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Body size ideals in virtual reality environments 
 

Background 

The kinds of faces and bodies we find 
attractive, and the kinds of bodies we 
aspire to, may in part be learned through 
visual experience of the faces and bodies 
around us.  Typical visual media (e.g. 
television, magazines etc) are 2 
dimensional and thus do not exactly map 
onto our real experience of bodies in the 
world.  Advanced in VR technology 
increasingly allow users to interact with 
life-size, 3D avatars and thus may in the 
future exert disproportionate influence on 
our body size and shape ideals.  These 
ideals can have consequences both for 
partner choice and for individuals’ self-
esteem. 

Aims and Methods 

By using experimental approaches and 
highly controlled VR stimuli, this project 
will investigate the degree to which male 
and female participants are susceptible to 
3D visual inputs regarding own and 
opposite sex body shapes.  We will also 
attempt to manipulate potential visual and 
non-visual mediators of these phenomena 
in order to elucidate the degree to which 
visual inputs act directly, or via higher 
level socio-cognitive processes such as 
social comparison, or valence learning. 

 

Relevance 

The suggested project sits at the 
intersection of visual cognition, social 
psychology and health psychology. The 
results will have implications for both 
mental health issues and the media and 
will be of interest to a wide range of 
disciplines. 

 

 

Training 

The research activity will be primarily 
based in Psychology and will involve 
collaboration with academics in Newcastle. 
The candidate will gain a deeper 
understanding of how faces and bodies 
are processed in the brain, and the 
impacts of this processing on higher level 
perception. Besides general research 
skills, the candidate will get an intense 
training in advanced multivariate and non-
linear statistics, experimental research 
methods and (potentially) in avatar 
computer graphics. 

 

Suitable for  

PhD and MSc by Research students. 
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