagnosis perception was significantly associated with all 
perception subdomains (Table 3). Specifically, body shape 
diagnosis showed significant positive effects with self-
awareness (β=0.432, P<0.001), social perception (β=0.415, 
P<0.001), situational awareness (β=0.382, P<0.001), 
behavioral awareness (β=0.411, P<0.001), and emotional 
perception (β=0.437, P<0.001). Among these, emotional 
perception exhibited the strongest association, explaining 
the largest proportion of variance. 

All coefficients are standardized (β). All models were 
significant at P<0.001.

Mediation effects of perception and makeup 
behavior

Mediation analysis indicated that body shape diagnosis 
perception and personal color recognition were not directly 
associated with self-esteem. Instead, their associations with 
self-esteem were mediated through perception subdomains 
and makeup behavior (Table 4). Sobel’s test confirmed that 
the indirect effects were statistically significant (P<0.001), 
supporting the mediating role of cognitive perception 
and appearance-management behavior in the relationship 
between appearance-related awareness and psychological 
outcomes. Although the indirect effects were statistically 
significant, the magnitude of these effects should be 
interpreted with caution.

Discussion 

The findings of this study suggest that body-shape 
diagnosis and personal-color are indirectly associated 
with self-esteem through perceptual factors and makeup 
behavior. Individuals with clearer awareness of their 
physical characteristics tended to report higher levels 
of self-perception, social recognition, and behavioral 
awareness. 

These outcomes are consistent with previous research 
suggesting that accurate and realistic body perception 
contributes to psychological stability and adaptive 
functioning [36]. The results further align with sociocultural 
perspectives showing that appearance-related perceptions 
are shaped by gender norms, body mass index (BMI), 
and broader cultural expectations, indicating that body 
awareness operates within interconnected psychosocial 
environments [37]. 
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Table 1. General characteristics of the participants

Classification No. (%)

Gender 
Female 414(78.4)

Male 114(21.6)

Age (y)

<20 195(36.9)

30 175(33.1)

40 85(16.1)

>50 73(13.8)

Marital status
Unmarried 318(60.2)

Married 210(39.8)

Highest level of education

High school graduate or below 59(11.2)

2-3 years of enrollment/graduation 124(23.5)

4 years of enrollment/graduation 234(44.3)

Graduate school enrollment/graduation 111(21)

Job

Student 38(7.2)

Professional 96(18.2)

Company employee 134(25.4)

Sales/service worker 65(12.3)

Self-employed 81(15.3)

Full-time homemaker 69(13.1)

Other 45(8.5)

Monthly average income

<1 million won 77(14.6)

<1-2 million won 83(15.7)

<2-3 million won 129(24.4)

<3-4 million won 130(24.6)

<4-5 million won 38(7.2)

5 million won or more 71(13.4)

Average monthly investment in 
appearance management

Less than 100,000 won 127(24.1)

Less than 100,000-200,000 won 104(19.7)

Less than 200,000-300,000 won 124(23.5)

Less than 300,000-400,000 won 74(14)

400,000 won or more 99(18.8)

High investment costs for appearance 
management

Hair care 146(27.7)

Skin care 149(28.2)

Cosmetic surgery 34(6.4)

Makeup products 70(13.3)

Fashion style 115(21.8)

Others 14(2.7)

Total 528(100)

�
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The mediating effects observed for perceptual factors 
support theoretical explanations grounded in mindful-
ness-based and cognitive-behavioral frameworks. Prior 
evidence suggests that strengthening internal awareness 
enhances emotional regulation, resilience, and self-
acceptance [38, 39]. Similarly, structural models have 
demonstrated that positive body image increases self-

efficacy, which reinforces self-esteem [40, 41]. These 
findings collectively suggest that appearance-related 
recognition can be understood as a psychosocial health 
construct in which cognitive interpretation and emotion-
al processing contribute to overall psychological well-
being [2, 25, 38].

Table 3. Effects of body shape diagnosis perception on perception subdomains

Dependent Variables β t P R²

Self-awareness 0.432 10.988 <0.001 0.187

Social perception 0.415 10.473 <0.001 0.173

Situational awareness 0.382 9.494 <0.001 0.146

Behavioral awareness 0.411 10.328 <0.001 0.169

Emotional perception 0.437 11.127 <0.001 0.191

Table 4. Summary of mediation effects of perception and makeup behavior

Independent Variables Mediators Outcome Direct Effect Indirect Effect P (Sobel Test)

Body shape diagnosis Perception subdomains Self-esteem N.s. Significant <0.001

Body shape diagnosis Perception+makeup 
behavior Self-esteem N.s. Significant <0.001

Personal color recognition Perception+makeup 
behavior Self-esteem N.s. Significant <0.001

N.s.: Not significant.�

Note: Indirect effects were tested using Sobel’s test.

Table 2. Correlations among the observed variables 

Category

Body 
Type Di-
agnosis 

Recogni-
tion

Personal 
Color 

Recogni-
tion

Recognition Factors

Makeup 
Behavior

Self-
Esteem

Self-
Aware-

ness

Social 
Percep-

tion

Situa-
tion

Aware-
ness

Action
Recogni-

tion

Emotion 
Recogni-

tion

Body type diagnosis 
recognition 1

Personal color 
recognition 0.671*** 1

Self-awareness 0.432*** 0.492*** 1

Social perception 0.415*** 0.522*** 0.497*** 1

Situation awareness 0.382*** 0.378*** 0.476*** 0.453*** 1

Action recognition 0.411*** 0.506*** 0.454*** 0.466*** 0.420*** 1

Emotion recognition 0.437*** 0.484*** 0.534*** 0.547*** 0.448*** 0.496*** 1

Makeup behavior 0.581*** 0.667*** 0.434*** 0.448*** 0.427*** 0.430*** 0.406*** 1

Self-esteem 0.357*** 0.375*** 0.475*** 0.275*** 0.389*** 0.350*** 0.341*** 0.389*** 1

***P<0.001.�
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Makeup behavior also emerged as an important mech-
anism linking appearance awareness to psychological 
outcomes. Consistent with earlier research, makeup use 
was associated with increased confidence, perceived au-
thenticity, and improved social adaptation [10, 39]. Prior 
studies have additionally noted that makeup serves as 
a form of identity expression, emotional communica-
tion, and social belonging, particularly among younger 
adults [42, 43]. These outcomes reinforce the notion that 
appearance-management behaviors may contribute posi-
tively to well-being when practiced as intentional self-
expression rather than as an external obligation or a basis 
for comparison [7, 11, 42].

In this context, structured appearance diagnosis and 
personal color analysis may be adaptive coping strate-
gies that help individuals manage appearance-related 
pressures and support self-perception.

From a sociocultural health perspective, these findings 
may be interpreted in light of the Korean appearance 
environment, which has been described in prior studies 
as emphasizing both high beauty standards and personal 
presentation [37, 41]. This interpretation aligns with 
health-behavior frameworks proposing that reframing 
appearance practices as self-care may enhance emotion-
al well-being, motivation, and sustainable confidence 
[10, 38, 43].

Practically, the results suggest that integrating psy-
chological principles into beauty consulting, personal 
color education, and body-shape coaching may support 
self-awareness and emotional well-being. Programs that 
emphasize reflection, competence-building, and auton-
omy—rather than comparison or perfectionism—may 
foster healthier psychological adjustment and hold rel-
evance for community health promotion. These insights 
have potential applications in public health education, 
school-based self-esteem programs, and adult wellness 
interventions oriented toward preventive mental health 
[29, 34, 43].

Several limitations of this study should be considered 
when interpreting the findings. 

First, the cross-sectional design prevents causal infer-
ences regarding the temporal relationships among ap-
pearance recognition, perception, behavior, and psycho-
logical outcomes.

Second, the sample was restricted to adults aged 18–50 
in South Korea, which limits the generalizability of the 
results to adolescents, older adults, or individuals from 
different cultural contexts.

Third, the study relied on self-reported measures, 
which may be influenced by social desirability bias or 
subjective interpretation of appearance traits.

Finally, the study did not examine additional psycho-
logical variables—such as self-compassion, social com-
parison tendencies, or media exposure—that may inter-
act with appearance awareness.

Conclusion

This study examined how body shape diagnosis and 
personal color recognition are associated with self-es-
teem and psychological health through the mediating 
roles of perceptual factors and makeup behavior. The 
findings suggest that appearance awareness was not di-
rectly associated with psychological outcomes but was 
indirectly related through cognitive interpretation and 
behavioral expression. These results suggest that the 
psychological meaning individuals assign to their physi-
cal characteristics may play a more central role in well-
being than the characteristics themselves. Appearance-
related practices grounded in accurate self-perception 
may have potential value for supporting confidence, 
emotional regulation, and identity expression. However, 
these findings should be interpreted with caution due to 
the cross-sectional design and the Korean adult sample.

Recommendations

Future research should benefit from longitudinal or ex-
perimental designs to clarify causal pathways and exam-
ine how perception develops over time. Cross-cultural 
studies are also recommended to determine whether 
the mediating roles of perception and makeup behavior 
operate similarly across diverse sociocultural environ-
ments. Incorporating qualitative approaches may pro-
vide deeper insight into how individuals internalize and 
interpret appearance diagnosis. Additionally, integrating 
variables, such as digital media exposure, body satisfac-
tion trajectories, or emotion-regulation strategies, may 
broaden the understanding of appearance-based psycho-
logical mechanisms. Practically, beauty education and 
consulting programs should emphasize cognitive clarity, 
emotional comfort, and autonomy to help individuals 
use appearance awareness as a constructive tool for psy-
chological well-being rather than a source of pressure.
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