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‌Introduction

   This is not the story of a generation falling apart. This is the story of a generation being remade, from people into products, from girls into GIRLS®.

   We did fall apart, long ago. We were pulled apart from the pressure. But then we were remade, the fragments of us forged into products on display, objects to be optimised, things without feelings.

   For a long time I thought the problem was me. Growing up, I felt disconnected from the modern world. I have always been shy and reserved; I’m sensitive, I overthink things, and I spent most of my childhood hiding out in my own head, observing, thinking, feeling too much.

   For me, every experience of girlhood – insecurity about my appearance, changes to my body, talking to boys, trying to fit in and make friends – felt excruciating. I hated how young I looked, desperate to be older but also terrified of growing up. I hated how shy I was, how I would finally find my way into a friendship group only to sit in silence, afraid to say anything, then wonder why I didn’t belong. I hated how I was seen as frigid and insecure, being the last girl in my friend group to kiss a boy, and go on a date. These were things I spent most of my adolescence punishing myself for.

   In the early 2010s, when my friends and I were 10 or 11, social media apps arrived, and everything got worse. All the girls I knew joined Instagram, and the face and body I hated suddenly had to be offered up to the market, ranked and reviewed. Now I had all these girls on my phone to compare myself to, not just from my school but from every school, always there to measure myself against. Sleepovers I hadn’t been invited to now had to be scrolled through. Boys I liked were now rating me in front of everyone. My worth was made public, measured in likes and followers. I had constant reminders of how lonely and left out I was, but knew that feeling would only get worse if I removed myself from it all. The very thing hurting me became my lifeline.

   The only word I can think of to describe it is disconnected. I felt disconnected from everyone, from everything. The friendships I had felt shallow and superficial, more about getting selfies together than anything else. The only community I had was online, the closest thing I had to neighbours the influencers I watched every night. And it wasn’t only social media making me feel this way. My family had fallen apart when I was three and I was devastated, completely crushed by it, and I carried that feeling with me all through my teens and twenties. Much of my childhood was spent being exchanged between my mum and dad on their doorsteps, before sitting alone in my bedroom, messaging my friends on a screen.

   For years I accepted that something was wrong with me. I wasn’t cut out for the modern world; everyone else could cope but I couldn’t. I needed more to get through life, more guidance and guard rails, more stability and security, something, anything, solid to hold on to.

   All the while, adults around me insisted that these feelings were nothing new. Over and over again, I was reminded that adolescent girls always worry about their appearance, about fitting in, about finding their place in the world. They grow out of it eventually.

   But God, things didn’t feel right. They felt unmanageable. I was so unhappy with how I looked that I felt worthless and defective. I was so shy that I wanted to withdraw from everyone, even my own family. I was desperate to connect but also desperate to be left alone. I wanted to hide from the world but also obsessed over how I was performing, tracking my online reviews like I was some sort of product. I began to wonder if I had an anxiety disorder, then got even more trapped in my head going over signs and symptoms. Back then I had no words to describe what I was feeling; I wouldn’t have known where to begin.

   Over the years, though, I started sensing that other girls felt this way too. Friends were opening up to me, admitting that they suffered from anxiety and depression. Others were starving themselves, or showing up to school with cuts on their arms. Even extroverted, popular girls who seemed to have it together on the outside were beginning to fall apart on the inside.

   Gradually I found girls talking online about this feeling. Some posted about crippling anxiety; others confessed to always feeling alone. Some felt so disconnected that they described observing themselves from the outside, as though they were inanimate objects. They felt detached from their bodies, from their sex, from their real selves, describing feelings of what would now be called dysphoria, dysmorphia and disassociation. Some girls suffered from social anxiety so severe they couldn’t leave their homes, while others had panic attacks so extreme they needed emergency care. This was nothing new? Really?

   At 18 I left for university in London, still feeling this way but shoving it down. I distracted myself however I could, but it was always there, simmering away. Life became about pretending to be this secure, confident young woman on the outside while feeling like a helpless girl on the inside. I stopped eating enough, I worked all the time, I withdrew from my friends, and while I didn’t fall apart as dramatically as some other girls did, I carried this thing, this weight, this feeling of disconnection, everywhere.

   Then, in 2020, as I was about to graduate, the pandemic hit. I moved back home, started watching my lectures and seminars online, and finally had time to think about why I felt this way. I started pitching to magazines and newspapers, trying to put into words how I felt about social media, about dating apps, about family breakdown, about how girlhood felt in the modern world. Eventually I found a job in a cafe and started a Substack called GIRLS, somewhere I could finally articulate all this. I wrote obsessively, scrawling ideas on receipts behind the till, writing notes on my hand between coffees, then rushing home to pour it all into essays. And as I wrote, it was as if the words flowed through my fingertips. I began to notice threads running through it all: the pain girls and young women felt, the industries profiting from this, the commodification of everything including our very selves, the lies we were being told. I realised I had so much to say about modern life – about the rapid rate of change, the complete lack of direction and guidance, the collapse of any real community – and about the industries dedicated to intensifying and profiting from our anxiety. I wrote about social media algorithms stripping girls of their unique personalities. I wrote about loneliness becoming a lucrative industry. I wrote about why so many of us were in therapy and on antidepressants. I wrote about the loss of religion and what it felt like to live without it. I wrote about everything that confused and angered me in the modern world but had somehow become normal: romance reduced to swiping and sliding into DMs, girls watching influencers live their lives instead of living their own, young women advertising themselves online like products on display.

   And the more I put into words, the more I paid attention to the problem, the more I realised this was not ‘nothing new’.

   Everything I was feeling, everything young women were sharing with me and admitting online, was normal in a sense – but it was all unfolding against a backdrop that was unbelievably abnormal. We were the first generation to learn to flirt on Instagram, to try to find teenage love by swiping. We were the first to have our faces and bodies ranked and reviewed on social media before we had even reached puberty, the first to document our adolescence for an online audience. Our problems were painfully familiar and yet agonisingly different. I realised that the same adults telling me this was nothing new had no advice to give. Our world was moving too fast for them to know where to begin.

   By this time, in my early twenties, I was also hearing about Gen Z’s ‘mental health crisis’ everywhere: in headlines, bestselling books, surveys and studies. Suddenly there were reams of statistics about our rising rates of anxiety, depression, eating disorders, self-harm and suicide. And not only was I reading about it, I was seeing it, more and more: cousins, family friends, girls and young women I worked with at the cafe, all dealing with some sort of crisis, from panic attacks to social anxiety to eating disorders.

   But we were all trying to hide it, one way or another. When I went out with friends we talked about hating the way we looked, ruminating on everything that was wrong with us, before rushing to take selfies. We complained about how shallow and fake it all felt, we wondered what had happened to real love and romance, before swiping on dating apps. We acted like we were strong and independent women, before battling over who had to order in restaurants. We opened up about our feelings, before insisting that we didn’t have any. Beneath the laughter, behind the detachment, there was something else, a quiet despair. We talked about the world as though it was over, as though our time was already up, as though there was no hope for the future, no chance of achieving anything real or lasting. We would joke about our medication, our therapy sessions, our anxiety and attachment issues, about how unwell and unhappy we were. I was finding it harder and harder to believe we were all broken. Something else had to be happening.

   I had sunk inward in my early teens, but by now I was seeing girls withdrawing at 12, 11, 10. Now my friends’ sisters were falling apart. The feelings they were describing, no matter how familiar they sounded, were hitting them so hard and with such intensity that they just could not cope. Even everyday things like answering the phone, showing up to school or eating enough were too much to manage. Every adolescent experience, from hanging out with their friends to going on first dates to getting their first jobs, now came with such fear and rumination they would rather avoid it entirely and stay inside. How had girls become this anxious? This disconnected? Maybe I could accept that there was something wrong with me, but this many of us?

   The truth, I came to realise, is that girls haven’t changed. The world has. While we wrestle with the same age-old anxieties and insecurities as generations of young women before us, they are now being amplified, and commodified, like never before. Girls have always felt anxious, insecure and unsure of who they are, but never has this feeling been so intense. And never has it been so profitable.

   What Happened?

   Before we begin, it’s important to acknowledge that some of these struggles are nothing new. Adolescence has always been a time of angst and inner turmoil, especially for girls. Studies show that women are, on average, more ruminative, risk-averse and prone to anxiety than men.1 Generally, girls and young women are more sensitive to negative stimuli than boys and men, but this gap becomes especially pronounced during puberty, when girls seem to experience a sudden drop in confidence, which falls below that of boys and never fully catches up.2 At this age every emotion feels very intense, and girls become particularly vulnerable to social pressure.

   But this is more than that.

   What girls and young women are going through today is something new. We see this most clearly in the complete collapse of their mental health. Since the early 2010s, Generation Z (those of us born between roughly 1996 and 2011) has been falling apart, with adolescent girls hit hardest. And the generation after that, Gen Alpha (born between 2012 and 2025), is heading in the same direction.

   The symptoms are everywhere. Rates of anxiety disorders, depression, self-harm and eating disorders among adolescent girls have soared since the early 2010s.3 Across the Anglosphere, girls’ self-harm and suicide rates have also reached record highs.4 In the US, nearly one in three teenage girls seriously considered suicide in 2021, up from 19% a decade earlier, and double the rate for boys.5 Suicide rates for girls as young as ten have also risen in recent years, along with emergency room visits for suicide attempts.6

   There are countless theories for this crisis, but I still don’t believe we have the full story. Yes, the mass adoption of smartphones, the rise of social media platforms and the advance of algorithms and online advertising had a huge impact in the early 2010s. But these were simply the mechanism, the machinery, for what I believe is the bigger story: the mass commodification of girls. Over the past 15 years, my generation has not only been broken but reassembled into something consumable, sellable, inanimate.

   This book will attempt to tell that bigger story. GIRLS® will trace memories of my girlhood, from 2010 (when I was ten, just about to start secondary school) to 2025, to track where my generation, the older cohort of Gen Z, has ended up. I was born in 1999, given my first smartphone at 11, and came of age on social media. By thinking back through my memories I hope not only to make some sense of Gen Z’s mental health crisis but also to answer other important questions along the way. How, for example, has the generation raised on self-love and body positivity become so insecure, and so convinced they need cosmetic surgery? How has a generation of girls and young women given more power and opportunities than ever before ended up so fragile and risk-averse? Why, despite all the mental health awareness, anti-stigma campaigns and a culture fluent in therapy-speak, are girls so anxious and depressed? And how is it possible that a generation of women promised the freedom to be whoever we want, with more ways to express ourselves than any before, is falling apart?

   What happened?

   My basic argument is simple. Modern digital technology amplifies the age-old anxieties adolescent girls have always felt. Throughout history, girls and young women have always worried about their appearance, their emotions, their social status, their friendships and families, their romantic relationships and their futures. But today these anxieties are being magnified to such an extreme that they have become unmanageable.

   The problem, though, is more sinister than that. Not only does the modern world magnify these age-old anxieties, it ruthlessly exploits and profits from them. Corporations capitalise on our fears and vulnerabilities to constantly sell us products and services. The worse our mental health gets, the more ‘solutions’ we can be sold: a continuous conveyor belt of apps, products, services, pills and procedures promising happiness and fulfilment yet trapping us in a cycle of introspection, consumption, dependency and dissatisfaction.

   Girls have always worried about their appearance, for example. But today they have to handle these insecurities in a world of Augmented Reality beauty filters, TikTok plastic surgeons pushing lip fillers and rhinoplasties, and an endless stream of edited, surgically enhanced Instagram influencers flooding their feeds.

   It’s also normal for girls to feel anxious and unsure about their emotions, confused about what’s healthy and unhealthy. But now they are trying to make sense of all that in a world of therapy apps insisting they need professional help and intervention, TikTok influencers sharing vague symptoms of disorders and diagnoses for views, and ads for ADHD medication that can be delivered to their door.

   It’s normal, too, for girls and young women to worry about dating, relationships and their sexuality. But try dealing with all of that in a world where you feel you have to advertise yourself like a product on dating apps, where you watch violent videos on porn sites before you reach puberty, where casual sex and self-commodification are sold as female empowerment. And if you feel uncomfortable with any of this you are made to feel uptight, frigid and childlike, as if something is wrong with you.

   Of course, there is nothing new about industries profiting from women’s vulnerabilities. Over the past decade, though – with the rise of social media platforms, digital advertising and artificial intelligence (AI) – corporations have learned how to commodify not only girls’ and young women’s faces and bodies, but every part of our personal lives.

   Corporations now have more immediate and intimate access to us than ever before. Smartphones and social media allow industries and influencers to reach girls all the time, day and night. Tech giants like Google, TikTok and Meta (the owner of Facebook, WhatsApp and Instagram) can also track every girl’s move online, collecting and storing massive amounts of data on her activity. This data is then sold to advertisers who target her constantly through customised ads, delivered by algorithms on feeds designed to be as addictive as possible. Every worry a girl has can be monitored, categorised and monetised: from hating the shape of her nose, to fearing she might have a mental health disorder, to distrusting her boyfriend. This is aside from the rise of beauty, mental health and dating influencers who pretend to be her best friend while preying on her insecurities. The scale and sophistication of this exploitation is unprecedented.

   But GIRLS® is not just another book about social media. It is about a vast, interconnected web of industries, each profiting from our experiences and anxieties. It is about how these industries influence everything from how we look to how we feel, from how we love to how we treat other people. It is about an entire commercial ecosystem that uses our emotions as raw material: a beauty industry that thrives on our self-loathing; a wellness industry that relies on our stress and anxiety; a pharmaceutical industry that needs our distress and diagnoses; a dating industry that depends on our dissatisfaction and continuous swiping; a porn industry that profits from our objectification; a consumer culture that cashes in on our search for identity and belonging. Our despair and disempowerment are worth billions.

   And today we are not merely sold commodities like previous generations were. We are the commodity. We market and sell ourselves all the time. Girls and young women are packaging up their personal lives for Instagram, advertising themselves like products on dating apps and transforming themselves into professional brands to be monitored and managed. Since the rise of social media, girls have grown up seeing themselves as nothing but objects in a marketplace. Our happiness and self-worth now depend on how sellable we are.

   ‘GIRLS®’ is how I think of what girls have become in the modern world: products on display, things to be sold. I hope this term can capture how every experience of girlhood, every anxiety of adolescence, has been commodified. How we package it all up and perform it for an online audience. How we measure its worth, our worth, by public reviews and ratings. And how these ratings influence who we are, how we look, how we feel, how we act, and how we make sense of life. What has happened over the past decade is a radical transformation of girlhood. We are no longer girls but GIRLS®. This is why so many of us feel disconnected from ourselves, and from the world around us.

   All the while, we have been led to believe that happiness and empowerment lie in our own commodification. A vast machinery of corporations and advertisers mines our confidence, self-worth and sense of belonging, only to sell it back to us at a profit. These industries turn our pain and struggles into sales strategies, positioning themselves as perfect solutions. They promise us better faces, better bodies, better personalities, better substitutes for human connection. But these ‘solutions’ only deepen that feeling of disconnection. And the cycle never ends, because a generation of girls who have had it drilled into them during their most formative and vulnerable years that they are not enough – while plied with empty promises of beauty, of love, of belonging, and an ever-expanding list of purchases to ‘fix’ them – are a generation of perfect consumers.

   We are both the consumers and the consumed. What girls and young women are experiencing is an entirely new way of existing. Now we have been fashioned into things, we live to tweak, optimise and upgrade ourselves so we can sell better.

   But for something to be remade, first it has to fall apart. Or, more accurately, first it has to be broken.

   About this Book

   GIRLS® is made up of six chapters: Filtered, Diagnosed, Documented, Disconnected, Detached and ‘Empowered’. Each chapter covers an age-old anxiety with which I believe most girls and young women will be intimately familiar. Filtered focuses on anxiety about our faces and bodies; Diagnosed on our feelings and emotions; Documented on our social status and popularity; Disconnected on our friendships and family; Detached on our romantic relationships; and ‘Empowered’ on our sense of purpose and fulfilment.

   Each chapter traces what has changed from the early 2010s to the present. These changes are not only technological but also cultural, from the evolving language of feminism to the expansion of therapy culture to the emergence of new progressive norms. Together these cultural, technological and commercial forces collide and intersect, intensifying insecurities like never before.

   I have three main audiences in mind for this book.

   The first is young women in their twenties, like me, who remember the timeline of how we became GIRLS®: technological changes like the launch of Instagram, the first selfie-editing apps like Facetune, and their first time swiping on Tinder, along with cultural changes like the rise of therapy-speak, the new demands of social justice activism, the language of self-love and finding our authentic selves. These readers will probably look back on all of this with both nostalgia and unease, as I do. I’m out of my girlhood now, but as I think back to those years, I’m beginning to realise I never really had one. My teenage memories, many that I have reflected on for the first time while writing this book, are much bleaker than I ever realised before, and hard to make sense of now.

   To those readers, I hope this doesn’t feel like a lecture. This is not a book written by someone who has never used Snapchat filters, or edited herself on Facetune, or swiped on dating apps, someone who saw through it all from the start. I wrestled with all these things. I tried to keep up with every trend and technology mentioned in this book, and felt anxious about it for years. I still do. Everything written here, and on my Substack, GIRLS, is a note to myself, a reminder of what matters in life, to try to keep myself on track. I don’t pretend to have the entire explanation, or all the answers.

   My second audience is younger girls: those who have never known another world than this one. For you, I want to show how drastically life has changed in the last 15 years, and that things weren’t always this way. I want to show how we got here, how rapidly this new world came into being, and, crucially, who benefits from it. Because it certainly isn’t you.

   By the end of this book, I hope both girls and young women will see that their struggles make sense, and will stop punishing themselves for feeling unhappy. I want them to see the truth: that many of us have been misled, manipulated and exploited in our most vulnerable and formative years, and that the companies behind this do not care about our empowerment or well-being or connection; they care about profit. My goal is for girls to finish this book feeling angry that their girlhoods were stolen, determined to take back their dignity, and empowered to make a change – not anxious about what’s wrong with them.

   Lastly, this book is for older readers: parents, grandparents, aunts, uncles, carers, teachers, anybody who has a girl or young woman in their life. My hope for you is to get across the sheer pace and scale of the change. I want to show how radically different this world is from the one you grew up in, how the very concepts of friendship, family, community and falling in love have been ripped apart and redefined, and how, as these foundations have crumbled, girls have fallen apart with them.

   To these readers, I hope you will relate to the age-old anxieties and adolescent experiences I describe in this book. That you will think back to your first crush, that need for belonging and acceptance you felt as a teenager, along with the insecurity, anxiety and jealousy that likely came with it. But I also want to convey the vastly different context in which girls today are trying to handle these feelings. My goal is to inspire some empathy, and a little more grace. When I was a teenager, there was a tendency to mock, trivialise and dismiss Gen Z’s distress as ordinary adolescence, to call any concern a moral panic. But the pain is too real now. That time is over.

   Before we begin, let me briefly explain what this book isn’t.

   What this Book Isn’t

   There are a few things to clarify. First, I am aware that not all girls and young women feel the same way I do. We are all different, and when I talk about ‘Gen Z’ or ‘girls and young women’ in the book, I am of course generalising. Plenty of girls couldn’t care less about keeping up with Instagram beauty trends; many easily manage their emotions without overthinking or self-diagnosing; some don’t feel any anxiety from dating apps. And while young women in their twenties might remember some of the trends and technological changes I mention in the book, they might not relate to how they made me feel – maybe Instagram never made them insecure, maybe they did maintain deep friendships, maybe they do feel empowered by mainstream feminism. I have friends who feel this way. I also have many who are falling apart.

   So no, not all girls and young women will relate. But I am speaking for and to those wrestling with the modern world and themselves; those, who, like me, are always overthinking, overanalysing and obsessing over what is wrong with them. Those who feel alone and ashamed for hurting this way. After years of trying to articulate these feelings, I know these girls and young women exist, and that there are more of us than I ever thought. I wish someone had told me when I was younger that they felt the same way, that they couldn’t cope either. That is why this book exists.

   Most readers will likely relate to some chapters and not others. Some parts will resonate, others might not. Some readers might struggle with the mental health industry but not with dating apps. Others might feel anxious about romantic relationships but unbothered by hustle culture. Personally I have felt all these pressures at once, and I suspect many girls will relate to that too. I hope I can do justice to the intensity of that feeling.

   GIRLS®, then, is not an exhaustive list of every challenge girls and young women face in the modern world. It is a reflection on my own experiences and memories of girlhood, and a starting point, I hope, for more young women to think and talk about theirs. I am attempting to capture a snapshot of the world we live in now, and to make some sense of the past decade, both for the benefit of young women today and to help the next generation of girls avoid the traps so many of us fell into.

   I also want to make it clear that this book does not argue that girls are suffering more than boys. Boys and young men are struggling too, with rising rates of depression, loneliness, hopelessness and suicide.7 By objective measures of education and employment, young men are often doing worse than young women.8 This is a huge cause for concern, and deserves our attention.

   My focus here is on girls though, and this is for a few reasons. First, what is alarming about the mental health crisis among girls is the speed and scale of the change. Both boys and girls began struggling with their mental health in the early 2010s, but the rise in self-harm and eating disorders has been especially steep for girls.9

   Second, I focus on girls because I feel I can speak with what little authority I have. I am not an expert or an academic; I am a woman in her twenties. It’s safe to say there aren’t many topics I can write about with confidence. But over the past three years I have devoted almost all my time to understanding what is happening to girls: researching and writing for my own Substack, pitching articles to publications, speaking with dozens of parents and daughters. Along the way I became a staff writer for Jonathan Haidt’s Substack, After Babel, where I spent month after month thinking about what smartphones and social media are doing to us. And I know these struggles intimately. Many young women have suffered far worse than I have, but what I can sincerely say is this: I have felt that anxiety, that loneliness, that disconnection and detachment. I will try my best to articulate it, both for my own sanity and hopefully for some of yours.

   Finally, I acknowledge that this is not the worst world to grow up in. I understand that much of this book could be dismissed as ‘first-world problems’. And throughout, I am mostly talking about girls and young women in the developed Western world. Of course there are girls in these countries who don’t have the luxury of worrying about TikTok mental health trends or Instagram beauty standards, but many of the girls struggling with what may seem like superficial things are now barely hanging on. When this many girls and young women are harming themselves, starving themselves and killing themselves, the time for trivialising these problems has passed.

   There is also much to be grateful for in the modern world. But while our world may be more materially comfortable, while we might have it easier in many ways, it is psychologically demanding in ways we have never seen before. Our challenges are so novel we can barely comprehend them, let alone combat them. And while our material needs may be met, deeper human needs – for connection, for meaning, for love, for face-to-face contact – have been neglected. We have better technologies, but we have nowhere to belong. We have more free time, but we kill it with our devices. We have constant online connection, but we often feel alone. There is no imminent threat to our lives, but there is little meaning to them either.

   We are also relentlessly reminded how good we have it. My generation is always being told how lucky we are to have all of this cutting-edge technology, to have access to so much mental health advice, to have the world at our fingertips. So when girls feel the way I did, they can’t make sense of it. They think something is wrong with them, not with the world in which they are growing up.

   That is why we need to go back.

   Going Back

   It’s time we hear the other side of the story. This book is about where modern culture is hurtling in the wrong direction, and what new constraints and pressures girls have been put under, having been liberated from older ones. For previous generations of women, the biggest battles may have been the stigma around mental health, having to hide parts of themselves, and, in some cases, complete dependence on men. But these are not the most pressing problems any more – at least not for the girls and young women I’m talking about.

   For us, the issue is no longer stigma but the pathologising of normal human emotions and experiences, and relying on experts to explain how we feel. Instead of totally depending on men, many of us now fear and resent all men, are anxious and risk-averse about dating, and are terrified to trust anyone. What began as having no sense of self and few opportunities for self-expression has now veered into an obsession with ourselves, into vanity and narcissism. And while previous generations of women were once bound by their communities, held back by responsibilities and expectations, we now live with almost no obligations to anyone, face a complete loss of community, and can’t even look our neighbours in the eye. Girls are being lied to about the real problems, and it’s time to start telling the truth.

   The only way to understand the world I’m talking about is to go back. Back to the early 2010s, as I was hitting puberty, as the first social media apps like Instagram and Snapchat were launching, as everything was beginning to change. This is the story of how we became GIRLS®, and how we can find our way back again.

  

 
  
   
‌Filtered

   ‘Beautiful is easier than ever.’


   Facetune1

   Facetune

   ‘For today’s video,’ says James Charles, an American beauty influencer with more than 24 million subscribers on YouTube, ‘I tweeted asking you babes to send me your unedited make-up selfies and something that you want fixed.’

   The YouTube video I’m watching, ‘FACETUNING MY FOLLOWERS SELFIES’, is from 2018 and has over 11 million views. ‘EVERYONE edits their photos, whether they want to admit it or not,’ the caption reads, ‘and I love openly talking about it because I love photo editing.’

   I watch as James scrolls through a series of selfies sent in by his young fans. ‘Fix my nose, please and thanks,’ a young girl named Zoe asks him on Twitter, attaching a selfie. She looks like a teenager. ‘Wow, a sister looks beautiful and snatched.’ James grins. ‘Let’s go ahead and snatch this nose up just a little bit more.’

   He loads her selfie into Facetune and starts smoothing her skin, giving viewers tips on how to keep edits subtle. ‘There’s nothing wrong with fixing any insecurities,’ James assures us as he sketches in a ‘new nose bridge’, drawing two dark lines down Zoe’s nose using the paint tool, before blending them out using the smooth tool. By the end, her nose is half the size.

   ‘Literally so good,’ James giggles, toggling between the before and after. ‘It looks like she can barely even breathe.’ He smirks at the camera and snaps his fingers: ‘I just fixed up Zoe’s nose nice and good … that is how you get a rhinoplasty with Facetune.’

   James then moves on to another girl who wants a ‘different feature fixed’. The next young woman has sent in a selfie but forgotten to mention which feature she wants edited. James decides it’s her skin. ‘She does have a few blemishes right here on the cheek that we can definitely get rid of super easily.’

   Before we continue, I have to be clear: I’m watching this against my will. I’m researching the selfie-editing app Facetune and its rise since the early 2010s. I expect the comments to be combative – after all, this is a man ‘fixing’ girls’ faces for entertainment. But instead I find the opposite. The video is flooded with praise; the most popular comments include ‘this is so educational wtf I am learning so much’, ‘this is a better way to learn i feel like school is so stressful this is kinda relaxing’, and ‘james seems like such a good person to be friends with, like i swearrrr. we all need someone like him’. As I scroll through them, wondering where the outrage is, I hear James end his video with an empowering message: ‘It is so important that you guys love yourselves, love your bodies, and love the person that you are.’2

   I have so many questions. The first is: how the hell did we get here?

   Facetune is a photo and video editing app created by the software company Lightricks. When it launched in 2013, Instagram had already been around for almost three years. Back then, though, it felt relatively innocent. Girls mostly posted scenic sunsets, funny selfies with friends and pictures of their breakfasts, with only a few filters to choose from: ‘Nashville’ added a soft pink tint; ‘1977’ applied a faded, retro effect; ‘Inkwell’ was monochrome; ‘Toaster’ gave a warm glow. We could filter our pictures with other apps too, like CamWow and websites like Webcam Toy, but these were mostly playful: we could swirl our features, add a thermal effect or turn ourselves into cartoons. Girls also had basic editing apps like Perfect365 which would apply virtual make-up to our selfies, like fake eyelashes or glittery eyeshadow.

   But Facetune went further. Suddenly we could reshape our features, with precise tools to slim noses, sculpt cheekbones and smooth skin. ‘Very bad acne days?’ the company asked in 2017. ‘Facetune is going to be your next best friend.’3 And they were right.

   Facetune dominated the market. Within a year of release, the editing app was the most popular paid photo and video app across more than 120 countries.4 By 2019, Facetune and its free follow-up app, Facetune2, had more than 55 million combined users.5

   The pressure for girls to Facetune themselves grew fast. Soon, so many Instagram selfies were edited that unedited ones felt invisible. As James Charles put it while Facetuning his fans, ‘Posting an unedited photo online these days is very very very brave.’6

   By the late 2010s, editing apps had become not only accepted but celebrated. Celebrities admitted to using and loving Facetune. In 2018, when popular influencer Tana Mongeau was asked about her skincare routine on X (formerly Twitter), she replied, ‘people keep asking, so, my skin care routine !!!!!! it’s facetune. that’s it. that’s my skin care routine’ to 58,000 likes.7

   Soon the conversation turned from whether it was acceptable for girls to Facetune themselves to whether it was okay to Facetune other people. ‘get u a girl who will Facetune u both,’ American model Chrissy Teigen tweeted in 2020 after an American diplomat was called out for Facetuning herself in a photo while leaving her husband unedited.8 In 2022, VICE published ‘The Complicated Ethics of Facetuning Your Friends’, asking whether it was fair to only edit yourself or if you should extend the courtesy. As one influencer put it in the article, ‘It’s selfish when someone edits themselves without offering the same to everyone else in the picture.’9 (Maybe not everyone though: in 2018 Khloé Kardashian was accused of Facetuning her five-month-old baby for Instagram…10)

   As a teenager I went from watching make-up tutorials on YouTube to watching Facetune tutorials. Girls my age stopped cringing at catfishing – pretending to look completely different online – and started following step-by-step tutorials like ‘HOW TO FACETUNE LIKE A PRO’ and ‘how to ACTUALLY catfish people (makeup tutorial + beauty secrets)’ (1.4 million views).11

   In 2017, for example, James Charles posted a YouTube video called ‘HOW TO TAKE YOUR SELFIES FROM DRAB TO FAB! FACETUNE TUTORIAL’, which has over 2 million views. James begins by making it clear he is only going to make small changes, before changing his eye colour from brown to blue. ‘Unfortunately I cannot afford plastic surgery and I also legally cannot get plastic surgery because I’m underage,’ James jokes while sharpening his jawline, ‘so this is the next best thing we got up in here.’ He goes to edit the other side of his face, but – after insisting earlier that there is nothing shameful about selfie-editing – pauses before continuing, ‘I’m not going to do anything here just because my jawline lines up with the corner of this wall and if I move it around, it’s gonna look very very distorted and weird. Not trying to get called out for editing today!’ (Wait – which is it? If there’s nothing wrong with fixing insecurities, why is getting caught embarrassing?) ‘My nose is the thing that I’m most insecure about, so I do like to edit it,’ James continues as he makes his nose smaller. ‘If you don’t want to edit your nose like this, don’t fricking do it! It’s really not that serious.’ But then he ends the video by encouraging everyone to try out his tips and tricks.12

   By 2020, one UK survey found that only 29% of respondents would post a picture of themselves without retouching it first. Among those who edited their photos, 71% of them used Facetune.13 By 2021, Facetune had ranked among Apple’s top five paid apps every year since 2015, a record unmatched by any other app on the list.14 By 2023, apps developed by Lightricks had been downloaded over 730 million times, with the company valued at around $1.8 billion.15

   Facetune kept evolving. Facetune2, released in 2016, added a ‘one-tap fix’ feature, allowing users to apply all their edits with a single click. In 2020, Facetune introduced its most anticipated feature yet: video editing. Girls could now pause a video of themselves, edit a single frame to narrow their waist, make their bum bigger and whiten their teeth, and the app would seamlessly apply these changes across the whole video. They could walk, dance, talk, and their new face and body would stay intact. ‘That’s right,’ said Facetune’s website, ‘a Kylie Jenner pout can be yours – live on video, no Botox required.’16

   Now the app also has an instant AI enhancer (‘your one-stop solution for all your natural and instant retouching needs’) and even an ‘AI personal assistant’ (your ‘new photo editing bestie’).17 Simply ask for smoother skin, a sharper jawline or a curvier body, and the chatbot will give you ‘exactly what you need’.18 As Facetune puts it: ‘Let’s be real – we’ve all been there, tapping through endless tools trying to get that perfect look. But what if you could just say what you want, like you’re chatting with a friend?’19

   Today, girls and young women can fix their insecurities whenever they want, with more options than ever before. Other editing apps include BeautyPlus, FaceApp and PrettyUp, which calls itself an ‘AI Body Editor Video’ and is rated for ages 13 and up.20 Perfect365, the app I used in my pre-teens to apply cartoon eyelashes and neon eyeshadow, has also become an ‘AI Makeup App’, promising girls that ‘With just a few taps, you can change your entire appearance’.21

   This all feels normal now. But when Facetune first launched, what it gave girls like me was something entirely new. For the first time, those age-old insecurities had an instant, portable fix. Forget the painful process of accepting yourself, of coming to terms with your flaws or even learning to love them; none of that was necessary any more. Childhoods were spent chiselling cheeks. Twelve-year-olds taught themselves to perform virtual rhinoplasties. I spent my teenage years following a routine for correcting my face and body: upload photo, shrink nose, sculpt jaw, cinch waist, contour cheeks, bronze skin. Retouch, Refine, Resize. Delete the original before anyone could see it. Sometimes I would accidentally hit the undo button, see the real me flash up, and feel repulsed. My face and body were unbearable, in ways I had never even noticed before but now could not unsee.

   Back then, the only real downside to Facetune was the time it took. Before AI and one-tap fixes, teenage girls like me spent hours meticulously reshaping and resizing, trying to find the balance between looking perfect and not getting caught. So when Snapchat introduced filters in 2015, everything changed.

   Filters

   Snapchat launched its Augmented Reality (AR) filters, known as ‘Lenses’, in September 2015, having acquired the technology from a start-up called Looksery in a $150 million deal.22 Using facial recognition, AR filters could overlay effects on our faces in real time, adjusting to our movements. When we smiled, frowned or opened our mouths, the filter moved along with us, or played an animation.

   At first, filters were fun and playful. ‘Dog Filter’ gave us floppy puppy ears and a dog nose; ‘Flower Crown’ gave us a crown of pastel flowers; ‘Puking Rainbows’ enlarged our eyes and simulated us vomiting a rainbow when we opened our mouths; ‘Face Swap’ let us switch faces with friends. ‘They are very silly,’ a Vox video put it in 2016, ‘but the engineering behind them is serious.’23

   Snapchat filters became a fixation. Filtered selfies, screenshotted from the app, filled our Instagram and Facebook feeds. The selection of filters rotated daily, so girls at my school would check the home page every morning to see what was new. We were obsessed with the puppy ears and flower crown filters, partly because they were cute and funny, but mostly because they subtly changed our faces. They smoothed our skin, widened our eyes and narrowed our noses, distracting us with dog ears and fun animations. We loved how we looked with them, but we weren’t sure why. All we knew was that we couldn’t stand to see our faces without them. I remember girls cropping out the cartoon parts – the sparkles, butterflies and flower crowns – to post their filtered faces on Instagram, keeping the glowing skin and longer lashes. Snapchat soon seemed to realise that their most popular filters were the ones that made girls look better, and they doubled down.

   In 2017, Snap Inc., the parent company of Snapchat, introduced Lens Studio, a desktop app where both users and brands could create custom AR filters. Instagram followed in 2018, launching its own AR filters and allowing users to design their own. Beauty filters became less playful and more realistic. Instagram soon filled with filters that smoothed skin, applied precise virtual make-up and made tiny tweaks to our features that were difficult to detect. The Instagram filter ‘Paris’ made skin look poreless; ‘Shiny Fox’ subtly changed our eye shape and tucked in our chin; ‘Belle’ gave us the perfect natural nose job.

   But TikTok took things even further. In 2021, it introduced its first AR filters, followed in 2022 by Effect House, a platform allowing users and brands to create their own filters. Filters rapidly advanced. By 2023, TikTok had launched AI-powered effects that could plump lips, add smiles and alter faces in real time.24 These new filters don’t simply overlay cartoon graphics on our faces but use machine learning to blend our real features with virtual ones. ‘It’s a competition between the camera’s view of your face and the style TikTok wants to morph you into,’ The Verge explained in 2023. These filters compare our features to a vast dataset of images – of cheeks, eyebrows, lips and eyes – and reconstruct our faces in real time, combining the two. Trained on a huge database of human faces and expressions, AI filters are disturbingly precise, always learning how to better adjust to different faces, movements and expressions.25

   Now AI-powered filters are so seamless, so realistic, they are almost undetectable. The Snapchat filters I used as a teenager would often lag or glitch if I moved too fast. Now, girls can cover their features, turn their heads or wave their hands across their faces, and the filters stay perfectly intact.

   ‘Bold Glamour’, for example, launched on TikTok in 2023. This beauty filter scans and reshapes faces in real time: it contours cheeks, lifts brows, slims noses, fills lips, smooths skin, reshapes eyes and applies heavy make-up with smoky eyeshadow, winged eyeliner and thick eyelashes, all while looking so realistic that you would never know it was on. ‘Today I learned that this new viral beauty filter was created using machine learning,’ TikToker @zhangsta explains in a viral video. ‘Unlike traditional beauty filters that use an augmented 3D face mesh that is overlaid on top of your face, filters like “Bold Glamour” and “Teenage Look” use a machine deep-learning tech called GAN [generative adversarial networks], meaning every pixel on your face is regenerated and then outputted after referencing another dataset of images – which is why the filter looks so realistic.’26

   Within a month of release on TikTok, ‘Bold Glamour’ had more than 400 million views.27 The filter is so realistic and alters your appearance so dramatically that beauty brand Dove launched the campaign #TurnYourBack, urging girls and young women not to use it.28 And this was not the first time beauty filters had caused controversy. In 2019, Instagram banned filters replicating or promoting cosmetic surgery, after growing concerns about girls’ mental health.29 Only a year later, though, the decision was reversed and Meta once more allowed distortion filters, banning only those that ‘directly promote cosmetic surgery’.30 ‘Bold Glamour’, meanwhile, remains available on TikTok.

   Today, girls and young women have access to every type of beauty filter imaginable. TikTok’s ‘Teenage Look’ seamlessly erases all signs of ageing; ‘Hourglass’ cinches waists and exaggerates curves live on video. Until 2019, Instagram even had a filter called ‘FixMe’ (created by developer Daniel Mooney, who invites users to ‘come live your plastic surgery fantasy’31) which covers girls’ faces with bruises, surgical markings and the words ‘FIX ME’. TikTok has body modification filters too, which can lengthen legs, add curves and slim waists on video. And filter after filter is designed to reveal to girls flaws they would never have noticed otherwise: ‘Symmetry’ analyses how symmetrical their faces are; ‘Inverted Filter’ flips their face to show them how others see them; ‘Golden Ratio’ overlays a grid onto their faces which measures their facial proportions against a perfect mathematical ideal. Some filters even morph users’ features to match it.

   By 2022, Snapchat had over 300,000 active Lens creators who had made more than 3 million custom AR Lenses.32 By 2024, over 350 million Snapchat users were using AR filters daily.33 (According to Snapchat, over 90% of young people in the UK, US and France use the company’s AR products.)34 In 2020, Facebook reported that 400,000 creators from 190 countries had published over a million AR filters on its platform and Instagram.35 More than 600 million people had used at least one AR effect, with beauty filters among the most popular.36

   Filters have become so addictive that girls and young women are now trying to replicate them in real life. Beauty influencers post make-up tutorials on how to look like the edited version of ourselves (‘HOW TO LOOK FACETUNED IN REAL LIFE!!’) and mimic beauty filters with make-up (‘The Viral ‘BOLD GLAMOUR’ Filter Tutorial’), while cosmetic brands like L’Oréal promote products to recreate filters (‘3 SNAPCHAT FILTER-INSPIRED MAKEUP LOOKS’).37

   By 2020, almost half of girls aged 11 to 16 in the UK said they regularly used apps or filters to look better online.38 By 2021, 85% of girls had altered their appearance online by the age of 13.39 Even for those who choose not to use filters, they are becoming harder to avoid. TikTok’s built-in Retouch feature lets users edit their faces for live videos,40 and some have even complained it was switched on by default. Several young women describe opening the app only to find their teeth whitened, under-eyes smoothed and nose thinned, without even selecting a filter.41 Meanwhile Snapchat’s front-facing camera is believed to soften features before filters are applied, and Zoom has a ‘Touch Up My Appearance’ option that smooths skin during video calls.42

   The more girls use these filters, the more distorted their view of themselves seems to become. They forget what humans look like. They punish themselves for not having skin as smooth as ‘Teenage Look’, faces as chiselled as ‘Bold Glamour’ and body proportions like ‘Hourglass Body’.

   In the early 2010s, filters gave girls like me instant confidence. Immediate relief from insecurity. Don’t like your skin? Hate your nose? Look too young without make-up? We could apply a filter and kill any discomfort. But filters gave us a fragile confidence, the kind that spikes when your crush views your flower-crown Snapchat Story or you get hundreds of likes on your puppy-ear selfie, only to crash when you catch your reflection in the mirror.

   And at the same time, something else was coming for our confidence. Social media platforms began placing us on what I can only describe as conveyor belts. If you wanted to avoid filtered selfies, or beauty trends that made you feel insecure, it became almost impossible. We were attached to algorithms, ready to transport us to dark and extreme places.

   Algorithms and Advertising

   In the early 2010s Instagram used a chronological feed, with users seeing posts in the order they were uploaded. But in 2016, it switched to an algorithmic feed, where posts appeared based on what the app calculated we wanted to see. The goal was to make our feeds more personalised, and more addictive, so we would keep scrolling for longer. That way, Instagram could show us more ads, and make more money.

   This changed everything. Algorithms, essentially mechanisms for sorting and prioritising information, were already being used by platforms like Facebook and Instagram. But early algorithms targeted users based on basic demographic data like age, sex and location.

   As data analytics and machine learning advanced, so did the algorithms. Soon they could categorise us based on specific behaviour patterns – tracking what posts we liked, saved, commented on and lingered over – and even our emotional states.43 And this wasn’t only happening on Instagram. In 2016, Twitter also introduced an algorithmic feed, and Snapchat followed in 2017, sorting Stories by relevance rather than when they were posted. Across social media, users began to complain that they no longer saw posts from their friends, just reels of recommendations showing them what they should buy, who they should look like, and finding them strangers to follow.

   Fast forward to the 2020s, and algorithms have more intimate access to girls’ inner lives than ever before. Few are as powerful as TikTok’s ‘For You’ page, the default home screen for anyone opening the app. Even if you don’t follow a single account, ‘For You’ delivers an infinite stream of videos, adapting instantly based on your every move: how long you watch a video, whether you like it, share it, save it, watch it all the way through.44 The algorithm adjusts so fast that girls’ feeds can change within seconds of showing interest in, or being insecure about, something. Some feel as though TikTok is reading their mind, or knows them better than they know themselves.

   Algorithms can also recommend new insecurities. During the pandemic, for example, a fear of ageing started trending on TikTok. Skincare videos flooded ‘For You’ pages, promoting procedures like Baby Botox (preventative Botox injections for teenagers and twenty-somethings) and an endless parade of essential new purchases: retinols, peptide creams, chemical exfoliants, LED light masks, even pillows shaped like electrical plugs to stop us getting wrinkles. One popular TikToker started teaching girls how to train their ‘facial muscles to stop working’ to prevent smile lines, reminding us to avoid the sun, stick silicone patches over our faces while we sleep, and rehearse a new, wrinkle-free smile in the mirror.45 Other influencers insisted that girls apply sun cream every two hours, even indoors. One even suggested sleeping in it.46

   Beauty trends have always changed, and fast. But now the pace feels like it is giving us whiplash. Girls no longer need to read beauty magazines or follow brands to know what is trending. Trends change every week, every day. Now we have ‘micro trends’ (better known as ‘micro insecurities’), viral beauty fads that blow up on apps like TikTok and vanish just as fast. Had your lips filled? Now everyone is dissolving them. One week everyone wants a curvy body and a Brazilian Butt Lift; the next, being skinny is back. Then it’s all about ‘hip dips’ (tiny curves between our hips and thighs) and how to get rid of them, before girls are worrying whether they have the right eye shape (do you have doe eyes? Fox eyes? Siren eyes? Are you ‘girl pretty’ or ‘boy pretty’?). Fox-eye surgery, a procedure that lifts the corners of the eyes for a catlike look, is in and then forgotten, replaced by buccal fat removal, which extracts fat from the cheeks to sculpt the face. Overcome one insecurity only to be hit with the next, from ‘bad facial harmony’ to ‘septum arms’ to ‘double lip lines’ to ‘cortisol face’ to ‘myofascial imbalances’ (who knows?!).47

   But algorithms aren’t just experts at reminding girls what to worry about. They also recommend exactly what to buy to fix it.

   Instagram introduced ads in 2013, starting with sponsored posts and videos in our feeds. As the app grew, reaching around 600 million monthly users by 2016, so did opportunities for advertisers.48 With a chronological feed, though, it was hard to reach the right people at the right time.

   That all changed with algorithms. Social media platforms could soon target us not only by age or location, but also by emotions and vulnerabilities. According to the daily newspaper The Australian, by 2017 Facebook was allegedly telling advertisers that it could tap into ‘moments of psychological vulnerability’ by tracking words like ‘worthless’, ‘insecure’, ‘stressed’, ‘anxious’, ‘stupid’, ‘useless’ and ‘like a failure’.49 Former Facebook executive Sarah Wynn-Williams said that the company even tracked when teenage girls deleted selfies, to serve them beauty ads at that exact moment.50

   Then there are facial filters, many of which collect biometric data for advertisers. Young women my age have been using these filters for about a decade now, since we were pre-teens, unknowingly feeding platforms data about our faces and insecurities. What seemed like harmless fun has helped apps guess our age, gender and vulnerabilities to better target ads. In 2020, for example, TikTok was accused of illegally collecting biometric data about users’ facial features, age, ethnicity and sex, to improve ads. Eventually the $92 million claim was settled out of court.51

   Editing apps are no exception. Perfect365, which has over 100 million users, openly admits to analysing biometric data like facial features, and collecting personal information including full names and locations. Privacy analysts say this data is then sold to third parties, often without clear consent.52 In 2024, Lightricks faced a class action lawsuit for also collecting and storing biometric data without permission. The company agreed to a settlement of nearly $4.5 million.53

   Imagine you are a 14-year-old girl today who hates her lips. Before social media, you might have seen the occasional billboard or magazine ad for lip-plumping serums. By the mid 2010s, when I was a teenager, you might have stumbled across Kylie Jenner and thought about buying her lip kit. But now? Now the algorithm knows about your insecurity. It has been tracking how long you linger on lip filler videos, how often you pause on influencers like Kylie, and when you try on filters that give you bigger lips. One day you cave and search for lip fillers, and within minutes your feed transforms into a torrent of ads and influencers: Look at this lip filler transformation! Come with me to get lip filler! Lip fillers 50% off! Hate your nose too? Nose jobs near you! Try the full ‘Kylie Package’: lips, cheeks, jawline, nose and chin fillers for £599!‌54 And on and on it goes: plastic surgery transformations, before and after pictures, recovery diaries, links to buy products. While previous generations of girls and young women might have opened up to their friends and family about their insecurities, and been reassured they are beautiful as they are, today girls turn to TikTok, which is designed to never let them forget.

   These insecurities are now worth billions too. TikTok’s global ad revenue is predicted to reach around $33 billion in 2025, up more than 40% from the year before.55 In 2024, on TikTok’s in-app marketplace TikTok Shop, over 79% of US sales were health and beauty products.56 Over the course of the same year, Instagram’s global ad revenue reached around $70.9 billion.57 In the US alone, Instagram’s ad revenue is predicted to make up over 11% of all US digital ad spending by 2026.58

   Back in the early 2010s, though, it wasn’t only algorithms that forever changed advertising. When I was a teenage girl, beauty ads on YouTube or Instagram might have made me feel insecure, but it was easy to see through them. Nobody really believed Facetune was their ‘best friend’, and big beauty brands were obviously trying to sell us something.

   But soon things began to change. Companies realised they were too corporate, too impersonal. Girls didn’t stay loyal to brands when better ones came along. Who we responded to were women – beautiful, friendly, influential women. Women we wanted to become. That’s when things started to get much more personal.

   Beauty Influencers

   Beauty influencers were among the first to find fame on social media. By the early 2010s, when I was a pre-teen, a group of young YouTube personalities had already gained millions of subscribers by sharing beauty advice. One of my favourites was Zoe Sugg, better known as Zoella. By her early twenties, she had around 3 million subscribers, posting videos like ‘How To: My Quick and Easy Hairstyles’, ‘Back To School Beauty’ and ‘Boyfriend Does My Makeup’.59 Most influencers back then weren’t trying to make money, so it felt like Zoella was telling us tips, rather than selling us things.

   But over time, beauty influencers became bigger and bigger. Companies caught on and started sending YouTubers like Zoella free products to review and promote, realising this came with two major advantages. First, influencers were the perfect targeted ads: they already had dedicated audiences of teens and pre-teens, ready to buy whatever they recommended. And second, influencers were trusted much more than brands. Girls had grown up watching them. We felt as though we knew them through intimate Q&A videos and vlogs of their daily lives. Zoella didn’t feel like some distant celebrity; she felt like a friend. So when she smiled and said she was obsessed with something, it sold.

   Over the years, YouTube introduced more ways for influencers to monetise their content. Brands began offering discount codes, affiliate links and sponsorships, allowing creators to earn commissions on sales. Soon ads didn’t just appear between YouTube videos; influencers interrupted their own content with sponsored segments.

   This wasn’t only happening on YouTube. Soon all our feeds were filled with ads: Snapchat Stories turned into reels of recommendations; our Instagram ‘Explore’ pages became billboards. On Instagram, Kim Kardashian promoted everything from waist trainers (‘#ad I’m really obsessed with waist training! Thank you @premadonna87 for my new waist shapers!’ #whatsawaist) to weight-loss lollipops (‘You guys… @flattummyco just dropped a new product. They’re Appetite Suppressant Lollipops and they’re literally unreal. They’re giving the first 500 people on their website 15% OFF so if you want to get your hands on some… you need to do it quick! #suckit’).60 Girls like me grew up getting discount codes for teeth whiteners, contour sticks, flat stomach teas, hair vitamins and body-sculpting shapewear before we had even hit puberty (and all this was from the Kardashian family alone…).

   Now a vast network of agencies connects companies with influencers. For beauty brands, these partnerships have become central to their marketing. Since 2020, the global influencer market has more than tripled in size and was worth around $24 billion by 2024.61 And just under 80% of Gen Z women now say influencers are their most trusted source of beauty recommendations.62

   We trust them because they pretend to be our friends. Beauty influencers call their viewers their family, their babies, their besties; James Charles calls his subscribers his sisters while fixing their faces. They try to be as open, relatable and friendly as possible. They spill their secrets during make-up tutorials. They open up about their mental health problems and smoothly transition into selling self-care products. ‘Storytime’ videos are especially popular, where influencers divulge everything from break-ups with boyfriends to arguments with friends to stories about their stalkers, all while getting ready for the day. Videos with titles like ‘GRWM [Get Ready with Me]… like we’re besties on facetime… *this might all be TMI*’ and ‘GRWM while I overshare about my life because I broke up with my boyfriend’ are watched by millions.63 By being vulnerable with their ‘besties’, influencers rack up views. By encouraging comments from their ‘friends’, they boost engagement. And by sharing solutions and discount codes with their ‘family’, they earn commissions.

   This has been happening for years now. Some women my age have been watching the same influencers since our pre-teens, following every life update, every relationship, every break-up. Already by 2016, 70% of teenage YouTube subscribers said they related more to influencers they watched than traditional celebrities. And 40% of millennial subscribers felt that their favourite influencer understood them better than their own friends.64

   But back then, beauty influencers weren’t just influencing what girls bought. They were changing how we looked. By the mid 2010s, girls as young as 13 and 14 were wearing more and more make-up. We were contouring our cheeks, wearing fake eyelashes for school and overlining our lips to look as though we had fillers. Girls started looking the same. We were being sold the same things, and we were being funnelled toward the same face.

   As the influencer economy exploded, an American reality show called Keeping Up with the Kardashians was also on the rise. Premiering in 2007, it followed the personal and professional lives of the Kardashian-Jenner family, who rose to fame after Kim’s sex tape leaked online. I had never seen the show, but I couldn’t escape Kim and Kylie on Instagram.

   Kylie started becoming popular on the platform in the early 2010s. Back then she was much more relatable, posting unfiltered selfies and candid pictures with her friends. But over the years she became more and more distinctive: her skin tone darkened; her lips became fuller; her face more sculpted. Her sister Kim was already known for having the perfect face – chiselled cheekbones, big Bratz-doll lips and airbrushed skin – and Kylie was starting to look like her.

   By the mid 2010s, scrolling through Instagram meant seeing that same face over and over again, mass-produced versions of Kim and Kylie. Not only did the sisters start to look like each other, but they began to resemble something more like virtual avatars. Their faces were flawless, almost inanimate. In a 2019 New Yorker essay, Jia Tolentino referred to the 2010s as ‘The Age of Instagram Face’, when young women everywhere wanted this ‘single, cyborgian look’.65

   Girls desperately tried to replicate Instagram Face: online with Facetune and Snapchat filters, offline with make-up, fillers and injectables. And as algorithms rewarded the most clickable content, beauty tutorials became more extreme. Our contours got harsher, our eyebrows thicker, our fake tan darker.

   As a teenage girl I stopped watching Zoella and started following Kim Kardashian’s contouring tutorials (like her viral 2017 YouTube video ‘Kim Does Her Own Makeup’, which has had more than 15 million views) and influencers like NikkieTutorials, who posted step-by-step guides to dramatic transformations (like ‘The Power of MAKEUP!’ which has more than 43 million views).66 Influencers taught me ‘How to look like Kylie Jenner !!!’ (3.8 million views) and filmed videos like ‘spending $1000 to be an instagram baddie | transformation challenge’ (4.9 million views).67 Suddenly, pre-teens had access to professional contouring techniques, supermodel lighting tips and tricks, and portable airbrushing apps. Not only did girls start to look the same, but we looked older too. Teenagers seemed like they were in their twenties.

   And more and more, we applied make-up to look good in selfies. As a teenager I started noticing a new genre of YouTube videos with titles like ‘MY GO TO EVERYDAY MAKEUP FOR INSTAGRAM’ and ‘GET READY WITH ME TO TAKE A SELFIE! (lol)’.68 It began to feel as though doing our hair and make-up was pointless unless we got a good Instagram post out of it. Young women were suddenly transforming their faces – even getting them injected, filled and redesigned – not for anyone they actually knew, but for strangers online.

   At the same time, beauty influencers were getting rich and famous. Girls moved on from watching relatable young women reviewing affordable beauty products to influencers casually vlogging their lip filler appointments and cosmetic surgeries, sometimes as sponsored ads. Popular influencer Tana Mongeau, for example, started documenting her procedures on YouTube, posting videos like ‘GET A FACE FULL OF FILLER WITH ME’ (2.9 million views), ‘I GOT A NOSE JOB?’ (2.8. million views) and ‘i got Kylie Jenner butt shots… oops (needle warning)’ (3 million views).69 Cosmetic surgeries became more accessible, more affordable, and presented as a standard part of a beauty routine.

   It’s hard to overstate the hold beauty influencers had over us. Kylie for a long time denied having had lip filler, claiming a lip liner pencil had transformed her look. But finally, in 2015, on an episode of Keeping Up with the Kardashians, she admitted to getting lip injections. ‘It’s just an insecurity of mine,’ she confessed, ‘and it’s what I wanted to do.’70 After the episode aired, one UK clinic reported a 70% rise in lip filler enquiries overnight.71

   Around the same time, the #KylieJennerChallenge went viral worldwide. To copy Kylie’s lip fillers, young girls used shot glasses or small containers to create suction over their mouths and cause their lips to swell, before posting the results online. Some ended up with severe bruising, broken blood vessels and, in some cases, they even needed stitches. Doctors publicly warned teenagers about the dangers of the trend, and Kylie herself responded – although she didn’t exactly tell girls to stop, instead tweeting ‘I’m not here to encourage people/young girls to look like me or to think this is the way they should look,’ followed by, ‘I want to encourage people/young girls like me to be YOURSELF & not be afraid to experiment w your look.’72

   That same year, Kylie launched her own beauty brand, Kylie Cosmetics, starting with the ‘Kylie Lip Kit’, a liquid lipstick and matching liner promising fuller-looking lips. The kits sold out instantly, crashing the website. Fifteen thousand units were gone in less than 60 seconds.73

   By 2018, Kylie Cosmetics had generated around $125 million in sales.74 The following year, at the age of 21, Kylie was named by Forbes as the world’s youngest ‘self-made’ billionaire – though this was later disputed after an investigation found her earnings had been exaggerated.75 Still, whatever her worth, nobody could deny her influence. In 2018, for example, after Snapchat redesigned its app, Kylie tweeted, ‘sooo does anyone else not open Snapchat anymore? Or is it just me… ugh this is so sad.’ The next day, Snapchat’s stock market value plunged by around $1.3 billion.76

   Today Kylie has one of the biggest social media followings in the world, with over 392 million followers on Instagram alone. By 2018, she was allegedly earning around $1 million per sponsored post on Instagram; some estimates now put it closer to $2.4 million.77 Her face is everywhere.

   But since the early 2010s, as the influencer economy has exploded and diversified, so have beauty trends. Instagram Face is no longer the only ideal; countless beauty influencers and subcultures now compete for our attention. Some girls get into ‘glow-ups’ and transformations, watching TikTok plastic surgeons share shocking before and after results, influencers insist ‘This is your sign to get a nose job!’, and vlogs titled ‘GRWM for a BBL [Brazilian Butt Lift] consultation’!78 Others spiral into skincare influencers, scrolling through 20-step nighttime routines, anti-ageing experts recommending Baby Botox with ‘the earlier you start, the less you need later!’79 and young women selling them anti-wrinkle drinking straws so they can sip without ever having to purse their lips.

   And now anyone can become a beauty influencer. Take pre-teen sisters Koti and Haven Garza, who post beauty and skincare videos to 5 million followers on TikTok. In one viral video with over 4 million views, seven-year-old Koti, missing her front teeth, sits in front of rows of serums and sprays. ‘We’re Gen Alpha influencers, of course we are obsessed with skincare,’ Koti says to the camera. Haven adds: ‘We’re Gen Alpha influencers, of course our favourite stores are Sephora and Ulta.’ Back to Koti: ‘We’re Gen Alpha influencers, of course we wear a headband when we’re doing our get ready with mes.’ And finally, from Haven: ‘We’re Gen Alpha influencers, of course we don’t have toys,’ as she throws her toys aside.80

   Listening to all these friendly influencers, it’s easy to forget what they are. They are advertisers. They are always selling something – a product, a procedure, themselves. They are not our friends. Sometimes I step back from all this and think about Kim Kardashian shilling appetite suppressant lollipops, or smiling TikTokers promoting anti-wrinkle straws to teenage girls, and I wonder how they get away with it. Why isn’t there a bigger backlash? And the truth is, to sell us all these products and procedures, to make all of this work, they also had to sell us lies.

   Self-Love

   Back in the late 1990s and early 2000s, there was a backlash against beauty magazines Photoshopping images of women by reshaping their bodies, lengthening their legs and airbrushing their skin. In 2004, for example, Dove launched its ‘Real Beauty’ campaign, featuring women of different sizes, ethnicities and ages, to remind girls what real bodies look like.81 The message was clear: beauty standards shouldn’t feel impossible.

   But by the mid 2010s, everything had changed. By 2016, reality TV star Khloé Kardashian was on a Netflix show calling Facetune ‘the best thing to bring to the table’, ‘life-changing’ and ‘the only way to live’.82 By 2017 James Charles was celebrating Facetune as ‘one of my all-time favourite used apps’.83 By 2018, influencer Tana Mongeau was posing on Instagram in a T-shirt that said ‘Facetuned’.84 And by 2020, on the popular podcast Call Her Daddy, which averages around 5 million weekly listeners, Tana and host Alex Cooper were joking about Facetuning themselves, laughing as Tana called herself a ‘beached whale’ and admitted to editing a picture of her at the beach beyond recognition: ‘The hair, the nails, face, titty, booty and toes… I facetuned it all.’85

   As technology advanced on one side, urging us to edit and upgrade ourselves, conversations around female empowerment were evolving on the other. Throughout the 2010s it felt as if feminism was turning inwards, from fighting for women as a whole to fighting battles within ourselves. Now it was all about our identities, insecurities and self-expression. Young women were celebrated for making their own choices, whatever those choices were. This was the era of liberal feminism, where every decision was empowering so long as it was our own.

   Soon it became a convenient sales strategy. What was labelled as empowering became less about women’s interests and more about commercial interests. Empowerment became a product, a service, a procedure. Empowerment was whatever we were being sold.

   ‘Celebrate #InternationalWomensDay – reclaim the way you look at selfie editing, a habit which can actually be a powerful form of #selfexpression,’ Facetune tweeted in 2018, linking to an article declaring that ‘#NoFilter Is Dead and Selfie Editing Empowers You’.86 By 2020, plastic surgery clinics were describing cosmetic procedures as a form of self-love, insisting that having our breasts cut open and filled with silicone was giving ourselves ‘the present of improved self-esteem’.87 Even the Brazilian Butt Lift, the deadliest cosmetic surgery of all, was being sold as a way for women to ‘celebrate the bodies they live in’.88

   For beauty influencers and celebrities, liberal feminism was especially convenient. Now they could use the language of self-love and empowerment while promoting cosmetic products and defending their own procedures. In 2023, for example, Madonna appeared almost unrecognisable at the Grammys, her face seemingly transformed by fillers and surgery. After she was mocked online, she blamed the backlash on ‘ageism and misogyny’, declaring she looked forward to ‘many more years of subversive behaviour’, ‘pushing boundaries’ and ‘standing up to the patriarchy’.89

   The contradictions are now impossible to ignore. In 2021, Khloé Kardashian made headlines when her team scrambled to erase her unedited bikini picture from the internet after it was accidentally posted by an assistant. Reports claimed Khloé ‘completely lost it’ when she realised, demanding the photo be taken down ‘as soon as possible.’90 Her team reportedly issued legal threats to those sharing it online.

   But it was too late; the image went viral. Khloé later addressed the incident on Instagram, writing: ‘I am not perfect but I promise you that I try every day to live my life as honestly as possible and with empathy and kindness. It doesn’t mean that I have not made mistakes. But I’m not going to lie. It’s almost unbearable trying to live up to the impossible standards that the public have all set for me.’ (What happened to selfie-editing being empowering?) Later in the same post, Khloé defended her right to edit herself: ‘My body, my image, and how I choose to look and what I want to share is my choice. It’s not for anyone to decide or judge what is acceptable or not any more.’91

   Khloé isn’t the only Kardashian feeling the pressure. In 2024, Kylie broke down on The Kardashians after being mocked for her overfilled face, saying she wished people would stop caring so much about how she looked: ‘It’s a miracle I still have confidence and can still look in the mirror and still think I’m pretty.’92 And despite all the treatments she has had, Kim Kardashian said in 2022 that she might ‘eat poop every single day’ if it would make her look younger.93 She later admitted she felt she only had about ‘ten years left’ of looking good before she would have to take time off.94 These influencers are now buckling under the beauty standards they helped set. Everything they sold to girls as confidence and self-love causes them pain and anxiety, and even they can’t keep up. How can the average 14-year-old girl expect to feel empowered by any of this?

   And girls my age weren’t just told that it was empowering. These products and procedures were also sold as good for our mental health. Beauty routines became self-care. Cosmetic surgeries became a path to self-discovery and self-actualisation. Fixing ourselves became therapeutic.

   ‘Oh my god, I’m so excited,’ squeals Nikkie de Jager, the face of NikkieTutorials. She announces that she is teaming up with a company she loves. ‘I have a routine… where I really know what works for my face, for my body,’ she says, as if describing a new diet or workout plan.

   She’s talking, of course, about Facetune.

   The video, uploaded in 2020 – ‘My Facetune SECRETS Exposed!’ – is sponsored by Lightricks and has more than 1.3 million views. I watch as Nikkie whitens her eyes, and – after a heartfelt speech about how she has been through ‘years of self-love and growth to kind of accept that my face looks the way it looks’ – shrinks her forehead, jaw and chin. ‘Honestly, to me Facetuning is so therapeutic. Whenever I’m like stressed out or I need to get my thoughts in order, I just go Facetuning because it makes me so zen that it’s like therapy to me,’ she gushes. ‘It makes me so happy, it makes me so happy, oh my god.’95

   Throughout the early 2010s there was a growing cultural emphasis on mental health. Conversations about opening up and raising awareness trended online, and there seemed to be a widespread focus on self-care and self-love. And much like the language of feminism, these therapeutic terms soon became convenient for beauty brands and influencers. Twenty-five-step beauty routines were framed as self-care rituals, editing apps were described as therapeutic, even cosmetic procedures were sold as essential to emotional well-being.

   The concept of an ‘authentic self’ was also becoming more mainstream. There was a growing belief that we each had a real, inner self buried beneath our flaws and imperfections, which didn’t always match what we saw in the mirror. But now, with the help of ever-evolving technologies, products and procedures, we could finally reveal it. It was as if the virtual version of ourselves, the avatar we created with filters and editing apps, was the actual us, and now girls could make that a reality. Coming of age came to feel like a search for one thing only: finding our true selves – or, more accurately, buying them.

   Beauty treatments and surgeries are now part of our journey to self-actualisation. ‘A comprehensive breast makeover is about more than resculpting your figure,’ says one Beverly Hills surgeon. ‘It’s about resculpting your confidence with a body that finally resonates with your true self.’96 Consultations for breast implants and BBLs can now be booked on a website called ‘RealSelf’.97 Even butt-enlarging gummies are promoted on Instagram as a way to ‘let your authentic self shine!’98 Beauty interventions aren’t only about looking good any more; they are about becoming who we were always meant to be.

   And so NikkieTutorials can lecture girls about self-love while redesigning her face. Facetune can claim it ‘empowers’ us to bring out our best selves and that it boosts our confidence.99 TikTok can pretend its filters are about users being true to themselves.100 And James Charles can get away with fixing the faces of teenage girls without backlash. His video even features on Facetune’s official website with the caption: ‘James believes photo editing is an art form, and after viewing this video, there’s no way you won’t agree. Watch as he shares the love for his artistry with some awesome Tunes of some of his loyal followers’ selfies.’101

   Our world is one with more platitudes about accepting and loving ourselves than ever before. But this is beginning to feel like a front for a much sadder reality. Because as far as I can see, the more we try to look perfect on the outside, the more insecure we feel on the inside.

   Insecure

   One of the clearest signs that girls and young women feel insecure today is how they see themselves and their bodies. As the lies about self-love, body positivity and empowerment grow louder, the statistics only become bleaker. The better we can look online, the more distress we seem to feel offline.

   Body image issues, for example, are affecting girls more than ever. In 2016, young people in the UK aged 16 to 25 were already ranking body image as the third biggest challenge they faced.102 That same year, a global review found that children as young as six felt dissatisfied with their bodies.103 By 2019, 35% of teenagers said they worried about how their bodies looked often or every day; four in ten said social media images made this worse.104 By 2023, three out of four children as young as 12 said they disliked their bodies and felt embarrassed by the way they looked, rising to eight in ten among 18- to 21-year-olds.105

   Some girls are even developing Body Dysmorphic Disorder (BDD), a condition where obsessing over perceived flaws can completely distort how they see themselves. Some confess to looking in mirrors for hours at a time every day, needing constant reassurance, and feeling ‘practically housebound’ from the anxiety.106 Many hide behind filters and editing apps; some turn to cosmetic surgery; others end up in psychiatric hospitals. In one study, the risk of suicide among those with BDD was around 45 times higher than the average population.107 The condition is now thought to affect about two in every hundred teens in England, with girls six times more likely to suffer than boys.108

   Several studies associate BDD with social media. Platforms like Instagram and Snapchat have been shown to worsen body image, and are associated with eating disorder symptoms in girls and young women.109 In a leaked company presentation from 2019, Facebook itself even declared: ‘We make body image issues worse for one in three teen girls.’110

   Eating disorders are also rising. In England, hospital admissions for eating disorders almost doubled from 2012 to 2023.111 Between 2022 and 2023, 81% of these admissions were emergencies, 91% involved female patients, and around 40% were among 15- to 19-year-olds.112 Between 2015 and 2016, and 2020 and 2021, hospital episodes for eating disorders among children and young people rose by 90%.113 In the US, too, emergency department visits for eating disorders among adolescents doubled from 50,000 in 2018 to over 100,000 in 2022.114 Globally, the prevalence of eating disorders more than doubled between 2000 and 2018, mostly among adolescent girls.115 And while eating disorders have many causes, anxiety about appearance and body image dissatisfaction are among the most common triggers.

   Online, too, many girls describe dealing with an ambient dysmorphia, a nagging feeling that how they look on camera doesn’t match what they see in the mirror. On the Reddit forum r/BodyDysmorphia (which has over 55,000 members), many blame social media for their symptoms. Several mention TikTok’s inverted filter, for example, which flips your face to show how others supposedly see you. ‘My face inverted destroys my confidence completely,’ one user says.116 ‘I’m literally suicidal because of how bad I look inverted,’ another admits.117

   Other girls blame editing apps like Facetune, Snapchat filters, and constantly comparing themselves to perfect Instagram influencers. On the r/Instagramreality forum, one user writes:

   
after i facetune myself, switching back to the old image makes me look deformed – even if it was a selfie i thought was cute beforehand. after enough edits my real face seems like it looks freakish, like every flaw is magnified by ten.

i don’’t post the pictures i facetune anywhere, but i can’’t imagine how ramped up this effect would be if you received tons of compliments and attention for showing the facetuned you. i really think this would be enough to make anyone develop body dysmorphia.118



   
   Some girls say the pressure is so intense that they look at their natural faces and bodies and feel that they don’t even deserve to be considered female. This is one of the most upvoted posts of all time on r/BodyDysmorphia:

   i don’t know how to explain it well, but basically i just feel so ugly that i feel like i don’t even deserve to be categorized as a girl. just seeing all the soft, pretty girls around me then looking at myself in comparison, i feel sick that something like me has invaded their space, that i’m allowed to exist alongside them looking like how i do. it doesn’t help that i’m already not very feminine to begin with (whether that’s just how i naturally am or if it’s a product of my own deep insecurities is a conflict in itself though). it genuinely brings me to tears especially when i think of my mom and how disappointed she probably is that her only daughter turned out to be hideous.119


   Girls are also spending hours trying to look like perfect avatars. In 2015, a UK survey of 2,000 women aged 16 to 25 found they were spending an average of five hours a week preparing for, taking and editing selfies.120 By 2024, over half of girls aged 11 to 21 said they wished they looked like they did with filters on, and more than 1 in 3 said they felt pressure to use filters when posting online.121 According to Dove’s research, 60% of girls feel upset when they don’t look like the filtered versions of themselves.122 Among those who spend 10 to 30 minutes editing photos, 64% feel bad about their bodies.123 And around 37% believe they ‘don’t look good enough’ without editing.124

   We can also see insecurity in the rapid rise in cosmetic surgeries and injectables in recent years. Despite being bombarded with more messaging about self-love and body positivity than any other generation, women under 30 in the US are driving demand for everything from ‘tweakments’ like Botox to boob jobs and labiaplasties.125 By 2024, over a quarter of girls in the UK aged 11 to 16 said they would consider getting cosmetic procedures in the next 20 years, rising to almost half of those aged 17 to 21.126

   Many studies trace this to social media. Frequent users of Snapchat filters and platforms like Instagram are more likely to consider cosmetic surgery.127 By 2017, over half of plastic surgeons reported that patients were even requesting surgeries specifically to look better in selfies – up from 13% in 2013. The term ‘Snapchat Dysmorphia’ was coined to describe the phenomenon, as surgeons claimed clients were bringing in pictures of themselves with a Snapchat filter on, instead of pictures of celebrities they wanted to look like. More than half had also seen a rise in clients younger than 30.128 By 2025, 38% of Gen Z in the UK said that social media made them want to permanently change their body through surgery.129

   Girls and young women are also increasingly anxious about ageing. ‘Get Ready with Me’ videos on TikTok feature girls as young as seven applying face masks, moisturisers and anti-ageing serums.130 On forums like Reddit’s r/SkincareAddiction, teens and even pre-teens obsess over the faintest lines on their faces, discuss their daily sun cream applications and measurements in minute detail, and describe themselves as if they have expiry dates, feeling as though every passing year they depreciate in value. ‘This is a pic of my freckles around age 12,’ begins one Reddit post. ‘Would you say this is the sort of bad sun damage that will cause significant damage like skin cancer/deep wrinkles in the future?’131 Another writes: ‘I’m only 14 and I have so many face wrinkles… please someone help me… I’ll do whatever it takes to get rid of them.’132

   We can also see this insecurity in their spending. In 2023, US households with children aged 6 to 12 spent 27% more on skincare than in 2022.133 Teen beauty spending rose by 23% in 2024.134 In England, too, under-18s are increasingly travelling to Wales and Scotland to get Botox, where it is legal for minors.135 At the same time, TikTokers have started using the hashtag #sephorakids to post videos of children, as young as eight, queuing in beauty stores like Sephora to buy anti-ageing products.136

   Yet despite all the effort, energy and money spent, girls and young women still don’t feel good about themselves. How could we? Beauty filters invent new flaws to fix; influencers profit from our insecurities; algorithms pull us towards ever more extreme routines and procedures. We aren’t happy with how we look, because billions are made making sure we never will be.

   So, what are girls struggling with today? In part, the same age-old anxieties that plagued previous generations of girls and young women. There is no denying that when we look in the mirror today, we feel many of the same insecurities our mothers and grandmothers did.

   Except those insecurities are being intensified until they feel unmanageable. Girls today aren’t just feeling a pang of insecurity at the occasional image in a beauty magazine or passing billboard. Now, for every flicker of insecurity there is an app, an advert, an influencer ready to capitalise on it and feed them exactly what will make them feel worse. Linger over this content long enough and girls will be relentlessly reminded of what is wrong with their face, their skin, their hair, their body, their smile, before being hitched to a conveyor belt of products and procedures promising to fix them.

   Never before has a generation inspected their own faces this intensely either, spending so much time scrutinising themselves through a front-facing camera. Let alone been able to edit and enhance every feature, put that improved version on public display, and wait for the reviews and ratings to roll in. For my girls my age, this was growing up: getting feedback on our faces and developing bodies, tweaking and upgrading ourselves to sell better.

   And we not only compare ourselves to the unrealistic beauty standards of supermodels or celebrities. Our standard is unrealistic because it is not human. It is an avatar, a beauty ideal that can only be bought, surgically sculpted or generated out of pixels. We wasted our childhoods chasing something that does not even exist. Even the influencers we idolised, who had access to every injectable, treatment and surgery money can buy, still never felt enough.

   To the girls today trying to look like these influencers, and punishing themselves for not being perfect, please, take it from me: many women are reaching their twenties and realising what a waste of time this was. We are realising our childhoods weren’t really childhoods at all, that we wished them away comparing ourselves to an impossible ideal. We are starting to see that it wasn’t only a cute pair of cartoon puppy ears we tried on at 12. It wasn’t funny that we were contouring our faces at 13. And all those friendly influencers were just selling us something.

   Now what do we have left to look back on? Fond memories of Snapchat filters that fixed flaws we would never have noticed? Good times ruminating on Reddit forums, agonising over faint lines we thought made us unlovable? Bruising our lips with shot glasses, desperate to look like influencers who didn’t even want to look like themselves?

   And while this was happening, a network of companies and influencers wrapped this up and sold it to us as empowerment. We were told this was self-love, while we forever damaged what little love we had for ourselves. We were assured that there was nothing wrong with fixing insecurities, by influencers projecting their own insecurities onto us.

   But now we can see that those messages, the endless encouragement to post more, edit more, correct more, were a marketing strategy. This was not self-love but lying to ourselves, not empowering but degrading. None of these apps or filters or procedures were helping us find our true selves; we were losing ourselves, becoming so disconnected from who we were that we developed dysmorphia and anxiety disorders. Few of us are looking back at our hundreds, if not thousands, of Facetuned selfies and filtered Instagram posts with a feeling of self-love or empowerment. We are looking back with something more like deep sadness, with heartbreak for ourselves as little girls. With the realisation that we will never be able to see ourselves as beautiful – or even as enough – again.

   But age-old feelings have an age-old adage. It’s what’s on the inside that counts, right? We might not be able to compete with avatar-like influencers, but we can always fall back on our inner beauty. We can control who we are, and how we feel.

   Except even that has been exploited. While the beauty industry cashes in on anxiety about our appearance, another industry commodifies our inner lives. Mental health has become a market, with influencers, therapy apps and medication companies all profiting from our pain. And like the beauty industry, this is a market worth billions.
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