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Abstract

Cosmetic surgery is becoming increasingly popular and is often pursued to improve social impressions. In
this research, we argue that it can generate unintended reputational costs. Results of five pre-registered
studies with over 4,000 participants demonstrate that cosmetic surgery elevates perceptions of
narcissism—a dark personality trait characterized by an inflated sense of self-importance. These inferences
arise because cosmetic surgery signals a willingness to incur sacrifices for the sake of beauty, suggesting a
strong desire for admiration. Narcissism perceptions weaken when surgery serves restorative or health-
related purposes and strengthen when procedures involve greater risks. In turn, anticipation of narcissistic
rivalry increases the likelihood of social rejection of those undergoing cosmetic surgery. These findings
advance understanding of appearance-enhancing consumer choices by revealing previously
unacknowledged social costs of widely used cosmetic procedures.
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