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Is Zoom Dysmorphia a new disorder?

Z Olimpia Pino

The coronavirus (Covid-19) pandemic has created
a situation of severe uncertainty and isolation, disrup-
tions in finance, politics, social life, and healthcare
with detrimental effects on the population’s wellbeing.
Most studies reported negative psychological effects
including post-traumatic stress symptoms, confusion,
and anger (1). The increased popularity of videocon-
ferencing during the pandemic had many advantages
for maintaining social connection, and workplace
functioning but has seen a massive shift toward virtual
living where individuals found themselves staring at
their own video reflection, often for many hours a day,
scrutinizing their appearance and developing a neg-
ative self-perception. Online platforms have affected
the way people view themselves (2). Social context and
interpersonal relationships can largely be affected by
facial attractiveness. It plays a central role in forming
impressions and can influence the general consid-
eration of someone or, maybe, the choice of a mate.
In these cases, from a neuroscientific perspective, the
reward neural system results to be activated (3), in-
cluding at least five specific brain regions tied to the
stimuli perception. Impressions of faces can vary over
time and can be influenced by repetitive exposure to
the same face traits: in fact, facial attractiveness can be
conceptualized as an evolutionary construct that can
entail the influence of cultural aspects in the judge-
ment of what is beauty and what is unpleasantness (4).

The letter to the Editor by Kamleshun Ram-
phul (5) in the current issue of Acta Biomed (page
€2021348) raised the issue about the “dysmorphic
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concern’, a preoccupation with a perceived imperfec-
tion in physical appearance that usually occurs in body
image disorders, such as eating disorders and body
dysmorphic disorder (BDD), where individuals may
overestimate their body weight or size, or the extent
of a flaw in their appearance. Research (6) have ev-
idenced that individuals with high dysmorphic con-
cern exhibited more appearance-focused behaviors
(e.g., mirror-checking, appearance comparisons) and
greater distress over beauty service closing, especially
individuals who were living alone and younger. A sec-
ond study (7) assessed the video-usage behaviors in
the general population during Covid-19 pandemic in
their relationship with appearance dissatisfaction and
interest in beauty. Multiple aspects of video usage were
noted, including engagement in video-manipulation
techniques (e.g.: placing their camera or themselves to
show off their best angles on video) to enhance ap-
pearance and the focus of visual attention during vid-
eo-calls, but video-based appearance concerns did not
predict greater interest in invasive cosmetic surgeries.
This finding is consistent with the literature on facial
processing in BDD, where looking at an image of their
own face and another face, individuals with BDD dis-
proportionately concentrated on themselves and their
perceived unpleasant features. The selective attention
towards disliked aspects of appearance seems to con-
tribute to the development of a distorted body image.
These modulations of self-perception can influence the
general sense of self-worth, provoking emotional reac-
tions (8).
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The letter alludes to a larger, more provocative look
at the conceivable similarity between obsession prob-
lems and addictions. Before cataloguing Zoom Dys-
morphia as an addiction, we might explore the idea that
obsessions about body image might reflect a heteroge-
neous pathophysiology. Some individuals with dysmor-
phic concern might be more like those with addictions,
while others might be more like those with obsessive
compulsive disorder or body dysmorphic disorder.

The notion of zoom dysmorphia as an addiction,
although heuristically appealing, rests speculative and
needs supplementary studies to explore its validity and
pertinence. More wide-ranging information, such as
that which could be gathered from neurobiological
studies, has important potential in evolving prevention
and treatment strategies for disorders characterized
by body image concerns or obsessions. Studies with
event-related potentials (ERPs) pointed out the dy-
namic movement of brain activity in these situations.
Results have shown that high and middle attractive
faces were considered as more pleasant after repeated
exposure, while low attractive ones were not. Predict-
ing future evaluation of a certain face is positively cor-
related to the level of attractiveness of each face and
repeated exposure has been demonstrated to be con-
nected to the supramarginal gyrus - the main com-
ponent of the ventral attention network - and to the
superior temporal gyrus. Stable selective and durable
attention are crucial for judging high attractive faces,
maybe for the way in which observers focus themselves
on details and specific aspects of each face.

The letter also asks whether understanding the
heterogeneity within disorders may be a useful tac-
tic to develop more targeted treatment approaches.
The current shift to online and remote psychological
treatments during the Covid-19 pandemic may also
offer an opportunity to engage clients with dysmor-
phic concern in treatment. What else can be done? A
perspective can improve the attempt to help people in
building a “true sense” of self-esteem and self-look-
ing. This can be accomplished by working, since early
childhood, on the improvement of personal character-
istics; facets in cognitive therapy involve challenging
in certain contingencies of daily life that include self-
worth (9). Another possibility is to suggest subjects
to not focus only on themselves, but to try to connect

their self-perception to what is around them. Viewing
the world from an altruistic way could help them to
develop safe and authentic relationships, but also to
take care of their personality traits, social-self and psy-
chological vulnerabilities.

Moreover, self-help tasks can be completed inde-
pendently or guided by a facilitator who helps progr-
am’s participants to implement and adapt the curric-
ulum to their lives. Intervention on self-worth would
modulate the self-esteem level and modify responses to
a specific acceptance or rejection event. Health-based
applications (apps) may be useful both as a tool within
a formal intervention plan as well as a stand-alone tool
for self-monitoring. Psychoeducation about topics
such as the body ideal, advertising strategies usually
employed to sell products, and photo editing tactics
that maintain unrealistic ideals may reduce the risk
associated with media consumption. Finally, positive
psychology may provide additional insights for buff-
ering the effects of stress promoting coping and (re-)
appraisal strategies and an increased life’s meaning.

References

1.Brooks SK, Webster RK, Smith LE, Woodland L, Wessely S,
Greenberg N, Rubin G]J. The psychological impact of qua-
rantine and how to reduce it: Rapid review of the eviden-
ce. Lancet, 2020; 14: 395(10227), 912-920. doi:10.1016/
S0140-6736(20)30460-8

2. Rice SM, Siegel JA, Libby T, Graber E, Kourosh AS. Zo-
oming into cosmetic procedures during the COVID-19
pandemic: The provider’s perspective. Int ] Women Der-
matol; 2021: 7(2), 213-216. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.
ijwd.2021.01.012.

3. Aharon I, Etcoff N, Ariely D, Chabris CF, O’Connor E,
Breiter HC). Beautiful faces have variable reward value:
fMRI and behavioral evidence. Neuron; 2001:32(3), 537-
551. doi:10.1016/50896-6273(01)00491-3

4. Little, A. Facial attractiveness. WIREs Cogni Sci, 5 (6), pp.
621-634. doi: 10.1002/wcs.1316

5. Ramphul K. Zoom Dysmorphia: the rise of a new issue
amidst the pandemic. Acta Biomed 2021; 92(6):¢2021348
doi: 10.23750/abm.v92i6.12523

6. Pikoos TD, Buzwell S, Sharp G, Rossell SL. The CO-
VID-19 pandemic: Psychological and behavioral responses
to the shutdown of the beauty industry. Int ] Eat Disord,
2020; 53(12):1993-2002. doi:10.1002/eat.23385

7. Pikoos TD, Buzwell S, Sharp G, Rossell SL. The Zoom ef-
fect: Exploring the impact of video calling on appearance
dissatisfaction and interest in aesthetic treatment during



Acta Biomed 2021; Vol. 92, N. 6: €2021303

the COVID-19 pandemic. Aesthet Surg J; 2021: sjab257.

doi:10.1093/asj/sjab257 Received: 19 November 2021
8. Crocker J. Contingencies of self-worth: Implica- Accepted: 26 November 2021
tions for self-regulation and psychological vulne- Correspondence:
rability. Self Identity, 2002; 143-149. https://doi. Olimpia Pino, PhD
org/10.1080/152988602317319320 Neuroscience Unit,
9. Beck A. Cognitive therapy of depression: New perspectives. Department of Medicine and Surgery,

In J.B.PJ. Clayton, Treatment of Depression: Old contro- Via Volturno, 39
versies and new approaches, 1983; 265-284. New York: Ra- 43125 Parma (Italy)
ven Press. Phone: 0521904831
E-mail: olimpia.pino@unipr.it



