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The Effect of a “Real World” Media Intervention on Body Image
Stephanie L. Quigg
Master of Arts in Psychology, 2010, Ryerson University

The present research investigates whether a brief “real world” media intervention — a
short television advertisement — can be an effective mitigator of the adverse effects of media
portrayals of women on viewers’ body satisfaction. Two hundred female university students (age
17 to 29, M = 19.54) were randomly assigned to one of two television conditions (music video or
control), one of two commercial conditions (“intervention” or controi), and completed self-report
measures of television behavior, media influence, body satisfaction and mood. Participants who
viewed music videos did not report significantly different levels of body dissatisfaction than
participants who viewed control television, although results trended in the hypothesized
direction. A significant interaction between program and commercial emerged assessing mood as
the outcome variable. Participants who viewed the music videos and were not exposed to the
intervention commercial reported significantly lower mood than participants in the other three

conditions.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Notions of ideal standards of physical appearance for women are common to many

cultures (Etcoff, 1999). However, the particulars of those standards may vary between cultures,
and the “perfect” female body promoted by the Western mass media has become problematic.
Within the past 40 years the body weight of women appearing in such media has decreased
(Seifert, 2005; Sypeck, Gray, Etu, Ahrens, Mosimann & Wiseman, 2006; Wiseman, Gray,
Mosimann, & Ahrens, 1992) and the prevailing body shape has changed from a curvy hourglass

figure to a thin skeletal figure (Lin & Kulik, 2002). Given that the average Western adult female

| 1; ‘ has actually become heavier over the same period of time (Garner, Garfinkel, Schwartz &
Thompson, 1980; Spitzer, Henderson & Zivian, 1999), there is a large discrepancy between ideal
!?:‘i | media images of women and the average woman (Groesz, Murnen, & Levine, 2002). The media-

promoted ideal of female beauty has become unattainable for most women. Media promotion of

the “perfect” female suggests that there is a single ideal that women should strive to obtain. This
ideal woman portrayed in the media is tall, thin, young, and weighs 15% below the average for

women (Johnson, Tobin, & Steinberg, 1989). Genetically the majority of women cannot achieve

this unrealistic ideal (Posavac, Posavac, & Weigel, 2001), yet the media promote the idea that
these standards are obtainable.

| 1 ; Research has shown that exposure to idealized media images is positively correlated with
a desire to be thin (Tiggemann & Pickering, 1996), body dissatisfaction, and disturbed eating

among women (Levine, Smolak & Hayden, 1994; Stice, Schupak-Neuberg, Shaw, & Stein,

1994). A causal effect of the media on body dissatisfaction has also been demonstrated in meta-
analyses of laboratory studies, in which exposure to media images results in an immediate

decrease in body satisfaction (Grabe, Ward & Hyde, 2008; Groesz et al., 2002; Want, 2009).




Recently, researchers have focused on investigating and administering brief, lab-based
interventions to counteract the negative effects of idealized media portrayals of women. Such
interventions are designed to lead women to question media images as appropriate points of
comparison, and have been effective in mitigating adverse media effects (Posavac et al., 2001;
Yamamiya, Cash, Melnyk, Posavac & Posavac, 2005; Want, Vickers & Amos, 2009). One
currently under-explored area of research regarding work on media interventions, however,
concerns the manner in which such interventions are presented. In particular, previous
interventions have been constructed and administered to participants by university researchers
from psychology departments (Posavac et al., 2001; Yamamiya et al., 2005; Want ét al., 2009)
who are likely seen as credible sources of information (i.e. as “experts”). Information provided
by university researchers in these interventions may have been processed more thoroughly by
participants and thus have been more effective than such information would be if delivered via
other, perhaps more naturalistic, means. This may be especially true given that participants in
existing intervention studies have been asked to pay special attention to the intervention material
in order to evaluate or to answer questions later about the stimuli (Posavac et al., 2001;
Yamamiya et al., 2005).

At present, the effects of intervention material that is encountered more incidentally, in a
format that lends itself to more widespread distribution, have not been investigated. To address
the effectiveness of such interventions, this thesis details an investigation into the mitigating
potential of material that highlights the unrealistic nature of media images via one of the same
mediums through which people are normally exposed to such unrealistic images (i.e. through a
television commercial). In doing so, the preéént study attempted to uncover useful information

about whether the effectiveness of media interventions depends crucially on their presentation by

credible university “experts”, or whether a “real world” intervention can counteract adverse

media effects on women’s body image.



2. LITERATURE REVIEW

Body Image

Research in the area of body image is extensive and multifaceted. The concept of body
image has been defined as a multi-dimensional construct referring to how an individual perceives
his/her own body (Cash, Melnyk, & Hrabosky, 2004; Farrell, Shafran & Lee, 2006) and is
complex, including thoughts, feelings and behaviors related to an individuals’ body (Thompson
& van den Berg, 2002). The measurement of body image encompasses at least two distinct
components; (1) body image evaluations, or the thoughts and feelingé an individual has about
his/her own physical appearance including self-ideal discrepancies and body satisfaction-
dissatisfaction, and body size estimation (Cash et al., 2004; Cash & Szymnanski, 1995), and (2)
body image investments including the behaviours engaged in to augment physical features (Cash
et al., 2004; Cash & Szymnanski, 1995). One of the most studied aspects of body image
evaluations in research on media effects, and the aspect under investigation in the present study,
is body dissatisfaction. Body dissatisfaction is defined as the negative evaluation of one’s
physical features (Posavac et al., 2001), and can be either specific to particular body parts (e.g.
the hips, buttocks, thighs) or an overall negative evaluation of one’s body as a whole (Bessenoff,
2006).

Body dissatisfaction is prevalent among women in Western society, with approximately
half indicating some degree of dissatisfaction (Etcoff, Orbach, Scott, & D’ Agostino, 2004).
Some authors have argugd that body image dissatisfaction among women in Western societies is
so widespread as to be a form of “normative discontent,” (Rodin, Silberstein, Striegel-Moore,
1985). This term “normative discontent” indicates that this dissatisfaction that women are

contending with is so prevalent in society that it is now considered normal; women may not be



completely dissatisfied with their bodies however it is now regarded as standard for women to
hold a certain amount of dissatisfaction with their body (Farrell, Shafan, & Lee, 2006). A study
which surveyed 3200 women about their views of beauty across ten countries (U.S., Canada,
Great Britain, Italy, France, Portugal, Netherlands, Brazil, Argentina, and Japan) illustrates the
extent of women’s body dissatisfaction (Etcoff et al., 2004). Etcoff et al. (2004) found that
almost half of the women they surveyed rated their body weight as “too high” and around 25%
of these women reported that they were contemplating cosmetic surgery. Similarly, Champion
and Furnham (1999) reported that 76% of adolescent girls between the ages of 12 and 16
described themselves as slightly overweight or obese, whereas in reality (according to health
statistics) only 32% of participants actually fell into that category. The body shape preferences of
these adolescent girls were such that over half indicated a preference for a thinner body shape
than the average body shape for females their age (Champion & Furﬁham, 1999). A Canadian
survey of 19,841 men and women aged 18 to 74 years indicated that women were more likely
than men to be attempting to lose weight (Green, Cameron, Polivy, Cooper, Liu, Leiter, &
Heatherton, 1997). Of the women whose weight was in the “normal range” (according to official
Canadian health guidelines) 37% indicated that they were attempting to lose weight.
Additionally, 8% of women categorized as underweight indicated that they were attempting to
lose weight (Green et al., 1997). Therefore, the problems that women face with regard to body
image are not solely with thoughts and feelings, but also with the behaviours they engage in to

mitigate that dissatisfaction.

One of the most detrimental behaviours engaged in by individuals who experience body

dissatisfaction is severe dieting (Strauman, Vookles, Berenstein, Chaiken, & Higgins, 1991).

McVey, Tweed, and Blackmore (2004) surveyed 2279 young girls aged 10-14 years old in

Ontario and revealed that 29.3% of the girls stated that they were currently trying to lose weight
and 10.5% of the girls reported disordered eating behaviors (such as vomiting and binge eating).
However, severe dieting is not the only consequence of body dissatisfaction, other risks include
lower self-esteem, and decreased psychological well being including depressed mood and
depression (Dittmar, 2005; Dohnt & Tiggemann, 2006; Polivy & Herman, 2002; Thompson,
Heinberg, Altabe & Tantleff-Dunn, 1999). These are major problems which are associated with
body dissatisfaction, and therefore the reasons behind women’s body dissatisfaction need to be
assessed. Research has indicated that one contributing factor to women’s body dissatisfaction
may be the media’s portrayal of idealized yet unrealistic images of women.

Effects of Media on Body Image

It has been claimed that the mass media are the most powerful conveyors of thin ideals of
women’s body shape and size (Tiggemann & Slater, 2004) and that television, magazines and
movies help create and reinforce ideal standards of beauty and provide increased pressure to
conform to these standards (Martin & Gentry, 1997). Many studies have supported the
connection between the media and body dissatisfaction in women.

Irving (1990) indicates that women perceive the media as the main source promoting the
“thin-ideal” for women. The media relay the message that women who are beautiful, successful,
and healthy are tall and thin, whereas being fat is associated with many negative attributes, such
as lethargy, self-indulgence, and lack of control (Robinson, Bacon, & O’Reilly, 1993:
Tiggemann & Rothblum, 1988). People who are overweight are also viewed as being less
intelligent, less successful and less popular than people of average weight (Harris, Harris, &
Bochner, 1982). Furthermore, women hold these negative attitudes to a greater degree than men

(Crandall & Biernat, 1990).



Content analyses investigating preoccupation with thinness and representations of body
shapes and sizes have demonstrated that the media promotes standards of body attractiveness
that are unrealistic for most women (Fouts & Burggraf, 1999; Silverstein, Perdue, Peterson, &
Kelly, 1986). The reality is that many women can not obtain a figure conforming to the media
ideal because of genetic predispositions to be a certain size and height (Posavac et al., 2001); less
than 5 percent of women can achieve the thin form of a model (Grogan, 2008) .

Myers and Biocca (1992) indicate that women with even minimal exposure to television
(30 minutes a day) depicting idealized images of female beauty report detrimental effects.
Correlational research reports that the amount of time spent watching television soap operas and
movies is associated with greater body dissatisfaction (Tiggemann & Pickering, 1996), that the
amount of time spent watching music videos is associated positively with desires for thinness
(Tiggemann & Slater, 2004), and that exposure to thin ideal media within magazines is
associated with distorted eating among women (Harris;)n & Cantor, 1997). Research also
indicates that female adolescents who report that fashion magazines are an important source of
information on beauty and fitness have a higher likelihood of engaging in weight management
behaviors, both positive, such as exercise, and negative, such as skipping meals, as compared to
adolescents who do not consider magazines to contain useful information (Levine et al., 1994).
Perhaps as a long-term result, women exposed to media C(()ntaining a high proportion of idealized
body images, and engage in negative weight-management behaviors are at greater risk of
developing anorexic and bulimic behaviors (Stice et al., 1994).

A meta-analysis conducted by Groesz et al. (2002) of 25 experimental studies including
results from 2292 female participants revealed that the influence of the mass media is most

detrimental when women are exposed to thin female models as compared to any other type of

media image. Studies in this meta-analysis presented media stimuli which ranged from slides to
videos and television commercials. All studies included a control comparison (average models,
attractive non-models, overweight models, or objects, cars, or houses), and assessed body
dissatisfaction or self-perceived physical attractiveness as the dependent variable. The results
indicated that exposure to media images of thin female models generally had small, but
significant detrimental effects on women’s satisfaction with their bodies. In addition,
presentation of such images had a significantly greater impact on women with pre-existing body
dissatisfaction issues than on women without pre-existing body dissatisfaction issues. There was
also a significant effect regarding the age of the women in the studies, with women under 19
being more adversely affected by exposure to thin media stimuli than women 19 and over.

A recent meta-analysis by Grabe et al. (2008) further supports the notion that exposure to
thin-ideal images displayed in the media is associated with body dissatisfaction in women. This
meta-analysis included a large sample of 77 experimental and correlational studies, including
unpublished studies, and grouped outcome measures into four categories (body dissatisfaction,
body self-consciousness/objectification, internalization of the thin-ideal/drive for thinness, and
eating behaviours/beliefs). The analysis revealed effect sizes representing small to moderate
effects using Cohen’s (198§) criteria, d = -0.28 to -0.39, for the four outcome categories. This
meta-analysis provides increased support for the claim that viewing media images of thin models
can detrimentally affect women’s body satisfaction, and the inclusion of correlational studies in
the analysis suggests that the findings apply not just in experimental settings, but outside the
laboratory as well.

Several moderator variables have been found to affect the strength of the relationship

between exposure to thin ideal media images and detrimental effects on women’s body



satisfaction. Groesz et al. (2002) suggests that of the many moderators that have been examined,
the two most prominent are pre-existing body dissatisfaction and thin ideal internalization. Prior
research has demonstrated that pre-existing or trait appearance dissatisfaction moderates the
influence of media images on women, such that women who display initial body dissatisfaction
are more vulnerable to the influence of such images than women who are initially relatively
more satisfied with their appearance (Bessenoff, 2006; Groesz et al., 2002; Heinberg &
Thompson, 1995; Posavac et al., 1998). With regards to thin ideal internalization, women who
internalize the thin ideal standards presented in the media view such images as personal
appearance standards (Cusumano & Thompson; Heinberg & Thompson, 1995; Stice, Schupak-
Neuberg, Shaw, & Stein, 1994; Stice & Shaw, 1994; Thompson, Heiberg, Altobe, & Tantleff-
Dunn, 1999; Yamamiya et al., 2005). Halliwell and Dittmar (2005) report that exposure to ideal
media images results in body dissatisfaction only among women who internalize the thin ideal to
a high degree.

Therefore, research investigating body image suggests that when thin media ideals are
viewed, negative outcomes result, ranging from body dissatisfaction to the potential for

disordered eating behaviors (Farrell, et al., 2006; Hawkins, Richards, Granley, & Stein, 2004).

Furthermore, these media representations of ideal beauty may be particularly harmful to younger

women, those with existing body image concerns and individuals who internalize the appearance
ideals projected by the media.

The idealized images represented in the media vary for men and women. Men in the
media are athletic and muscular (Cash & Brown, 1987; Murray, Touyz, & Beumont, 19965
whereas women in the media are depicted é;s having “flawless skin, a thin waist, long legs, and

well-developed breasts”, essentially a thin ideal (Groesz et al., 2002, p.2). Men and women

10

therefore have different appearance standards and engage in different compensatory behaviours
to obtain the idealized standards of appearance displayed in the media, such as steroid use for
men and vomiting and the use of diet pills or laxatives for women (Morrison, Kalin & Morrison,
2004). Women compared to men also have a higher incidence of body dissatisfaction and
detrimental eating behaviors (van Hoeken, Lucas, Hoek, 1998). Considering the different impact
of the media on men and women, that women are more likely to engage in dieting behaviors, and
that the majority of women report at least some degree of body dissatisfaction, the focus of the
literature review and investigation will be limited exclusively to womén.
How Do Media Images Affect Body Dissatisfaction? Social Comparison Theory

The theory most commonly used by researchers to explain why women are susceptible to
these media effects is Festinger’s (1954) Social Comparison theory. According to this theory, in
domains which we cannot easily identify objective criteria for success or ability by ourselves, we
seek to compare ourselves with others to determine our own levels of achievement.
“Attractiveness” is thought to be one domain in which independent assessment of the self is not

available; that is, “attractiveness” is inherently relative to other people. In this theory, “upward”

~ social comparison involves comparing oneself to others who are perceived as socially better or

more desirable than oneself, and often results in negative affect. On the other hand, “downward”
social comparison involves perceiviné oneself as socially better or more desirable than the
comparison person, often resulting in positive affect. Given that the dominant media image of
women in Western culture is exceptionally thin and attractive, the average woman is likely to
engage in upward social comparison when viewing these images (Engeln-Maddox, 2005;

Tiggemann & McGill, 2004).

11



This theory is supported by research which indicates that girls do use media images of
women as targets for social comparison (Irving, 1990; Morrison et al., 2004). ‘When women are
encouraged to engage in social comparison with models during media exposure, increased
weight concerns and body image dissatisfaction can result (Tiggemann & McGill, 2004).
Additionally, research investigating the social comparison of girls aged 9 through 14 with media
ideals ihdicates that, when explicitly instructed to compare their own physical attractiveness to
that of models in media ads, the girls immediately felt less attractive than girls who did not
compare themselves to the models in the advertisements (Martin & Gentry, 1997). Further, in-
depth interviews conducted by Milkie (1999) with girls ages 14-16 reveal that even when young
girls are aware and critically evaluate the notions of idealistic beauty set forth by the media they
are not deterred from reading magazines that promote these standards of beauty and their
resulting enjoyment does not decrease. Instead they indicated the main reason for engaging in
this medium was for social comparison (Milkie, 1999). Therefore, these idealistic images
produced by the media are regarded by adolescents as appropriate representations for
comparison.

Enhancing benefits of media exposure

Although the majority of literature supports the idea that thin media images have a
detrimental influence on women’s body satisfaction, some research suggests that there may be
self-enhancing benefits of exposure to thin media images for some individuals (Henderson-King
& Henderson-King, 1997; Joshi et al., 2004; Mills et al., 2002; Wheeler & Miyake, 1992;
Wilcox & Laird, 2000). Furthermore, research reports that when some methodological aspects of
studies investigating the influence of thin ideal images on women are controlled for, obtaining

positive benefits from exposure to ideal images is more likely (Mills et al., 2002).
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Wheeler and Miyake (1992) report that some women may achieve positive benefits when
engaging in upward social comparison acts as a motivating agent to achieve the social standards
of appearance. These positive benefits depend on the perception of weight control held by the
individual; individuals with no perceived control have resulting negative affect, whereas
perceptions of control result in self-improvement (Major, Testa, Bylsma, 1991). Furthermore,
these positive benefits are reported for only certain individuals, specifically restrained eaters.
Mills et al. (2002) report that restrained eaters gain positive benefits, such as viewing their body
size as smaller and having higher appearance self-esteem, after Viewihg thin media images than
after viewing plus-size images. However, negative effects for restrained eaters also resulted from
viewing thin ideal iméges, with restrained eaters engaging in disinhibited eating, where they
consume more food after viewing thin ideal images than plus-size images (Mills et al., 2002).
Joshi et al. (2004) further reports benefits of thin images for restrained eaters. Restrained eaters
exposed to thin media images reported greater social state self esteem and higher positive self
image than restrained eaters exposed to control images. However, non-restrained eaters were not
significantly influenced by exposure to either thin media images or control images.

This positive effect has been explained as the result of a “thin fantasy”, with women
having short term elevations in mood, and gaining thinner perceptions in body size estimation by
engaging in fantasies of obtaining their ideal figure (Joshi et al., 2004; Mills et al., 2002; Myers
& Biocca, 1992). Dieters may be more likely to engage in this “thin fantasy” with weight and
shape being personally relevant and perceptions of their ideal image seen as obtainable by
restricting their food intake (Mills et al., 2002). Restrained eaters are reported to have overall
lower state social and appearance self esteem, view themselves more negatively and report a

worse self image than unrestrained eaters (Joshi et al., 2004). Therefore, it is not surprising that

13



thin ideal images may act as a motivating agent to achieve the social standards of appearance for
certain individuals whose appearance is more closely associated to their self image. Furthermore,
images that produce positive benefits started to be perceived as slightly better physically and
women comment that they are able to obtain that size, whereas a large discrepancy between
individual’s physical appearance and media images do not result in positive benefits (Collins,
1996; Myers & Biocca, 1992).

Mills et al. (2002) contend that detrimental effects of media images on women’s body
satisfaction may typically be found because there is a general consensus that thin media images
are detrimental to self esteem and appearance satisfaction, and so studies investigating body
satisfaction in response to media images may encounter “demand” effects, whereby participants
report what the researchers expect to find. Mills et al. (2002) further contend that research can
counteract this negative response tendency by employing less obvious self report questions when
presenting thin images, which then results in a greater likelihood of finding self-enhancing and
beneficial responses.

Interventions for the Effects of Media Images on Body Image

Research has indicated that interventions that discourage women from engaging in social
comparison with media images by leading women to question the appropriateness of media
representations of women as beauty comparators are effective in mitigating adverse media
effects on women’s body image (Posavac et al., 2001). Three interventions which exclusively

focused on reducing body dissatisfaction in reaction to media images by reducing social

comparisons to such images are those of Posavac et al. (2001), Yamamiya et al. (2005) and Want

et al. (2009).

14

Posavac and colleagues (2001) assessed female undergraduate students aged 18-25 who
were pre-screened on the body dissatisfaction subscale of The Eating Disorder Inventory (EDI-2;
Garner, 1991) to demonstrate that they experienced pre-existing body image dissatisfaction. The
final sample of 125 participants with moderate to high levels of body dissatisfaction were
randomly assigned to one of three experimental interventions, each consisting of a seven-minute
video tape about the nature of media images of women, or to a control condition in which a
“parenting skills” message was presented. The three experimental interventions were “Artificial
Beauty” (which discussed the fact that media images are inappropriaté targets for comparisons
because models’ beauty is artificially constructed by professional makeup, lighting, hair stylists,
airbrushing etc); “Genetic Realities” (which pointed out that the majority of women are
predisposed genetically to be heavier than most models), and a combination (3.5 min of each
previous intervention). Participants then viewed either 20 idealized media images (thin and
beautiful models) or neutral images (automobiles) and were assessed on three measures: the
Weight Concern subscale of the Body Esteem Scale (Franzoi & Shields, 1984), Negative-Self
statements and Drive for Thinness statements derived from free response listings by participants.
Results indicated that participants who received the control intervention and viewed the media
images were significantly more likely to report Weight Concerns, and more likely to make
Negative-Self and Drive for Thinness statements than control participants who viewed the
neutral images. Howevér, of the participants who viewed the media images, those assigned to
intervention conditions reported significantly less Weight Concern and were less likely to make
Negative-Self and Drive for Thinness statements than participants in the control intervention.

These interventions may be successful because they lead women to question the artificial

nature of the media’s representation of women and beauty, and suggest that fashion models are
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dissimilar others and therefore inappropriate for social comparison. Yamamiya and colleagues
(2005) replicated these findings in a sample of women who were not pre-selected for existing
body image concerns and instead were evaluated on internalization of idealized media. The
results indicate that women who see media images as representing the ideal for women (high-
internalization women) expressed significantly more negative evaluations of their own physical
appearance and worse mood after viewing media ideal images than women exposed to control
images. Importantly however, these adverse effects on body image and mood states were
effectively prevented by the interventions, when presented prior to media exposure. This
literature on body image provides support for the notion that women with high internalization
levels are influenced by media images and that media intervention may reduce these adverse
effects.

Additionally, Want et al. (2009) recently reported success in mitigating the detrimental
effects of viewing a television program that contained thin and attractive female characters, by
using a similar short intervention that persuaded viewers not to compare themselves to women
appearing on television. This intervention study expanded the literature by exploring whether or
not two intervention scripts, one focused on the ways in which the general appearance of people
appearing in the media is manipulated and one focused on similar concerns specific to weight,
could effectively reduce the detrimental influence of television programs (specifically a
television situation comedy) rather than magazine images (as used in both previous
interventions). Participants were exposed to 10 minutes of the experimental stimulus after
reading the intervention material and then completed the main dependent measures assessing
appearance satisfaction. The results indicated that women exposed to a television program that

depicts women adhering to thin ideal standards are less satisfied with their appearance than
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women assigned to a control group who are not exposed to the program and that intervention
material presented prior to exposure helps to mitigate this detrimental effect.
The Extension of Existing Media Interventions

Although existing interventions provide a means of decreasing the influence of the media
on women’s body image, they may be usefully extended in two related aspects: their distribution
and presentation. Given that it has been proposed that body dissatisfaction is widespread among
women in Western societies — indeed, that it may even be a form of normative discontent — one
goal of body image interventions ought to be to reach as wide an audience as possible. Existing
experimental media interventions, in their current form [7-minute videotapes in Posavac et al.,
(2001) and 7-minute audiotapes in Yamamiya et al., (2005)], have somewhat limited potential
for mass distribution. Although 7-minutes is not a long time in the context of a psychology study,
or a clinical intervention for eating disorders, given the widespread nature of body dissatisfaction
among women, it would be beneficial to have a shorter intervention that is as effective as these
7-minute-long interventions and that might be delivered to large audiences outside the
psychology laboratory or clinic.

On a related note, existing interventions have been administered to participants by
university researchers from psychology departments (Posavac et al., 2001; Yamamiya et al.,
2005; Want et al., 2009) who are likely to be seen as experts in their area of research. Therefore
the information provided in these interventions may have been processed in a deeper and more
thorough way by the participants in the studies, and thus may have been more effective, than
such information would be if conveyed by more everyday “naturalistic” means.

It has been further suggested that previous experimental research is limited by the means

in which the experimental stimuli are presented (Hargreaves & Tiggemann, 2003). Experimental
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presentation of media stimuli, such as thin media images in music videos, are provided to
participants in short clips and this varies greatly from everyday television viewing which occurs
with programs and commercials interspersed. Previous research further promotes an artificial
television viewing atmosphere by provide participants with instructions as to how to process the
stimuli. Research has instructed participants to assess media images in manners ranging from
comparing themselves to the stimuli (Tiggemann & Slater, 2004) to focusing on the products
presented in the stimuli (Cattarin et al., 2000). Cattarin et al. (2000) and Tiggemann and Slater
(2004) both report that instructions provided to participants influence the level of comparison
between oneself and viewed models. Therefore, research is not assessing the real world influence
of these media images; instead it is investigating the media’s impact through artificial viewing
behavior.

Research studies may further prompt unrealistic television viewing behavior by assessing
individual body satisfaction prior to the experimental exposure to thin media images (Mills et al.,
2002). Hamilton, Mintz and Kashubeck-West (2007) suggest that asking participants questions
about body image prior to exposure to media images may sensitize them to the purpose of the
study. This poses a problem when attempting to determine the influence of media images on
body image satisfaction. If participants are aware of the area of investigation then demand or
expectancy effects can influence the results.

Whether or not the effectiveness of existing intervention material can be replicated when
it is provided in different contexts remains an open question. In particular, if reaching as wide an
audience as possible is the goal, then it would be useful to investigate whether these media
interventions that convey the highly unreaﬁstic nature of media images retain their effectiveness

when presented though a widespread, everyday medium, such as television.
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3. STUDY
The “Dove Campaign for Real Beauty”, presented by Unilever Inc. provides an

opportunity to investigate the effectiveness of a real world media intervention. A television

commercial (called “Evolution”) created by the company presents seventy-five seconds of time-
lapsed footage of the transformation that a model undergoes before being photographed, and of
the digital modifications the pictures undergo before being presented to society (Postrel, 2007).
The aim and objective of these commercials is similar to that of the interventions used in
psychological studies. The commercial aims to expose the unreal nature of most media images of
women and to discourage viewers from engaging in social comparison with idealized media
images. Therefore, the commercial presents a good opportunity for investigators to explore the
effectiveness of a widely-distributed (and brief) form of media intervention to act as a mitigator
of the adverse effects of thin ideal and artificially-manufactured media presentations of women.
This research will provide valuable information as to the effectiveness of “real world” media
interventions as an adjunct to the presentation of such interventions by credible university
experts. Furthermore, if these real world interventions provide a means of decreasing media
influence on women’s body image, dissemination to a great number of women who might
otherwise be detrimentally affected by media images will be possible.
Research Design

The present study consists of a between-subjects, 2 (commercial: intervention vs. control)

X 2 (type of media image: music video vs. control documentary) factorial design. The dependent
variables consist of satisfaction with overall appearance, weight and body shape, and facial

appearance.
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In short, participants were exposed to one of two different television programs. One of
the television programs (a series of music videos) contained thin and attractive media images,
while the other (a documentary — Planet Earth) acted as a control condition and did not contain
any images of people. Participants also viewed either the “intervention” commercial
(“Evolution”) or control commercials featuring no people within the television sequence. Levels
of current state body satisfaction among the participants were then assessed using Visual
Analogue Scale (VAS) measures. Two standardized measures, the Sociocultural Attitudes to
Appearance Questionnaire (SATAQ-3; Thompson, van den Burg, Roehrig, Guardia & Heinberg,
2004) and the Body Esteem Scale (BES; Franzoi & Shields, 1984) were used as potential
moderators. The SATAQ-3 was administered as a means of evaluating the extent to which
women have internalized the thin-ideal presented in the media. The second measure, the Body
Esteem Scale (BES; Franzoi & Shields, 1984), assessed participants’ long-term, trait (not state),
evaluation of their own appearance.

Hypotheses

The first hypothesis is that the “thin-ideal” television programs (the music videos) will be
detrimental to participants satisfaction with their appearance, such that;

H1: Among participants who do not see the “intervention” commercial, those who view
the “thin-ideal” television programs (music videos) will demonstrate significantly higher levels
of state body dissatisfaction than those who view the control (documentary) program.

The second hypothesis is that this detrimental effect will be moderated by participants’
level of internalization of the thin-ideal, such that;

H2: Among participants who do n(;t see the intervention commercial, those who score

above the mid-point on the SATAQ-3 (i.e. those who are relatively more committed to prevailing
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socio-cultural attitudes to appearance) will have significantly higher levels of state body
dissatisfaction in response to the music videos than those who score below the mid-point of the
SATAQ-3.

The third hypothesis is that the detrimental effect of media images will also be moderated
by participants’ levels of pre-existing body dissatisfaction, such that;

H3: Among participants who do not see the intervention commercial, those who score
below the mid-point on the BES (i.e. those who have relatively lower long-term, trait body
satisfaction) will have significantly higher levels of state body dissatisfaction in response to the
music videos than those who score above the mid-point of the BES.

Finally, it is hypothesized that the intervention commercial will successfully mitigate at
least some of the detrimental effect of the thin-ideal programs, such that;

H4: Among participants who view the music videos, those who do not view the
intervention commercial will have significantly higher levels of state body dissatisfaction than

those who do view the intervention commercial.
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4. METHOD

Participants

For the present study, a total of 229 female undergraduate students between the ages of

17 and 29 years attending Ryerson University were recruited from introductory psychology

courses and received partial course credit for participating. Participants were provided with

information about the study and were recruited through the psychology research participation

system, Sona Systems Ltd. (See Appendix A). Ryerson Ethics Board granted approval for all
procedures conducted as well all participants provided written conseﬁt (See Appendix B) and
were fully debriefed (See Appendix C). Data screening procedures were conducted with the

initial raw data of 229 participants. Data from respondents who were 30 years of age or older

(n=11), who did not self-report weight (n=10), or who were otherwise missing data (n=8) were

excluded from main analyses. A total of 29 participants were thus excluded based on the

screening criteria, resulting in a final data set consisting of 200 participants with 50 in each

condition. The average age of the participants was 19.54 years (SD= 2.33), the mean weight was
129.46 lbs. (SD= 24.74), mean height was 64.58 in. (SD= 2.97), and the mean body mass index
(BMI) was 21.76 (SD= 3.50).

: : Participants self-reported ethnicity was evaluated using the Canadian census categories:
White/Caucasian, Chinese, South Asian (e.g., East Indian, Pakistani, Sri Lankaq, etc), Black/
African American, Filipino, Latin American, Southeast Asian (e.g., Vietnamese, Cambodian,
Malaysian, Laotian, etc), Arab, West Asian (Iranian, Afghan, etc), Korean, Japanese, Aboriginal
(e.g., North American Indian, Métis, Inuit, etc), and Other. Of the 200 participants, 80 identified

their ethnic origin as White/Caucasian (40%), 23 identified themselves as Chinese (11.5%), 30 as

South Asian (15%), 15 as Black/African American (7.5%), 11 as Filipino (5.5%), 3 as Latin
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American (1.5%), 2 as Arab (1%), 1 West Asian (0.5%), 5 as Korean (2.5%), 1 as Japanese
(0.5%) and 3 as other (1.5%) (Russian, East African, Italian).

Another 24 participants identified themselves as multiracial (12.5%). Of these 24
participants, 16 identified themselves as White/Caucasian and another ethnicity: Chinese (1),
South Asian (1), Black/African American (3), Filipino (2), Latin American (1), Arab (1),
Aboriginal (1), and Other (6) (Halian, Polish, Ukrainian, Romanian, Italian); 6 identified
themselves as Chinese and another ethnicity: South Asian (2), Filipino (1), Southeast Asian (2),
and Aboriginal (1); and 2 identified themselves as Arab and another ethnicity: Black/African
American (1) and Latin American (1).

Materials

Videos. Four DVDs with a running time of approximately 20 min were produced for this
study, each of which included 17 min of a television show (Music Videos, or Documentary) and
about 3.5 min of commercials (intervention or control) embedded in the viewing time. The
videos were displayed to participants using a projector, DVD player and speaker. Participants
were seated 6 ft from the screen which was 4.5 ft by 3.5ft.

The music videos were chosen according to three criteria; popularity, presence of women
fitting the thin ideal, and recency. First, popularity indicated a ranking in the top 20 music videos
on the popular Canadian show Much Music Countdown. Second, the music video contained one
woman or more than one woman fitting the thin ideal for a minimum of half the viewing time.
Third, recency indicated that the music video was released in 2007 or 2008. The music videos
were pre-rated by a sample of 10 graduate students, (M= 23.10 years, SD = .88), to ensure that
the chosen music videos contained images of women that were considered to fit the thin and

attractive media ideal. In particular, the women in the programs were rated on a seven-point
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scale for attractiveness and thinness (ranging from “Not at all” to “extremely”) (See Appendix
D). The mean attractiveness for the images ranged from 4.50 to 6.30 and the thinness of the
images ranged from 5.50 to 6.30 (See Appendix E). To reduce the probability of participants
guessing the hypotheses of the study, the focus on the women in the videos was reduced by
having 3 music videos with female lead singers and 2 with male lead singers containing either
female backup singers or dancers/actors appearing in over half of the viewing time. Additionally,
the music videos did not consist solely of media images of White musicians, with 2 music videos
containing African American female singers. The 5 music videos Witﬁ a total running time of
17:08 min included: Keri Hilson- Energy (3:23 min), Lady Gaga- Just Dance (4:04 min),
Timberland-Scream (3:49 min), Kate Perry- I Kissed A Girl (3:04 min), and New Kids On The
Block- Summertime (3:28 min). The overall enjoyment of the music videos was assessed on a
seven-point scale (ranging from “Not at all” to “extremely”), revealing scores ranging from 1 to
6 (M=4.5, SD=1.72) (See Appendix F).

The control television program was a segment of a wildlife documentary (“Planet Earth”)
that featured no images of people and had a total running time of 16.79 min. This control
program featuring no people was used because previous research has sometimes found that the
use of control images of overweight or average-weight women causes viewers to feel more
satisfied with their appearance, compared to viewing nothing (Irving, 1990). Thus, using
overweight or average-weight women as control images confounds the potentially negative
effect of viewing images of thin women with the potentially positive effect of viewing images of
average or over-weight women.

Four commercials were embedded in the 20 min viewing sequence for both the control

and intervention conditions. The control commercial condition involved four commercials which
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do not feature any people, and included: K9-Advantix ad (30 sec), 2008 Honda Accord Sedan ad
(30 sec), Telus 2006 Fish Talk To You ad (30 sec), and the Sony Bravia Paint Remastered ad
(130 sec). Total running time for the control commercial condition was 220 sec. These
commercials were obtained from a video sharing website located at http://www.youtube.com.
The intervention commercial condition involved 3 of the commercials from the control condition
(K9-Advantix ad, 2008 Honda Accord Sedan ad, and Telus 2006 Fish Talk To You ad), with the
addition of the intervention Dove “Evolution” commercial (116 sec) in place of the Sony Bravia
ad. The total running time for the intervention commercial condition was 206 sec.
The enjoyment of each of the commercials was also pre-rated on a seven-point scale (ranging
from “Not at all” to “extremely””). The mean enjoyment of the commercials ranged from 3.6 to
6.7 (See Appendix F). Comparing the intervention commercial (Dove Evolution Ad) to the
control commercial (Sony Bravia Ad) indicated that the intervention commercial (M=6.8, SD =
.63) received a higher mean enjoyment rating than the control commercial (M=4.9, SD=1.20).
Considering the variation between the enjoyment of the intervention and control commercial the
participants in the study were also assessed on their enjoyment of the program they viewed
(Music Videos or Planet Earth) and their overall enjoyment of the commercials.
Measures

Visual Analogue Scales. Participants completed a self-report questionnaire containing a
number of Visual Analog Scales (VAS) to measure state body satisfaction and mood. VAS are
comprised of 100mm horizontal lines with anchored endpoints which participants mark with a
vertical line to indicate their response (Heinburg & Thompson, 1995). Scoring of participants
responses is done to the nearest millimeter and range from O to 100. VAS measures allow for a

greater range of responses than 1-7 Likert scales and have been frequently used in this type of
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research (van den Berg & Thompson, 2007). In the present study, participants indicated their
mood with answers to “right now I feel”, ranging from “worried” to “relaxed”. They also rated
“right now” how they feel about their “facial appearance”, “weight and shape” and “overall
appearance” (ranging from extremely dissatisfied/unhappy to extremely satisfied/happy) with
higher ratings indicating better satisfaction and mood (Heinburg & Thompson, 1995). These
three questions formed the key dependent measures in the present study and relate to
participants’ feelings of satisfaction with their appearance. The convergent validity of this
measure has been examined through comparison with longer measure§ of appearance
satisfaction/dissatisfaction such as the Eating Disorders Inventory-Body Dissatisfaction subscale
(EDI-BD; Garner, 1991) and results indicate these two measures (VAS appearance satisfaction
and the EDI-BD) are significantly correlated (Garner, Olmstead & Polivy, 1983; Heinberg &
Thompson, 1995).

Other VAS items included rating participants’ perceptions of the reality of the program,
with questions such as, “I thought the people in the music videos were”, with answers ranging
from “not at all true-to-life” to “very true-to-life”, and describing their personality with
questions such as “generally, I come across as”, ranging in their answers from “someone who is
sensitive and excitable and can be tense” to “someone who is relaxed, unemotional, rarely gets
irritated and seldom feels blue” from the Single-Item Measure of Personality (SIMP; Woods &
Hampson, 2005).

The implementation of a short measure of body satisfaction (just three VAS questions)
among the other VAS items helped to facilitate the cover story for this study (see below) and
reduce the likelihood of participants discovering its true purpose. Participants Beconﬁng aware of

the true purpose of the study may result in expectancy effects.
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Television Viewing Behaviors. Participant’s television exposure was assessed with three

free response questions, “Which are your top 3 favorite TV shows?”, “Which television shows
do you watch faithfully every week” and “Number of episodes of this show you watch every
week”. Viewing behavior of specific shows and genres was assessed with self report items
assessing the amount and frequency of viewing of 32 Nelson top-rated programs. These viewing
behavior questions appeared after the VAS items on the questionnaire.

Demographic variables. Participant’s age, gender, height, weight, and ethnicity were also
asseésed with five free response questions appearing after the television viewing behavior
questions. Information obtained for self-reported height and weight was used to calculate BMI
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