Mirror, mirror on the wall

Research Papers

Chinchankar, R. P. (2022). The Prevalence of Mirror Gazing Behaviors in Men. Doctoral Dissertation,

Western Kentucky University.

www.bobhurling.com

Tramacere, A. (2022). Face yourself: The social neuroscience of mirror gazing. Frontiers in Psychology, 13, 949211.
Hofmann, S. G., & Heinrichs, N. (2003). Differential effect of mirror manipulation on self-perception in social phobia

subtypes. Cognitive Therapy and Research, 27(2), 131-142.

Overview

Why do some people spend so long looking in the mirror, and does it mean something more? Recent research from
psychology and neuroscience is shedding light on what’s really going on when we stare at our own reflection.

Key Findings & Insights

A 2022 doctoral dissertation from Western Kentucky University studied
mirror-gazing behaviour in men, particularly those prone to muscle
dysmorphia (MD), a condition where individuals obsess over not being
muscular enough. Men with MD were found to check mirrors 7.5-9.2 times
a day, often without feeling satisfied. Their gazing was driven by distress
and a compulsion for visual reassurance, yet it often deepened negative
self-perception.

In another 2022 paper, Tramacere proposed that mirror gazing may activate
similar brain processes as when we observe others. Our feelings towards
ourselves may influence how we see our own face, just as our feelings
about others affect our perception of them. This creates a feedback loop: if
we already feel negative about ourselves, mirror gazing may reinforce those
feelings. This idea is called the “social coding of mirror gazing.”

An earlier study by Hofmann & Heinrichs found that sitting in front of a
mirror changes self-perception, especially for people with social phobia.
Those with generalised social anxiety (GSP) made more comments, positive
and negative, about their bodily appearance, but fewer negative comments
about personality traits, suggesting that mirror exposure increases public
self-consciousness while dampening inner self-criticism.

Conclusion

Mirror gazing may seem like a minor habit, but it reflects deeper emotional
and cognitive dynamics. For some, it’s a tool for self-awareness; for others,
a trap of constant dissatisfaction. The way we see ourselves, literally, can
shape our social confidence, emotional health, and self-worth. It’s time we
reflected on reflection.
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