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The Impact of Media Messages and Images
and their Effects on Body Image and Health in Young Women

The impact of the media in relation to women’s perception of the ideal body image
is undoubtable. Whether it is television, newspapers, magazines, movies or the Internet, a
clear majority of modern media promotes body images that are both unrealistic and
unattainable for many women. These images promote thinness, sexuality and enhanced
body shapes that are often unnatural. Content analyses of popular media indicate that the
body shape standard for women has increasingly become thinner. (Bissell)

In an age where the influence of the media is unavoidable, so is the expectation of
women, particularly adolescents and college students, to comply with the standards set by
the media, the results of which can lead to eating disorders such as anorexia or bulimia
nervosa, low self-esteem, a distorted body-image and obsession with appearance.

The significance of this issue on a college campus is obvious, particularly on a
campus like the University of North Carolina-Chapel Hill that has majority of women in
the student body.

A majority of researchers on this topic adhere the issue to the social comparison
theory which in relation to this issue suggests that body image disturbance and thin body
ideals occur when “women consciously and subconsciously compare their own bodies and
physical traits to those of models and actresses who they believe represent social and
cultural ideals” (Thomsen). “Although these comparisons have been shown in some cases
to lead to short-term increases in motivation for self-improvement, they typically result in

long-term discouragement, negative affect and body image disturbance, particularly when



the comparisons lead to the realization that the ideal portrayed in the media is difficult, if

not impossible to obtain” (Thomsen).

These negative consequences include anorexia and bulimia nervosa, in addition to

obsession with appearance.

A great deal of studies have been conducted in relation to this topic and have

revealed interesting findings:

College women exposed to photos of thin models from Cosmopolitan and Vogue
reported significantly higher levels of private body self-consciousness and state
anxiety than females who viewed control photos (Thompsen).

In a study among undergraduates media consumption was positively associated
with a strive for thinness among men and body dissatisfaction among women
(Harrison & Cantor, 1997:mediafamily.org).

One researcher reports that at age thirteen, 53% of American girls are "unhappy
with their bodies." This grows to 78% by the time girls reach seventeen (Brumberg,
1997:mediafamily.org).

Women’s magazines are primarily attacked as the main promoter of the ‘thin-ideal
body image.” 83% of teenage girls report spending a mean of 4.3 hours reading
magazines per week (Thompsen).

In a body image disturbance study, media variables accounted for 15% of the
variance for drive for thinness, 17% for body dissatisfaction, 16% for bulimic

behaviors and 33% for thin ideal endorsement (Botta).



