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South Korea's beauty standards and the rise of its beauty industry, known as K-beauty,
offer a fascinating lens through which to examine the intersection of culture, globalization, and
innovation. Rooted in centuries-old traditions and influenced by historical and societal shifts,
Korean beauty ideals have evolved from an emphasis on natural simplicity to a modern aesthetic
that blends local values with global trends. At the same time, the K-beauty industry has
expanded beyond national borders, becoming a powerhouse in the worldwide market with its
innovative skincare routines, high-quality products, and appealing branding. Explore how South
Korean beauty standards have transformed over time and examine how the K-beauty industry
has adapted to meet the demands of a diverse, international audience while navigating challenges

such as inclusivity, sustainability, and cultural representation.

South Korean Beauty Standards
The traditional Korean beauty standards emphasize a combination of specific physical
features that reflect societal ideals of perfection. These include pale, flawless skin, a v-shaped

face, double eyelids, plump lips, and a high, straight

nose bridge, often considered the epitome of beauty in

| South Korea. For instance, Kim Ji-soo, a member of the
globally renowned K-pop group BLACKPINK, is
frequently cited as a prime example of these standards
(Siu, 2021). Many of these can not be achieved with
makeup alone, “which explains the soaring popularity of

cosmetic surgery” (Tan, 2020). In South Korea, there is

societal pressure on physical appearances to meet beauty



standards. If individuals do not keep up with these standards they will “be accused of ‘letting
themselves go’” or told by friends and family they would look better with double eyelid surgery
(Korean Beauty Ideals Have Changed the Asian “Standard,” 2021). South Korea is often
regarded as the world's plastic surgery capital, with double eyelid surgery being the most popular
procedure. This cosmetic surgery creates a defined crease in the upper eyelid, enhancing the
appearance of larger, more prominent eyes. Remarkably, some patients undergo this procedure as
young as ten, reflecting the deep-rooted cultural
emphasis on specific beauty ideals (Burnett, 2019). Q Ej
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This societal pressure to meet beauty standards
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applies to women and men. Similar to the women’s
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beauty standard, a high nose bridge, smooth white

skin, muscular, big eyes, and a small face with a \ /&

v-shaped chin. Male K-pop idols have become fm [l e
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“beauty icons that most young Korean men want to \ 2

look like” (Male Make-Up: Korean Men and BTS

Started a Revolution in Men's Beauty -, 2021). Men and women are highly intrigued by K-pop

group BTS's flawless look, makeup choices, skincare routines, and beauty tips. Recognizing this
interest, the beauty industry leveraged BTS's

popularity by featuring their faces on mask sheets

and hand creams. Additionally, BTS has released
exclusive limited-edition products, such as a

BT21 Limited Edition Volcanic Pore Clay Mask & collaboration with Innisfree. This marketing strategy
Cleansing Foam Special Set 1 box
Clear your deepest pore concerns with the double power of #PoreCareHero

e has been remarkably successful, appealing not only



to devoted global fans but also to young men aspiring to emulate their style (Male Make-Up:
Korean Men and BTS Started a Revolution in Men’s Beauty -, 2021). These beauty standards
shape individual choices and reflect broader cultural values that prioritize physical appearance as
a measure of success and self-worth. As a result, pursuing these ideals continues to fuel South
Korea's thriving beauty and cosmetic surgery industries.
History Behind South Korean Beauty Standards

The history of South Korean beauty standards is deeply rooted in its cultural and
historical contexts, evolving through various dynasties. During the Silla Dynasty, the ideology of
young-yook-il-chi-sa-sang emphasized the harmony of physical beauty and inner virtue, with the
belief that a beautiful body housed a beautiful soul. Gold accessories symbolized beauty and
prestige, while historical texts like Samguk Yusa highlighted attractive physical traits, such as
glowing skin, as markers of leadership and virtue, underscoring the importance of skincare and
grooming across genders (Asia Society, 2024a). In the Goryeo Dynasty, elegance and clear skin
became central to beauty ideals, with lighter makeup and advanced skincare routines reflecting a
focus on natural refinement. Women enjoyed greater social status during this period, but this
progress was curtailed in the Confucian-influenced Joseon Dynasty, where societal norms
reinforced traditional roles. Joseon aesthetics prized simplicity and composure, epitomized by
the sambaek (three whites), samheuk (three blacks), and samhong (three reds), which
emphasized fair skin, dark features, and rosy accents. These historical values laid the foundation
for many aspects of modern Korean beauty standards, which continue to celebrate clear skin,
harmonious features, and meticulous self-presentation (Asia Society, 2024b). The evolution of
beauty standards across these dynasties highlights how ideals of physical appearance were

deeply intertwined with societal values, leadership qualities, and cultural identity. From the



harmonious elegance of Silla to the refined simplicity of Joseon, each era contributed to shaping
modern Korean beauty ideals that emphasize balance, natural refinement, and meticulous care.
These historical foundations not only reflect the enduring importance of beauty in Korean
society but also reveal how cultural and historical shifts continue to influence perceptions of
attractiveness and self-presentation in contemporary South Korea.
Global Growth of The K-Beauty Industry

Korean beauty products have skyrocketed globally in recent years due to their
industry-leading innovations in skincare and cosmetics. In 2023, global K-beauty products were
valued at $12.54 billion. The K-beauty industry is predicted to “reach $25.98 billion in 2032,
growing at a CAGR of 8.43%” (Straits Research, 2022). The interest in K-beauty products has
risen with the popularization of Korean entertainment, K-pop, and Korean dramas. The influence
of K-pop idols and Korean dramas has also played a significant role, as fans are “drawn to the
trends and routines promoted by Korean idols and influencers, fueling demand for K-beauty
products worldwide (Straits Research, 2022). With the growing popularity of K-pop globally
there has been an increase of sales from non-Koren consumers choosing K-beauty products. In a
survey in 2023, “61.3% of residents from Mexico answered that K-beauty products were popular
in their country”(Jobst, 2023). Along with K-pop idols, social media influencers are the driving
force behind the global growth of the K-beauty industry. Beauty gurus have been sharing and
“educating their followers on the benefits of K-beauty products and routines” (From Trend to
Tradition: The Global Rise of Korean Skincare | Brand Vision, 2024). K-beauty brands are
renowned for their constant innovation, introducing effective and appealing ingredients that
captivate consumers worldwide. By leveraging cutting-edge technologies and incorporating

unique elements such as snail mucin and fermented ingredients, they have established



themselves as global trendsetters in skincare (From Trend to Tradition: The Global Rise of
Korean Skincare | Brand Vision, 2024). In response to growing consumer demand for sustainable
options, many K-beauty brands embrace eco-friendly packaging and develop products with
beeswax, animal collagen, eggs, and snail extract (Straits Research, 2022). This commitment to
sustainability reflects the evolving priorities of global consumers and further strengthens the
appeal of K-beauty products. By addressing diverse skin concerns and catering to men and
women, K-beauty brands have cemented their reputation as inclusive and versatile innovators in
the skincare industry. As the market grows, the global fascination with K-beauty shows no signs
of slowing down, solidifying its position as a dominant force in the beauty world.
Issues with K-Beauty Industry

The K-beauty industry, though celebrated for its innovation, faces criticism for
promoting rigid beauty standards that can harm self-esteem and mental health. Societal pressure
to conform is intense, as reflected in the experiences of idols like Hwasa from Mamamoo, who

was criticized for her appearance being called “fat and not

et

pretty”, despite her talent. Her decision to challenge these
norms has made her a symbol of confidence (Siena &
Clarie, 2022). However, many idols, such as Super
Junior’s Kyuhyun, face coercion to undergo plastic
surgery to debut (King, 2023). This reflects the broader
societal fixation on appearance, reinforced by the
prevalence of cosmetic surgery ads and the cultural rise of

'lookism,' a term describing discrimination based on

physical appearance (Park et al., 2019). A 27-year-old



woman shared that after undergoing plastic surgery, her life significantly improved, particularly
in her work life and personal relationships. She believed that without the surgeries, she wouldn't
have experienced these positive changes, including finding a boyfriend and advancing her career.
This reflects how, in some societies, women often face pressure to conform to beauty standards,
and how such physical changes can be seen as a way to gain professional and personal benefits
(Siena & Clarie, 2022). Furthermore, harmful trends like skin bleaching, involving toxic
substances like mercury, highlight the physical risks associated with pursuing these ideals (Siena
& Clarie, 2022). Together, these issues underscore the industry's contribution to unrealistic and
damaging beauty expectations.
How The K-Beauty Industry Is Changing

The K-beauty industry is adapting to its growing global audience by embracing
innovation, cultural influence, and modern marketing strategies. Known for offering a wide
variety of products Korean Beauty caters to different skin types and concerns, moving away from
the traditional one-size-fits-all approach. The emphasis on a multi-step skincare routine,
including cleansing, toning, treating, moisturizing, and protecting, appeals to consumers looking
for a comprehensive solution. Additionally, customization is a key element, with brands allowing
consumers to mix and match products to create personalized routines that address their unique
skin needs (Korean Beauty. Innovation & Natural Ingredients for Global Success, 2024).
K-beauty products have taken TikTok by storm, sparking new trends and embracing influencer
marketing to go viral. For instance, Beauty of Joseon’s Relief Sun sunscreen has garnered 587
million views on TikTok, thanks to influencers like Ava Lee, who is set to collaborate with the
brand for a 2024 release (Flora, 2023). Similarly, Laneige has experienced significant sales

growth in the US, driven by viral TikTok videos and brand ambassador Sydney Sweeney, which



has contributed to Amorepacific's broader marketing strategy and a 27% increase in overseas
revenue, including a remarkable 105% growth in North America (Flora, 2023). US-based
K-beauty brands are adapting to diverse demographics and the demand for products catering to
various skin tones, while Korea-based brands like TIRTIR and Dear Dahlia are catching up.
When Darcei Giles (Miss Darcei on TikTok) tried TIRTIR’s Mask Fit Red Cushion foundation, it
only offered three shades for fair skin, highlighting the lack of inclusivity for deeper tones. After
expanding to 11 shades, Giles expressed her support for the brand if they create shades for darker
complexions (James, 2024). This shift toward inclusivity and innovation demonstrates the
K-beauty industry's commitment to evolving with global consumer demands. By addressing
diverse preferences, embracing viral marketing strategies, and expanding product ranges to cater
to all skin tones, K-beauty continues to solidify its position as a leader in the global beauty

market, appealing to a wide array of audiences while setting new standards for the industry.

The evolution of South Korea's beauty standards and the global success of the K-beauty
industry reflect a dynamic interplay between cultural heritage, innovation, and modern consumer
expectations. Rooted in centuries-old traditions, South Korean beauty ideals have continuously
adapted to societal changes, shaping both individual identities and the broader cultural landscape.
At the same time, the K-beauty industry has harnessed these ideals to create a global
phenomenon, offering innovative products and routines that resonate with diverse audiences.
However, the industry's challenges—such as inclusivity, sustainability, and the perpetuation of
rigid beauty standards—underscore the need for continued evolution. As K-beauty moves
forward, its ability to balance cultural authenticity with global inclusivity and ethical practices
will determine its role as a pioneer in the beauty world, setting benchmarks for how the industry

can evolve in a more inclusive and sustainable direction.



References

Asia Society. (2024a, November 27). The History of Korean Beauty Part 1: Silla Dynasty. Asia
Society. https://asiasociety.org/korea/history-korean-beauty-part-1-silla-dynasty

Asia Society. (2024b, November 27). The History of Korean Beauty Part 3: Joseon Dynasty.
Asia Society. https://asiasociety.org/korea/history-korean-beauty-part-3-joseon-dynasty

Burnett, R. (2019). The Differing Attitudes Towards Mental Health in the United States and
South Korea.

Flora, L. (2023, October 26). How TikTok Brought Back K-Beauty. The Business of Fashion.
https://www.businessoffashion.com/articles/beauty/k-beauty-tik-tok-skin-care-influencers
/

From Trend to Tradition: The Global Rise of Korean Skincare | Brand Vision. (2024).
Brandvm.com.
https://www.brandvm.com/post/the-rise-of-korean-skincare-the-marketing-strategy-behin
d-its-global-popularity

James, D. (2024, November 21). How Inclusivity Is Driving K-Beautys Second Wave. Vogue.
https://www.vogue.com/article/inclusivity-k-beauty-second-wave

Jobst, N. (2023). South Korea: K-beauty popularity the Americas by country 2023 | Statista.
Statista.
https://www.statista.com/statistics/1274793/south-korea-korean-beauty-popularity-americ
a-by-country/#statisticContainer

K-Culture and the Overlooked Chemical Burden on Women | IPEN. (2024). Ipen.org.

https://ipen.org/news/k-culture-and-overlooked-chemical-burden-women



Kim Jisoo. (2023). IMDb.
https://www.imdb.com/name/nm3255458/mediaviewer/rm3000981505/?ref =nm_ov_ph

King, A. (2023, October 4). K-pop Idol Says SM Entertainment Forced Plastic Surgery. Digital
Music News.
https://www.digitalmusicnews.com/2023/10/04/k-pop-idol-says-sm-entertainment-forced
-plastic-surgery/

Korean beauty ideals have changed the Asian “standard.” (2021). Asia Media Centre | Helping
New Zealand Media Cover Asia .
https://www.asiamediacentre.org.nz/features/korean-beauty-ideals-have-changed-the-asia
n-standard

Korean Beauty: Innovation & Natural Ingredients for Global Success. (2024).
Databridgemarketresearch.com.
https://www.databridgemarketresearch.com/whitepaper/innovative-solutions-in-korean-b
eauty-products-a-comprehensive?srsltid=AfmBOooycaDjJEkQm6aPvjRqfrpGK Tw5Qe
nGe20AzXdeueNuZtdSaGO

Male Make-up: Korean Men and BTS started a revolution in men s beauty -. (2021, May 20).
Sourcing Lab.
https://sourcing-lab.com/male-make-up-korean-men-and-bts-started-a-revolution-in-mens
-beauty/

Park, R. H., Myers, P. L., & Langstein, H. N. (2019). Beliefs and trends of aesthetic surgery in
South Korean young adults. Archives of Plastic Surgery, 46(6), 612—616.

https://doi.org/10.5999/aps.2018.01172



Rapp, J. (2020, March 3). South Korean men lead the world'’s male beauty market. Will the West
ever follow suit? CNN.
https://www.cnn.com/style/article/south-korea-male-beauty-market-chanel/index.html

Siena, B., & Clarie, L. (2022). The Korean Beauty Industry: How does it affect its Society?

Siu, C. (2021, December 11). Korean Beauty Standards — THE LION. The Lion.
https://thelion.sites.Imu.edu/miscellaneous/korean-beauty-standards/

Straits Research. (2022). K-Beauty Products Market Trend, Growth to 2022-2030.
Straitsresearch.com. https://straitsresearch.com/report/k-beauty-products-market

Tan, W. L. (2020, March 21). We need to stop chasing unrealistic beauty standards in Asia and
start feeling beautiful. CNA Lifestyle.
https://cnalifestyle.channelnewsasia.com/style/unrealistic-beauty-standards-in-asia-25396
1

The History of Korean Beauty Part 2: Goryeo Dynasty. (2024, November 27). Asia Society.

https://asiasociety.org/korea/history-korean-beauty-part-2-goryeo-dynasty



	References 

