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There is considerable support in the literature for the proposition that ex-

posure to portrayals of idealized bodies in advertising has various negative effects

on men’s and women’s self and body image. Yet, there is also evidence for self-

enhancement effects of these advertisements. This disparity in findings suggests

the possibility that not all men and women react to advertising portrayals in the

same way and invites a careful study of potential moderators of exposure effects.

The proposed research aimed to explore three types of moderators of media ex-

posure which address limitations of prior work. First, we studied these effects in

populations that were largely ignored before: men and ethnically diverse individu-

als (demographic moderators). Second, we investigated whether personality traits

xix



might reveal important differences in men’s and women’s vulnerability to media

exposure to idealized body portrayals (personal moderator). Third, we have at-

tempted to explore subtler differences in the exposure effects by using new implicit

methodology, enabling us to measure automatic processing of advertising content

(methodological moderator). Using implicit measures as opposed to explicit mea-

sures is an important contribution because implicit measures are free from many

of the limitations of self-reports. These contributions were investigated via four

experimental and one correlational study. Results revealed that in some cases

ethnic-minority men and women respond differently to idealized body portrayals

in advertising than do White individuals. In accordance with prior work done

almost exclusively in White samples, White men and women experienced negative

effects of exposure on their self-esteem and body perception, whereas Asian and

Hispanic (men only) individuals experienced self-enhancing effects, suggesting that

these individuals engaged in a ‘fantasy’ rather than upward social comparisons.

These findings have important health implications and may be helpful in design-

ing targeted interventions and media campaigns focusing on ethnic-minority men

and women suffering from eating disorders. Turning to personality, even though we

found that personality traits (extraversion, conscientiousness, emotional stability)

were closely related to self-esteem (directly) and body dissatisfaction (indirectly),

we did not find a strong support for their moderating role. Finally, this disserta-

tion provided some evidence that implicit measures record subtler differences in

exposure effects as compared to explicit ones. In conclusion, we provided more

support for self-enhancing effects than negative effects of exposure, which were re-

vealed by incorporating moderating variables (demographic and methodological).

Implications for future work in this area are highlighted and discussed.
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Introduction
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Chapter 1

Research motivation

Good advertising does not just circulate information.

It penetrates the public mind with desires and belief.

–Leo Burnett

In our factory, we make lipstick.

In our advertising, we sell hope.

–Peter Nivio Zarlenga

In today’s Western world advertising is ubiquitous. On average, we are ex-

posed to 70 television advertisements per day, amounting to approximately 25,500

over the average year (Desrochers and Holt, 2007). Thus, we rarely get to ex-

perience the ‘joy of not being sold anything’. Because of the evident impact of

advertising on our buying behavior, many of us might want to avoid it. How-

ever, only few are aware of the fact that advertising influences much more than

our purchasing decisions. Research suggests that advertising shapes our health

risk behaviors (Austin et al., 2006; Schooler et al., 1996), understanding of gender

roles (Dietz, 1998; Hansen, 1989; Siegel, 1958), and even perception of our bodies

and ourselves (Harrison, 2000; Myers and Biocca, 1992).

One of the best studied of these topics is the impact of viewing advertis-

ing portrayals of idealized bodies on viewers’ self and body image. Body image

2
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is a broad construct that relates to a person’s perceptions, feelings, and thoughts

about their body (Grogan, 2008). This construct has been operationalized in dif-

ferent ways, including appearance and body dissatisfaction (the evaluative aspect

of body image), body concern and appearance anxiety (the affective aspect), as

well as drive for thinness and muscularity (Kelley et al., 2010; Thompson et al.,

1999). Self image refers to a person’s perceptions, feelings, and thoughts about

their self. This construct is closely related to self-esteem (i.e., positive or nega-

tive attitudes towards the self; Rosenberg, 1965) and feelings of self-worth (Fine

et al., 1993). Body image can be considered one of the aspects of self image, next

to emotional control, family relationships, morals, sexual attitudes, and the like

(Offer and Howard, 1972). Moreover, body image can directly influence self image

(Barlett et al., 2005) because men and women have been socialized to believe that

appearance is an important basis for self-evaluation and for evaluation by others

(Thompson et al., 1999).

There is a growing empirical support for the possibility that idealized por-

trayals of men and women in advertising have negative effects on viewers’ self

and body image. Over one hundred articles have now been published on this topic

(Barlett et al., 2008; Grabe et al., 2008), most of them focusing on women, who are

generally considered to be more dissatisfied with their bodies and thus more sus-

ceptible to media influence (van Hoeken et al., 1998). Experimental work provides

evidence that even a few-minute exposure to idealized (i.e., thin and attractive)

and often unrealistic body portrayals of women in advertising has immediate neg-

ative effects on women’s self and body image. To give a few prominent examples,

experimental studies showed that women exposed to media portrayals of idealized

thinness experience increased body dissatisfaction (Ogden and Mundray, 1996;

Shaw, 1995), higher levels of depression (Heinberg and Thompson, 1995; Stice

and Shaw, 1994), increased anxiety (Dittmar and Howard, 2004; Kalodner, 1997),

and decreased self-esteem (Clay et al., 2005; Hawkins et al., 2004). Despite the

majority of studies reporting negative effects of exposure, it is important to note

that several experimental studies found that women exposed to idealized female

portrayals experienced increased body satisfaction (Coolican, 1999), increased ap-
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pearance self-esteem (Mills et al., 2002), and decreased levels of depression (Myers

and Biocca, 1992). Meta-analytic work provides a valuable synthesis of these re-

sults, but has not reached entirely consistent conclusions. Groesz, Levine, and

Murnen (2002) concluded that women’s body image was significantly more nega-

tive after viewing images of thin and attractive models than after viewing average-

size models, overweight models, or inanimate objects (d = .31 across 25 studies),

while Holmstorm’s (2004) meta-analysis reported that such models have little or

no effect on viewers’ body image (r = .08 across 34 studies). The most recent

update (Grabe et al., 2008) included a much larger sample of published as well as

unpublished work and found that across 77 studies exposure to mass media had

a negative effect on women’s body dissatisfaction (d = .28), internalization of the

thin ideal (d = .39), and eating behaviors and beliefs (d = .30).

It is crucial to study the impact of advertising exposure on women’s self and

body image because it is directly related to women’s physical and mental health.

It is well known that adolescent girls and young women are often dissatisfied with

their bodies and themselves (Anschutz et al., 2008a; Grabe and Hyde, 2006). This

puts them at severe health risk due to the fact that body dissatisfaction strongly

predicts the development of disordered eating (Harrison and Cantor, 1997) and

depression (Johnson and Wardle, 2005). The most recent figures show that preva-

lence of eating disorders in the U.S. has doubled over the last four decades (Eating

Disorders Coalition, 2006) and it has been estimated that more than 10 million

American women are suffering from eating disorders (Hudson et al., 2007). Even

the youngest women are at risk of falling into disordered eating: 80% of 10 year

olds are afraid of being fat (Mellin et al., 1991) and more than half of teenage girls

use unhealthy weight control behaviors (Neumark-Sztainer, 2005). Further, it has

been estimated that 35% of dieting women will progress into pathological dieting

and many of those are likely to develop eating disorders (Shisslak et al., 1995).

While the development of eating disorders has a number of potential causes, re-

search demonstrates that the role of mass media is particularly important (Levine

and Murnen, 2009), with correlational studies revealing a reliable association be-

tween consumption of mass media that promote idealized body images and eating
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disorder symptomatology (Bissell and Zhou, 2004; Botta, 2003; Harrison and Can-

tor, 1997; Stice et al., 1994; Tiggemann and Pickering, 1996). For instance, mere

self-reported media exposure predicts greater levels of body dissatisfaction and

disordered eating (Stice et al., 1994; Posavac et al., 1998). Experimental work

cited above provides further support for the relationship between media exposure

and body dissatisfaction and other symptoms related to the development of eating

disorders.

What about men? Do they show similar negative effects of media expo-

sure? While several dozen correlational and experimental studies have investi-

gated women (Grabe et al., 2008), men have not received as much attention, with

only about a third the number of studies on record (Barlett and Harris, 2008;

Blond, 2008). This research disparity is troubling when we acknowledge that men

are becoming increasingly dissatisfied with their bodies (Adams et al., 2005) and

are increasingly suffering from eating disorders like anorexia nervosa or bulimia

nervosa (Hoek, 2006; Hudson et al., 2007; Striegel-Moore et al., 2009). Moreover,

some researchers consider homosexual men to be at a higher risk of eating disorders

(Silberstein et al., 1989) partly due to gay culture’s increased emphasis on physical

appearance (Striegel-Moore and Bulik, 2007). A recent survey by Striegel-Moore

et al. (2009) showed that while women reported more prevalence of certain symp-

toms of disordered eating (e.g., fasting, loss of control while eating), men reported

equally high prevalence of excessive exercise and the use of laxatives, and signif-

icantly higher prevalence of overeating as compared to women. Due to the fact

that mass media exposure is often associated with increased eating disorder symp-

tomatology (Becker et al., 2002; Moriarty and Harrison, 2008; Tiggemann, 2003),

investigations of mass media effects on men’s self image are needed to understand

factors increasing men’s susceptibility to these effects.

Recent meta-analytic work (Barlett et al., 2008; Blond, 2008) suggests that

viewing idealized male bodies in advertising has a small but statistically signifi-

cant negative impact on men’s body image (−.19 ≤ d ≤ −.22 across 25 studies;

Barlett, Vowels, and Saucier, 2008 and d = .43 across 15 studies; Blond, 2008). To

give a few specific examples, experimental work showed that viewing portrayals
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of idealized (i.e., attractive and muscular) men in advertisements decreased men’s

self-esteem (Farquhar and Wasylkiw, 2007), body esteem (Grogan et al., 1996;

Hobza et al., 2007), and body satisfaction (Hausenblas et al., 2003; Lorenzen et al.,

2004), whereas it increased men’s feelings of anxiety and depression (Agliata and

Tantleff-Dunn, 2004; Halliwell et al., 2007). Viewing portrayals of idealized women

also led to greater levels of anxiety (Johnson et al., 2007), greater actual-ideal body

discrepancy (Lavine et al., 1999) and decreased body esteem (Dens et al., 2009) in

men. By contrast, only one study found that exposure to idealized male portrayals

can have self-enhancing effects by lowering men’s negative affect (Halliwell et al.,

2007). Just like in women, correlational research reported a relationship between

men’s consumption of idealized media messages and increased body dissatisfac-

tion (Duggan and McCreary, 2004), drive for muscularity (Duggan and McCreary,

2004), and lowered self-esteem (Green and Pritchard, 2003).

1.1 Theoretical foundation

Taken together, the above findings demonstrate that advertising images

presenting idealized models are harmful to men and women viewing them: A few

minutes of exposure influence viewer’s perceptions, emotions, and even eating be-

havior. Several theories can be used to explain what drives these negative effects.

From a mass communication perspective, Gerbner (1969) argues that media ‘culti-

vate’ beliefs and attitudes and that people who view a lot of mass media messages

are likely to believe that media reality is the only reality (Cultivation Theory;

Gerbner, 1969). In the present context, this suggests that women and men who

are often exposed to media portrayals of idealized beauty are likely to adopt this

beauty ideal. They may then feel dissatisfied with themselves if they do not meet

this ideal. Empirical work supports this theory by demonstrating that the over-

all amount of television viewing is a significant predictor of the drive for thinness

and muscularity (Tiggemann, 2005), body ideals (Swami et al., 2010), as well

as body dissatisfaction (Harrison and Cantor, 1997). However, some researchers

argue (Tiggemann and Pickering, 1996) that exposure to only certain types of tele-



7

vision programming (e.g., music videos and soap operas as opposed to sports) is

problematic for individual self and body image.

The Tripartite Influence model (Thompson et al., 1999) builds upon the

previous theory and suggests that exposure to mass media is only one of the vari-

ables that form the basis for development of body image and eating dysfunction.

Thompson and colleagues argue that peers, parents, and media are important fac-

tors influencing one’s body image. Research shows that, for instance, peers’ teasing

increases women’s body dissatisfaction (Thompson et al., 1995), as well as dieting

and binge eating tendencies (Paxton et al., 1999). Pressure to be thin and teas-

ing within family are also related to eating disturbances in women (Kanakis and

Thelen, 1995; Levine et al., 1994).

Social Comparison Theory (SCT, Festinger, 1954) offers a more specific ex-

planation of the negative effects of exposure to media portrayals of the beauty ideal.

This theory holds that individuals have a constant drive for self-evaluation, and

this can primarily be accomplished by means of comparison with others. Accord-

ing to Festinger (1954) there are two types of comparisons: upward and downward.

Upward comparisons involve those seen as superior to the self, and can lead to de-

cline in self-esteem, depression, and anger. Downward comparisons involve those

perceived as inferior to the self, and can lead to higher self-esteem and decreased

anger (Festinger, 1954). Thus, SCT suggests that we could expect most men and

women to evaluate themselves more negatively after viewing idealized images of

advertising models due to an upward comparison with them. This is often re-

ferred to as a negative contrast effect (Mills et al., 2002; Wheeler, 1966). However,

Wheeler (1966) argued that not all types of upward comparisons have to result in

negative self-evaluation. In particular, for individuals who see themselves as close

to an ideal, viewing highly attractive models may have an ‘inspirational’ (Collins,

1996) or ‘fantasy’ effect (Myers and Biocca, 1992) which will actually bolster self-

esteem. I will call this family of proposed phenomena self-enhancement effects, in

comparison with the contrast effects discussed above.

Fredrickson and Roberts (1997) proposed Objectification Theory which also

attempts at explaining the negative effects of exposure to idealized bodies. This
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theory asserts that repeated experiences of objectification result in women (or men)

taking on an observer’s perspective of their bodies. Thus, they treat their own bod-

ies as objects to be looked at and evaluated by. This so called ‘self-objectification’

results in habitual monitoring of one’s own body appearance, leading to nega-

tive psychological consequences including body dissatisfaction, body shame, and

disordered eating (Fredrickson and Roberts, 1997; Fredrickson et al., 1998).

Finally, the Social Cognitive Theory of Mass Communication (Bandura,

1994) suggests that ‘the fashion and taste industries rely heavily on the social

prompting power of modeling’ (Bandura, 2002, p. 138). Men and women in

advertising are usually presented as physically beautiful, admired, happy, and suc-

cessful in every domain of life. Drinking a certain brand of beverage or using a

particular shampoo wins the admiration of other people, enhances physical and

job performance, tranquilizes irritable nerves, and arouses affectionate overtures

from spouses (Bandura, 2002). This theory asserts that when the following condi-

tions are present: models are attractive, idealized, and receive rewards rather than

punishment, individuals are likely to model the behaviors of these models (Bis-

sell and Zhou, 2004). Therefore, it is reasonable to expect men and women who

observe many rewards associated with being physically beautiful to want similar

rewards for themselves and subsequently to model the behavior (and appearance)

of advertising models.

In research discussed in this dissertation, the above theories, especially So-

cial Comparison Theory, are often employed as a framework to generate specific

predictions about the outcomes of exposure to media-portrayed beauty ideal (see

Chapters 3, 4, 7, 8).

1.2 Current objectives

In what follows I will discuss four major limitations of prior work on effects

of exposure to idealized bodies which motivated the research questions pursued in

this dissertation. The first three research questions are more general and were in-

vestigated in most of the experimental studies reported in this dissertation, whereas
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the last one is more specific and was examined only in the final portion of the dis-

sertation. For an overview of details of studies included in the dissertation see

Table 1.1.

Effects of exposure in men (RQ 1)

As mentioned above, the first limitation of the existing research is too little

emphasis on studying men. Despite the overwhelming evidence of exposure effects

on women’s self image and eating behavior men have received little attention in

this field (Barlett and Harris, 2008). According to the most recent meta-analyses,

whereas 77 experimental and correlational studies investigated the effects of media

exposure on body concern in women (Grabe et al., 2008) only 25 examined these

effects in men (Barlett and Harris, 2008), one third of the total number of studies

on women. This gender disparity in research would not be problematic in itself,

if it did not imply that consequently some important questions are understudied

in men. While research on women focuses on a variety of outcomes including

body dissatisfaction and body image concern, internalization of a thinness ideal,

eating behaviors and beliefs, studies conducted in men focused mostly on body dis-

satisfaction and body esteem (Agliata and Tantleff-Dunn, 2004; Baird and Grieve,

2006; Leit et al., 2002), ignoring the behavioral and psychological outcomes. A few

such outcomes were studied in correlational research (Duggan and McCreary, 2004;

Green and Pritchard, 2003) but not in experimental work. Whereas a large number

of important moderating factors, like restraint or internalization of a body ideal,

were identified in research on women (Anschutz et al., 2008a; Dittmar and Howard,

2004), very little is known about the role of these variables in men. Moreover, very

few studies exist that directly compare the effects of exposure across gender (Dens

et al., 2009; Grogan et al., 1996; Kalodner, 1997). Therefore, I would like to ac-

knowledge that men are also affected by exposure to idealized body portrayals and

will include them in this research, not only extending the current knowledge of the

effects of exposure on men, but also directly comparing these effects across gender.

Thus, the first research question is:

RQ1: Do effects of media exposure to idealized bodies on self and body
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image differ depending on gender?

I hypothesize that women will be slightly more negatively affected by exposure to

idealized bodies than men (Hypothesis 1) due to the fact that women generally

exhibit more body dissatisfaction than men (van Hoeken et al., 1998).

Effects of exposure in non-White participants (RQ 2)

An investigation of the effects of exposure to idealized bodies on men’s and

women’s self and body image has been reported in more than one hundred studies,

however, an overwhelming majority of them focus on effects found in White women

(Grabe et al., 2008) or White men only. Consequently, very little is known about

the effects of exposure in ethnic-minority men and women (Halliwell et al., 2007;

Tiggemann and McGill, 2004). This is a serious limitation of this research field,

because we cannot generalize its findings to all individuals. Alternatively, we may

have ignored important differences in the way men and women of different ethnic

backgrounds respond to advertising images.

Only three correlational and no experimental studies compared the effect of

viewing idealized media portrayals of women on body dissatisfaction and related

measures in women of different race/ethnicity (Bissell and Zhou, 2004; Borzekowski

et al., 2000; Schooler et al., 2004). Borzekowski, Robinson, and Killen (2000)

found that for White and African American women there was a positive corre-

lation between watching music videos and perceived importance of appearance,

whereas this relationship was not significant for Asian and Hispanic American

women. Schooler, Ward, Merriwether, and Caruthers (2004) found that amount of

mainstream media exposure predicted White women’s poorer body image, while

viewing African-American-oriented media was unrelated to their body image. In

turn, viewing African-American-oriented media predicted a healthier body image

of African American women, while mainstream media had no effect on their body

image. The results reported by Bissel and Zhou (2004) showed that women who are

frequently exposed to thinness-depicting media are more likely to be dissatisfied

with their body; however, this relationship was stronger for White than non-White

women. Four additional (mostly correlational) studies examined the effect of expo-
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sure to thinness among single groups of ethnic-minority women: African American,

Cuban American, and Fijian (Becker et al., 2002; Frisby, 2004; Jane et al., 1999;

Zhang et al., 2009). No studies known to the author compared the impact of

viewing idealized portrayal on men across race/ethnicity.

As I review in more detail in Chapters 3 and 4, this concern is particularly

pressing in the present context because the literature suggests several reasons why

non-White individuals might be affected differently by exposure to media portrayed

body ideals. Culture and ethnicity often dictate different body ideals. For instance,

as compared to White men African American men rate larger female silhouettes

as attractive and desirable (Rosen et al., 1993; Thompson et al., 1996). African

American men also prefer larger male bodies than do White men (Thompson et al.,

1996), whereas Asian men are similar to White men in their desired body weight

(Barr, 1995). Unfortunately, comparisons of body ideals across ethnicity in men

are scarce. African American and White men are the most often compared groups,

with much less known about body ideals in Asian and Hispanic Americans. There-

fore, it is challenging to predict whether and how different ethnic groups differ in

their reactions to idealized male bodies. It turns out that one can motivate several

quite different predictions. Following SCT (Festinger, 1954) we might expect that

men with larger body ideals might experience more of a discrepancy with media

ideals and thus be more prone to negative exposure effects. If so, ethnic groups

that tend towards larger body ideals would be more negatively affected; for in-

stance, we would expect more negative exposure effects in Hispanic American or

African American men as compared with Asian and White American men. But

SCT can also motivate the contrary possibility as social comparisons are based on

perceived similarity (Festinger, 1954). If ethnic minorities do not consider White

models, which are predominant in advertising, to be a reference group, they might

resist social comparison entirely, thereby sheltering themselves from the negative

effects of such comparisons. Thus, while both of these possibilities lead to the

expectation of ethnic differences in exposure effects, they differ in the predicted

direction of difference.

In women the situation is similar. On the one hand, ethnic-minority women
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(African American and Hispanic women in particular) tend to idealize larger body

sizes than White women (Botta, 2000; Gil-Kashiwabara, 2002; Parnell et al., 1996;

Powell and Kahn, 1995; Rucker and Cash, 1992) and so when comparing themselves

to media models members of these groups might perceive a larger discrepancy

between themselves and the media ideal, leading to greater dissatisfaction and more

negative exposure effects. On the other hand, the portrayal of particularly thin and

mostly White models may not match the internalized ideal held by ethnic-minority

women, on which logic they would be less likely to directly compare themselves to

media models, and so would feel less threatened by them (Warren et al., 2005).

Indeed, prior research suggests that only Asian American women were found to

endorse mainstream beauty ideals in a similar fashion to White women (Evans

and McConnell, 2003; Kawamura, 2002) and would thus be likely to suffer from

exposure to idealized thin portrayals to a similar extent.

Based on the above, I suggest that race/ethnicity might be an important

moderator of the effects of exposure to idealized bodies in both men and women.

The literature can support a prediction of greater or lesser media exposure effects

in ethnic-minority women. As I noted above, evidence remains limited, though

correlational research provides some evidence that the results of exposure to media

messages differ for women with different ethnic background (Bissell and Zhou,

2004; Borzekowski et al., 2000; Schooler et al., 2004). However, correlational

research cannot establish a causal relationship between media exposure and its

effects, and an experimental investigation may provide a clearer picture of the

connection between media exposure, its effects, and race/ethnicity. Therefore, in

this dissertation I will try to answer the following research question:

RQ2: Do effects of media exposure to idealized bodies on self and body
image differ depending on race/ethnicity?

Based on the arguments above, I hypothesize that exposure effects will differ ac-

cording to women’s and men’s race/ethnicity (Hypothesis 2).
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Overcoming the limits of self-report measures (RQ 3)

The third drawback of the previous research is its over-reliance on self-report

measures which suffer from several limitations. First, participants do not always

give truthful answers, as they may want to hide responses that are socially unde-

sirable. This may be especially true for socially charged, personal, and potentially

embarrassing issues, like those relating to body dissatisfaction and self-evaluation.

Second, even if motivation to tell the truth is high, certain information may not

be available to participants’ introspection because it is stored in semantic mem-

ory in a format that is not consciously accessible (Greenwald and Banaji, 1995).

Such information necessitates the use of ‘implicit’ measures of automatic process-

ing (e.g., Stroop Task; Stroop, 1935, or Implicit Association Test; Greenwald,

McGhee, and Schwartz, 1998). Therefore, a combination of both explicit and im-

plicit measures of media exposure effects is needed in order to reveal a potentially

more reliable pattern of results. One of the most notable successes in this area is

research on intergroup prejudice, which now routinely focuses on subtle, introspec-

tively unidentified biases, such as negative affective responses to racial outgroups

(Devine, 1989; Dovidio et al., 2002). Despite being unknown to the participant

and not necessarily consistent with their explicit (i.e., self-reported) attitudes, these

implicit forms of bias reliably predict behavior, often to a greater extent than do

their self-reported counterparts (e.g., Greenwald, Poehlman, Uhlmann, & Banaji,

2009). This approach of combining both explicit and implicit measures has also

made an impact in clinical (Teachman and Brownell, 2001; Teachman et al., 2010)

and health-related settings (Hofmann et al., 2008; Wiers et al., 2010). For instance,

implicit methods are used as proxies for impulsive behavior and are often included

in predictive models of health-related behavior (Hofmann et al., 2008). Implicit

measures have also been utilized in the study of narcissism. Studies have shown

that narcissists do not evaluate themselves uniformly positively across all dimen-

sions; they tend to have high explicit self-esteem which masks their low implicit

self-esteem (Campbell et al., 2007; Zeiger-Hill, 2005).

This coexistence of two types of self-evaluation is consistent with the model

of dual attitudes proposed by Wilson, Lindsey, and Schooler (2000). This model
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suggests that people can simultaneously hold two different attitudes towards the

same object (e.g., the self) - one at a deliberative, explicit level and the other at

an automatic, implicit level. These dual attitudes can develop when an attitude

change occurs; a new explicit attitude is formed but the older attitude may persist

in memory and continue to affect behavior at an implicit level (see also Smith

& DeCoster, 2000). Dual attitudes can also result from simultaneous acquisition

of an explicit or implicit attitude or from an acquisition of an implicit attitude

after an explicit one has been formed (Wilson et al., 2000). Implicit attitudes

are considered to be of an unknown origin (i.e., people are unaware of the basis

of their evaluation), are activated automatically, and influence implicit (i.e., un-

controllable) responses (Greenwald and Banaji, 1995). It is not clear, however,

whether implicit attitudes are unconscious. Some theorists define them as such

(Bosson et al., 2000; Farnham et al., 1999) but there is no clear evidence for this

assumption and some researchers argue that implicit attitudes may be a precon-

scious cognitive structure and they can sometimes enter awareness (Wilson et al.,

2000). For instance, implicit attitudes can guide conscious responses when indi-

viduals are cognitive busy (Koole et al., 2001) and awareness may be experienced

as an inconsistency within the self (Jordan et al., 2003).

No study so far has evaluated the effect of viewing media images using im-

plicit measures. In particular, I attempt to demonstrate that some effects of media

exposure only appear when subtler measurement techniques (implicit methods) are

employed. Thus, this dissertation will attempt to answer the following research

question:

RQ3: Do effects of exposure to idealized bodies on self and body image
differ depending on the use of implicit or explicit measures?

We expect that implicit measures will reveal stronger effects of media exposure

on participants’ self and body image than do explicit measures (Hypothesis 3).

Implicit measures should indicate media influence more reliably due to more access

to automatic processing and reduced demand in the implicit task. A detailed

discussion of the advantages of using implicit methods in the study of self-esteem

(Chapters 3 and 4) and body esteem (Chapters 7 and 8) can be found below.
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The role of personality traits (RQ 4)

Literature on the effects of exposure to idealized body portrayals on women’s

self and body image is quite extensive and I reviewed all personal moderators stud-

ied previously (see Chapter 2). This review was aimed at identifying women that

are at the highest risk of suffering from the negative effects of idealized media por-

trayals, as well as facilitating future research designs by encouraging researchers

to include the most important moderators in their analyses. After an in-depth

review, I realized that one very crucial potential moderator of exposure effects

received virtually no attention, that is personality traits. It was a very surprising

finding due to the fact that personality traits, especially neuroticism and extraver-

sion, are known to predict individual levels of body dissatisfaction and self-esteem,

and therefore they are likely to interact with the effects of exposure on partici-

pants’ self and body image. At the time of writing the review (Chapter 2) and

the beginning of this dissertation no study on the effects of exposure to idealized

bodies on self and body image has included personality as one of the potential

moderators. We considered several reasons why personality traits should be taken

into consideration in this research. Individuals high in neuroticism are more emo-

tionally reactive to social comparisons and threatening stimuli (Rusting, 1998) and

generally more negative towards themselves and their appearance (Eysenck, 1990;

Kvalem et al., 2006). Therefore, they are likely to get more upset or over-react dur-

ing an unpleasant experience like viewing several images of idealized beauty which

may be unattainable for them. By contrast, extraverted individuals are generally

more outgoing, confident, and positive in affect (Watson and Clark, 1997) leading

to more positive self-evaluations (Kvalem et al., 2006). Therefore, they are less

likely to experience negative effects of exposure and may even react positively.

Instead of feeling threatened, they may experience an inspirational effect (Collins,

1996). Therefore, I posed the following research question:

RQ4: Do personality traits, neuroticism and extraversion in particular,
moderate the effects of media exposure to idealized body portrayals on
self and body image?
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This question is critical if an ultimate goal is identification of vulnerable popula-

tions (i.e., men and women most susceptible to suffering from media exposure) as

well as development of subsequent intervention to help these vulnerable individu-

als shelter themselves from negative exposure effects. I expect that at least two

personality traits, neuroticism and extraversion, will distinguish between partici-

pants who are more (individuals high on neuroticism) and less (highly extraverted

individuals) vulnerable to the negative effects evoked by exposure to idealized por-

trayals (Hypothesis 4). The investigation of the remaining Big-Five personality

traits (conscientiousness, openness, agreeableness; McCrae and Costa, 1999) will

have an exploratory character. Two experimental studies were published very

recently and confirmed that neuroticism moderates the effect of exposure to ideal-

ized images of women on body dissatisfaction and body esteem, with more neurotic

women experiencing higher levels of body dissatisfaction and lower body esteem

after exposure (Dalley et al., 2009; Roberts and Good, 2010). These articles did

not, however, investigate the remaining personality traits that this dissertation will

study.

Further moderators. Several other potential moderators, including internal-

ization of sociocultural ideals, comparison tendency, or body mass index (BMI),

will be included as potential moderators in addition to personality traits in sub-

sequent studies. Yet, since these variables have been already investigated in prior

work, they are not considered to be the major contributions of the current work.

Thus, the major aim of this dissertation is to explore variables that moderate

the effects of exposure to idealized body portrayals and to study these effects using

implicit methodology. In other words, I wish to better understand who reacts to

media portrayals and why, and to characterize any observable differences across

populations.

Figure 1.1 presents major contributions and research questions of studies

reported in this dissertation. As shown in this Figure, the research questions asked

in this dissertation correspond to two demographic (gender, race/ethnicity), one

personal (personality), and one methodological (implicit and explicit measures)
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Exposure to portrayals
of idealized bodies

Self and body image, 
perception of health risks

explicit

implicit

DEMOGRAPHIC MODERATORS                             PERSONAL MODERATOR

Race/ethnicity 
Gender 

Personality
(RQ 1)

(RQ 2)

(RQ 3)

(RQ 4)

METHODOLOGICAL MODERATOR

Figure 1.1: Overview of the major contributions of the dissertation.

moderator. However, we consider the inclusion of implicit methodology to be

much more than just another moderator. For the investigation of media effects

using implicit methods offers access to a theoretically interesting psychological

phenomenon that is automatic processing of advertising. I elaborate on this more

in Chapters 3 and 4.

1.3 Overview of the dissertation

The Introduction (Part I) is followed by a chapter reviewing personal mod-

erators of the effects of exposure to thinness in women investigated in earlier ex-

perimental work (Chapter 2, Part II). As discussed above, there is substantial

evidence that exposure to idealized media portrayals of women has negative ef-

fects on women’s self and body image. One limitation of this research is an as-

sumption that all women react to these portrayals in the same way. In fact, a

growing body of research suggests that there is substantial variation in the extent

to which an individual is susceptible to these effects. For instance, the way women

react to advertising exposure may depend on personal differences including their

initial body dissatisfaction, body mass, or even relationship status (we call these

individual difference variables ‘personal moderators’). This article reviews 43 ex-
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perimental studies involving 16 personal moderators (Skorek and Dunham, under

review-c). The primary aim of this review was to identify personal moderators

with most empirical support which helped identify groups of women that are at

the highest risk of experiencing negative media effects: women with body image

disturbance, women who have internalized the thin-beauty ideal, and those con-

scious about being evaluated by others. The reason for the inclusion of studies on

the effects in women only stems from the fact that very few articles exist exploring

personal moderators in men. The secondary aim of this work was to include these

strongest moderators in future studies as reliable moderating or mediating vari-

ables. Internalization of sociocultural ideals and comparison tendency were among

the most supported moderators of exposure and were subsequently included in

research reported in this dissertation (see Chapters 6, 7, 8). Finally, this in-depth

review helped identify an important variable that received no empirical attention

and was thus included as one of the research questions in this dissertation, that is,

personality traits (RQ 4).

Part III contains a report of two experimental studies which investigated

the implicit and explicit effects of exposure to advertising-portrayed idealized male

and female bodies in an ethnically diverse sample of women (Chapter 3, N = 202)

and men (Chapter 4, N = 160). Participants in these two studies viewed ad-

vertisements from three different exposure conditions. Their implicit self-esteem

was measured using the Implicit Association Test (IAT; Greenwald, McGhee, and

Schwartz, 1998), and a questionnaire assessed their actual-ideal body discrepancy,

explicit self-esteem, and perception of weight-related health-risks. The primary

contribution and the central research question of both of these studies was whether

effects of exposure to portrayals of idealized bodies differ across race/ethnicity (RQ

2). The second important contribution was the investigation of these effects using

both explicit and implicit measures of self-esteem to reveal whether implicit meth-

ods might reveal more subtle effects of exposure that explicit measures cannot (RQ

3). We found that exposure had self-enhancing effects on men’s self-esteem and

actual-ideal body discrepancy (Skorek and Dunham, 2011a; Skorek and Dunham,

2011b; Skorek and Dunham, under review-b), but no such results were reported
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for women (Skorek and Dunham, 2010a; Skorek and Dunham, 2010b; Skorek and

Dunham, under review-a). Moreover, these results differed by race/ethnicity in

men only but contrary to our expectation all women reacted uniformly to me-

dia exposure. Lastly, the study in men showed a greater sensitivity of implicit

versus explicit measures, which suggests the utility of moving beyond self-report

measures, which suffer from limitations relating to task demands.

Having studied the first three research questions in two experimental studies

(Chapters 3 and 4) in Part II, in Part IV we moved towards a closer investigation

of the 4th research question, that is, the role of personality in moderating the ef-

fects of exposure to idealized body portrayals. First, we conducted a correlational

pilot study (Chapter 5, N = 212 women and N = 175 men) investigating the

relationships between personality traits and a range of self and body image related

measures. Participants completed items measuring personality, self-esteem, body

dissatisfaction, body esteem, comparison tendency, and internalization of sociocul-

tural ideals. This study was motivated by the idea that if personality correlates

with body dissatisfaction, body esteem, or similar measures, it will be worth in-

cluding this variable as a moderator in following experimental studies. We found

that several personality traits (extraversion, emotional stability, conscientiousness)

were in fact associated with self and body image measures. Gender differences are

also discussed. The study reported in Chapter 6 was based on the same data

as in Chapter 5 and was aimed at investigating the relationship between all five

personality and body dissatisfaction in more depth. In this chapter, we explored

individual differences in men’s and women’s body dissatisfaction by investigating

the relationship between personality traits and body dissatisfaction. Contrary to

prior work, which suggested a direct relationship between personality and body

dissatisfaction, we hypothesized that it is mediated by self-esteem. In addition, we

expected the relationship between self-esteem and body dissatisfaction to be me-

diated by internalization of sociocultural ideals. Path analysis was used to test the

predictive and mediational role of self-esteem. Results confirmed the hypothesized

model; self-esteem mediated the relationship between personality (emotional sta-

bility, extraversion, conscientiousness) and body dissatisfaction in both men and
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women (Skorek et al., 2011; Skorek et al., under review). Internalization of socio-

cultural ideals was an additional mediator of the relationship between self-esteem

and body dissatisfaction in women.

Both correlational studies confirmed that personality matters for one’s self

and body image. Consequently, in a subsequent experimental investigation of ex-

posure effects on women’s body image we included personality traits as a potential

moderating variable (Chapter 7). In particular, we hypothesized that emotional

stability and extraversion would moderate the effects of exposure. We have also

included comparison tendency and body mass index (BMI) in this study as further

potential moderators as they received a good deal of support in prior work (Chap-

ter 2). The study reported in this chapter investigated the effects of exposure to

idealized female bodies on implicit body perception and body esteem (N = 185

women and N = 72 men). Participants viewed two advertising exposure condi-

tions and then a questionnaire assessed their comparison tendency, body esteem,

and actual-ideal body discrepancy. Implicit body perception was measured using

an IAT. This was more of a exploratory study and it included body image rather

than self-esteem as the dependent variables, in contrast to the studies reported

in Chapters 3 and 4. Against our expectation, we did not find that the level of

extraversion or emotional stability interacted with exposure effects. We did find,

however, a moderation effect by comparison tendency and BMI. Detailed results

including gender effects as well as study limitations are discussed.

In Part V, we reported a final experimental study which was meant to

extend and replicate findings from prior experiments (Chapter 8). The major

innovation of this study was a two-factor experimental design with one between-

subjects (two exposure conditions) and one within-subjects factor (pretest and

posttest scores). All previous experiments had only a between-subjects factor

(Chapters 3, 4, 7); see Table 1.1 presenting an overview of all studies included in

the dissertation. Having a within-subjects factor offered a valuable opportunity

to distinguish between individuals who may be differently affected by advertising

exposure. We were unable to investigate this distinction in prior designs with

only posttest scores. Apart from moderators included in the dissertation research
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questions, in this study we included several additional potential variables that

may influence the extent of media exposure effects on women: body weight (BMI),

comparison tendency, internalization of sociocultural ideals, media exposure, and

socioeconomic status (SES). In Part 1 of this experiment, participants (N = 192

women) filled out a questionnaire assessing their explicit self-esteem, body esteem,

actual-ideal body discrepancy, and the above mentioned moderators. Implicit self-

esteem and body perception were measured using two IATs. Participants returned

to the lab 7 days after Part 1 and viewed one of two advertising conditions followed

by a questionnaire assessing the dependent measures and participated in two IATs

(same as in Part 1). As expected, the results of the study did not reveal any main

effects of advertising exposure, but we identified a few moderators of exposure

to idealized body portrayals on women’s self and body perception. Advertising

exposure had a different effect on women’s implicit body perception depending

on their race/ethnicity. Moreover, conscientiousness and comparison tendency

moderated the effects of exposure on women’s explicit self-esteem.

Conclusions, limitations of this work, and future directions follow in the

last part of the dissertation (Part VI).
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Chapter 2

Who is harmed by media

portrayed thinness? A review of

personal moderators

2.1 Introduction

As reviewed in the Introduction, several randomized experiments and corre-

lational studies have demonstrated adverse effects of viewing idealized portrayals of

thin advertising models on women’s self and body image.1 However, the broader

literature is also populated by a rather large number of studies that failed to

demonstrate this same pattern. For example, null results have been found for the

effects of thin media portrayals on women’s body-focused anxiety (Halliwell et al.,

2005), self- and body esteem (Irving, 1990), body satisfaction (Champion and

Furnham, 1999), self-perceptions of physical attractiveness (Martin and Kennedy,

1Several prior studies were concerned about health implications of exposure to idealized media
portrayals of women, and hence, they often refer to the ‘thin’ portrayals as opposed to ‘thin and
attractive’ portrayals I have focused on in the Introduction. In my view, referring to ‘thinness’
only is rather simplistic because almost all studies use real advertisements as their stimulus
and it is impossible to control for attractiveness when selecting thin models. Therefore, in the
overwhelming majority of studies the concepts of thinness and attractiveness are confounded and
it is not clear whether the effects of exposure are brought about by advertising models being
thin, thin and attractive, or only attractive. See more discussion on this topic in Chapters 3 and
4. Nevertheless, to reflect the style of prior work cited in this review I decided for the references
to thinness only.
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1993), and dieting behavior (Thornton and Maurice, 1997). In addition, a few

studies have found effects in the opposite direction: exposure to thin media por-

trayals of women has been found to decrease women’s body dissatisfaction (Cooli-

can, 1999; Cusumano and Thompson, 1997) and level of depression (Myers and

Biocca, 1992). While it is of course possible that such results reflect insufficient

statistical power or sampling variation, these dramatically mixed findings can also

be taken to suggest that media effects are not as straightforward or universal as

might have been assumed. Indeed, challenging the underlying assumption that all

women respond to thin body portrayals in the same way, there is a growing number

of studies showing that personal differences like women’s initial body satisfaction

or weight moderate women’s reactions to media portrayals. Thus, it is possible

that the complexity in the overall pattern of results in this area is the result of

insufficient attention to these moderating factors.

In this article, we review experimental research that did not assume that

all women react to idealized thinness in advertising in the same way and that

thus explored personal differences (‘personal moderators’) moderating the effects

of viewing ideal images on women’s body image and concern. A comprehensive

review of this research has not yet been published, leaving the role of these mod-

erators in some doubt. Thus, the central aim of this review is to lend clarity

to the disparate findings on the effects of exposure to media-portrayed thinness

by identifying and categorizing the personal moderators that most conclusively

underlie this variation. This will serve two primary purposes. First, the identi-

fication of important personal differences will give insight into which women are

in fact vulnerable to mass media influences and which women are not, potentially

supporting more targeted research, including interventions to ameliorate the neg-

ative consequences of media exposure. Second, highlighting the measures that can

most fruitfully be included in study design provides a more practical benefit. A

challenge for interpreting research in this area has been the large number of con-

ceptually related yet methodologically distinct measures that have been employed.

We hope to increase clarity by placing these diverse measures into meaningful clus-

ters, thereby increasing confidence that we have successfully identified the most
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meaningful moderators. One drawback of a descriptive style of this review is that

we cannot assess the strength of the moderators statistically. Quantitative meth-

ods, for instance a meta-analysis, would allow for better conclusions about the

effectiveness of particular moderators. However, in many cases this approach is

impractical given the small number of available studies employing each modera-

tor and the range of dependent variables employed (see Table 2.2). As research

continues in this area, this may soon become a viable approach. We focused on ex-

posure effects on women’s self and body image only due to the fact that insufficient

research exists on variables moderating effects of exposure in men.

In what follows, we briefly review methodological and demographic factors

which may moderate media exposure effects. We then turn to a more detailed

review of 16 personal moderators, introducing first those with the most consistent

empirical support. Finally, we discuss the implication of this review’s findings for

future research.

2.1.1 Methodological and demographic moderators

Moderating variables can be classified as methodological (e.g., stimulus

type, study design, dependent measures), demographic (e.g., age, gender, race/

ethnicity) and personal (e.g., differences in individuals’ attitudes or behaviors).

Existing meta-analyses (Grabe et al., 2008; Groesz et al., 2002; Holmstorm, 2004;

Want, 2009) have focused almost exclusively on the first two types of moderators.

For example, in a meta-analysis of media effects on body image concern, Grabe

et al. (2008) reported significant differences in the magnitude of effect sizes as a

function of age, media type, and publication status.

A few single studies further investigated the moderating role of methodolog-

ical variables like type of instruction (e.g., encouraging comparison to the media

models, Cattarin, Thompson, Thomas, and Williams, 2000; or including hints

about the true purpose of the study, Mills, Polivy, and Herman, 2002), model

characteristics (Crouch and Degelman, 1998; Dens et al., 2009), and exposure du-

ration (Brown and Dittmar, 2005; Joshi et al., 2004), generally finding that explicit

comparison prompts, as well as thin media models, as opposed to average-looking



28

or overweight models, resulted in more negative effects of exposure. Duration was

not found to have any effect.

Turning to demographic moderators, multiple studies have addressed the

role of age (Botta, 2003; Champion and Furnham, 1999; Groesz et al., 2002; Mar-

tin and Kennedy, 1993), but evidence for moderation based on this factor remains

mixed (Dittmar and Howard, 2004; Halliwell et al., 2005). Considerable atten-

tion has also been paid to gender differences in the effects of exposure to idealized

media portrayals (Botta, 2003; Jones, 2001; McCabe and Ricciardelli, 2003; Ric-

ciardelli and McCabe, 2001; Vartanian et al., 2001), but the majority of studies

investigating these differences are correlational. The few experimental studies that

have directly compared men’s and women’s susceptibility to media images have re-

ported similar effects in both men and women (Barlett and Harris, 2008; Grogan

et al., 1996; Ogden and Mundray, 1996), though one study (Kalodner, 1997) found

that women were negatively affected by exposure to media images while men were

not. Because of the paucity of experimental work with male participants, it will be

necessary to restrict our review of personal moderators to studies involving women.

All in all, substantial attention has been paid to identifying methodological

and demographic moderators, but there has yet to be a comprehensive review of

personal moderators. We now turn to a detailed overview of all personal moder-

ators found in experimental studies of the effects of media on body concerns of

women.

2.2 Method

The sample of studies was retrieved from PsycINFO database (keywords

used in searches included ‘body’, ‘media’, ‘image’, ‘eating’, ‘dissatisfaction’, ‘ad-

vertising’, ‘moderator’) and from reference lists of meta-analyses (Grabe et al.,

2008; Groesz et al., 2002; Holmstorm, 2004; Want, 2009) and single research ar-

ticles. Articles identified by this search were then reviewed by the first author

for the presence of an examined moderator of media exposure effects. This proce-

dure yielded a total of 37 articles (43 experimental studies) involving 16 moderators
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and a total sample size of approximately 4,800 female participants. The search was

completed in 2009. All studies are English-language publications predominantly

on research conducted with European-American women.

2.3 Personal moderators - categorization

Researchers have identified and tested a number of personal moderators of

the effects of thin portrayals on women’s body concern. They reflect important

differences in women’s vulnerability to the adverse effects of media images. Table

2.1 presents a grouping of all moderators into seven categories.

Table 2.1: Overview of all personal moderators investigated in the literature.
Category Personal moderators

Moderators with strongest support

Body image disturbance 1) Body dissatisfaction (4/5)*
2) Cognitive body image disturbance (1/1)
3) Body image self-discrepancy (1/1)

Attitudes towards a beauty ideal 4) Appearance schematicity (4/5)
5) Internalization of the thinness ideal (8/10)
6) Thinness attainability belief (1/1)

Self-objectification tendency 7) Self-objectification (1/2)
8) Public self-consciousness (2/2)

Moderators with less support

Eating behavior 9) Restraint status (5/8)
10) Disordered eating (3/6)

Self-perception cognitions 11) Comparison tendency (0/2)
12) Self-monitoring (0/1)

Objective body size 13) Weight (2/5)
Gender attitudes and stereotypes 14) Feminist attitudes (0/1)

15) Gender stereotyping endorsement (1/1)
External factors 16) Relationships status (1/1)
*Number of studies that found a significant relationship out of the total number of
studies that investigated the impact of a given moderator.

The first set of studied moderators is related to women’s internal percep-

tion of their outer appearance: their body image (Cash, 1990b; Thompson et al.,

1999), and in particular, body image disturbances, defined as distortions of body

image (Bruch, 1962). These disturbances can take many forms including affec-

tive, cognitive, perceptive, and behavioral distortions (Thompson et al., 1999).

In particular, we identified work focusing on the affective (body dissatisfaction),

cognitive (cognitive body image disturbance), and perceptual (actual-ideal body

discrepancy) aspects of body image disturbance. The second set of studies in-

vestigated women’s attitudes and perception of a beauty ideal. Participants in
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various studies were asked to report how important appearance is for them (‘ap-

pearance schematicity’; Labarge, Cash, and Brown, 1998), their internalization of

a beauty ideal, and their belief in the attainability of that ideal. The third group

of studies tested the moderation effect of women’s tendency to see themselves

as objects evaluated by others, referred to as ‘self-objectification’ (Fredrickson

and Roberts, 1997) or ‘public self-consciousness’ (Buss, 1980). The forth group

dealt with women’s eating behavior as a potential moderator of their vulnerability

to the negative media effects. Researchers specifically studied dietary restraint

and eating disorders symptomatology, both of which could be considered behav-

ioral consequences of body image disturbance. The fifth set of studies focused on

women’s self-perception cognitions. We included in this category the extent to

which women compare their appearance to the appearance of others (‘social com-

parison tendency’), and the extent to which women are sensitive to the appearance

and behavior of others and their tendency to use these cues as a guideline for man-

aging their own self-presentations (‘self-monitoring’; Snyder and DeBono, 1985).

Body Mass Index (BMI) was often tested as a moderator and we included it in

the sixth category - objective body size. The next moderators were feminist atti-

tudes and the endorsement of gender stereotyping, both included in the category

of gender attitudes and stereotypes. Finally, research tested one external factor

relationship status. All of the above mentioned moderators and constructs will

be defined in more detail below. We will focus on the general pattern of results

of reviewed studies, but methodological descriptives of the cited research can be

found in Table 2.2. As our goal is to illuminate broad patterns rather than isolated

results, we place particular emphasis on moderators that have been confirmed in

multiple studies by multiple investigators.
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2.4 Personal moderators with strongest support

2.4.1 Body image disturbance

Body dissatisfaction

The affective component of body image disturbance is thought to involve

distress and anxiety (Thompson et al., 1999). ‘Body dissatisfaction’ is thus con-

ceptualized as an important global measure of distress ‘because it captures the

essence of one’s subjective evaluation’ (Thompson et al., 1999, p. 9).

Aspects of body dissatisfaction have been the only personal difference mod-

erator addressed by meta-analytic reviews. Groesz et al. (2002) established that

prevalence of body issues was a moderator of women’s vulnerability to the adverse

effects of media images on their body concern. The effect size for women who

experienced significant body issues was moderate (d = 0.50); for those who did

not, it was much smaller (d = 0.10) (Groesz et al., 2002). Similarly, Want (2009)

confirmed that pre-existing appearance concerns significantly moderated media ef-

fects; participants with higher levels of appearance concerns were generally more

negatively affected by media exposure. However, the moderators studied by these

two meta-analyses were based on broad categories that combined seemingly inde-

pendent constructs into one factor. Groesz et al. (2002) included women with

high initial body dissatisfaction with women recruited from eating disorder clinics.

Want (2009) subsumed under a single factor measures of appearance dissatisfac-

tion, drive for thinness, public self-consciousness, restrained eating, and adherence

to appearance ideals. Therefore, while these findings are highly suggestive, they

fail to provide a detailed view of which factors played the largest moderating role.

Indeed, several of the variables included in these broad categories of ‘body is-

sues’ and ‘appearance concerns’ are likely to be independent constructs in need

of independent assessment (for example, body dissatisfaction versus public self-

consciousness or eating behavior). Thus, to more closely examine these potential

moderators, we will turn to the individual studies.

Posavac, Posavac, and Posavac (1998) argued that variation in women’s

level of body satisfaction moderates their vulnerability to the adverse effects of
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mass media images. Specifically, women who are consistently satisfied with their

bodies are likely to find idealized media images of women less threatening (Posavac

et al., 1998), and thus are less concerned about their weight following media ex-

posure. The authors offer two arguments in favor of this position. First, high-

satisfaction women’s body shape may not be markedly different from models, such

that social comparisons with models will be more likely to invoke self-enhancement

rather than negative contrast (see Collins, 1996). Second, body weight may not be

a major determinant of some women’s self-worth, for example because they gain

their confidence from other arenas such as their skills and abilities. We might add

a third possibility: women may perceive a discrepancy between their own and the

ideal body but remain satisfied with their own body image because they are both

relatively satisfied with their own bodies and aware of the fact that media models

are unrealistic.

Experimental work provided satisfactory support for these contentions. Af-

ter viewing the images of thin models, women dissatisfied with their bodies re-

ported more weight concern than after viewing control images or images of average

women, while no such differences were found for satisfied women (Posavac et al.,

1998). Moreover, dissatisfied women judged female celebrities to be thinner than

in reality, whereas satisfied women showed no such bias (King et al., 2000). One

study by Champion and Furnham (1999) focused on teen-aged girls, and provided

more mixed support for the moderating role of body dissatisfaction. They found

that viewing images of overweight as compared with thin models caused those who

were satisfied with their body to think less about their own weight and those who

were dissatisfied with their body to think more about their own weight. However,

this relationship appeared on only one of seven dependent measures, raising the

possibility that it represents an instance of type I error.

All in all, the results of the above experimental studies as well as from the

meta-analyses (Groesz et al., 2002; Want, 2009) suggest that media have a negative

effect only for women who already have some measure of body dissatisfaction.
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Cognitive body image disturbance

Heinberg and Thompson (1995) were the only researchers who focused on

the cognitive aspect of body image disturbance, that is, cognitive distortions re-

lated to one’s physical appearance. These distortions were measured by asking

female participants to indicate their agreement with statements like ‘My value as

a person is related to my weight’, and ‘If my clothes do not fit perfectly everyone

will notice’ (Schulman et al., 1986). Heinberg and Thompson (1995) found that

women with high levels of cognitive body image disturbance showed an increase

in appearance dissatisfaction after viewing thin models in commercials, while in-

dividuals with lower levels showed a decrease in appearance dissatisfaction. After

viewing neutral ads all participants reported improved appearance satisfaction.

These results suggest that women with high levels of cognitive body image dis-

turbance are particularly susceptible to the adverse effects of media images of

thinness.

Body image self-discrepancy

Body image self-discrepancy is another concept related directly to body

image disturbance. Self-discrepancies are defined as representations in one’s self-

concept of ways in which some important standards are not met (Higgins, 1987;

Higgins, 1989). The presence of such representations has been linked to various

types of emotional distress (Higgins, 1989). Body image self-discrepancy is a spe-

cific example of a self-discrepancy referring to a dissatisfaction and disappointment

with one’s body. Cash and Szymanski (1995) argued that women may not only

compare themselves to superior others, as suggested by Festinger’s (1954) SCT, but

that they also compare their actual self-concept to an internalized ideal. Discrep-

ancy between the perceived self and internalized ideal would then lead to greater

dissatisfaction and negative feelings (Thompson, 1990).

Supporting this model, women with high levels of body image discrep-

ancy who viewed advertisements with thin models reported greater dejection- and

agitation-related mood, higher levels of depression and lower self-esteem than high-

discrepancy women who viewed control advertisements (Bessenoff, 2006). This
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suggests that idealized media models can activate actual-ideal body discrepancy,

leading to these negative outcomes. Similar to the study by Posavac et al. (1998)

there was no effect of exposure for women with a low level of body image discrep-

ancy.

2.4.2 Attitudes towards a beauty ideal

Appearance schematicity

Schema theory offers another explanation for why some women may be

more vulnerable to the effects of media exposure than others (Hargreaves and

Tiggemann, 2002). ‘Appearance-schematic’ individuals (Labarge et al., 1998) place

great importance on appearance, and pay a lot of attention to appearance-related

aspects of presented material, which may in turn lead to more adverse consequences

of media exposure. Previously investigated moderators, like body dissatisfaction

or cognitive body distortions, may be conceptualized as indicative of a woman’s

individual level of appearance schematicity (Hargreaves and Tiggemann, 2002). In-

dividual differences in the level of appearance schematicity are usually determined

by a questionnaire that measures beliefs and assumptions about the importance of

appearance in one’s life (e.g., Cash and Labarge, 1996).

There is mixed support for appearance schematicity being a moderator of

media effects on mood and body dissatisfaction. One study found that after ex-

posure to thinness images women with a high level of appearance schematicity

reported higher body dissatisfaction, while the level of body dissatisfaction of as-

chematic women did not differ depending on exposure condition (Hargreaves and

Tiggemann, 2002). Appearance schematicity did not moderate exposure effects on

women’s mood (Hargreaves and Tiggemann, 2002). A further experiment by these

authors used a very similar overall design but did not find the same moderating

effect of appearance schematicity on commercials’ effect on body dissatisfaction

(Hargreaves and Tiggemann, 2003). In a more recent investigation, Hargreaves

and Tiggemann (2004) combined appearance schematicity and trait social com-

parison into one moderator called ‘appearance investment’. It was found that

women high on appearance investment engaged in more appearance comparisons
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with the commercials than women with low investment, and this effect was larger

for women who viewed thinness-emphasizing than control ads (Hargreaves and

Tiggemann, 2004). Appearance investment, however, did not moderate the effect

of exposure on body dissatisfaction. Ip and Jerry (2008) used two dimensions of

appearance schematicity, self-evaluative salience (the extent to which self-concept

and self-worth are based on physical appearance) and motivational salience (the

individuals efforts directed at improving ones appearance) (Cash et al., 2004), and

found that even though women high on both these dimensions reported lower ap-

pearance self-esteem after thinness exposure, only women with high self-evaluative

salience reported greater body dissatisfaction and importance of body discrepan-

cies.

In summary, there is some evidence that importance of appearance (i.e.,

appearance schematicity) might lead women to experience more negative effects

of exposure to thinness, yet not all studies managed to confirm this. The three

studies by Hargreaves and Tiggemann (2002, 2003, 2004) used slightly younger and

older adolescents in the respective studies (see Table 2.2), whereas Ip and Jerry

(2008) used college women, but these discrepant findings do not seem to follow a

clear developmental pattern and remain difficult to explain.

Internalization of the thinness ideal

Several researchers expected that the effect of images of thinness might be

amplified for women who internalize the thinness ideal more (Dittmar and Howard,

2004; Yamamiya et al., 2005). Women who internalize the thinness ideal are more

likely to use thin and attractive models as upward comparison targets (Heinberg

and Thompson, 1992) and may therefore feel inferior and dissatisfied after expo-

sure to such media images due to not meeting the desired ideal. It is important,

however, to draw a distinction between internalization of the ideal and awareness

of its existence (Dittmar and Howard, 2004). The majority of women may be

aware of the cultural beauty ideal but probably not all of them are internalizing

it to the same extent. The Sociocultural Attitudes Towards Appearance Ques-

tionnaire (SATAQ), developed and validated by Heinberg, Thomson, and Stormer
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(1995), contains independent subscales for awareness and internalization, and sev-

eral studies have demonstrated that internalization correlates more strongly with

body image disturbance than mere awareness does (Cusumano and Thompson,

1997; Heinberg and Thompson, 1995). The moderating effects of different levels

of internalization of an ideal were tested in a number of experimental studies.

Following exposure to images of thinness, women who highly internalize

the beauty ideal reported significantly higher levels of anger (Cattarin et al., 2000;

Heinberg and Thompson, 1995), depression (Heinberg and Thompson, 1995), in-

creased appearance dissatisfaction (Cattarin et al., 2000), less favorable body im-

age states (Yamamiya et al., 2005), and higher body-focused anxiety (Brown and

Dittmar, 2005; Dittmar and Howard, 2004; Dittmar et al., 2009; Halliwell et al.,

2005). No exposure effects were found for women who do not internalize the beauty

ideal to a high extent (Cattarin et al., 2000; Dittmar and Howard, 2004; Halliwell

et al., 2005; Heinberg and Thompson, 1995; Yamamiya et al., 2005).

However, a few studies failed to find a moderating effect of internalization

of a thin ideal. Women with both high and low level of adherence to an ideal, who

viewed thin models, showed similar patterns of food consumption, mood (Anschutz

et al., 2009; van Strien et al., 1986), social self-esteem (Thornton and Maurice,

1997), anxiety (Anschutz et al., 2009; Cattarin et al., 2000; Heinberg and Thomp-

son, 1995; Thornton and Maurice, 1997), depression (Cattarin et al., 2000), body

dissatisfaction (Heinberg and Thompson, 1995; Thornton and Maurice, 1997), self-

consciousness, and eating disorders potential (Thornton and Maurice, 1997).

The studies reviewed above showed consistent evidence that, as compared to

their low internalization counterparts, women who highly internalize the thinness

ideal report a number of adverse outcomes when exposed to thin mass media

images, including increased anger and body-focused anxiety. However, even though

the majority of the studies demonstrated the moderating role of internalization,

support for a few outcomes, like depression and body dissatisfaction, is clearly

mixed. Therefore it seems like the effects of exposure to media-portrayed thinness

is amplified on some but not all outcome measures.
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Thinness attainability belief

Mills et al. (2002) manipulated dieting women’s belief in attainability of

their body ideal. They hypothesized that those women who strongly believe they

can achieve their goal will experience a heightened self-enhancement after viewing

idealized ads, while those who see their beauty ideal as unattainable will instead

experience a negative contrast effect. In this experiment, women read either a

high-attainability article (arguing that thinness is attainable through diet and

exercise) or a low-attainability article (arguing that thinness is determined geneti-

cally), or a neutral article. The study revealed that within the thin-body condition

high-attainability dieters were significantly less anxious and marginally less upset

than low-attainability dieters. No significant results were found for depression

and hostility. Mills et al. (2002) also showed that high-attainability dieters who

viewed thin-body ads had higher state self-esteem than dieters who were in the

low-attainability condition. Overall, the results for participants in the neutral-

article condition replicated the first experiment by Mills et al. (2002) containing

no attainability manipulation; exposure to thin body ideals led to self-enhancement

expressed through body image ratings and appearance self-esteem but not affect

or state self-esteem. The study of dieting women who viewed thin models under

conditions of high or low thinness-attainability beliefs revealed that not only self-

perception, but also affect and state self-esteem were influenced by mass media

images.

2.4.3 Self-objectification tendency

Objectification theory (Fredrickson and Roberts, 1997) suggests that be-

cause women are socialized to see themselves as objects others look at and evalu-

ate, they often experience anxiety or even shame when they do not meet cultural

standards of beauty (Hamilton et al., 2007). The standard measurement of self-

objectification involves the degree to which a woman experiences her body from an

observer’s perspective, the degree of feeling of shame for not meeting the cultural

beauty standards, and the degree to which a woman feels in control of her weight

(Hamilton et al., 2007; McKinley and Hyde, 1996). A concept closely related
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to self-objectification is public self-consciousness (Buss, 1980), which refers to a

concern with one’s self as an object of other people’s attention. It is associated

with greater attention or responsiveness to standards or expectations by which

ones appearance or behavior may be evaluated by others (Thornton and Maurice,

1999). Private self-consciousness, on the other hand, reflects attention to one’s

own thoughts, feelings, and motives (Buss, 1980). Previous research considered

public self-consciousness to be a result of a contrast effect stemming from social

comparisons with superior others (Thornton and Moore, 1993). It was hypothe-

sized that women’s self-objectification as well as public self-consciousness might

predict changes in body image after exposure to portrayal of idealized thinness

(Hamilton et al., 2007; Thornton and Moore, 1993). Specifically, it was predicted

that women with high levels of self-objectification and/or public self-consciousness

would be more responsive to contrast effects involving physical attractiveness.

Self-objectification

Experimental work tested the above hypothesis on a number of outcome

measures. As compared to women low in self-objectification, women high in self-

objectification who viewed mass media images of thinness consumed more food

(Monro and Huon, 2006). The relationship was reversed when women viewed

control ads; the amount of food consumed by those high in self-objectification was

less than the amount consumed by low self-objectifiers (Monro and Huon, 2006).

By contrast, a study by E. A. Hamilton et al. (2007) found that all women reported

significantly decreased body esteem after exposure to thin images as compared to

neutral images, regardless of their level of self-objectification.

Public self-consciousness

Women with high public self-consciousness who viewed thin advertising

models reported lower physical attractiveness and self-esteem, and higher social

physique anxiety as compared to women who viewed control images (Thornton

and Maurice, 1999). This moderation effect was absent for women with low

self-consciousness. A slightly different pattern of results was found in a study
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that manipulated public self-awareness, a transient, induced state of public self-

consciousness (Thornton and Maurice, 1999). High public self-awareness was

achieved by placing a mirror in the laboratory room where women participated

in the study. Self-aware women exposed to thinness images reported lower phys-

ical attractiveness, increased social physique anxiety and increased self-esteem as

compared to women in the control condition (Thornton and Maurice, 1999). No

differences across conditions were found for women low in public self-awareness.

These findings suggest that self-objectification is an important moderator

of the effects of viewing media thinness. Moreover, they also showed that self-

objectification is related to eating restraint. The study by Monro and Huon (2006)

showed that viewing idealized images encouraged more food intake among high,

but not low, self-objectification women, which supports self-enhancement theory

(Mills et al., 2002), suggesting that as a result of media exposure women imagine

themselves in an ideal body and consequently may engage in disinhibited eating.

2.5 Personal moderators with less support

2.5.1 Eating behavior

Restraint status

The tendency to restrain eating, that is dieting behavior, could be seen as

a behavioral consequence of women’s body image disturbance (Thompson et al.,

1999). The reason why restrained eaters might respond differently to idealized

media images is because weight and body shape are more relevant to them and

because dieting is an attempt to bring their body to an ideal (Mills et al., 2002).

Heatherton and Polivy (1992) suggested that dieters evaluate themselves negatively

when confronted with a slim body image. This leads them to engage in a series

of diets that spiral into increased body dissatisfaction, decreased self-esteem and

susceptibility to overeating. By contrast, self-enhancement theory would imply

that viewing images of thin models may have an inspirational effect on restraining

women, because they may imagine themselves in an ideal body and as a result
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may allow themselves to engage in disinhibited eating.

A number of studies found support for the self-enhancement theory and

showed that, following exposure to thin models as opposed to control images,

restrained eaters consumed significantly more sweet food (Anschutz et al., 2008a;

Mills et al., 2002; Seddon and Berry, 1996), had higher appearance self-esteem

(Mills et al., 2002) and social self-esteem (Joshi et al., 2004), smaller actual and

ideal body size (Mills et al., 2002), more positive self image (Joshi et al., 2004),

and less body dissatisfaction (Anschutz et al., 2008a). In unrestrained eaters, on

the contrary, there were no significant effects of exposure found (Joshi et al., 2004;

Mills et al., 2002). Restraint did not, however, moderate the effects of exposure

on state self-esteem (Joshi et al., 2004; Seddon and Berry, 1996) or mood (Joshi

et al., 2004).

Three additional studies failed to find a moderating effect of restraint status

in a study of the effects of idealized images on food consumption (Anschutz et al.,

2009; Monro and Huon, 2006), mood, anxiety (Anschutz et al., 2009), body size

estimation, and body satisfaction (Ogden and Mundray, 1996), though this final

result has to be treated with caution as it was based on a very small sample of

twenty women.

About half of the above studies found that restrained eaters engage in

disinhibited eating after exposure to idealized mass media portrayals. However,

exposure to thin advertisements did not make dieting women feel worse about

themselves, and in some cases even boosted their appearance self-esteem. Dieters

seemed to have imagined themselves as being thinner than usual after viewing

ads with thin models, which let them eat more and feel better about themselves.

This positive shift in self-perception following exposure to media portrayed beauty

ideals suggests that mass media effects on eating behavior are more complex than

proposed previously (e.g., Stice and Shaw, 1994). However, the experiments re-

ported above investigated only very short-term effects of exposure to thinness.

They tell us, therefore, only the beginning of the story. For example, no study has

yet looked at the results of disinhibited eating on subsequent eating behavior. It is

not unlikely that in highly restrained eaters feelings of guilt or shame may appear
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after an episode of disinhibition, which could lead to further dieting and other

compensatory behaviors. Also interesting is the fact that the disinhibited eating

effect is present only when thinness is embedded in ads of non-dieting products;

explicit references to dieting in ads of diet products serve as reminders and in-

stead increase inhibition in restrained women. Thus, dieting-relevant information

appears to prevent the self-enhancement effect.

Disordered eating

It has been hypothesized that women suffering from eating disorders may

be more sensitive to images of thinness in the media. Irving (1990) expected that

women exhibiting high levels of bulimic symptoms would be more susceptible to

the esteem-deflating effects of thinness portrayal than women with few or no signs

of eating disorders. His rationale was that women suffering from disordered eating

tend to evaluate their bodies more negatively than women without eating disorders,

because their body image is most likely more negative to begin with. However,

a number of experimental studies failed to confirm this hypothesis, as all women

reported lower self and body esteem (Irving, 1990), decreased body satisfaction,

and negative affect and self-esteem (Hawkins et al., 2004; Rocchio, 1995) after

viewing thin images regardless of their level of disordered eating symptoms.

Nevertheless, further research provided some evidence that women suffering

from eating disorders did react differently to media portrayals than women with-

out eating issues. Women suffering from eating disorders, like anorexia nervosa

or bulimia nervosa, over-estimated their body size to a greater extent when they

viewed thin models than when they viewed control advertisements (Hamilton and

Waller, 1993). Women without these disorders were not affected by the stimulus

and over-estimated their bodies to a similar extent in both exposure conditions.

It was also found that compared to women with few or no indicators of eating

disorders, women who self-reported more disordered eating symptoms responded

with greater anger to the slides of thin models (Pinhas et al., 1999), and reported

stronger negative emotions after viewing thin models in food versus non-food com-

mercials (Dittmar and Blayney, 1996). These results suggest that women suffering
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from eating disorders may be more susceptible to the negative effects of media-

portrayed beauty; however, the above studies are not unanimous.

2.5.2 Self-perception cognitions

Social comparison

Dittmar and Howard (2004) investigated the role of personal differences in

womens tendency toward appearance-related comparisons with same-sex models.

Following SCT, the majority of women are likely to engage in upward comparison

to models seen as superior to them (Festinger, 1954). These types of comparisons

were found to often result in increased emotional distress and decreased self-esteem

(Major et al., 1991). Therefore, the authors expected that women with a stronger

comparison tendency would experience more negative effects of media messages.

This hypothesis was disconfirmed, as women with both weak and strong compari-

son tendencies reported more anxiety after viewing thin models than when viewing

control images, average-size women or products only (Dittmar and Howard, 2004).

A similar finding was provided in an experiment in which researchers manipulated

the comparison tendency by giving participants different instructions before view-

ing images of thin models (Cattarin et al., 2000). Increased social comparison

failed to moderate media effects on womens depression, anger or anxiety.

Dittmar and Howard (2004) conducted an additional analysis, with the in-

clusion of internalization of a thin ideal as a second moderator, which revealed

a significant 3-way interaction, suggesting that comparison tendency does affect

the impact of exposure on anxiety but in different ways depending on thin-ideal

internalization. Negative reactions to thin images were found to be conditional

on internalization only, whereas high internalization undermined the positive ef-

fects of exposure to average-size models when combined with social comparison.

Thus, social comparison tendency was not found to be a moderator by itself, but

rather depended on the further effect of internalization of an ideal. One inter-

pretation of this result is that internalization is a more proximal moderator and

a more specific predictor of womens anxiety than more general social comparison

tendency (Dittmar and Howard, 2004). Evidence of this more complex interactive
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relationship may help to understand why some areas have reported mixed findings;

simpler bivariate relationships might be masked by more complex relationships or

unmeasured additional moderators.

Self-monitoring

People tend to engage to different extents in self-monitoring (Snyder, 1974).

Those with high self-monitoring tendencies are more concerned with self-presentation,

while low self-monitors are more concerned that their behavior in social situations

be congruent with their values and dispositions (Snyder and DeBono, 1985). Be-

cause high self-monitors are concerned about the ways they are perceived by others,

they could be expected to be less satisfied with their bodies than low self-monitors

(Snyder and DeBono, 1985). In addition, because low self-monitors are less con-

cerned about impressing others through appearance they may be more resistant

to the adverse effects of advertising on body esteem and related concepts.

Henderson-King and Henderson-King (1997) investigated the moderating

role of self-monitoring and found that, after viewing advertisements featuring thin

models, high self-monitors were marginally more positive about their physical con-

dition than low self-monitors. The study did not reveal any further significant

interactions of self-monitoring and the remaining two aspects of body esteem as-

sessed: sexual attractiveness and weight concern. This finding is inconsistent with

the hypotheses put forward by Snyder and DeBono (1985), that high self-monitors

would be negatively influenced by image exposure, but it supports the earlier

mentioned self-enhancement theory stating that images of idealized women may

enhance women’s body esteem through an inspirational effect (Collins, 1996; Mills

et al., 2002).

2.5.3 Objective body size

Weight

As mentioned above, viewing media portrayals of beauty may result in

different levels of body dissatisfaction in women having different body sizes. Images
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containing advertising models highlight the social ideal of slenderness, and women

are likely to compare themselves upwardly to this ideal. Heavier women are likely

to perceive a larger discrepancy between the self and the ideal and therefore may

be more dissatisfied with their bodies than thinner women, who are closer to the

ideal (Collins, 1996; Henderson-King and Henderson-King, 1997). Moreover, one

could expect that whereas heavier women’s more negative self-evaluations would

result from contrast effects, thinner women’s self-evaluations might be a result of

self-enhancement. This is due to the fact that heavier women are likely to compare

themselves downwardly to the advertising models (Festinger, 1954), while thinner

women who are close to the thin ideal might imagine themselves in their ideal body

through an inspirational effect (Collins, 1996).

Empirical support for the expectation that heavier women might be more

negatively affected by exposure to thinness is mixed. Henderson-King and Henderson-

King (1997)(Henderson-King and Henderson-King, 1997) showed that, when ex-

posed to images of thin models, thinner participants evaluated their sexual at-

tractiveness more positively whereas heavier women reported more negative self-

evaluations. Participants’ weight, however, failed to moderate the effects of expo-

sure on the two other aspects of women’s body esteem measured: weight concern

and physical condition. Brown and Dittmar (2005) found that heavier women

reported more weight-related anxiety following exposure than thin women, but

participant’s weight did not moderate effects of exposure on appearance schema

activation.

Three additional experiments failed to show that participant’s body mass

was a moderator of the effects of exposure to thin models on women’s body-focused

anxiety (Halliwell and Dittmar, 2004), and body esteem (Barlett et al., 2005;

Hamilton et al., 2007). Overall, the majority of evidence suggests that womens

weight does not moderate most of the effects of exposure to thinness images. We

suggest that objective weight might not matter as much as how women concep-

tualize their weight; objective weight may be a correlate of other psychological

processes like body dissatisfaction or internalization of the thin ideal, and its role

as a moderator is likely via its relationship with these psychological constructs.
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2.5.4 Gender attitudes and stereotypes

Feminist attitudes

Correlational research revealed that feminism moderates the relationship

between media awareness and thin-ideal internalization (Myers and Crowther,

2007). Women with more feminist attitudes were found to internalize the thinness

ideal to a lower extent that their less feminist counterparts. This suggested that

feminist attitudes might have a protective role on the impact of thin media images

(Myers and Crowther, 2007). Other research showed that women with feminist

attitudes towards gender are more likely than women with traditional attitudes

to be aware of sexism in advertisements (Henderson-King and Stewart, 1994) and

to reject these stimuli (Jensen and Gutek, 1982; LaFrance and Woodzicka, 1997),

which again might protect women from negative media influences.

Experimental work, however, showed that feminist attitudes did not moder-

ate the effects of exposure to thinness on women’s body satisfaction (Lavine et al.,

1999). This suggests that feminists and non-feminists are affected by the thinness

portrayals in the same way, and that feminist attitudes are not necessarily a pro-

tective mechanism. Thus, while feminism may affect other media and body-related

attitudes, it does not appear to directly protect against media exposure effects.

Gender stereotypes endorsement

Rocchio (1995) expected that women who hold more traditional and stereo-

typical views about men’s and women’s relationships are most likely to compare

themselves unfavorably to advertising models and are therefore more vulnerable

to the impact of thinness and attractiveness portrayals than women who do not

endorse such stereotypes. Rocchio (1995) confirmed this hypothesis by reporting

that women’s attitudes towards their bodies were more negatively impacted by ex-

posure to thin models for women with greater endorsement of gender stereotyping.

However, as this conclusion is based solely on this one study, we interpret it with

some caution here.
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2.5.5 External factors

Relationship status

Having a boyfriend was suggested to mitigate the possible negative reactions

to upward social comparisons (Lin and Kulik, 2002). This hypothesis was tested in

a scenario in which women expected to be evaluated by an attractive man who was

supposed to pick either them or their thin peer for a date (Lin and Kulik, 2002).

Women who already had a boyfriend were expected to be less concerned with

making positive impressions on the potential dating partner, whereas single women

were expected to be more threatened by a possibility of a negative evaluation,

but only if the peer woman was presented as thin and attractive. According to

Leary, Haupt, Strausser, and Chokel (1998), the prospect of negative interpersonal

evaluations can lead to a negative affective response, because such evaluations

imply a possible exclusion or deterioration in one’s acceptance. Lin and Kulik

(2002) partially confirmed the above hypothesis and found that single women who

were exposed to a photograph of a thin woman reported more anxiety than women

who had a boyfriend. Boyfriend status did not influence anxiety levels in the

oversize-peer or no-photo (control) conditions. However, having a boyfriend did

not moderate the effect of exposure to a thin peer on womens body satisfaction or

confidence. As with gender stereotype endorsement, this interesting finding awaits

replication and extension through further research.

2.6 Discussion and conclusion

The studies reviewed above place the existing research on the effects of

exposure to idealized mass media images in a new light. While a large number

of studies found that all women are negatively affected by viewing such images

(e.g., Dittmar and Howard, 2004; Heinberg and Thompson, 1995; Kalodner, 1997;

Stice and Shaw, 1994; Tiggemann, 1996), our review highlights the presence of

demographic, methodological, and personal moderators. These findings call the

universality of media effects into question, suggesting that the extent to which

women are affected by media portrayals depends on several personal and other
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differences.

Our review strongly suggests that the women most vulnerable to the adverse

effects of media are those who already have significant body issues (i.e., are either

dissatisfied with their body or perceive their body as far from their ideal), and

those who internalize the beauty ideal or are conscious about being evaluated by

others. We found support for three more moderators, thinness attainability belief,

gender stereotypes endorsement, and relationship status, but this evidence is based

on single studies and therefore we do not make definitive conclusions about them

here, though they clearly represent promising avenues for future work. Women

who have a strong habitual tendency to compare themselves to other women may

be also at risk, but this is unlikely to be a moderator by itself; it appears most

powerfully when the internalization of body ideals is also taken into account. De-

spite relating more generally to health risks, only mixed support was found for the

moderating role of weight/body-mass, and eating disorder status. These variables

may relate to susceptibility to media effects only via additional correlated factors.

For example, variation in women’s weight might not directly lead to vulnerability,

but dissatisfaction with that weight might. Mixed support was also found for the

moderating effect of appearance schematicity, that is, the tendency to place great

importance on appearance. Finally, speaking against conclusions sometimes drawn

from correlational research (Myers and Crowther, 2007), the reviewed studies sug-

gest that feminist attitudes and self-monitoring do not moderate any media effects

on women’s body image.

Several studies discussed above offered some support for both negative con-

trast effects and self-enhancement. The negative contrast effects approach is based

on the expectation that women will upwardly compare themselves to media mod-

els and consequently will experience negative feelings and decreased self worth.

Studies that tested three personal moderators seem to offer support for the above

claim. First, women who reported higher actual-ideal body discrepancy were found

to experience more negative effects of exposure (Bessenoff, 2006). Second, women

who highly internalized the thinness ideal reported more negative media effects

(Brown and Dittmar, 2005; Cattarin et al., 2000; Dittmar et al., 2009; Halliwell
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et al., 2005; Heinberg and Thompson, 1995; Yamamiya et al., 2005), most likely

because they were comparing themselves to the ideal presented to them. And third,

women who had a stronger comparison tendency (Cattarin et al., 2000; Dittmar

and Howard, 2004) or self-objectification tendency (Hamilton et al., 2007; Monro

and Huon, 2006) also experienced more negative effects of exposure.

Self-enhancement theory proposes that not all upward comparisons have

to lead to negative self-evaluations and feelings (Wheeler, 1966). When exposure

to media models leads women to imagine themselves in their ideal bodies, the

negative effects of exposure will be reversed. A number of studies seem to confirm

this alternative theory. Two experiments revealed that viewing thin models in the

media led to disinhibited eating (Mills et al., 2002; Seddon and Berry, 1996) and

improved self-esteem and self image (Joshi et al., 2004) in dieting participants.

These studies together suggest that dieting women may have indeed imagined

themselves as being thinner than usual after watching the media images and that

this led them to eat more and feel better about themselves. However, two other

studies failed to find a moderating effect of restraint on other body satisfaction

measures (Monro and Huon, 2006; Ogden and Mundray, 1996).

Investigation of the moderating role of beliefs in attainability of a thinness

ideal provides support for both negative contrast effects and self-enhancement.

Mills et al. (2002) showed that women with stronger attainability beliefs reported

less negative reactions to media images than women who did not believe they

could reach the thinness goal. The researchers argued that stronger attainability

beliefs led to self-enhancement whereas weaker attainability beliefs led to negative

contrast effects. This study therefore offers a potential model of how negative

contrast and self-enhancement effects might relate: the former occurs when the

distance between self and media models is too far to bridge and thus an unreachable

ideal, while the latter occurs when the distance seems manageable and thus the

media models become a source of inspiration. Certainly, future research should

further explore this promising possibility.

In summary, the presence of multiple personal moderators underscores the

importance of investigating personal differences in research on mass media effects
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and the need to be cautious about sweeping generalizations from just a few studies.

We note, for example, that some intuitive moderators, like weight or the presence of

eating disorders, may not be moderators by themselves but may only act via other

aspects of womens body image, for example, body dissatisfaction or internalization

of the thinness ideal. Therefore, analyses of potential mediational relationships are

an important future direction.

2.6.1 Study limitations

As mentioned above, this literature review is a descriptive attempt to bring

researchers attention to the important role of personal moderators of the effects of

exposure to media on womens body concerns. One drawback of a descriptive style

is that we cannot fully resolve whether a particular moderator is really meaningful

when experimental studies show both presence and lack of moderation of given

variables. However, given the small number of available studies employing each

moderator and the range of dependent variables employed application of quanti-

tative methods would also be limited. As research continues in this area, this may

soon become a viable approach.

Differentiation between moderator categories was a particularly challeng-

ing task. In part this is due to the fact that researchers introduce or utilize a

variety of constructs, without always defining them thoroughly or relating them

to constructs used in prior work. Certainly, many constructs and categories are

conceptually related to each other and boundaries between them were not always

sharp. We would argue that at least in some cases, different constructs may not

ultimately be independent. For instance, we treated restraint as a subcategory of

eating behavior, but one could possibly treat this factor as a behavioral expres-

sion of body dissatisfaction. It is also unclear whether body consciousness and

self-monitoring are independent constructs, and whether body dissatisfaction is

sufficiently distinct from body image disturbance. Further research on the con-

struct validity of these measures is needed to clarify the distinctions and verify the

methods used to operationalize them.
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2.6.2 Suggestions for further research

The above review presented a range of variables that were found to mod-

erate the relationship between exposure to media-portrayed thinness and womens

body concern. Consensus emerges in the cases of several, most prominently, body

image discrepancy, internalization of the thinness ideal, and objectified body con-

sciousness. We also reviewed mixed evidence in the case of additional moderators,

namely weight, self-presentation tendencies and eating behavior. Due to the small

number of studies in some areas, and the fact that we conducted a qualitative

rather than a quantitative review, the status of some remain in doubt. Clarifying

the mixed findings with respect to these variables should be among the priority

questions for new investigations.

Of course, the range of possible personal moderators of media effects far

exceeds the available research base, and future work should continue to test new

possibilities. For example, does the extent to which women believe that media

portrayals are realistic moderate the impact of those portrayals? We would ex-

pect that women who are conscious about the fact the media present artificially

perfected beauty may shield themselves from the negative effects of these portray-

als and remain unaffected in their self-evaluations. Also, does personality type

matter in determining the extent to which women engage in upward or downward

comparisons with media-portrayed models? We could assume that more neurotic

women would experience more negative effects of exposure due to more upward

comparisons than women who are more emotionally stable and might not consider

themselves as inferior to these models.

As mentioned above, approximately 100 studies managed to establish the

adverse effect of viewing thin models on women’s body concern (Grabe et al.,

2008), while very few addressed the issue of how to reduce or prevent this impact.

More studies are needed investigating what might contribute to reducing womens

vulnerability to advertising, especially because the analysis of moderating variables

provides a much better idea of which women are most vulnerable. Yamamiya et

al. (2005) were interested in this problem, and showed that presenting partici-

pants with media-literacy information (arguing that media present inappropriate
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standards of beauty because female models are artificially perfected using vari-

ous computer software) prior to viewing idealized images of thinness reduced the

negative effects on their body concern. What other messages can protect women

from the negative effects of advertising? How and when could we educate women

to better deal with the unreal, unattainable and harmful portrayals of women in

the mass media? It would also be interesting to replicate some of these findings

in high-risk populations. For instance, women who plan to undergo or have un-

dergone a plastic surgery might be particularly vulnerable to the effects of media

messages, and could potentially benefit from targeted interventions.

When it comes to measures used, almost all of the above studies relied on

self-reported data for measuring both the moderator and the outcome variables,

many of the questionnaires being very explicit and direct. The exceptions among

moderator variables that relied less on self-reports include one study that involved

measuring participants’ actual weight (Halliwell et al., 2005) and two that ma-

nipulated participants’ comparison tendencies (Cattarin et al., 2000) and thinness

attainability belief (Mills et al., 2002). A few studies also measured food intake as

an outcome variable (Anschutz et al., 2008a; Anschutz et al., 2008b; Mills et al.,

2002). Introducing more implicit measures could provide valuable insights into the

problem, as women may choose not to disclose potentially embarrassing attitudes,

facts and self-perceptions. A second common argument against using self-reports

is that some of the attitudes and perceptions can be unconscious and participants

may not have access to this information. The use of implicit computer-based tests

measuring reaction time data may grant access to these internal feelings. Implicit

tests, like the Implicit Association Test (IAT; Greenwald, McGhee, and Schwartz,

1998) have already been in use in clinical settings to measure automatic associa-

tions related to self-esteem (Buhlmann et al., 2008; Buhlmann et al., 2009) as well

as in the study of phobias (Teachman, 2001; Teachman, 2002). Some initial work

in this area has recently emerged, with promising results (Skorek and Dunham,

iew b)).

Also important to note is the fact that most of the research on adverse effects

of exposure to media portrayals of thinness involved images of thin advertising
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models that are also attractive. None of the studies reported testing whether

physical attractiveness or thinness is the stronger contributor to womens negative

self-evaluations following exposure. Physical attractiveness and thinness are quite

different concepts; beauty can be considered to have an external locus of control,

as it is very difficult to change, whereas thinness can be seen as much easier to

change and therefore with an internal locus of control, and the two can vary at

least somewhat independently. It is possible that depending on which of these two

concepts is activated when a woman looks at an advertisement, a reaction may

be more or less negative. For example, we might expect a more negative response

when a desired appearance characteristic is perceived as less attainable, like in the

case of physical attractiveness. Or alternatively, failure to attain a controllable

ideal, like thinness, could lead to a negative guilt-response. An investigation of

the relationship between weight and beauty would be an important contribution

to this field.

Finally, extending the study of personal differences to include non-White

men and women would facilitate our knowledge of the extent to which media-

portrayed thinness and its negative effect on women is a more general phenomenon.

Experimental studies have been conducted in several places outside the U.S., in-

cluding Australia (Durkin and Paxton, 2002; Tiggemann, 2003), Canada (Mills

et al., 2002; Pinhas et al., 1999), Europe (Anschutz et al., 2009; Dens et al., 2009;

Dittmar and Blayney, 1996; Knauss et al., 2007), and regions as remote as Fiji

(Becker et al., 2002). But little work explores non-Western cultures including the

Middle East, Asia, Latin America and Africa. Can we expect to find the same

adverse effect of mass media in these countries, especially as degree of media satu-

ration and government control over media images differ? This investigation could

fruitfully employ additional cultural moderators pertaining to religion and value

orientations. Moreover, as we mentioned in the introduction, men have received

relatively little attention in the field. Despite this, recent meta-analytic work con-

firmed that media has adverse effects on men’s body image as well (Barlett et al.,

2008; Blond, 2008), pointing to the need for additional research exploring personal

differences in their susceptibility to negative media effects. This is especially crit-
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ical given recent evidence that men are at a similar risk of suffering from body

concerns and eating disorders (Pope et al., 2000; Regan and Cachelin, 2006), even

though these problems are much more often associated with women.

Research on the effects of exposure to mass media portrayals of thin models

is an important and prolific field. However, factors such as the wide range of

dependent measures and demographic and methodological differences have made

it difficult to clearly identify dominant trends. Our review sought to lend clarity

to this area by identifying the personal difference moderators for which there is

strong evidence, mixed evidence, and counterevidence. We hope these results will

serve as a useful guide to future research in this area.



Part III

Effects of exposure on self-esteem,

actual-ideal body discrepancy,

and perception of health risks
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Introduction to Part III

Part III contains a report of two experimental studies, one conducted with

female and the other with male participants. The primary contribution and the

central research question of both of these studies is whether effects of exposure

to portrayals of idealized bodies differ across race/ethnicity. The next important

contribution is the investigation of these effects using both explicit and implicit

measures of self-esteem to reveal whether implicit methods might reveal more

subtle effects of exposure that explicit measures cannot. We are also providing a

comparison of the study results across gender (see Figure 2.1).

Exposure to portrayals
of idealized male 

and female bodies

Self-esteem,
actual-ideal body discrepancy,

perception of health risks

explicit

implicit

DEMOGRAPHIC MODERATORS                             PERSONAL MODERATOR

Race/ethnicity 
Gender 

Personality

METHODOLOGICAL MODERATOR

Figure 2.1: Overview of the experimental design of studies reported in Chapters
3 and 4 highlighting their major contributions. Note. The moderator shown in
grey was not investigated in these studies.

The design of the two studies differed only with respect two one of two

exposure conditions; men viewed in addition to images of idealized women images

61



62

of idealized men, while the second exposure condition for women included car

ads (in addition to female ads). In both experiments there was an additional

no-exposure control condition.



Chapter 3

Advertising portrayal of thin and

attractive models and its effects

in a diverse sample of women

3.1 Introduction

Exposure to idealized and often unrealistic body portrayals of women in ad-

vertising is known to have powerful effects on women’s self and body image (Grabe

et al., 2008; Groesz et al., 2002). Just to name a few prominent examples, exper-

imental studies have demonstrated that women exposed to media portrayals of

idealized bodies experience increased body dissatisfaction (Ogden and Mundray,

1996; Shaw, 1995), higher levels of depression (Heinberg and Thompson, 1995;

Stice and Shaw, 1994), increased anxiety (Dittmar and Howard, 2004; Kalodner,

1997), decreased self-esteem (Clay et al., 2005; Hawkins et al., 2004) and disinhib-

ited eating (Mills et al., 2002; Monro and Huon, 2006). In addition, correlational

research has revealed a reliable association between consumption of media that

promote idealized body images and eating disorder symptomatology (Bissell and

Zhou, 2004; Botta, 2003; Harrison and Cantor, 1997; Stice et al., 1994; Tiggemann

and Pickering, 1996). However, nearly all the available research has been limited

in two ways. First, it has focused almost exclusively on White women (Grabe
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et al., 2008). This is a serious limitation of this research field, especially because,

as we review below, there are theoretical grounds to expect that women of different

ethnicities might respond differently to media influences. The second limitation of

previous experimental research is its over-reliance on self-reported data. Mightn’t

some effects of media exposure only appear when subtler measurement techniques

are employed? To address this possibility, we employed implicit methods that in

contrast to self-reports can give access to lower level processes which might not be

accessible to conscious introspection (e.g., Banaji, 2001). In particular, we hoped

this approach would yield novel findings when focused on a dependent measure for

which previously there was mixed support, namely the effect of media exposure on

self-esteem. Thus, in this study we will investigate the impact of advertisements

containing thin and attractive models on women’s self image. Our novel contribu-

tions are the focus on an ethnically diverse sample of women, and our inclusion of

an implicit measure. The following two research questions guide this study:

RQ1: Do effects of media exposure on women’s body image differ de-
pending on race/ethnicity?

RQ2: Are different patterns of results revealed when using implicit
measures?

3.1.1 Exposure and race/ethnicity

The overwhelming majority of studies on exposure to idealized portrayals

of women and their effects focused on White women (Grabe et al., 2008) and

very little is known about these effects on ethnic-minority women. Only three

studies compared the effect of viewing idealized media portrayals of women on

body dissatisfaction and related measures in women of different race/ethnicity

(Bissell and Zhou, 2004; Borzekowski et al., 2000; Schooler et al., 2004). Four

additional studies examined the effects of exposure among single groups of ethnic-

minority women: African American, Cuban American and Fijian (Becker et al.,

2002; Frisby, 2004; Jane et al., 1999; Zhang et al., 2009).

The literature suggests several reasons why non-White women might be af-

fected differently by exposure to the thinness and attractiveness ideals portrayed
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by advertising. On the one hand, ethnic-minority women (African American and

Hispanic women in particular) tend to idealize larger body sizes than White women

(Botta, 2000; Gil-Kashiwabara, 2002; Parnell et al., 1996; Powell and Kahn, 1995;

Rucker and Cash, 1992) and so when comparing themselves to media models mem-

bers of these groups might perceive a larger discrepancy between themselves and

the media ideal, leading to greater dissatisfaction and larger exposure effects.

On the other hand, the portrayal of particularly thin models may not match

the internalized ideal held by ethnic-minority women, on which logic they would be

less likely to directly compare themselves to media models, and so would feel less

threatened by them. Indeed, prior research suggests that only Asian American

women were found to endorse mainstream beauty ideals in a similar fashion to

White women (Evans and McConnell, 2003; Kawamura, 2002) and would thus be

likely to suffer from exposure to idealized thin portrayals to a similar extent. Based

on the above, we suggest that race/ethnicity might be an important moderator of

the effects of exposure to the thinness ideal. This might suggest smaller media

exposure effects in some ethnic groups. Further support for this prediction can be

derived from the fact that advertising portrays mostly White models (e.g., Botta,

2000). Following Social Comparison Theory (Festinger, 1954), which hypothesizes

that comparing oneself to superior others results in negative self-evaluations and

emotions, we might expect that White women would be more likely to upwardly

compare themselves to White models than would non-White women (based on the

similarity component). Put another way, White models might not be considered a

reference group for ethnic minorities, leading to less comparisons and hence smaller

effects of media exposure, as long as the media in question predominately features

White women.

Thus the literature can support a prediction of greater or lesser media ex-

posure effects in minority women. As we noted above, direct evidence remains

limited, though correlational research provides some evidence that the results of

exposure to media messages differ for women with different ethnic background (Bis-

sell and Zhou, 2004; Borzekowski et al., 2000; Schooler et al., 2004). Borzekowski,

Robinson, and Killen (2000) found that for White and African American women
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there was a positive correlation between watching music videos and perceived im-

portance of appearance. This relationship was not significant for Asian and Latino

American women. Schooler, Ward, Merriwether, and Caruthers (2004) found that

amount of mainstream media exposure predicted White women’s poorer body im-

age, while viewing African-American-oriented media was unrelated to their body

image. In turn, viewing African-American-oriented media predicted a healthier

body image for African American women, while mainstream media had no effect

on their body image. Two further studies found that women who are frequently

exposed to thinness-depicting media are more likely to be dissatisfied with their

body; however, this relationship was stronger for White women than for women

of other ethnicities (Botta, 2000; Bissell and Zhou, 2004). These few studies sug-

gest that social comparison may account for ethnic differences in the effects of

exposure, because exposure to mostly ‘White’ mainstream media seems to have a

smaller effect on non-White women. However, correlational research cannot estab-

lish a causal relationship, and an experimental investigation can provide a clearer

picture of the connection between media exposure and ethnicity. Based on the

above we put forward our first hypothesis:

H1: The effect of exposure to idealized bodies will differ for Asian
American, Hispanic American and White American women, with smaller
effects of exposure on Hispanic American women.

3.1.2 Explicit versus implicit self-esteem

There is ample evidence suggesting that self-esteem is largely stable over

time (Greenwald, 1980; Swann, 1985). However, it is also well known that situ-

ational factors can affect it. For instance, comparing oneself to a superior tends

to lower self-esteem (Festinger, 1954). On the other hand, perceiving a close re-

lationship to a successful other may lead to temporary self-enhancement as in the

example of basking in the glow of reflected glory (Cialdini et al., 1976). These few

examples suggest that in addition to trait self-esteem, which is stable over time,

there is also a state self-esteem, which is affected by numerous contextual factors

(Heatherton and Polivy, 1991).
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Previous research investigating the effect of exposure to media portrayal

of idealized bodies on women’s self-esteem focused on both types of self-esteem.

The findings regarding these effects are clearly mixed. While some experiments

found that exposure to idealized female portrayals decreased women’s trait self-

esteem (Clay et al., 2005; Hawkins et al., 2004; Wilcox and Laird, 2000), others

found no effect of exposure (Dens et al., 2009; Lin and Kulik, 2002). Similarly,

some researchers suggested that viewing images of thin models leads to lower state

self-esteem (Bessenoff, 2006; Ip and Jarry, 2008; Joshi et al., 2004; Smeesters and

Mandel, 2006; Strahan et al., 2008), whereas several others found no such effect

(Henderson-King et al., 2001; Irving, 1990; Mills et al., 2002; Seddon and Berry,

1996).

All previous studies that investigated the effect of exposure on trait or state

self-esteem used self-reports. Self-reported measures, however, have a number of

limitations. First, participants do not always give truthful answers, as they may

want to hide responses that are socially undesirable. This may be especially true

for socially charged, personal, and potentially embarrassing issues. Second, even

if motivation to tell the truth is high, certain information may not be available

to introspection (Greenwald and Banaji, 1995) and can only be revealed using

implicit measures of automatic processing. For example, research on intergroup

prejudice has begun to focus on subtle, introspectively unidentified biases, such

as negative affective responses to racial outgroups (Devine, 1989; Dovidio et al.,

2002). Despite being unknown to the participant and not necessarily consistent

with their explicit (i.e., self-reported) attitudes, these implicit forms of bias reliably

predict behavior, often to a greater extent than do their self-reported counterparts

(e.g., Greenwald, Poehlman, Uhlmann, and Banaji (2009).

As with intergroup attitudes, so too with self-esteem. Research suggests

that implicit and explicit measures of self-esteem are at best weakly correlated

(Bosson et al., 2000; Olson et al., 2007; Rudman et al., 2001; Spalding and Hardin,

1999) and potentially predictive of different outcomes (Bosson et al., 2000; Spalding

and Hardin, 1999). For example, Spalding and Hardin (1999) showed that only

implicit self-esteem predicted individuals’ nonverbal anxiety during an interview,
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whereas explicit self-esteem predicted their self-handicapping about the interview.

Therefore, in our study we decided to use both explicit and implicit measures of

self-esteem in order to reveal a potentially new pattern of results. Explicit measures

are likely to reflect conscious beliefs participants have, while implicit measure may

be more sensitive to subtle environmental influences such as recently encountered

media. Therefore, our second hypothesis states that:

H2: Implicit measure of self-esteem will reveal a stronger pattern of
exposure effects than explicit self-esteem.

In addition to implicit and explicit self-esteem, we will investigate exposure

effects on women’s actual-ideal body discrepancy and perception of health risks

associated with body weight. Actual-ideal body discrepancy, that is a difference

between women’s perceived actual and their ideal body size, will be included in

this study because body image and self-esteem are inextricably linked. In fact, the

average correlation between perception of appearance and self-worth is .65 (Harter,

1999). Asking participants about health risks associated with body weight will be

used in order to explore this novel way of asking women about their body ideals.

3.2 Method

3.2.1 Participants

Two hundred and two female undergraduate students (age M = 19.7, SD =

3.9) from a small U.S. university volunteered to participate in the experiment in

exchange for partial credit for their introductory psychology course requirement.

Eighty two were Asian (41.2%), 71 Hispanic (35.4%), and 46 White (23.1%). This

distribution reflects this university’s unique student population. Five women were

excluded for being extreme outliers in terms of both age and body size.

3.2.2 Procedure

Shortly after arrival to the lab participants signed a consent form and were

randomly assigned to one of three conditions: viewing advertisements portraying
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female models, viewing cars ads, or no exposure. They were told they would par-

ticipate in two or three unrelated tasks, depending on condition, and participated

individually. First, a priming task containing advertisements was introduced as

part of a larger marketing study of products advertised on television. Participants

in the exposure conditions viewed the commercials and answered a few questions

related to each of them. Women in the control condition received no priming. Next,

subjects were asked to participate in a categorization task that investigated how

people classify words (Implicit Association Test). Finally, participants received

a ‘Health Psychology’ questionnaire that was supposedly developed in coopera-

tion with school’s health psychology department to study students’ mental health.

This packet contained all above explicit measures. The entire experiment took

approximately 25 minutes to complete for women in the exposure conditions and

10 minutes for control participants. An overview of the experimental design of the

study is presented in flowchart in Figure 3.1.

Advertising
(women)

Post-test
(implicit)

Post-test
(explicit)

Advertising
(cars)

Post-test
(implicit)

Post-test
(explicit)

SUBJECT A

SUBJECT B

SUBJECT C Post-test
(implicit)

Post-test
(explicit)

Figure 3.1: Experimental design of the study (between-subjects).

3.3 Materials

3.3.1 Priming task

Participants in the first exposure condition viewed 16 U.S. television ad-

vertisements of fragrances (e.g., Jadore by Dior or Sensi by Armani), underwear

(e.g., Victoria’s Secret) or beachwear (e.g., Old Navy) which highlighted women’s
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thin and attractive bodies (see screenshots and pretest results in Appendix B.1).

The second exposure condition was a ‘neutral’ condition which contained 16 TV

advertisements of cars (e.g., Audi TT, or Honda Element) without any people in

them (Appendix B.3). Each TV advertisement lasted between 30 and 60 seconds

and the overall exposure time was approximately 11 minutes. Advertisements were

presented in one order only. To strengthen the cover story of a ‘marketing study

of advertising effectiveness’ participants were asked to rate each advertisement on

four criteria (good, likable, enjoyable, attention-getting) using a 7-point Likert-

type scale. In addition, subjects were asked two questions about their buying

behavior: Have you ever bought the advertised product? and Would you buy the

product based on the ad shown?. The questions were adopted from Rudman and

Borgida (1995) and were asked after each advertisement was viewed. Participants

in the control condition viewed no ads.

3.3.2 Implicit measure of self-esteem

The Implicit Association Test (IAT; Greenwald, McGhee, and Schwarz

(1998) was used to measure implicit self-esteem. The IAT is a response latency

measure of dichotomous categorization, in which participants rapidly classify four

kinds of stimuli using just two response buttons. In the present case, participants

might press a left response button in response to self-related words and positive

adjectives, and a right response button in response to other-related words and nega-

tive adjectives. In a second block of trials, the pairings would be reversed such that

self-related words would now be paired with negative adjectives and other-related

words with positive adjectives. The logic of the IAT is that associated categories

will be more rapidly categorized using the same response key. If participants have

a positive association with the self, they will be faster when the self-related words

share a key with positive adjectives. By computing an effect size to measure the

degree of facilitation during this pairing, we can produce a measure of implicit

self-esteem. Thus, our self-esteem IAT consisted of words relating to self (target

words: I, me, my, mine, self), other (them, they, their, theirs, others), pleasant

(joy, warmth, gold, happy, smile, pleasure), and unpleasant (gloom, agony, pain,
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stink, filth, death). Stimuli were derived from Greenwald et al. (2002). Reliabil-

ity and validity of the IAT measure has been demonstrated in a large number of

studies (Greenwald and Nosek, 2001).

We used a standard five-block IAT. In the first block, participants practiced

categorizing words into self versus other categories (20 trials). In the second block

participants practiced categorizing words into pleasant and unpleasant categories

(20 trials). In the third block, which was the first critical block from which data was

analyzed, target categories and attributes were combined such that participants

had to categorize words from all four categories. For example, self and pleasant

words might assigned to one key, and other and unpleasant words to another (60

trials). In the following practice block, the keys to which attributes pleasant and

unpleasant were assigned were reversed and participants practiced the categoriza-

tion of the attribute category words (40 trials); this block serves to reverse the

side association built up during the preceding blocks. Block five, the second crit-

ical, data collection block, involved the opposite pairings from block 3, so in this

example self and unpleasant words and other and pleasant words (60 trials). The

order of critical blocks (i.e., self with pleasant first or self with unpleasant first) was

counterbalanced across participants. We employed the revised scoring algorithm

provided by Greenwald and colleagues (Greenwald et al., 2003); this procedure

drops extremely fast or slow latencies, and excludes participants with excessive

fast latencies, an indication that task instructions were not followed. The final

score was computed as the standardized difference in mean between the task in

which categories self and pleasant were paired together, and the task in which

categories self and unpleasant were combined. Positive IAT scores indicated then

that participants categorized items faster when the categories self and pleasant

were assigned together to one response key than when self and unpleasant were

linked together. This pattern is interpreted as showing that on an implicit level

subjects held a stronger association between pleasant-meaning words and them-

selves than pleasant words and others, in other words that they have positive

implicit self-esteem.



72

3.3.3 Explicit measures

Self-esteem

Three procedures to measure explicit self-esteem were administered: a feel-

ing thermometer (sliding scale), a standard self-esteem inventory - Rosenberg’s

(1965) Self-Esteem Scale (RSES), and a Likert-like rating scale. First, participants

were asked to mark how warmly/favorably they feel about themselves and about

other people by placing a horizontal mark on the feeling thermometer that had

three anchors: 0 (cold/unfavorable), 50 (neutral) and 100 (warm/favorable). The

final score was achieved by subtracting the temperature for the other people from

that of oneself (see Appendix A.3). Next, we used Rosenberg’s (1965) self-esteem

questionnaire that includes 5 positive and 5 negative self-descriptive statements.

We added additional four items to the original scale which were statements about

one’s health (e.g., I think I exercise enough every week, or I am concerned about

my health), in order to motivate participants to believe the questionnaire was re-

lated to Health Psychology (see Appendix A.4). Participants were asked to report

how much they agree with each of the 14 statements on a 4-point Likert scale (1

- strongly agree, 4 - strongly disagree). The sum of the ratings assigned to all the

items, after reverse scoring the positively worded items, indicated one’s self-esteem

level. Scores ranged from 0 to 30; higher scores indicating higher self-esteem. Fi-

nally, we used a questionnaire which consisted of 6 unpleasant-meaning and 6

pleasant-meaning words previously appearing in the IAT (Greenwald et al., 2002).

Participants rated how characteristic of them each of these words was on a 7-point

Likert-type scale (anchors 1 - not at all characteristic of you and 7 - extremely

characteristic of you, see Appendix A.5). The final score was constructed by sub-

tracting the average score for the unpleasant words from that for the average for

pleasant words. The scores obtained using these three procedures were planned to

be combined into one index of explicit self-esteem following previous research that

suggests their high inter-correlations (Greenwald et al., 2002; Olson et al., 2007).
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Actual-ideal body discrepancy

Actual-ideal body discrepancy was measured using a Pictorial Body Image

Scale (Stunkard et al., 1983). This scale consists of 9 drawings of women’s figures

ranging from extremely thin to extremely heavy presented in a horizontal raw (see

Appendix A.2). Participants were asked to answer the following four questions: (1)

Which drawing looks most like your own figure? (actual body image), (2) Which

figure do you most want to look like? (own body ideal), (3) Which figure do you

think most women want to look like? (own sex ideal body), (4) Which figure do

you think most men find most attractive? (opposite sex body ideal) (after Cohn

and Adler, 1992). The three ideal body image variables (all but the first variable)

were expected to correlate highly, as shown by Lavine et al. (1999), and were

planned to be converted into one composite measure of ideal body size. Construct

validity and reliability of this measure is well established (Banasiak et al., 2001;

Wertheim et al., 2004; Williams et al., 2001).

Next, we calculated women’s actual-ideal discrepancy score by subtracting

participants’ composite ideal body image (average of the last three questions) from

their actual body image. Positive scores indicate that one’s actual body image is

larger than a desired body image, while negative scores indicate that one is thinner

than desired (after Lavine, Sweeney, and Wagner, 1999).

Some authors (e.g., Lavine et al., 1999) consider positive discrepancy scores

as synonymous with body dissatisfaction. However, we argue that perception of

difference between own and ideal bodies does not necessarily imply dissatisfaction.

One can notice the difference and still be satisfied with one’s own looks and body

image. Therefore, we avoid referring to this discrepancy as ‘body dissatisfaction’.

Perception of health risks

Two questions were asked to measure women’s perception of weight-related

health risks: (1) Which figure do you think depicts a health-risk posed by being too

skinny? (risk of anorexia nervosa), Which figure do you think depicts a health-risk

posed by being too heavy? (risk of obesity). We included this measure because

besides the fact that women from different ethnic groups may have different body
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ideals they may also associate health risks with different body sizes, which may

in turn influence their internalization of body ideals. Participants used the above

Pictorial Body Image Scale to indicate their responses. Each participant’s final

score was obtained by subtracting a score reflecting a health-risk posed by being

too skinny from a score reflecting a health-risk posed by being too heavy. The

resulting score indicates a perceived range of healthy body images.

3.4 Results

3.4.1 Data reduction

Following the revised scoring algorithm for the IAT (Greenwald et al., 2003)

mentioned above we excluded 5 women for not taking the experiment seriously;

they had too many very short responses (< 300ms) which indicates that these

participants were hitting the keys without having enough time to consciously cate-

gorize the stimuli. Therefore, the final sample included 192 women (we mentioned

earlier that additional 5 women were excluded for being outliers). The overall

attrition rate in the study was 4.9%.

3.4.2 Creating indices

Correlations among the different measures of explicit and implicit self-

esteem were computed in the sample of 192 women (Table 3.1). As in past studies

(Bosson et al., 2000; Olson et al., 2007; Rudman et al., 2001; Spalding and Hardin,

1999) the implicit (IAT) and explicit measures of self-esteem were uncorrelated.

Given the small to moderate correlation between the three explicit measures of

self-esteem we were not able to produce an index of explicit self-esteem composed

of these three measures (Standardized item α = .32).

We were also not able to create an ideal body size index. After standardizing

and averaging the following measures of body ideal: own ideal body size, other

women’s ideal body size and men’s ideal of women’s body size, it turned out that

the resulting index was not adequately reliable (Standardized item α = .66). All
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Table 3.1: Zero-order correlations between explicit and implicit measures of self-
esteem.

Feeling Likert-like
Measure IAT RSES thermometer scale
IAT - .03 .03 .04
RSES - .42*** .60***
Feeling thermometer - .32***
Likert scale -
Note. IAT - Implicit Association Test (Greenwald et al., 1998),
RSES - Rosenberg (1965) Self-Esteem Scale.
Basis: 188 women (listwise deletion).
***p < .001 (Pearson).

three measures of body ideal correlated weakly to moderately with each other

(.27 < r < .49, N = 192, p < 0.001).

3.4.3 Descriptive statistics

On average women in our sample had a positive implicit (M = .61, SD =

.32) and explicit self-esteem (RSES M = 20.9, SD = 6.04; feeling thermometer

M = 3.22, SD = 1.61; Likert M = 1.23, SD = 22.73). T -test analyses showed

that the implicit (t(191) = 26.13, p < .001) as well as two explicit measures of

self-esteem (RSES t(190) = 13.48, p < .001; Likert t(189) = 27.67, p < .001)

were different from 0. The average value of explicit self-esteem measured using

the feeling thermometer was, however, not significantly different from 0 (t(189) =

.75, p > .10). The feeling thermometer and Likert-like scale had a rational zero

point, but for the RSES scale we let zero correspond to the midpoint between

the 2nd and 3rd point of the 4-point agreement scale (Greenwald et al., 2002).

Women’s average body size was close to figure no. 4 (M = 3.97, SD = 1.36) and

the average body ideal was thinner by one body size (M = 3.09, SD = .86); the

actual-ideal body discrepancy was on average slightly smaller than one body size

- .88 (SD = 1.14). Women considered on average 6.05 (SD = 1.72) body sizes as

free from weight-related health risks.

Multiple one-way ANOVAs with race/ethnicity as the independent predic-

tor revealed, that regardless of their race/ethnicity all women reported similar im-

plicit self-esteem (F (2, 189) = .31, p > .10), explicit self-esteem (RSES F (2, 188) =
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2.19, p > .10; thermometer F (2, 187) = 2.10, p > .10; Likert F (2, 187) = .84, p >

.10), perception of own (F (2, 189) = .02, p > .10) and ideal body size (F (2, 189) =

.30, p > .10), and actual-ideal body discrepancy (F (2, 189) = .31, p > .10).

Figure 3.2: Women’s perception of healthy body sizes across race/ethnicity (pre-
dicted means). Note: The range of bodies perceived as free from weight-related
health risks for White women is significantly smaller than the range perceived by
Asian (p < .05) and Hispanic women (p < .01). The perceived range of healthy
bodies by Asian women is not statistically different from the one of Hispanic women
(p > .10).

Interestingly, we found that the range of body sizes considered free from

weight-related health risks was significantly different across race/ethnicity (F (2, 187) =

6.60, p < .01). Post-hoc tests revealed that only White women’s ratings were sig-

nificantly different from the ratings of the other groups of women (mean difference

for the White-Asian comparison was .89, p < .05, for White-Hispanic 1.14, p < .01,

and for Asian-Hispanic .25, p > .10, Tukey HSD). White women considered the

smallest range of bodies to be free from weight-related risks (5.27), while Asian

and Hispanic women reported significantly more body sizes to be healthy as com-

pared to White women (6.16 and 6.41 respectively), see Figure 3.2.
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3.4.4 Exposure effects and implicit measures

We ran univariate between-subjects ANOVAs with three independent fac-

tors: exposure condition, race/ethnicity, and age, for each of the dependent vari-

ables. Investigation of age differences is not the main interest of this study, how-

ever, we included these variables as an independent predictor based on previous

findings showing that self-esteem increases over adolescence and early adulthood

(for a review, see O’Malley and Bachman, 1983). In partial support of hypothesis

2, stating that implicit measure of self-esteem will reveal a different pattern of

exposure effects than explicit self-esteem, we found that exposure condition had a

significant effect on women’s implicit self-esteem (F (2, 143) = 5.54, p < .01), but

no significant effect on women’s explicit self-esteem (RSES F (2, 142) = .38, p > .10;

thermometer F (2, 141) = 1.10, p > .10; Likert F (2, 141) = .42, p > .10). However,

the differences in mean implicit self-esteem scores between any two conditions were

not significant (p > .01, Tukey HSD), see Figure 3.3.

Figure 3.3: Women’s implicit self-esteem across exposure conditions (predicted
means; no significant differences between conditions). Note: Error bars represent
1SE.

Multiple one-way ANOVAs with exposure condition as the only indepen-
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dent factor revealed no significant main effects of exposure: implicit self-esteem

(F (2, 189) = .86, p > .10), explicit self-esteem (RSES F (2, 188) = .01, p > .10;

thermometer F (2, 187) = .70, p > .10; Likert F (2, 187) = .09, p > .10), actual-

ideal body discrepancy (F (2, 189) = .92, p > .10), range of bodies free from weight-

related risks (F (2, 187) = 2.0, p > .10).

3.4.5 Exposure effects across race/ethnicity

Univariate ANOVAs with exposure condition, race/ethnicity, and age re-

vealed the following results. We found no condition and race/ethnicity interaction

for women’s implicit self-esteem (F (2, 143) = 1.16, p > .10), explicit self-esteem

(RSES F (2, 142) = 1.04, p > .10; thermometer F (2, 142) = .97, p > .10; Likert

F (2, 142) = .14, p > .10), actual-ideal body discrepancy (F (2, 143) = .33, p > .10),

and perception of body sizes free from health risks (F (2, 141) = .71, p > .10).

These results disconfirmed hypothesis 1 suggesting that exposure to advertise-

ments portraying thin and attractive women has a different effect depending on

women’s racial/ethnic background.

3.5 Discussion

Contrary to our expectation, viewing advertisements portraying thin and

attractive women did not have an effect on women’s explicit self-esteem, actual-

ideal body discrepancy, or perception of weight-related health risks. We did report

a significant effect of exposure on implicit self-esteem, however, post-hoc tests

showed no differences between any two conditions. This suggests that in this

study women were not affected by exposure to any advertisements, portraying

women or cars. This is overall surprising provided a large body of research that

reported mostly negative effects of exposure to idealized women in advertising on

a number of outcomes, including trait self-esteem (Grabe et al., 2008). However, a

possible explanation for the null result in our study appears when we review these

studies in more detail. Five prior studies reported a negative effect of exposure to

thin models on women’s trait self-esteem measured using Rosenberg’s Self-Esteem
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Scale. Clay et al. (2005) showed that young women who viewed thin advertising

models reported significantly lower self-esteem. This difference was found only

when controlling for women’s age, awareness, and internalization of sociocultural

ideals, and social comparison tendencies. In a study including women diagnosed

with eating disorders patients and college students, Hawkins et al. (2004) found

that exposure to images of thin women in advertisements led to lowered self-esteem,

this effect being stronger in women suffering from eating disorders. A negative

effect of exposure to thin models on women’s self-esteem was also found in a study

by Wilcox and Laird (2000) but only in women whose emotions were based on

personal cues (Laird et al., 1994). Among women unresponsive to personal cues,

looking at thin models had an opposite effect and increased their self-esteem. No

main effects of exposure to thin models on self-esteem were found in two further

studies (Dens et al., 2009; Lin and Kulik, 2002), in which no additional variables

were included. It appears from this prior work, that self-esteem interacts with

other variables that moderate or mediate the effect of exposure to idealized female

portrayals on self-esteem. In our study, we did not investigate any such variables

and therefore could not analyze more complex models of exposure effects. We will

take into account these complex relationships in further studies (see Chapters 7

and 8).

This study is the first investigation of the effects of exposure to idealized fe-

male portrayals on women from three racial/ethnic backgrounds. Contrary to

our hypothesis, the results showed that Asian American, Hispanic and White

women reacted in similar ways to media exposure. Our expectation of differ-

ence across race/ethnicity was based on the Social Comparison Theory (Festinger,

1954). This theory asserts that comparing oneself to superior others results in neg-

ative self-evaluations and emotions. Because mass media feature predominantly

White women, we speculated that non-White women may not consider White

models to be their reference group and consequently ethnic-minority women may

engage in fewer upward comparisons, sheltering them from the negative effects of

idealized media portrayals. However, our results did not bear this out. Whether

this is because social comparisons were equally prevalent across ethnic groups or
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because direct social comparisons is not the mechanism by which media effects

emerge is a pressing question for future study. Further investigations are needed

to establish whether our finding that all women react similarly to media portrayals

holds across different dependent measures and manipulations. If women react to

idealized body portrayals in similar ways regardless of their ethnic background it

would have important implications for further research on women’s eating disor-

ders and planned interventions, suggesting a commonality of effects across diverse

women.

Our current findings parallel recent new directions in research on women’s

body dissatisfaction. Meta-analytic work challenged the common idea that White

women suffer more from body concerns than non-White women, the so-called

golden girl problem (Smolak and Striegel-Moore, 2001). Recent analyses demon-

strated that even though body dissatisfaction and prevalence of eating disorders

among White women is greater than among non-White women (Asian, African

American or other, d = .41 for body dissatisfaction across 15 studies and d = .15

for eating disorders across 10 studies) (Wildes et al., 2001) only the White-African

American comparison is consistently reliable (d = .29 across 93 studies) (Grabe and

Hyde, 2006). The differences between White women’s body satisfaction and that

of Asian or Hispanic American women are small or insignificant (Grabe and Hyde,

2006). Thus, our experiment and related recent research suggests that White

women are not suffering more from body concerns than women of most other

races/ethnicities. Continuing to believe in that myth might lead to a disparity

in the allocation of resources to diagnose or treat eating disorders. If health spe-

cialists have a stereotype that primarily White women suffer from these disorders

they may overlook eating disorder symptoms in ethnic minority women and design

treatment programs aimed at White populations that may not necessarily be suit-

able for non-White women. Therefore, research on body image of ethnic-minority

women is crucial. This study contributes to answering the under-researched ques-

tion of sources of body dissatisfaction in women of different backgrounds (Grabe

and Hyde, 2006) by suggesting that media influences are possibly similar across

ethnicity of women.
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Despite failing to find ethnic differences in exposure effects, we showed

racial/ethnic differences in womens perception of weight-related health risks. The

fact that only White women consider the narrowest range of body sizes to be free

from the risk of weight-related problems like anorexia, obesity or diabetes raises

the possibility that Asian and Hispanic women might be less aware of these health

problems and fail to recognize them. This ethnic difference in perception of health

risks may have important implications for rising rates of obesity in Asian and His-

panic women (Davis et al., 2004; Flegal et al., 1998). Moreover, the importance

of this finding lies in the relationship between different concepts of body ideal.

When we asked women explicitly to indicate their ideal body size we found no dif-

ferences across race/ethnicity. On average, women from all ethnic groups selected

body size no. 3 (Figure 3.2). However, when we asked which bodies are free from

health-risks posed by being too skinny or too heavy, we recorded differences in

women’s acceptance of different body sizes (Hispanic and Asian women accepted

slightly more skinny women and more heavy women than White women). Perhaps

women’s answers to the first more explicit question about women’s body ideal re-

flect that all women have internalized the mainstream ideal. The latter question

is more novel and it might have been more difficult for participants to ‘know’ or

rely on societal standards. Thus, measuring women’s perception of weight-related

health risks could be a new, less direct and more concrete way of asking about

women’s body ideals.

In our study we used realistic advertisements in order to study effects as

close as possible to women’s media experiences outside of the lab. However, this

means that our sample of advertisements most likely confounded the concepts of

thinness and physical attractiveness, a limitation of many previous studies (Halli-

well and Dittmar, 2004; Halliwell et al., 2005). It is not absolutely clear whether

the effects of exposure are brought about by advertising models being thin, thin

and attractive, or only attractive. Some studies exposed women to images of fash-

ion models and as a control used images of more realistic or average-looking women

(Dittmar and Howard, 2004; Halliwell and Dittmar, 2004; Halliwell et al., 2005;

Martin and Kennedy, 1993), or overweight women (Crouch and Degelman, 1998;
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Smeesters and Mandel, 2006) and found that only the effects of exposure to fashion

models were negative. Others manipulated attractiveness as well as weight basing

their sample on pilot ratings of both attractiveness and thinness (Irving, 1990).

But the body size and attractiveness dilemma still remains unresolved in those

studies, as different women are shown in different conditions. Therefore, the best

way around this is the investigation of exposure effects using artificially created

control advertisements, for instance, using the same advertisement stretched to be

in a few different body sizes (either achieved wit the help of computer software

or using different screen sizes). A few studies employed this strategy (Anschutz

et al., 2008a; Clay et al., 2005; Monro and Huon, 2006) but have not reached con-

crete conclusions regarding the impact of weight versus attractiveness. Therefore,

further investigations of the relationship between these two aspects of women’s

portrayals are needed.

In addition, implicit measurement and race/ethnicity need to be addressed

in research on the effects of media exposure in men. Men, even though much less

frequently studied in this area than women, are also found to experience negative

body mage following exposure to idealized images of men and women (Barlett

and Harris, 2008; Blond, 2008). And it is equally crucial to understand which

men are most vulnerable to the negative media messages. We have investigated

the same research questions as in the current study in a diverse sample of men

(see Chapter 4). Finally, even though the majority of research on the adverse

media effects on body image used White American samples and media content

researchers suggest that this is not a local concern but a more universal problem.

Idealized body portrayals were found to affect women in several European countries

(Anschutz et al., 2009; Dens et al., 2009; Dittmar and Blayney, 1996; Knauss

et al., 2007), Canada (Mills et al., 2002; Pinhas et al., 1999), Australia (Durkin

and Paxton, 2002; Tiggemann, 2003), and Fiji (Becker et al., 2002). However,

several regions, like the Middle East, Southern America, Africa and Asia, are still

heavily understudied and await investigation.
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3.6 Conclusion

Overall, the current study has important implications for further research

on the effects of idealized body portrayals on women’s self and body image. It is the

first investigation of such effects in an ethnically diverse sample. Even though this

study did not support our prediction that women would be differently affected by

advertising exposure, we did find that women’s racial/ethnic background matters

for their perception of healthy body sizes. This finding may be helpful in designing

targeted interventions and media campaigns focusing on ethnic-minority women

suffering from eating disorders. We have not found that exposure to idealized

media models has any effect on women’s implicit or explicit self-esteem. However,

this may result from the fact that we have not included important moderators

or mediators of these effects. See Chapters 7 and 8 where we took additional

variables into account and further attempted to demonstrate whether the use of

implicit methods offers a crucial advantage over self-reports.



Chapter 4

Self-enhancement following

exposure to idealized body

portrayals in ethnically diverse

men: A fantasy effect of

advertising

4.1 Introduction

We live in a media-saturated world, exposed to vast amounts of media im-

ages each and every day. Over the last decade, significant attention has been

devoted to understanding how this exposure shapes people’s perceptions of their

selves and, most notably, their bodies. Research has predominantly focused on

women, demonstrating that mass media portraying unrealistic and unattainable

ideals of beauty can have a negative effect on women’s self image (for a review

see Grabe, Ward, & Hyde, 2008; Groesz, Levine, & Murnen, 2002; Levine & Mur-

nen, 2009). The most often proposed explanation for a mechanism through which

the negative effects of exposure to media images occur is derived from Festinger’s

(1954) Social Comparison Theory (SCT; for examples see Bessenoff, 2006; Dens et

84
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al., 2009; Grogan et al., 1996). SCT argues that people routinely compare them-

selves to others, and when such comparisons are upward, that is to superior others,

negative emotions and lowered self-esteem result (Festinger, 1954). Therefore, if

media models are perceived as superior and thus invoke upward comparisons, this

could cause the negative consequences that have often been observed.

Despite the influence of SCT on contemporary accounts of media influ-

ence, a growing body of literature has demonstrated an opposite pattern of re-

sults. Several experimental studies found that women exposed to idealized female

portrayals experienced increased body satisfaction (Coolican, 1999), increased ap-

pearance self-esteem (Mills et al., 2002), and decreased levels of depression (Myers

and Biocca, 1992). One explanation for this divergent pattern of findings comes

from Wheeler (1966), who argues that not all types of upward comparisons have

to result in negative self-evaluation. In particular, for individuals who see them-

selves as close to an ideal, viewing thin and highly attractive models may have

an inspirational (Collins, 1996) or ‘fantasy effect’ (Myers and Biocca, 1992) which

will bolster their self-esteem.

Still, women are believed to be mostly negatively affected by advertising

when media images prompt them to make upward social comparisons. But what

about men? Do they show similar negative effects of media exposure, and if so,

are they driven by similar social comparison processes? Or do they, too, show

positive exposure effects in some situations? While several dozen correlational

and experimental studies have investigated women (Grabe et al., 2008), men have

not received as much attention, with only about a third the number of studies

on record (Barlett et al., 2008; Blond, 2008). This research disparity is troubling

when we acknowledge that men are becoming increasingly dissatisfied with their

bodies (Adams et al., 2005) and are increasingly suffering from eating disorders

like anorexia nervosa or bulimia nervosa (Hoek, 2006; Hudson et al., 2007; Striegel-

Moore et al., 2009). Since mass media exposure is often associated with increased

eating disorders symptomatology (Becker et al., 2002; Moriarty and Harrison, 2008;

Tiggemann, 2003), investigations of mass media effects on men’s self image are

needed to understand factors increasing men’s susceptibility to these effects.
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Recent meta-analytic work (Barlett et al., 2008; Blond, 2008) suggests that

viewing idealized male bodies in advertising has a small but statistically signifi-

cant negative impact on men’s self image (i.e., self-esteem, body esteem, and body

satisfaction). To give a few specific examples, viewing portrayals of idealized (i.e.,

attractive and muscular) men in advertisements decreased men’s self-esteem (Far-

quhar and Wasylkiw, 2007), body esteem (Grogan et al., 1996; Hobza et al., 2007),

and body satisfaction (Hausenblas et al., 2003; Lorenzen et al., 2004), whereas it

increased men’s feelings of anxiety and depression (Agliata and Tantleff-Dunn,

2004; Halliwell et al., 2007). Viewing portrayals of idealized women also led to

greater levels of anxiety (Johnson et al., 2007), greater actual-ideal body discrep-

ancy (Lavine et al., 1999), and decreased body esteem (Dens et al., 2009). On

the other hand, one study found that exposure to idealized male portrayals may

also have self-enhancing effects by lowering men’s negative affect (Halliwell et al.,

2007). However, at present this is the only study to report a ‘fantasy effect’ in

men. With regard to the effect of exposure of men to female portrayals, some

researchers have suggested that exposure to ideal female bodies encourages men

to see themselves as a potential mate for the women (van der Meij et al., 2010;

Roney et al., 2007). In this case, the particularly attractive women portrayed in

advertising might create a ‘fantasy effect’ in which men imagine themselves with

this woman, leading to increased self-esteem stemming from the high desirability

of the imagined mate (see also ‘thinness fantasy’ in women, Myers & Biocca, 1992).

Like research on the effects of exposure on women’s self image (Skorek

and Dunham, under review-a) , literature on men suffers from two limitations.

First, researchers have focused almost exclusively on White men (the proportion

of White participants has rarely been lower than 80%), and there are no reported

comparisons of media effects across race/ethnicity. Therefore, investigations of

non-White men are needed to test the generalizability of the previous findings

(Halliwell et al., 2007; Hobza et al., 2007). The second limitation of previous

research is its reliance on self-report data. In many research domains, incorporating

‘implicit’ measurement strategies has revealed new phenomena that challenge prior

accounts (for health psychology see Hofmann, Friese, & Wiers, 2008; Wiers, et al.,
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2010; clinical psychology, see Teachman, Cody, & Clerkin, 2010; social psychology,

see Greenwald, et al., 2009); we expect this to be no less true in the domain

of media exposure effects. In particular, we hope this approach will yield novel

findings when focused on a dependent measure for which previously there has been

mixed support (see below), namely the effect of media exposure on self-esteem. We

discuss each of these issues in more detail below.

4.1.1 Advertising exposure and race/ethnicity

Culture and ethnicity often dictate different body ideals. For instance,

as compared to White men African American men rate larger female silhouettes

as attractive and desirable (Rosen et al., 1993; Thompson et al., 1996). African

American men also prefer larger male bodies than do White men (Thompson et al.,

1996) (controlling for socioeconomic status and body mass index), whereas Asian

men are similar to White men in their desired body weight (Barr, 1995). Unfortu-

nately, comparisons of body ideals across ethnicity are scarce. African American

and White men are the most often compared groups, with much less known about

body ideals in Asian and Hispanic Americans.

How might different ethnic groups differ in their reactions to idealized male

bodies? It turns out that one can motivate several quite different predictions. Fol-

lowing SCT (Festinger, 1954) we might expect that men with larger body ideals

might experience more of a discrepancy with media ideals and thus be more prone

to negative exposure effects. If so, ethnic groups that tend towards larger body

ideals would be more negatively affected; for instance, we would expect more nega-

tive exposure effects in Hispanic American or African American men as compared

with Asian and White American men. But SCT can also motivate the contrary

possibility. If ethnic minorities do not consider White models, which are predom-

inant in advertising, to be a reference group, they might resist social comparison

entirely, thereby sheltering themselves from the negative effects of such compar-

isons. Thus, while both of these possibilities lead to the expectation of ethnic

differences in exposure effects, they differ in the predicted direction of difference.

How might ethnic differences emerge with regard to the self-enhancement
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followed by viewing idealized female models? Again, minorities could be imagined

to experience an even larger lift due to the desirability of high-status majority

models, or less lift if this ‘fantasy effect is less likely to occur when viewing women

from a different ethnic group. Given the possibility of motivating two competing

predictions, we do not advance a strong hypothesis. Rather, the current study seeks

to disentangle these various possibilities by directly investigating media effects in

a diverse population.

4.1.2 Explicit versus implicit self-esteem

There is ample evidence suggesting that self-esteem is largely stable over

time (Greenwald, 1980; Swann, 1985). However, it is also known that situational

factors can affect it. For instance, comparing oneself to a superior tends to lower

self-esteem (Festinger, 1954). On the other hand, perceiving a close relationship

to a successful other may lead to temporary self-enhancement as in the example of

basking in the glow of reflected glory (Cialdini et al., 1976). These few examples

call to our attention the fact that, in addition to trait self-esteem, which is stable

over time, there is also a state self-esteem, which is affected by numerous contextual

factors (Heatherton and Polivy, 1991).

Previous research investigating the effect of exposure to media portrayal of

ideal bodies on men’s self-esteem focused on both types of self-esteem. The findings

regarding these effects are mixed. While some experiments found that exposure

to ideal male portrayals decreased men’s trait self-esteem (Green and Pritchard,

2003), others found no effect of exposure (Barlett et al., 2005; Dens et al., 2009).

Similarly, some researchers suggested that viewing images of ideal male models

leads to lower state self-esteem (Farquhar and Wasylkiw, 2007), whereas several

others found no such effect (Hobza et al., 2007).

One potential limitation of previous studies in this area is the reliance on

self-report measures of self-esteem. Self-report measures have a number of limita-

tions. First, participants do not always give truthful answers, as they may want

to hide responses that are socially undesirable. This may be especially true for

socially charged, personal, and potentially embarrassing issues, which are often in-
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cluded in studies relating to body image. Second, even if participants’ motivation

to tell the truth is high, certain information may not be available to introspection

because it is stored in semantic memory in a format that is not consciously acces-

sible (Greenwald and Banaji, 1995). Investigating whether exposure affects such

representations requires employing implicit measures of automatic processing. One

of the most notable successes in this area is research on intergroup prejudice, which

now routinely focuses on subtle, introspectively unidentified biases, such as neg-

ative affective responses to racial outgroups (Devine, 1989; Dovidio et al., 2002).

Despite being unknown to the participant and not necessarily consistent with their

explicit (i.e., self-reported) attitudes, these implicit forms of bias reliably predict

behavior, often to a greater extent than do their self-reported counterparts (e.g.,

Greenwald, Poehlman, Uhlmann, & Banaji, 2009).

Findings relating to self-esteem are similar to those for intergroup atti-

tudes. Research suggests that implicit and explicit measures of self-esteem are at

best weakly correlated (Bosson et al., 2000; Olson et al., 2007; Rudman et al.,

2001; Spalding and Hardin, 1999) and potentially predictive of different outcomes

(Bosson et al., 2000; Spalding and Hardin, 1999). For example, Spalding &

Hardin (1999) showed that only implicit self-esteem predicted individuals’ non-

verbal anxiety during an interview, whereas explicit self-esteem predicted their

self-handicapping about the interview. Therefore, in our study we decided to use

both explicit and implicit measures of self-esteem in order to reveal a potentially

new pattern of results. Explicit measures are likely to reflect conscious beliefs

participants have, while implicit measure may be more sensitive to subtle environ-

mental influences such as recently encountered media images.

The inclusion of an implicit measure in the study of effects of exposure to

advertising is also noteworthy, because as Want (2009) argues, social comparison

processes are often automatic. If so, their consequences might not be revealed

through participant self-report, and will thus require measures designed to tap

those automatic processes.

Thus, this study has two primary goals. First, we examine whether previ-

ously reported findings on the effect of advertisements containing idealized body
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portrayals on men’s body image extend to racial/ethnic minorities. And second,

we test the hypothesis that an implicit measure of self-esteem will be more sen-

sitive to subtle changes brought about by media exposure than will traditional

self-report measures.

4.2 Method

4.2.1 Participants

One hundred sixty male undergraduate students (age M = 19.71, SD =

2.02) from a small U.S. university volunteered to participate in the experiment in

exchange for partial credit for their introductory psychology course requirement.

Forty-eight were Hispanic (30.0%), 55 Asian (34.4%), and 57 White (35.6%). This

distribution reflects this university’s diverse student population.

4.2.2 Procedure

After signing a consent form participants were randomly assigned to one of

three conditions: experimental condition with female models, experimental condi-

tion with male models, or a control condition (no exposure). Students participated

individually in three ostensibly unrelated tasks. First, a priming task containing

television advertisements was introduced as part of a marketing study of prod-

ucts advertised on television. Participants in the experimental conditions viewed

the ads and answered questions relating to them. Men in the control condition

viewed no ads. Second, all participants were asked to do a categorization task that

investigated how people classify words (Implicit Association Test measuring self-

esteem). Third, participants received a ‘Health Psychology’ questionnaire that was

supposedly developed in cooperation with school’s health psychology department

to study students’ mental health. This packet contained all explicit measures. The

entire experiment took approximately 25 minutes to complete for men in the ex-

perimental conditions and 10 minutes for control participants. An overview of the

experimental design of the study is presented in flowchart in Figure 4.1.
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Advertising
(women)

Post-test
(implicit)

Post-test
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Advertising
(men)

Post-test
(implicit)

Post-test
(explicit)

SUBJECT A

SUBJECT B

SUBJECT C Post-test
(implicit)

Post-test
(explicit)

Figure 4.1: Experimental design of the study (between-subjects).

4.3 Materials

4.3.1 Priming task

Participants in the first experimental condition viewed 16 U.S. TV ads of

women’s fragrances (e.g., Dior), underwear (e.g., Victoria’s Secret) or beachwear

(e.g., Old Navy) which highlighted women’s thin and sexually attractive bodies

(see screenshots and pretest results in Appendix B.1). The second experimental

condition contained 16 U.S. and Australian TV ads of similar products but for men,

each focusing on men’s strong and muscular body (e.g., underwear by AussiBum,

fragrances by Hugo Boss, swimwear by Speedo; see Appendix B.2). Ads presented

almost exclusively White models. Each ad lasted between 30 and 60 seconds and

the overall exposure time in each of the two conditions was approx. 11 minutes.

Ads were presented in one order only. To strengthen the cover story of a ‘marketing

study of advertising effectiveness’ participants were asked to rate each ad on four

criteria (good, likable, enjoyable, attention-getting) using a 7 point Likert scale.

In addition, subjects were asked two questions about their buying behavior: Have

you ever bought the advertised product? and Would you buy the product based

on the ad shown? (adopted from Rudman & Borgida, 1995). Participants in the

control condition viewed no ads.
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4.3.2 Implicit measure of self-esteem

The Implicit Association Test (IAT; Greenwald, McGhee, & Schwarz, 1998)

was used to measure implicit self-esteem. The IAT is a response latency measure

of dichotomous categorization, in which participants rapidly classify four kinds of

stimuli using just two response buttons. In the present case, participants might

press a left response button in response to self-related words and positive adjectives,

and a right response button in response to other-related words and negative ad-

jectives. In a second block of trials, the pairings are reversed such that self-related

words would now be paired with negative adjectives and other-related words with

positive adjectives. The logic of the IAT is that semantically associated categories

will be more rapidly categorized when they share a response key. If participants

have a positive association with the self, they will be faster when the self-related

words share a key with positive adjectives, and slower when they share a key with

negative adjectives. By computing an effect size to measure the degree of facilita-

tion during this pairing, we can produce a measure of implicit self-esteem. Thus,

the self-esteem IAT consisted of words relating to self (target words: I, me, my,

mine, self), other (them, they, their, theirs, others), pleasant (joy, warmth, gold,

happy, smile, pleasure), and unpleasant (gloom, agony, pain, stink, filth, death).

The self-esteem IAT and all its stimuli were developed by Greenwald et al. (2002),

and has now been used in dozens of published studies (e.g., most of the studies

included in a recent meta-analysis on implicit components of identity; Cvencek,

Greenwald, & Metlzoff, in press). As the most widely used measure of implicit

cognition, the IAT has certainly garnered its share of controversy. However, its

reliability and validity have now been demonstrated in a large number of studies

(Greenwald and Nosek, 2001; Greenwald et al., 2005; Greenwald et al., 2006; Lane

et al., 2007; Nosek et al., 2005). In addition, it has well-established predictive

validity (Greenwald et al., 2009), routinely predicting behavior with greater power

than self-report measures, especially in more charged domains such as stereotyping

or prejudice. Thus, we anticipated that implicit self-esteem would provide us with

an interesting independent window into the effects of media exposure.

In our study we used a standard five-block IAT and employed the revised
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scoring algorithm validated with large data sets (Greenwald et al., 2003). This

scoring procedure produces an effect size measure for each participant, the IAT D,

with positive values representing positive implicit self-esteem.

4.3.3 Explicit measures

Self-esteem

Three procedures to measure explicit self-esteem were administered: a feel-

ing thermometer (sliding scale), a standard self-esteem inventory - Rosenberg’s

(1965) Self-Esteem Scale (RSES), and a Likert-like rating scale. First, participants

were asked to mark how warmly/favorably they feel about themselves and about

other people by placing a horizontal mark on the feeling thermometer that had

three anchors: 0 (cold/unfavorable), 50 (neutral) and 100 (warm/favorable). The

final score was achieved by subtracting the temperature for the other people from

that of oneself (see Appendix A.3). Next, we used Rosenberg’s (1965) self-esteem

questionnaire that includes 5 positive and 5 negative self-descriptive statements.

We added additional 4 items to the original scale which were statements about

one’s health (e.g., I think I exercise enough every week, or I am concerned about

my health), in order to motivate participants to believe the questionnaire was re-

lated to Health Psychology (see Appendix A.4). Participants were asked to report

how much they agree with each of the 14 statements on a 4-point Likert scale (1

- strongly agree, 4 - strongly disagree). The sum of the ratings assigned to the

10 original items (excluding 4 health-related items), after reverse scoring the posi-

tively worded items, indicated one’s self-esteem level. Scores ranged from 0 to 30;

higher scores indicating higher self-esteem. Finally, the Likert-like scale question-

naire consisted of 6 unpleasant-meaning and 6 pleasant-meaning words previously

appearing in the implicit self-esteem IAT (e.g., gold, happy, pain, death). This

questionnaire was developed by Greenwald et al. (2002). Participants rated how

characteristic of them each of these words was on a 7-point Likert scale (anchors

1 - not at all characteristic of you and 7 - extremely characteristic of you; see

Appendix A.5)). The final score was constructed by subtracting the average score

for the unpleasant words from that for the average for pleasant words. The scores
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obtained using these three procedures were planned to be combined into one index

of explicit self-esteem following previous research that suggest their high inter-

correlations (Greenwald et al., 2002; Olson et al., 2007). The advantage of using

three procedures to measure explicit self-esteem (Greenwald et al., 2002) is the cre-

ation of one explicit self-esteem index which tackles various aspects of self-esteem

corresponding to different measures.

Actual-ideal body discrepancy

Actual-ideal body discrepancy was measured using a Pictorial Body Image

Scale (Stunkard et al., 1983). The scale consists of 9 drawings of men’s figures

ranging from extremely thin to extremely heavy presented in a horizontal raw (see

Appendix A.2). Participants were asked to answer the following four questions: (1)

Which drawing looks most like your own figure? (actual body image), (2) Which

figure do you most want to look like? (own body ideal), (3) Which figure do you

think most men want to look like? (own sex ideal body), (4) Which figure do you

think most women find most attractive? (opposite sex body ideal) (after Cohn &

Adler, 1992). The three ideal body image variables (all but the first variable) were

expected to correlate highly, as shown by Lavine et al. (1999), and were planned

to be converted into one composite measure of ideal body size. Construct validity

and reliability of this measure is well established (Banasiak et al., 2001; Wertheim

et al., 2004).

Next, we calculated men’s actual-ideal discrepancy score by subtracting

participants’ composite ideal body image (average of the last three questions) from

their actual body image. Positive scores indicate that one’s actual body image is

larger than a desired body image, while negative scores indicate that one is thinner

or less muscular than desired (after Lavine, Sweeney, & Wagner, 1999).

Some authors (e.g., Lavine et al., 1999) consider positive discrepancy scores

as synonymous with body dissatisfaction. However, we argue that perception of

difference between own and ideal bodies does not necessarily imply dissatisfaction.

One can notice the difference and still be satisfied with one’s own looks and body

image. Therefore, we avoid referring to this discrepancy as ‘body dissatisfaction’.
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Perception of health risks

Two questions were asked to measure men’s perception of weight-related

health risks: (1) Which figure do you think depicts a health-risk posed by being

too skinny? (risk of anorexia nervosa), Which figure do you think depicts a health-

risk posed by being too heavy? (risk of obesity). We included this measure to

test whether men’s body ideals differ across race/ethnicity. Participants used the

above Pictorial Body Image Scale to indicate their responses. Each participant’s

final score was obtained by subtracting a score reflecting a health-risk posed by

being too skinny from a score reflecting a health-risk posed by being too heavy.

The resulting composite score indicates a perceived range of healthy body sizes.

4.4 Results

4.4.1 Data reduction

Following the revised scoring algorithm for the IAT (Greenwald et al.,

2003) mentioned above, we excluded 7 men who had too many short responses

(< 300ms), indicative of hitting the keys without having enough time to con-

sciously categorize the stimuli (i.e., task disengagement). Therefore, the final sam-

ple included 153 men (attrition 4.4%).

4.4.2 Creating indices

Correlations among the different measures of explicit and implicit self-

esteem were computed. As presented in Table 4.1, only two of the explicit measures

correlated with each other, the Rosenberg Scale of Self-Esteem (RSES) and the

Likert-like rating scale. The feeling thermometer did not correlate with any of

the other two explicit measures. Given the strong correlation between two of the

explicit measures of self-esteem (RSES and Likert), we standardized and averaged

them to produce an index of explicit self-esteem; a reliability analysis indicated

moderate reliability for this measure (Standardized item α = .78). Due to its

poor correlation with the other measures, we excluded the feeling thermometer
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from this index and used it separately in what follows. In contrast to previous

studies (Bosson et al., 2000; Spalding and Hardin, 1999) which showed that the

implicit (IAT) and explicit measures of self-esteem were uncorrelated, we found a

weak correlation between the implicit self-esteem (IAT) scores and the Likert-like

scale (r = .23, N = 148, p < .01), as well as the new explicit self-esteem index

(r = .20, N = 148, p < .05).

Table 4.1: Zero-order correlations between explicit and implicit measures of self-
esteem.

Feeling Likert-like
Measure IAT RSES thermometer scale
IAT - .12 .08 .23**
RSES - -.01 .64***
Feeling thermometer - .06
Likert-like scale -
Note. IAT - Implicit Association Test (Greenwald, McGhee, &
Schwartz, 1998), RSES - Rosenberg (1965) Self-Esteem Scale.
Basis: 148 men (listwise deletion).
**p < .01, ***p < .001 (Pearson).

In addition, we created an ideal body size index by standardizing and aver-

aging the following measures of body ideal: own ideal body size, other men’s ideal

body size and women’s ideal of men’s body size (Standardized item α = .78). All

three measures of body ideal correlated moderately with each other (.46 < r <

.59, N = 153, p < 0.001).

4.4.3 Descriptive statistics

On average, men in our sample had a positive implicit (M = .61, SD = .31)

and explicit self-esteem (M = 2.67, SD = .91). T -test analyses showed that

the implicit (t(151) = 23.94, p < .001) as well as three explicit measures of self-

esteem (RSES t(152) = 13.60, p < .001; feeling thermometer t(149) = −2.35, p <

.05; Likert t(151) = 21.27, p < .001) were different from their rational midpoints.

Men’s average reported body size was a bit larger than figure no. 4 (M = 4.58,

SD = 1.37) and their average body ideal was thinner by approx. half a body

size (M = 4.16, SD = .68). The average actual-ideal body discrepancy was .43
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(SD = 1.47). Men considered on average 6.02 (SD = 1.57) body sizes as free from

weight-related health risks.

In order to compare the scores of all of the outcome variables across dif-

ferent racial /ethnic groups, we conducted one-way between-subjects ANOVAs

with race/ethnicity as an independent factor. There was no significant effect of

race/ethnicity on men’s implicit self-esteem (F (2, 149) = .26, p > .10), explicit

self-esteem measured using the feeling thermometer (F (2, 147) = .58, p > .10) per-

ception of own body size (F (2, 150) = 1.38, p > .10), ideal body size (F (2, 150) =

1.77, p > .10), or actual-ideal body discrepancy (F (2, 150) = .55, p > .10). How-

ever, we found that men’s explicit self-esteem (index F (2, 150) = 7.64, p < .01) and

the range of body sizes considered free from weight-related health risks (F (2, 150) =

7.73, p < .01) differed significantly by race/ethnicity. Post hoc comparisons (Tukey

Figure 4.2: Men’s perception of healthy body sizes across race/ethnicity (pre-
dicted means). Note: The range of bodies perceived as free from weight-related
health risks for White men is significantly smaller than the range perceived by
Asian (p < .01) and Hispanic men (p < .01). The perceived range of healthy
bodies by Asian men is not statistically different from the one of Hispanic men
(p > .10).

HSD) indicated that the mean explicit self-esteem for Asian men (M = 2.30,

SD = .89) was significantly lower that the one of Hispanic (M = 2.75, SD = .85)

and White men (M = 2.95, SD = .90), who did not differ from one another. Post
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hoc comparison for weight-related health risks revealed that the range of body

sizes considered free from health risks by White men (M = 5.39, SD = 1.46) was

significantly smaller that the range perceived by Asian (M = 6.45, SD = 1.50)

and Hispanic men (M = 6.30, SD = 1.57), who did not differ (Figure 4.2).

4.4.4 Main effects of media exposure

One-way between-subjects ANOVAs with condition as the independent fac-

tor were conducted to compare the effect of exposure on implicit and explicit self-

esteem, actual-ideal body discrepancy and perception of health risks. There was

a marginal effect of exposure condition on men’s implicit self-esteem (F (2, 149) =

2.99, p = .053). Post hoc comparisons (Tukey HSD) indicated that the mean

implicit self-esteem for men in the female ads condition (M = .69, SD = .31)

was significantly higher (p < .05) than the implicit self-esteem of men in the

control condition (M = .55, SD = .34). The male ads condition (M = .59,

SD = .27) did not significantly differ (p > .10) from either the control or fe-

male ads conditions. There were no significant differences across the three con-

Figure 4.3: Effect of exposure to male and female advertisements on men’s im-
plicit self-esteem (predicted means). Note: *p < .05, error bars represent 1SE.

ditions in men’s explicit self-esteem (index F (2, 150) = .83, p > .10; feeling ther-
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mometer F (2, 147) = .126, p > .10) and perception of weight-related health risks

(F (2, 150) = .15, p > .10). These findings confirmed our hypothesis that implicit

measures of self-esteem can reveal new information, in this case a stronger pattern

of exposure effects than explicit self-esteem (see Figure 4.3).

Figure 4.4: Effect of exposure to male and female advertisements on men’s actual-
ideal body discrepancy (predicted means). Note: *p < .05, error bars represent
1SE.

Moreover, we found a significant effect of exposure condition on men’s

actual-ideal body discrepancy (F (2, 150) = 3.48, p < .05), see Figure 4.4. Post

hoc comparisons (Tukey HSD) for men’s actual-ideal body discrepancy revealed

that the mean body discrepancy of men in the male ads condition (M = −.02,

SD = 1.45) was significantly lower than that of men in the female ads condi-

tion (M = .74, SD = 1.39) (p < .05), indicating that men exposed to male

ads saw themselves as closer to their body ideal. Because the two experimen-

tal conditions did not significantly differ (p > .10) from the control condition

(M = .48, SD = 1.51), we examined these effects more closely by conducting

one-sample t-tests examining the mean body discrepancy score for men in each

condition. Mean discrepancy scores were significantly different from 0 in the fe-

male (t(55) = 3.96, p < .001) and no ads (t(51) = 2.31, p < .05) conditions, but
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not in the male ads condition (t(44) = −.10, p > .10); thus, exposure to male ads

eliminated body discrepancy.

4.4.5 Interactions between exposure and race/ethnicity

For each of the dependent measures, we conducted separate one-way between-

subjects ANOVAs with two independent factors: 3 (exposure condition: no ads,

female ads, male ads) x 3 (race/ethnicity: Asian, Hispanic, White). These analy-

ses revealed a significant condition by race/ethnicity interaction for men’s implicit

self-esteem (F (4, 143) = 2.56, p < .05). As depicted in Figure 4.5, the mean im-
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Figure 4.5: Exposure condition by race/ethnicity interaction on men’s implicit
self-esteem (predicted means).

plicit self-esteem of Asian (M = .58, SD = .33) and Hispanic men (M = .60,

SD = .25) who viewed male ads was higher than when they viewed no ads
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(Asian men M = .50, SD = .31; Hispanic men M = .38, SD = .39) and even

higher after viewing female ads (Asian men M = .81, SD = .26; Hispanic men

M = .69, SD = .25)). There seemed to be no differences across conditions for

White men. To further examine this pattern of results additional ANOVAs with

implicit self-esteem as the dependent variable and exposure condition as an inde-

pendent factor were conducted separately for each racial/ethnic group. The results

confirmed the previous analysis showing that exposure had a significant effect on

the implicit self-esteem of Asian (F (2, 48) = 4.00, p < .05) and Hispanic men

(F (2, 42) = 4.03, p < .05) but no effect on White men (F (2, 53) = .53, p > .10).

Post-hoc analyses indicated a significant difference (p < .05) between the female

ads and control conditions in both Asian and Hispanic men. Mean implicit self-

esteem of ethnic-minority men in the male ads conditions did not differ from the

female ads or the control condition (p > .10). No significant differences in im-

plicit self-esteem of White men were found between any of the exposure conditions

(p > .10).

We found no condition and race/ethnicity interaction for men’s explicit self-

esteem (index F (4, 144) = .63, p > .10; feeling thermometer F (4, 141) = .81, p >

.10), actual-ideal body discrepancy (F (4, 144) = .71, p > .10) or perception of

weight-related health risks (F (4, 144) = .61, p > .10). Taken together, these results

suggest that ethnic differences in exposure effects are present, but only for implicit

self-esteem.

4.5 Discussion

This study showed that, in general, exposure to idealized images of women

in advertising improved men’s implicit, but not explicit, self-esteem. This result

was found in Asian and Hispanic, but not White American men. The difference in

the effects on implicit versus explicit self-esteem suggests that implicit measures

might be more sensitive to short term, subtle effects on self-esteem than explicit

measures (Greenwald et al., 2002), and suggests they should be employed more

widely in future media exposure research.
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The fact that exposure to idealized images of women increased men’s im-

plicit self-esteem suggests that viewing advertisements of women can have self-

enhancing effects on men. While establishing a definite mechanism underlying

this effect must await further research, we would argue that these ads activate a

concept of a female sex object. This could bolster self-esteem if men engage in an

explicit or implicit fantasy of being with the target, an outcome that would likely

be self-enhancing given the high desirability of the pictured women.

In contrast with the female portrayals, viewing advertisements with attrac-

tive and muscular men did not produce any effect on men’s implicit self-esteem.

This suggests that men are not engaging in upward comparisons with these ideal-

ized images.

More importantly, this study found that change in men’s implicit self-esteem

in different exposure conditions depends on their race/ethnicity. Viewing attractive

female models in advertisements increased implicit self-esteem of Hispanic and

Asian men; whereas among White men, on the contrary, viewing both attractive

women and muscular models did not have any effect on their implicit self-esteem.

Thus, the ethnic differences demonstrated by this study are such that advertising

(portraying idealized, primarily White women) seems to have a more pronounced

self-enhancing effect on non-White men. One explanation for this finding is that

Asian and Hispanic men in our sample were more uniformly optimistic about

becoming a potential partner for the female models, or conversely were less likely

to feel threatened by the idealized partners, while White participants experienced a

wider range of consequences leading to no mean-level exposure effect. It could also

be that since we presented mostly White women in the selected advertisements,

this was a novel fantasy for Asian and Hispanic men, and therefore it produced

more self-enhancement; this would suggest that images of non-White women might

have a larger effect on White males.

With regard to men’s actual-ideal body discrepancy, Asian, Hispanic, and

White men were similarly affected by exposure: Men who viewed male portrayals

in ads reported a significantly lower discrepancy between their actual and ideal

body size than did men who viewed female portrayals. In fact, on average men’s
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discrepancy score in the male ads condition did not differ from zero, suggesting a

lack of discrepancy between mens perceived own body size and their ideal. This is

again consistent with the possibility that exposure had self-enhancing effects, this

time by closing the gap between mens perceptions of their actual and ideal bodies.

It may be that exposure to both female and male ads leads to a ‘fantasy effect’,

but the nature of the effects differ: While female ads lead to bolstered self-esteem

through imagining the self with an attractive female, male ads bolster body image

through assimilating the self to a body ideal.

In addition to demonstrating ethnic differences in exposure effects, we

showed racial/ethnic differences in men’s perception of weight-related health risks.

White men considered the narrowest range of body sizes to be free from the risk

of weight-related problems, like anorexia, obesity or diabetes. Asian and Hispanic

men marked a range larger by an additional body size or more, especially at the

extremely heavy end of the scale. This parallels results found in women (Chapter

3). The fact that only White men and women consider the narrowest range of

body sizes to be free from such risk raises the possibility that Asian and Hispanic

individuals might be less aware of the potential health problems associated with

the extreme ends of the scale. This racial/ethnic difference in perception of health

risks may have important implications for rising rates of obesity in Asian and His-

panic men and women (Davis et al., 2004; Flegal et al., 1998). The importance of

this finding lies also in the relationship between different concepts of body ideal.

When we asked men explicitly to indicate their ideal body size we found no dif-

ferences across race/ethnicity. On average, men from all ethnic groups selected

a body size slightly larger than no. 4. However, when we asked which bodies

are free from health-risks posed by being too skinny or too heavy, we recorded

differences in men’s acceptance of different body sizes (Hispanic and Asian men

accepted slightly more skinny men and especially more heavy men than did White

men). On the one hand, these results suggest that all men have internalized the

same mainstream ideal. On the other, these same ideals at the mean level mask

variation in the range of what is considered acceptable in different cultural groups.

Measuring men’s perception of weight-related health risks could be a less direct and
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more concrete way of asking about men’s body ideals in a way that circumvents

reliance on a single internalized ideal.

We acknowledge one major limitation in the current approach. This exper-

iment used realistic advertisements in order to study effects as close as possible to

men’s media experiences outside of the lab. However, this means that our sample

of advertisements most likely confounded the concepts of thinness or muscularity

with physical attractiveness, a limitation of many previous studies (Grabe et al.,

2008). It is not absolutely clear whether the effects of exposure are brought about

by advertising models having an ideal body size (i.e., thin or muscular), having

an ideal body size and being attractive, or only being attractive. Prior research

exposing women to images of fashion models with control conditions employing

images of more realistic or average-looking women (Dittmar and Howard, 2004;

Halliwell and Dittmar, 2004; Halliwell et al., 2005), or overweight women (Crouch

and Degelman, 1998; Smeesters and Mandel, 2006), found that only the effects of

exposure to fashion models were negative. But the body size and attractiveness

dilemma still remains unresolved in those studies, as different women are shown in

different conditions. Therefore, the best way around this is the investigation of ex-

posure effects using artificially created control advertisements, for instance, using

the same advertisement model stretched to be in a few different body sizes (either

achieved with the help of computer software or different monitors). A few studies

employed this strategy (Clay et al., 2005; Monro and Huon, 2006) but have not

reached concrete conclusions regarding the impact of weight versus attractiveness.

Therefore, further investigations of the relationship between these two aspects of

men’s and women’s portrayals are needed.

4.6 Conclusion

The current study has important implications for research on the effects of

exposure to idealized bodies on men’s self image. We found that viewing muscular

and attractive men in advertisements can have self-enhancing effects on the way

men perceive their own body, largely eliminating the body discrepancies otherwise
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experienced. In addition, we found that exposure to idealized women has a different

form of self-enhancing effect, this time on men’s implicit (but not explicit) self-

esteem. This finding prompts us to recommend employing implicit measures in

future research, as they may be more sensitive - or differentially sensitive - to the

subtle effects of mass media exposure. At the broader level, our results suggest

that advertising exposure does not always have negative effects (Barlett et al.,

2008; Grabe et al., 2008); indeed, it can elicit self-enhancing effects, which may be

one part of the appeal that media images has for viewers.

Critically, this experiment is the first investigation of exposure effects in an

ethnically diverse sample, and indeed our findings suggest that media exposure may

be less harmful across these more diverse populations. Our findings revealed that

Asian and Hispanic, but not White American men, experienced self-enhancement

following exposure to female advertisements. We interpret this as evidence of a

‘fantasy effect’ in this population, but further work is necessary to clarify the

mechanism driving it. This study also found that men’s racial/ethnic background

matters for their perception of healthy body sizes. This finding may be helpful in

designing targeted interventions and media campaigns focusing on ethnic-minority

women suffering from eating disorders. We look forward to further investigations

of the way in which ethnically diverse men react to media portrayals of men and

women, as well as of the new patterns of results revealed by the use of implicit

methods.
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Personality & self image
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Introduction to Part IV

The central theme of Part IV is the investigation of the relationship between

self image and personality traits. Even though a number of moderating factors of

the exposure effects on self and body image have been studied (see Chapter 2),

personality traits are an important personal moderator that has been neglected

in prior research. In Chapter 5, we reported a correlational pilot study investi-

gating the relationships between personality traits and a range of self and body

image related measures. This study was motivated by the idea that if personality

correlates with any of body dissatisfaction, body esteem, and similar measures,

it will be worth including this variable as a moderator in following experimental

studies. Chapter 6 is based on a path analysis which showed that the relationship

between personality and body dissatisfaction is not a direct one but mediated by

self-esteem. Internalization of sociocultural ideals was an additional mediator of

the relationship between self-esteem and body dissatisfaction in women. Finally,

in Chapter 7, we reported an experimental study which was aimed at testing new

measures and new moderators (see Figure 4.6). We investigated the effects of expo-

sure to idealized female bodies in TV advertising on implicit body perception and

body esteem. In addition to personality traits, we included two further potentially

moderating variables, Body Mass Index (BMI) and comparison tendency.
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Exposure to portrayals
of idealized female bodies

Body esteem 
and body perception

explicit

implicit

METHODOLOGICAL MODERATOR

DEMOGRAPHIC MODERATORS                             PERSONAL MODERATORS

Race/ethnicity
Gender

Personality

+ Comparison tendency
+ BMI

Figure 4.6: Overview of the experimental design of study reported in Chapter 7
highlighting its major contributions.



Chapter 5

Personality and self image:

Setting the stage

5.1 Introduction

Just as with race/ethnicity, very little is known about personality and its

role in shaping one’s self image. As stated in the Introduction (Part I), we discussed

whether personality traits play a moderating role of the exposure to thinness on

one’s self image and related measures (RQ 4). The answer to this research question

requires an experimental investigation, yet, first we conducted a correlational pilot

study to see whether any relationships exist between personality traits and self

image related measures. We hypothesized that personality traits, neuroticism (aka

emotional stability) and extraversion in particular, will moderate the effects of

media exposure.

5.2 Method

5.2.1 Participants

Two hundred and twelve undergraduate women and 175 men (age M =

19.23, SD = 1.88) from a small U.S. university participated in the study in ex-

change for credit for their introductory psychology course requirement. One hun-
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dred thirty four participants were Hispanic/Latino (34.6%), 98 were White (25.3%),

92 Asian (23.8%), 24 African American (6.2%), and 39 used another ethnic iden-

tification (10.1%).

5.2.2 Procedure

Participants signed up for one of the two order conditions of the study (two

for each gender) using the university’s online recruitment system. Upon signing

up they received a link to an online survey and completed it individually in a

non-laboratory setting. The study took less than 30 minutes to complete.

5.3 Materials

5.3.1 Explicit measures

Self and body image related concepts were measured using a variety of

instruments. First, we used a 9-item body dissatisfaction subscale of the Eat-

ing Disorder Inventory (Garner et al., 1983), in which participants were asked to

answer how often they experience dissatisfaction with their body parts including

stomach, thighs, or buttocks (see Appendix A.6). Their answers were summed up

into one score reflecting body dissatisfaction. Another measure of body dissatis-

faction, available for women only, was the Body Shape Questionnaire (BSQ) that

contained 34 questions about feelings and attitudes towards own body (Cooper

et al., 1987). Female participants answered by indicating how often in the past

4 weeks they experienced any of the situations described (see Appendix A.7), for

instance: ‘Has eating even a small amount of food made you feel fat?’ or ‘Have you

pinched areas of your body to see how much fat there is?’. Similarly to the above

measure, the final score was built by summing up all responses. The third mea-

sure, Body Esteem Scale (BES, Franzoi and Shields, 1984) required participants to

report how positively or negatively they felt towards 35 body parts and functions

(e.g., lips, hips, body scent, agility; see Appendix A.8). The sum of all ratings re-

flected their body esteem. In addition to the overall body esteem, we distinguished
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between three sub-scales (based on a factor analysis by Franzoi and Shields, 1984);

for women - Weight Concern (WC), Sexual Attractiveness (SA), and Physical Con-

dition (PC), for men - Upper Body Strength (UBS), Physical Attractiveness (PA),

and Physical Condition (PC) (Franzoi and Shields, 1984). Finally, the Pictorial

Body Image Scale (Stunkard et al., 1983), described in detail in Chapter 3 (see

Appendix A.2), was used to measure participants’ self body-discrepancies. Rosen-

berg Self Esteem Scale (Rosenberg, 1965), also used in previous studies (Chapters

3 and 4), was used to measure trait self-esteem (see Appendix A.4).

We measured personality traits on five commonly used dimensions, the

so-called ‘Big Five’, by administering the Ten-Item Personality Inventory (TIPI;

Gosling, et al., 2003). In this questionnaire, participants were to indicate how

strongly they associate ten pairs of characteristics with the self, for instance, ‘ex-

traverted, enthusiastic’ or ‘calm, emotionally stable’ (see Appendix A.11). Two

pairs of adjectives corresponded to each personality dimension of the ‘Big-Five’

factor model (agreeableness, openness, extraversion, conscientiousness, emotional

stability). To arrive at the score for each personality trait an average rating for

each pair of adjectives was calculated.

In addition, we included three potential moderators of media exposure ef-

fects: awareness of the thinness ideal, its internalization, and a tendency to com-

pare oneself to media models (see Chapter 2). First, we included a 35-item ques-

tionnaire measuring participants’ awareness and internalization of the sociocul-

tural ideals (Sociocultural Attitudes Towards Appearance Questionnaire - SATAQ;

Cusumano and Thomspon, 1997). These two constructs are considered separate

and do not correlate with each other (Heinberg et al., 1995). Participants were

asked to answer questions like ‘I believe clothes look better on thin models’ (inter-

nalization item) or ‘In today’s society, it’s not important to always look attractive’

(awareness item, see Appendix A.10). Second, participants were asked about their

tendency to compare themselves to media models using a Comparison to Models

Survey (Strowman, 1996; see Appendix A.9).1 For a detailed overview of the scor-

1These three moderators are not my major research interests and therefore were not included
as separate research questions. However, because of results in prior research we will include them
in my studies as control variables.
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ing of all above measures see Appendix A.1. For a complete graph of all constructs

including measures see Figure 5.1.

BODY ESTEEM

BODY 
DISSATISFACTION

PERSONALITY

AWARENESS OF 
IDEALS

INTERNALIZATION 
OF IDEALS

BODY SELF-
DISCREPANCY

COMPARISON 
TENDENCY

SELF ESTEEM

TIPI

CTM

SATAQ

SATAQ

RSES

PBIS

BES

EDI-BD

BSQ

Figure 5.1: Complete graph of constructs measured in the study.

5.4 Results

5.4.1 Factor analysis

We conducted a factor analysis of the Body Esteem Scale (BES) to confirm

the factors suggested by Franzoi and Shields (1984). The results of the analysis

were satisfactory; obtained factors were very similar to the factors suggested by

the authors of this measure (Franzoi and Shields, 1984).2

2Tables with detailed results of the factor analyses can be obtained upon request.
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5.4.2 Descriptive statistics

Independent samples t-tests revealed that several self image and person-

ality variables differed significantly across gender. In this study, women were on

average significantly more extraverted (t(385) = 2.39, p < .05), more agreeable

(t(385) = 4.03, p < .001), more open to experience (t(385) = 3.41, p < .01), more

conscientious (t(385) = 5.31, p < .001), and less emotionally stable (t(385) =

−2.21, p < .05) than men (see Table 5.1).3 Moreover, as compared to men, women

reported a significantly lower body esteem (t(385) = −4.25, p < .001), higher

body dissatisfaction (t(385) = 3.72, p < .001), and a greater self-other body dis-

crepancy (t(385) = 7.61, p < .001). Women also reported a greater comparison

tendency (t(385) = 2.67, p < .01) and greater internalization of sociocultural ide-

als (t(385) = 4.36, p < .001) than men. There were no gender differences in

Table 5.1: Observed means (with standard deviations) of all study variables in
men and women.

Women Men Total

Mean (SD) Mean (SD) Mean (SD)
Extraversion (TIPI)* 4.62 (1.35) 4.29 (1.32) 4.47 (1.34)
Agreeableness (TIPI)*** 4.95 (1.03) 4.53 (1.03) 4.76 (1.05)
Openness (TIPI)** 5.48 (1.00) 5.11 (1.08) 5.31 (1.05)
Conscientiousness (TIPI)*** 5.38 (1.16) 4.72 (1.28) 5.08 (1.25)
Emotional stability (TIPI)* 4.56 (1.26) 4.84 (1.19) 4.68 (1.24)
Body Esteem (BES)*** 114.87 (21.94) 124.60 (22.99) 119.27 (22.91)
Body dissatisfaction (EDI-BD)*** 8.86 (6.78) 6.49 (5.54) 7.78 (6.36)
Actual-ideal discrepancy (PBIS)*** 1.14 (1.32) .08 (1.40) 0.66 (1.45)
Comparison to models (CTM)** 19.74 (7.38) 17.69 (7.66) 18.81 (7.56)
Awareness (SATAQ) 35.30 (5.56) 34.95 (5.32) 35.14 (5.45)
Internalization (SATAQ)*** 37.13 (7.96) 33.78 (6.97) 35.62 (7.70)
Self-esteem (RSES) 20.22 (4.78) 20.64 (5.43) 20.41 (5.08)
Note. BES - Body Esteem Scale (Franzoi and Shields, 1984), BSQ - Body Shape
Questionnaire (Cooper et al., 1987), CTM - Comparison to Models (Strowman,
1996), EDI-BD - Body Dissatisfaction subscale of the Eating Disorder Inventory
(Garner et al., 1983), PBIS - Pictorial Body Image Scale (Stunkard et al., 1983),
RSES - Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale (Rosenberg, 1965), SATAQ - Sociocultural
Attitudes Towards Appearance Questionnaire (Cusumano and Thomspon, 1997),
TIPI - Ten Item Personality Inventory (Gosling, et al., 2003).
Basis: N = 387 (212 women; 175 men).
*p < .05,**p < .01, ***p < .001 (t-test).

3This data corresponded to the personality traits norms reported by Gosling et al. (2003).
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participants’ awareness of sociocultural ideals (t(385) = .61, p > .10) and explicit

self-esteem (t(385) = −.80, p > .10).

Seven variables were specific to one gender only. The BSQ scale is designed

for women only, whereas the 6 subscales of the BES are based on different items

for men and women and therefore are not comparable across gender (Franzoi and

Shields, 1984). In women, the average weight concern (BES subscale) was equal to

32.51 (SD = 8.76), sexual attractiveness to 46.05 (SD = 7.88), and physical con-

dition to 31.10 (SD = 6.66). Women’s average body dissatisfaction as measured

by the BSQ was 105.59 (SD = 39.03). In men, average upper body strength was

30.48 (SD = 6.71), physical attractiveness was 38.52 (SD = 6.84), and physical

condition was 43.52 (SD = 10.16).

There were no order effects for men and women for any of the variables.

5.4.3 Correlations

Due to the fact that we found significant gender differences across multiple

self image and personality variables, we present all correlations separately for men

and women.

The results of the survey showed that in women emotional stability corre-

lates significantly with a number of self- and body image related measures (see

Table 5.2). We found a weak positive correlation between emotional stability and

overall body esteem (r = .20, p < .01), weight concern (r = .18, p < .01), phys-

ical condition (r = .31, p < .001), and self-esteem (r = .35, p < .001). There

was a weak negative correlation between emotional stability and body dissatis-

faction (EDI-BD r = −.16, p < .05), internalization of the sociocultural ideals

(r = −.13, p < .05), and comparison tendency (r = −.15, p < .05). The more

neurotic women were (or less emotionally stable), the more they have internalized

the sociocultural ideals and tended to compare themselves to media models; the

lower was their self-esteem; the higher was their body dissatisfaction and the more

negative were their feelings about their weight and physical condition. Overall,

these results illustrated that less emotionally stable women tend to internalize the

sociocultural ideals to a greater extent, have a greater comparison tendency, and



115

are less satisfied with their body and the self. We did not find a correlation between

emotional stability and actual-ideal body discrepancy, body dissatisfaction (mea-

sured using BSQ; Cooper et al., 1987), feelings about own sexual attractiveness,

and awareness of the thinness ideal. None of the remaining personality traits were

correlated with any of the body dissatisfaction measures. They were, however,

correlated with body esteem, self-esteem, and comparison tendency to a similar

extent as emotional stability was.

There was a weak positive correlation between extraversion and overall

body esteem (r = .24, p < .001), all three body esteem subscales (weight concern

r = .18, p < .01; sexual attractiveness r = .21, p < .01; physical condition r =

.21, p < .01), and self-esteem (r = .34, p < .001). Extraversion was also negatively

correlated with comparison tendency (r = −.14, p < .05). The more extraverted

women were, the less they tended to compare themselves to media models, the

more positive were their feelings towards own weight, sexual attractiveness, and

physical condition, and the higher was their self-esteem.

Another personality trait which correlated positively with the overall body

esteem and all of its subscales was openness (overall body esteem r = .21, p < .01;

weight concern r = .18, p < .05; sexual attractiveness r = .21, p < .01; physical

condition r = .20, p < .01). Conscientiousness was positively related only to the

overall body esteem (r = .15, p < .01). Both of the above traits, as well as

agreeableness, were positively correlated with self-esteem (.16 ≤ r ≤ .22, p < .05).
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In men, similarly to women, emotional stability correlated positively with

the overall body esteem (r = .33, p < .001), all three body esteem sub-scales

(upper body strength r = .33, p < .001), physical attractiveness r = .28, p < .001),

physical condition r = .35, p < .001), and with self-esteem (r = .38, p < .001).

The less emotionally stable (or more neurotic) men were, the more negative were

their feelings about their upper body strength, physical condition, attractiveness,

and the self.

Extraversion also had a positive relationship with men’s overall body esteem

(r = .34, p < .001), its subscales (upper body strength r = .28, p < .001; physical

attractiveness r = .31, p < .001; physical condition r = .33, p < .001), and self-

esteem (r = .40, p < .001). The more extraverted men were, the more positive

were their feelings towards their bodies and the self.

The only personality trait that correlated with body dissatisfaction was

conscientiousness (r = −.22, p < .01). This personality trait was also positively

correlated with men’s overall body esteem (r = .24, p < .01), all of its subscales

(upper body strength r = .15, p < .05; physical attractiveness r = .28, p < .001;

physical condition r = .24, p < .001), and self-esteem (r = .34, p < .001). Open-

ness was also positively correlated with the overall body esteem (r = .20, < .01),

physical attractiveness (r = .22, p < .01), physical condition (r = .24, p < .01),

and self-esteem (r = .34, p < .001). Agreeableness was not related to any self or

body image variables.

Unlike in women, in men personality traits did not correlate with men’s

actual-ideal body discrepancy, comparison tendency, awareness and internalization

of sociocultural ideals.
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5.5 Discussion and conclusion

Taken together, the above results of this pilot study suggest that personal-

ity traits are related to self- and body image of men and women. As hypothesized

in the introductory chapter in Part I, emotional stability and extraversion were

associated with several variables of interest. In both men and women more emo-

tional stability and more extraversion were related to higher body- and self-esteem.

Whereas less emotional stability was related to greater comparison tendency, inter-

nalization of the thinness ideal, and body dissatisfaction in women only. In men,

only conscientiousness was associated with greater body dissatisfaction; emotional

stability was not. In women, extraversion was also associated with greater compar-

ison tendency. In men, none of the personality traits were related to comparison

tendency, awareness or internalization of sociocultural ideals. In both men and

women, agreeableness, openness to experience, and conscientiousness were also as-

sociated with greater body- and self-esteem. None of the personality traits in men

or women were related to actual-ideal body discrepancy.

This study showed that less emotionally stable (or more neurotic) women

are more likely to internalize the sociocultural ideals and are more likely to be

less satisfied with themselves. Thus, these women are likely to be dissatisfied

with their bodies already prior to exposure to idealized portrayals of men and

women. This supports our expectation that more neurotic women are likely to

suffer more from the negative effects of such exposure than emotionally stable and

self-satisfied individuals who may be even entirely unaffected by such short-term

manipulation. Surprisingly, emotional stability was not found to correlate with

body dissatisfaction in men; whereas less conscientious men were found to be less

satisfied with their bodies. Extraversion was not related to body dissatisfaction in

men or women. Almost all personality traits were related body and self-esteem,

which illustrated that personality may be inextricably linked to individuals’ self-

evaluations. Chapter 6 will explore these relationships in more depth.

All in all, as already mentioned, the answer to RQ 4 (Do personality traits,

neuroticism and extraversion in particular, moderate the effects of media exposure

to idealized body portrayals on self and body image?) requires an experimental
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investigation. Yet, the fact that emotional stability and extraversion correlate sig-

nificantly with several body- and self image measures is a good basis for including

these personality traits as moderators in further studies.



Chapter 6

Personality traits and body

image: Exploring the mediational

relationships

6.1 Introduction

Previous work suggests that psychological factors such as self-esteem, so-

cial comparison, or social identity influence one’s body image (Grogan, 2010).

Body image is a broad construct that relates to a person’s perceptions, feelings,

and thoughts about one’s body (Grogan, 2008). This construct has been opera-

tionalized in many different ways, including appearance and body dissatisfaction

(evaluative aspect of body image), body concern and appearance anxiety (affec-

tive aspect), as well as drive for thinness and muscularity (Thompson et al., 1999).

Self-esteem, internalization of sociocultural ideals, and the tendency to make ap-

pearance comparisons are among the most commonly studied predictors of pos-

itive or negative body image (Grogan, 2010). However, even when accounting

for these factors, considerable variability in body image remains, suggesting the

involvement of additional individual-level factors. While research is somewhat

sparse, one promising possibility is that personality traits are related to body dis-

satisfaction (i.e., evaluative body image). For instance, past findings indicate a

121
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positive relationship between neuroticism (also referred to as emotional stability)

and body dissatisfaction in women (Brannan and Petrie, 2008; Davis and Cowles,

1989; Davis, 1990a; Dionne and Davis, 2004; Hollin et al., 1985; Tylka, 2004),

and in men (Davis et al., 1991). Neuroticism was also found to predict more

negative, and extraversion more positive, appearance evaluation (Kvalem et al.,

2006). In addition, neuroticism and extraversion were found to be predictors of

body appreciation (i.e., a measure of positive body image) in both men and women

(Swami et al., 2008). Moreover, most recent experimental studies have suggested

that neuroticism moderates the effect of exposure to idealized images of women

on body dissatisfaction and body esteem, with more neurotic women experiencing

higher levels of body dissatisfaction and lower body esteem after exposure (Dalley

et al., 2009; Roberts and Good, 2010). Finally, research in clinical populations

has established a link between personality disorders and the onset, symptomatic

expression, and maintenance of eating disorders in women (for a review see Cassin

and Ranson, 2005). The above relationships likely stem from the fact that neu-

rotic individuals are more emotionally reactive to social comparisons and generally

more negative towards themselves and their appearance (Kvalem et al., 2006). By

contrast, extraverts are generally more outgoing and positive in affect, leading to

more positive self-evaluations (Kvalem et al., 2006).

But what is the exact nature of the relationship between personality traits

and body image? Answering this question is critical if an ultimate goal is identifi-

cation of vulnerable populations (e.g., adolescents susceptible to developing eating

disorders) and subsequent intervention. Prior work has assumed that the rela-

tionship between personality and body dissatisfaction as a direct one. But per-

sonality relates to other individual difference factors that are in turn related to

body dissatisfaction, raising the possibility of a more complex relationship. Most

notably in the present context, personality traits are also associated with trait

self-esteem (which is itself one of the strongest predictors of body image; Gro-

gan, 2010). Robins, Tracy, Trzesniewski, Potter, and Gosling (2001) showed that

the Big Five dimensions (agreeableness, conscientiousness, emotional stability (vs.

neuroticism), extraversion, and openness to experience; Digman, 1990; McCrae and
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Costa, 1999) account for 34% of variance in self-esteem. Out of these five person-

ality traits, emotional stability correlates the strongest with self-esteem (r = .50),

followed by extraversion (r = .38), and conscientiousness (r = .24; Robins, et al.,

2001). The correlation between the remaining personality traits (openness and

agreeableness) and self-esteem was lower (r ≤ .17; for similar results see Wat-

son, Suls, and Haig, 2002). Thus, self-esteem appears to be directly related to

personality.

In addition, self-esteem is closely related to body dissatisfaction in both

men and women (Green and Pritchard, 2003; Franzoi and Shields, 1984; Silber-

stein et al., 1988). This relationship is hardly surprising; many have suggested

that young men and women have been socialized to believe that appearance is a

basis for self-evaluation and evaluation by others (e.g., Thompson et al., 1999),

and low satisfaction with one’s body is very often associated with low self-esteem

and vice versa. In fact, the correlation between body satisfaction and self-esteem is

remarkably strong and robust, with an average correlation of .65 in the U.S. (Har-

ter, 1999). However, the direction of the relationship between body dissatisfaction

and self-esteem has not yet been established (Grogan, 2010).

Thus, personality traits, body dissatisfaction, and self-esteem are all closely

related. But what specific patterns characterize their relationships? We propose

that the relationship between personality traits (emotional stability, extraversion,

conscientiousness) and body dissatisfaction will be mediated by self-esteem (Hy-

pothesis 1), contrasting this with an alternative model in which body dissatisfaction

mediates the relationship between personality and self-esteem. We find the former

more plausible because self-esteem, as a highly general self-appraisal, will likely

exert influence on the many more specific forms of self-appraisal (e.g., appraisal of

one’s own body), while the reverse pathway is more tenuous.

In testing our hypothesized model, we focus on the three personality traits,

which correlate most highly with self-esteem (emotional stability, extraversion,

conscientiousness), especially those, which have been shown to relate to body dis-

satisfaction (emotional stability, extraversion). We do, however, also explore the

status of the remaining personality traits (agreeableness and openness), as they
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have not been examined previously.

While the majority of men and women are aware of sociocultural ideals

of beauty, not all internalize these attitudes to the same extent (Cusumano and

Thompson, 1997). The level of internalization of sociocultural ideals is positively

associated with women’s increased body dissatisfaction (Cusumano and Thomp-

son, 1997; Halliwell and Dittmar, 2004; Tiggemann, 2003) and decreased self-

esteem (Williamson et al., 1995). Therefore, we expect that internalization will

mediate the relationship between self-esteem and body dissatisfaction in women

(Hypothesis 2). Because this relationship has not been explored in men, we did

not advance a specific hypothesis for them, but did explore this mediational rela-

tionship as well.

Thus, the central goal of this article is to extend our understanding of men’s

and women’s body image by attempting to specify the pathway by which personal-

ity influences body dissatisfaction. A secondary goal is to examine the additional

role of internalization of sociocultural ideals, as well as potential gender differences

across these relationships. Results of this study have implications for identification

of susceptible populations, as well as intervention efforts at the individual level.

Moreover, the study of both men and women is an additional contribution of this

paper, as men have been relatively understudied with regard to body image.

6.2 Method

6.2.1 Participants

Two hundred and twelve undergraduate women and 175 men (age M =

19.23, SD = 1.88) from a small U.S. university participated in the study in

exchange for credit for their introductory psychology course requirement. One

hundred thirty four participants were Hispanic/Latino (34.6%), 98 were White

(25.3%), 92 Asian (23.8%), 24 African American (6.2%), and 39 used another eth-

nic identification (10.1%). Our sample was representative of all BMI categories,

and men and women were homogenous in terms of their BMI (χ2 = 1.2, df = 3, p >

.10). Approximately 58% of women and 58% of men were of normal-weight; 23.2%
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of women and 26.4% of men were overweight; 11.4% of women and 8.6% of men

were obese; and 7.1% of women and 6.3% of men were underweight.

6.2.2 Procedure

Participants signed up for one of two order conditions of the study using

the university’s online recruitment system. In the first order condition, the mea-

sures appeared in the order as described below; in the latter, TIPI was followed

by RSES, SATAQ, and then BD-EDI (see below). Upon signing up participants

received a link to an online survey and after an informed consent they completed

it individually in a non-laboratory setting. The study took less than 20 minutes

to complete.

6.3 Materials

6.3.1 Personality traits

We administered the Ten-Item Personality Inventory (TIPI; Gosling, et

al., 2003) in which participants were to indicate using a 7-point Likert scale how

strongly they associate ten pairs of characteristics with the self, for instance, ‘ex-

traverted, enthusiastic’ or ‘calm, emotionally stable’ (see Appendix A.11). Two

pairs of adjectives corresponded to each personality dimension of the ‘Big-Five’

factor model: agreeableness, conscientiousness, emotional stability, extraversion,

openness to experiences (McCrae and Costa, 1999). An average rating for each

pair of adjectives was calculated to reveal the scores for all five personality traits.

This brief measure of the Big-Five personality dimensions was used in the interest

of time and it is well-validated in terms of convergent and discriminant validity, as

well as test-retest reliability (Gosling et al., 2003).

6.3.2 Body dissatisfaction

Body dissatisfaction was measured using a Body Dissatisfaction subscale

of the Eating Disorder Inventory (BD-EDI; Garner, Olmsted, and Polivy, 1983).
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This inventory requires participants to indicate how often they experience dissat-

isfaction with their body parts including stomach, thighs, or buttocks (9 items, see

Appendix A.6). Their answers were summed into a single score reflecting body dis-

satisfaction. Higher scores indicate greater dissatisfaction. While primarily used

for women, prior research demonstrates that it is also an appropriate measure of

body dissatisfaction in men (e.g., Brand, Rothblum, and Solomon, 1992; Olivardia,

Pope, Borowiecki, and Cohane, 2004), for whom dissatisfaction is often linked to

different body parts and features (e.g., arms, stomach). In our sample we achieved

good internal consistency, α = .86.

6.3.3 Self-esteem

To assess trait self-esteem, we used Rosenberg’s Self Esteem Scale (RSES;

Rosenberg, 1965), a ten-item measure using a 4-point Likert scale. Self-esteem was

assessed through agreement with positive or negative self-evaluative statements,

for example ‘On the whole I am satisfied with myself’ or ‘I feel I do not have much

to be proud of’, and responses were averaged into a single index of self-esteem (see

Appendix A.4). Internal consistency of RSES in this study was good, α = .87.

6.3.4 Internalization of sociocultural ideals

A 21-item questionnaire was used to measure participants’ awareness and

internalization of the sociocultural ideals (Sociocultural Attitudes Towards Ap-

pearance Questionnaire - SATAQ; Cusumano and Thompson, 1997). These two

constructs are considered separate and do not correlate with each other (Heinberg

and Thompson, 1995). Participants were asked to answer questions like ‘I believe

clothes look better on thin models’ (internalization item) or ‘In today’s society,

it’s not important to always look attractive’ (awareness item, see Appendix A.10).

Participants filled out the entire questionnaire even though we were interested in

the internalization subscale only. Internal consistency for both sub-scales was ac-

ceptable; α = .72 for awareness (10 items) and α = .71 for internalization (11

items).
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6.4 Results

6.4.1 Descriptive statistics

We ran independent-samples t-tests to investigate gender differences in all

study variables (Tables 6.1 (women) and 6.2 (men) present means and standard

deviations). In our sample, women scored higher on agreeableness (t(385) =

4.03, p < .001), conscientiousness (t(385) = 5.31, p < .001), openness to experi-

ence (t(385) = 3.41, p < .01), extraversion (t(385) = 2.39, p < .05), and lower

on emotional stability (t(385) = 2.21, p < .05) than men. Women also reported

greater internalization of sociocultural ideals (t(385) = 4.36, p < .001), and a

higher level of body dissatisfaction (t(385) = 3.72, p < .001). Men and women

reported similar levels of self-esteem (t(385) = .80, p > .10). There were no order

Table 6.1: Zero-order correlations and observed means (with standard deviations)
of study variables in women.

Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 M SD
1. Agreeableness - .18** .37*** .16* 4.95 1.04
2. Conscientiousness - .19** .20** .22** 5.38 1.16
3. Openness - .44*** .20** .18** 5.48 1.00
4. Extraversion - .28*** .34*** 4.62 1.35
5. Emotional stability - -.16* .35*** -.13** 4.56 1.26
6. Body dissatisfaction - -.35*** .46*** 8.86 6.78
7. Self-esteem - -.27*** 20.22 4.78
8. Internalization - 37.13 7.96
Note: n = 212 women. Only statistically significant correlations are reported (***p < .001, **p < .01,
*p < .05).

Table 6.2: Zero-order correlations and observed means (with standard deviations)
of study variables in men.

Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 M SD
1. Agreeableness - -.16* .26*** 4.53 1.03
2. Conscientiousness - .18* .22** -.22** .34*** 4.72 1.28
3. Openness - .36*** .28*** 5.11 1.08
4. Extraversion - .33*** .40*** 4.29 1.32
5. Emotional stability - .38*** 4.84 1.20
6. Body dissatisfaction - -.35*** .17* 6.49 5.54
7. Self-esteem - -.18* 20.64 5.43
8. Internalization - 33.78 6.97
Note: n = 175 men. Only statistically significant correlations are reported (***p < .001, **p < .01,
*p < .05).

effects in men and women for any of the variables (p > .10). Due to the fact that

gender interacts with all study variables (except for self-esteem), we will present

inter-correlations and path analyses separately for men and women.
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6.4.2 Correlations

Tables 6.1 (women) and 6.2 (men) present zero-order correlations between

personality traits, body dissatisfaction, self-esteem, and internalization of the so-

ciocultural ideals; they also report means and standard deviations for all variables.

In both women and in men, emotional stability was positively associated with

agreeableness, extraversion, and self-esteem, whereas extraversion was positively

associated with openness, emotional stability, and self-esteem. In addition, con-

scientiousness and openness (as well as agreeableness in women) were positively

correlated with self-esteem. Similarly to results reported by Robins et al. (2001),

in our sample emotional stability, extraversion, and conscientiousness were the

strongest correlates of self-esteem. In both men and women, internalization of so-

ciocultural ideals was positively associated with body dissatisfaction and negatively

associated with self-esteem (and emotional stability in women). Body dissatisfac-

tion was positively correlated with self-esteem and internalization, and negatively

with emotional stability in women and with conscientiousness in men.

6.4.3 Path model A

To test the hypothesis that self-esteem will mediate the relationship between

three personality traits (emotional stability, extraversion, conscientiousness) and

body dissatisfaction in both women and men, we conducted a path analysis. We

also explored potential direct and indirect relationships between the remaining

personality traits and body dissatisfaction. Specifically, we tested the hypothesis

that self-esteem mediates the relationship between emotional stability and body

dissatisfaction, as well as between extraversion, conscientiousness and body dissat-

isfaction. We did not expect a direct association between any of the personality

traits and body dissatisfaction. Due to the gender differences described above, we

conducted independent analyses for men and women.

The results of the analysis for women are presented in Figure 6.1. The

path coefficients are standardized beta weights derived from a series of multiple

regression analyses. Overall, the six predictors in the analysis accounted for 14% of

the variance in womens body dissatisfaction (F (6, 205) = 5.51, p < .001), and per-



129

Body 
dissatisfaction 

(women)Consciensciousness

Emotional stability

Agreeableness

Extraversion

Openness

Self-esteem -.35***

.26***

.23**

.15*

Figure 6.1: Path model presenting direct and indirect relationships between per-
sonality traits, self-esteem, and body dissatisfaction in women. Note: *p < .05,
**p < .01, ***p < .001. Dotted lines represent paths with statistically non-
significant coefficients.

Body 
dissatisfaction 

(men)Consciensciousness

Extraversion

Agreeableness

Emotional stability

Openness

Self-esteem -.32***

.20**

.23**

.27***
Emotional stability

Extraversion

Figure 6.2: Path model presenting direct and indirect relationships between per-
sonality traits, self-esteem, and body dissatisfaction in men. Note: *p < .05,
**p < .01, ***p < .001. Dotted lines represent paths with statistically non-
significant coefficients.

sonality traits accounted for 21% of variance in women’s self-esteem (F (5, 206) =

10.84, p < .001). The results of the analysis for men are presented in Figure 6.2.

The predictors in the analysis accounted also for 14% of the variance in men’s body

dissatisfaction (F (6, 168) = 4.72, p < .001), and personality traits accounted for

30% of the variance in their self-esteem (F (5, 169) = 14.35, p < .001). Overall, we

supported our hypothesized model. In both men and women, self-esteem mediated

the relationship between three hypothesized personality traits (emotional stability,
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extraversion, conscientiousness) and body dissatisfaction. In both genders, once

self-esteem was entered into the model, there were no significant direct relation-

ships between any personality traits and body dissatisfaction, providing evidence

of full mediation.

6.4.4 Path model B

To test the second proposed model that internalization of ideals would me-

diate the relationship between self-esteem and body dissatisfaction, in addition to

the relationships proposed and tested above, a second set of path analyses was

undertaken. The model was as follows: self-esteem was hypothesized to mediate

the relationship between emotional stability and internalization, as well as between

extraversion, and conscientiousness and body dissatisfaction; internalization would

mediate the relationship between self-esteem and body dissatisfaction (Hypothesis

2); no direct relationships between personality traits and body dissatisfaction were

expected.

Body 
dissatisfaction 

(women)

Emotional stability

Extraversion

Self-esteem

Internalization

Conscientiousness
-.25***

.38***
-.29***

.25***

.15*

.25***

.27***

.20**

Figure 6.3: Path model presenting direct and indirect relationships between per-
sonality traits, self-esteem, internalization, and body dissatisfaction in women.
Note: *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001. Dotted lines represent paths with statis-
tically non-significant coefficients.

The results of the analysis for women are shown in Figure 6.3. Overall,

the five predictors in the analysis accounted for 27% of the variance in womens

body dissatisfaction (F (5, 206) = 15.33, p < .001); which represents an 8% increase

from Path model A (Figure 6.1). Personality traits and self-esteem accounted for
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9% of the variance in women’s internalization of sociocultural ideals (F (4, 207) =

5.16, p < .01); whereas personality traits accounted for 21% of the variance in

womens self-esteem (F (3, 208) = 18.03, p < .001). The results of the analysis for

men are presented in Figure 6.4. The predictors in the analysis accounted for 15%

of the variance in men’s body dissatisfaction (F (5, 169) = 5.81, p < .001); which

shows almost no increase from the previous model (Figure 6.2). Personality traits

and self-esteem accounted only for 4% of the variance in men’s internalization

(F (4, 170) = 1.81, p > .10); whereas personality traits accounted for 28% of the

variance in men’s self-esteem (F (3, 171 = 22.59, p < .001).

Body 
dissatisfaction 

(men)

Emotional stability

Extraversion

Self-esteem

Internalization

Conscientiousness
-.30**

-.21*

.26***

.25***

.26***

.33***

.22**

Figure 6.4: Path model presenting direct and indirect relationships between per-
sonality traits, self-esteem, internalization, and body dissatisfaction in men. Note:
*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001. Dotted lines represent paths with statistically
non-significant coefficients.

Overall, we supported our hypothesized model in women and only partially

in men. In women, self-esteem mediated the relationship between each of the

hypothesized personality traits (emotional stability, extraversion, conscientious-

ness) and body dissatisfaction, as well as between personality and internalization

of sociocultural ideals. Internalization in turn mediated the relationship between

self-esteem and body dissatisfaction. In men, self-esteem was the only mediator be-

tween personality traits and body dissatisfaction; it also mediated the relationship

between personality and internalization. But internalization was not a significant

predictor of body dissatisfaction. There were no significant direct relationships

between any personality traits and body dissatisfaction in both genders.
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6.4.5 Alternative path model A

To ensure that we are correctly specifying the direction of relationships

between variables, we compared the simpler model presented in Figures 6.1 and

6.2 with an alternative model representing the reverse mediational relationship,

in which body dissatisfaction mediated the relationship between five personality

traits and self-esteem. No mediational relationships were found for the relationship

between personality and body dissatisfaction for either men and women. There

were only direct relationships between personality traits (extraversion, conscien-

tiousness, emotional stability) and body dissatisfaction. This provides support for

the directionality proposed above.

6.5 Discussion and conclusion

This study investigated the relationship between personality and body dis-

satisfaction in a non-clinical population of both women and men. This work’s

unique contributions include the elucidation of a mediational role for self-esteem

that has not received much attention in the literature, and the inclusion of men,

who have received little prior attention.

In accordance with previous findings (Brannan and Petrie, 2008; Davis,

1990a; Dionne and Davis, 2004), our data show a significant negative correlation

between emotional stability and body dissatisfaction in women. In men, only con-

scientiousness was negatively associated with body dissatisfaction. However, we

established that these relationships were not direct. Once self-esteem was incor-

porated into the model, no direct relationships between personality traits (emo-

tional stability, extraversion, conscientiousness) and body dissatisfaction remained.

That is, self-esteem fully mediated the relationship between these three personality

traits (emotional stability, extraversion, conscientiousness) and body dissatisfac-

tion. The remaining two personality traits (agreeableness and openness) were not

consistently correlated with either self-esteem or body dissatisfaction.

For women, we also found that internalization of sociocultural ideals was

an additional mediator of the relationship between self-esteem and body dissatis-
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faction. Women with higher self-esteem internalized sociocultural ideals less than

those with lower self-esteem, and this in turn led to less reported body dissatis-

faction. We suggest that low self-esteem places women at risk of needing external

validation for their physical self-worth, a form of validation difficult to obtain given

the often unrealistic ideals portrayed in contemporary media. In men, while higher

self-esteem was also related to lower internalization, internalization was unrelated

to body dissatisfaction. This gender difference supports (somewhat scarce) prior

work showing that internalization of sociocultural ideals does not interact with ex-

posure effects on mens body satisfaction (Agliata and Tantleff-Dunn, 2004). Thus,

while both men and women have aspirations to be closer to the sociocultural ideal,

men’s body satisfaction appears to be independent of those beliefs. At the very

least, this gender difference suggests that perceived match or mismatch with socio-

cultural body ideals play a larger role in women’s mental life; certainly this finding

is worthy of future attention.

We would like to acknowledge several limitations in the current investi-

gation. One concerns the online nature of the data collection. While issues of

honest reporting are present in both online and laboratory studies, online data

collection involves an additional lack of control over the conditions in which par-

ticipants are completing the survey (e.g., noise, interruptions). While we cannot

completely eliminate this concern, participants in our study received detailed in-

structions requesting that they work in a quiet area and complete the study without

interruptions. Thus, while online data collection does involve some additional un-

certainty, we are unaware of any reason why this uncertainty would lead to any

form of systematic bias that would threaten the validity of our conclusions. An-

other limitation is the use of a body dissatisfaction scale (BD-EDI; Garner, et al.,

1983) that represents dissatisfaction with body parts, which are known to be most

troubling to women (stomach, hips, thighs). As compared to women, men might

be more concerned about the appearance of their arms, legs, and stomach rather

than thighs or hips. The use of this measure for men implies that mens body

dissatisfaction scores might have been slightly underestimated. However, since we

analyzed our hypothesized model separately for men and women, it is unlikely that
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this limitation had an impact on the studys conclusions.

The current study demonstrated that the relationship between personality

and body image is more complex than shown in prior work (Brannan and Petrie,

2008; Davis and Cowles, 1989; Davis, 1990a; Davis et al., 1991; Hollin et al.,

1985; Kvalem et al., 2006; Tylka, 2004). Self-esteem is inextricably linked to body

dissatisfaction, and we found that personality traits are associated with self-esteem

rather than being directly associated with body dissatisfaction. It seems that more

neurotic, more introverted, and less conscientious individuals are particularly at

risk for lower self-esteem and thus also greater level of body dissatisfaction, which

is associated with disordered eating (Brannan and Petrie, 2008; Tylka, 2004).

In addition, women with lower self-esteem may be more likely to internalize the

sociocultural ideals and consequently to be at a higher risk of body dissatisfaction.

The mediational mechanism involving self-esteem described in this study

also has implications for designing intervention programs for women displaying

symptoms of eating disorders such as strong body dissatisfaction. Rather than

focusing on body issues exclusively, our results suggest that efforts should also be

made to address self-esteem more directly, since it sits in an intermediate posi-

tion between personality and body image. Of course, trait self-esteem is difficult

to change and is partially hereditary (30% of variance is due to genetic varia-

tion; Kendler, Gardner, and Prescott, 1998). Nonetheless, there is evidence that

self-esteem can be malleable, with prior work suggesting that it decreases slightly

during a transition from elementary to junior high school but then it raises progres-

sively through high school and college (Eccles et al., 1989; McCarthy and Hoge,

1982; O’Malley and Bachman, 1983; Twenge and Campbell, 2001). Thus, the

time around the transition from elementary and junior high school when young

adolescents are experiencing a decline in self-esteem is also the time of real risk of

developing eating disorders. This transition period is when psychiatric disorders

like disordered eating are more common than during childhood or adulthood (Rut-

ter et al., 1976). This is exactly when interventions focusing on self-esteem may

be most effective, not only in terms of impacting self-esteem itself but also in the

prevention of disturbed eating.



Chapter 7

Effects of exposure to TV

advertisements on body esteem

and body perception

7.1 Introduction

In the following experiment, we made two major changes to the previous ex-

perimental designs (Chapters 3 and 4). First, instead of investigating the effects of

exposure on implicit and explicit self-esteem, in this experiment we used body im-

age related dependent measures, that is implicit body perception and explicit body

esteem. Second, we investigated a number of moderators of the effects of exposure

on body image measures. As stated in the Introduction in Part I, we expected two

personality traits, neuroticism (aka emotional stability) and extraversion, to play a

moderating role of the exposure to idealized body portrayals on individuals’ body

perception and body esteem. In addition, we investigated two further personal

moderators, Body Mass Index (BMI) and one’s comparison tendency. Finally, we

also studied the moderating role of gender and race/ethnicity (for an overview of all

constructs studied in this study, see Figure 4.6). The following research questions

and hypotheses motivated this study.

We expected that two personality traits, extraversion and neuroticism, will
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let us differentiate between participants who are more or less vulnerable to the

negative effects evoked by exposure to idealized bodies. Neurotic individuals are

considered to be more likely to experience negative emotional states and therefore

may be particularly vulnerable to and exhibit the most negative consequences of

exposure (Roberts and Good, 2010). Moreover, neurotic individuals tend to exhibit

higher levels of body dissatisfaction and lower body esteem than their emotionally

stable counterparts (Davis, 1990b; Davis et al., 1991). Highly extraverted partic-

ipants are expected to be more active, outgoing, and more positive about their

appearance (Kvalem et al., 2006) and therefore will not experience the negative

effects of exposure to the same extent as introverted participants.

RQ1: Do effects of exposure to idealized female body portrayals on
participants’ implicit body perception and overall body esteem differ
depending on participants’ level of neuroticism and extraversion?

H1a: Neurotic participants will perceive their bodies to be significantly
larger and will have a lower overall body esteem after viewing adver-
tisements highlighting women’s idealized bodies. This negative effect
of exposure, likely resulting from social comparisons, is going to be
weaker or absent in participants who are emotionally stable.

H1b: Introverted participants will perceive their bodies to be signifi-
cantly larger and will have a lower overall body esteem after viewing
advertisements highlighting women’s idealized bodies. This negative
effect of exposure is going to be weaker or absent in participants who
are extraverted.

The second personal moderator, one’s tendency to compare oneself to me-

dia models, was also included (for more detail, see Chapter 2). Like the BMI, this

variable is related to Social Comparison Theory (SCT; Festinger, 1954). Follow-

ing this theory, the majority of women are likely to engage in upward comparison

to models seen as superior to them (Festinger, 1954). These types of comparisons

were found to often result in increased emotional distress and decreased self-esteem

(Major et al., 1991). Therefore, it is often expected that women with a stronger

comparison tendency would experience more negative effects of media messages.

Men with a strong tendency to compare themselves to male models might also be

more negatively affected by exposure to female ads by having a stronger tendency
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to evaluate themselves as potential partners for these women. Even though pre-

vious work did not find evidence for this variable to be a significant moderator

of the the effects of exposure to female advertising models (Cattarin et al., 2000;

Dittmar and Howard, 2004), we will include it, especially since it has never been

investigated in men:

RQ2: Do effects of exposure to idealized female body portrayals on
participants’ implicit body perception and overall body esteem differ
depending on participants’ comparison tendencies?

H2: Participants with a greater tendency to compare themselves to me-
dia models will perceive their bodies to be significantly larger and will
have a lower overall body esteem after viewing advertisements high-
lighting women’s idealized bodies. This negative effect of exposure is
going to be weaker or absent in participants with rarely engage in such
comparisons.

In prior research Body Mass Index (BMI) was often included as a poten-

tial moderating variable of the exposure effects (Barlett et al., 2005; Brown and

Dittmar, 2005; Halliwell and Dittmar, 2004; Hamilton et al., 2007; Henderson-

King and Henderson-King, 1997). The rationale behind including this moderator

lies in the SCT (Festinger, 1954). As mentioned above, advertising images por-

traying female models highlight the social ideal of slenderness, and women are

likely to compare themselves upwardly to this ideal. Heavier women are likely to

perceive a larger discrepancy between the self and the ideal and therefore may

be more unhappy with their bodies than thinner women, who are closer to the

ideal (Collins, 1996; Henderson-King and Henderson-King, 1997). Moreover, one

could expect that whereas heavier women’s more negative self-evaluations would

result from contrast effects, thinner women’s self-evaluations might be a result of

self-enhancement. This is due to the fact that heavier women are likely to compare

themselves downwardly to the advertising models (Festinger, 1954), while thinner

women who are close to the thin ideal might imagine themselves in their ideal body

through an inspirational effect (Collins, 1996). Due to the fact that there exists

mixed support for the expectation that heavier women might be more negatively

affected by exposure to idealized body portrayals, as discussed in detail in Chapter

2, we decided to include this variable in our study in order to investigate it further:
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RQ3: Do effects of exposure to idealized female body portrayals on
participants’ implicit body perception and overall body esteem differ
depending on participants’ BMI?

H3: Participants with greater body weight (overweight and obese) will
perceive their bodies to be significantly larger and will have a lower
overall body esteem after viewing advertisements highlighting women’s
idealized bodies. This negative effect of exposure is going to be weaker
or absent in normal- and underweight participants.

In addition to the above, this study will investigate the two research ques-

tions asked in our previous studies. First:

RQ4: Do effects of exposure to idealized female body portrayals on
participants’ implicit body perception and overall body esteem differ
depending on race/ethnicity?

To reiterate expectations from previous Chapters (especially Chapters 3

and 4), we expect to find racial/ethnic differences due to the fact that men and

women of different racial/ethnic groups tend to idealize different body sizes.

H4: The effects of exposure to advertisements highlighting women’s
idealized bodies will differ across race/ethnicity.

The second research question is:

RQ5: Do effects of exposure to idealized female body portrayals on
participants’ implicit body perception and overall body esteem differ
depending on gender?

With regard to gender, this study has an exploratory character. Men and

women might very well be similarly affected by exposure to images of thin and

attractive women. The mechanisms responsible for potential negative effects of

exposure might be, however, very different: whereas in women they might result

from social comparison, in men - they might reflect self-evaluations as potential

mates for these women. Due to the fact that little work has been done directly

comparing effect on men and women, and we are using implicit methods that

have not been used before, we do not have enough prior information to specify

hypotheses.
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Finally, this study will investigate the effects of exposure on two types

of outcomes: implicit (body perception) and explicit (body esteem). However,

due to the fact that these two variables are not measuring the same or a very

closely related construct as in the previous studies, where we measured implicit

and explicit self-esteem (Chapters 3 and 4), we cannot compare them directly.

They are considered independent constructs.

7.2 Method

7.2.1 Participants

Two hundred and fifty seven undergraduate students (185 women and 72

men) from a small U.S. university volunteered to participate in the study in ex-

change for partial credit for their introductory psychology course requirement.

Participants were between 18 and 52 years old (M = 19.35, SD = 2.93). One hun-

dred and three participants were Hispanic/Latino (40.1%), 77 were Asian (30.0%),

42 White (16.4%), 15 African American (5.8%), and 20 used another ethnic iden-

tification (7.8%).

7.2.2 Procedure

After signing a consent form participants were randomly assigned to one of

the two conditions: experimental condition with female ads, or a control condition

with car ads. Volunteers participated individually in three ostensibly unrelated

tasks. First, a priming task containing TV ads was introduced as part of a mar-

keting study of products advertised on television. Participants in both conditions

viewed the ads and answered questions relating to them. Second, all participants

were asked to do a categorization task that investigated how people classify words

(Implicit Association Test measuring body perception). Third, they filled out on

the computer a ‘Health Psychology’ survey that was supposedly developed in co-

operation with school’s health psychology department to study students’ mental

health. This survey contained all explicit measures as well as recorded participants’
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demographic information. The entire experiment took approximately 25 minutes

to complete. An overview of the experimental design of the study is presented in

flowchart in Figure 7.1.

Moderators

Moderators
Advertising
(women)

Post-test
(implicit)

Post-test
(explicit)

Advertising
(cars)

Post-test
(implicit)

Post-test
(explicit)

SUBJECT A

SUBJECT B

Figure 7.1: Experimental design of the study (between-subjects).

7.3 Materials

7.3.1 Priming task

Participants in the first condition viewed 6 U.S. TV ads of women’s fra-

grances (e.g., Dior), underwear (e.g., Victoria’s Secret) or beachwear (e.g., Old

Navy) which highlighted women’s thin and sexually attractive bodies (for screen-

shots and pretest results see Appendix B.1). The second condition contained 6

U.S. TV ads presenting cars (see Appendix B.3). Each ad regardless of the con-

dition lasted between 30 and 60 seconds and the overall exposure time in each

of the two conditions was approximately 5 minutes. Ads were presented in one

order only. To strengthen the cover story of a ‘marketing study of advertising

effectiveness’ participants were asked to rate each ad on four criteria (good, lik-

able, enjoyable, attention-getting) using a 7-point Likert-type scale. In addition,

subjects were asked two questions about their buying behavior: ‘Have you ever

bought the advertised product?’ and ‘Would you buy the product based on the ad

shown?’ (adopted from Rudman and Borgida, 1995).

The reason why we reduced the number of ads from 16 (as in Chapters

3 and 4) to 6 was to investigate whether we can achieve an effect with a shorter

exposure. We also feared that too long exposure might lead to a habituation effect.
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A meta-analytic review by Groesz et al. (2002) showed that on average studies

that used 1-9 stimuli produced higher effect sizes than studies that used 10 or more

stimuli. This comparison did not, however, differentiate between print or TV ads

to show an optimal number of TV advertisements.

7.3.2 Implicit measure of body perception

The Implicit Association Test (IAT; Greenwald, McGhee, and Schwarz

(1998) was used to measure implicit body perception. As mentioned in the earlier

sections, the IAT is a response latency measure of dichotomous categorization, in

which participants rapidly classify four kinds of stimuli using just two response

buttons. In the present case, participants might press a left response button in

response to self-related words and thin-related adjectives, and a right response

button in response to other-related words and heavy-related adjectives. In a sec-

ond block of trials, the pairings would be reversed such that self-related words

would now be paired with heavy-related adjectives and other-related words with

thin-related adjectives. The logic of the IAT is that associated categories will be

more rapidly categorized using the same response key. If participants associated

thinness with the self, they will be faster when the self-related words share a key

with thin-related adjectives. By computing an effect size to measure the degree

of facilitation during this pairing, we can produce a measure of implicit body-

perception. Thus, our body perception IAT consisted of words relating to self (I,

me, my, mine, self), other (them, they, their, theirs, others), thin (anorexic, under-

weight, thin, light, slim), and heavy (heavy, fat, obese, large, big). The adjectives

were selected in such a way that the set of words for ‘thin’ and ‘heavy’ categories

contained words with both positive and negative valence (based on a pretest).

As in previous studies, we used a standard five-block IAT and employed the

revised scoring algorithm validated with large data sets (Greenwald et al., 2003).

This scoring procedure produces an effect size measure for each participant, the

IAT D, with positive values representing a thiner implicit body-perception.
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7.3.3 Explicit measures

Participants’ body esteem was measured using the Body Esteem Scale

(BES; Franzoi and Shields, 1984). Participants were given a list of 35 body parts

and functions (e.g., lips, hips, body scent, agility) and were asked to indicate how

they felt about each of them (see Appendix A.8). Franzoi and Shields (1984) also

broke the overall body esteem score into three subscales separate for men and

women, but the interest of this study is in the overall body esteem only. Partic-

ipant’s overall body esteem was calculated by adding up scores for all 35 items.

The higher the individual’s summed score, the more positive their body esteem.

The reliability and validity of the BES has been discussed in Franzoi and Shields

(1984) and Franzoi (1994).

Apart from the BES, which was the dependent measure in the study, we

included the following two measures as potential moderators of the effects of expo-

sure on body image: personality and tendency to compare oneself to media models.

We administered the Ten-Item Personality Inventory (TIPI; Gosling, et al., 2003),

which measures personality traits on five commonly used dimensions, the so-called

‘Big Five’. In this questionnaire, participants were to indicate how strongly they

associate ten pairs of characteristics with the self, for instance, ‘extraverted, enthu-

siastic’ or ‘calm, emotionally stable’ (see Appendix A.11). Two pairs of adjectives

corresponded to each personality dimension of the ‘Big-Five’ factor model (agree-

ableness, openness, extraversion, conscientiousness, emotional stability). To arrive

at each individual’s personality traits an average rating for each pair of adjectives

was calculated. Participants’ tendency to compare themselves to media models was

measured using a Comparison to Models Survey developed by Strowman (1996).

Participants were to indicate how often they engage in different types of compar-

isons with media models (see Appendix A.9). For a detailed overview of the scoring

of all above measures please see Appendix A.1.

Finally, participants were asked to report their demographic information

(gender, age, race/ethnicity) as well as height and weight used to calculate their

Body Mass Index (BMI = 703× weight(lb)
height2(in2)). This is a reliable way of measuring

BMI as research demonstrated that self-reported weight and height differ only by
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1-3.5% from individuals’ actual weight and height (Bowman and DeLucia, 1992).

7.4 Results

7.4.1 Data reduction

Following the revised scoring algorithm for the IAT (Greenwald et al., 2003)

mentioned above, we excluded 8 women and 1 man who had too many (10% or

more) short responses (< 300ms), indicative of hitting the keys without having

enough time to consciously categorize the stimuli. Therefore, the final sample

included 177 women and 71 men (attrition 3.5%).

7.4.2 Descriptive statistics

Men’s and women’s body image tends to differ, so we investigated gen-

der differences in body image related measures using independent-samples t-tests.

Even though there were highly unequal sample sizes for men and women in the

study, the variances for both genders were equal. T -test analyses revealed that

men (M = 128.63, SD = 20.95) reported a significantly higher overall body es-

teem (t(246) = −3.89, p < .001) than women (M = 117.27, SD = 20.70), whereas

participants’ implicit body perception did not differ significantly across gender

(t(246) = −1.59, p > .10, M = .36, SD = .44). Men and women did not differ

significantly in terms of their BMI reported (t(246) = .15, p > .10, M = 24.44,

SD = 5.15); on average participants in the study were of normal weight but

close to the overweight cutoff (see more on BMI categories in section 7.4.4 below).

Moreover, men and women in this sample reported a similar level of extraversion

(t(246) = 1.28, p > .10, M = 4.27, SD = 1.20), emotional stability (t(246) = −.29,

p > .10, M = 4.85, SD = 1.36), whereas the tendency to compare themselves to

media models differed only marginally by gender (t(246) = 1.79, p = .074, men

M = 15.41, SD = .75, women M = 17.16, SD = .54).

Two one-way between-subjects ANOVAs with race/ethnicity as an inde-

pendent factor revealed that there was no significant effect of race/ethnicity on



144

participants’ implicit self-esteem (F (4, 243) = 2.14, p = .076) or their overall body

esteem (F (4, 243) = 1.18, p > .10). We ran another set of ANOVAs includ-

ing only the three most represented ethnic groups (Asian, Hispanic, and White

American participants) and it also showed that participants’ implicit self-esteem

(F (2, 182) = .13, p > .10) and their overall body esteem (F (2, 182) = 1.91, p > .10)

did not differ significantly depending on participants’ race/ethnicity.

7.4.3 Main effects of exposure

Two independent-samples t-tests with exposure condition as the indepen-

dent factor were conducted to compare the effect of exposure to female versus car

ads on implicit body perception and overall body esteem. There were no signifi-

cant differences across conditions found for implicit body perception (t(246) = 1.1,

p > .10, M = .36, SD = .44) or overall body esteem (t(246) = .71, p > .10, M =

120.53, SD = 12.36).

7.4.4 Moderation analyses

Personality traits. First, we tested hypothesis 1a and 1b, stating that indi-

vidual levels of extraversion and emotional stability would moderate the effects

of exposure to idealized female body portrayals. We ran two multiple regression

analyses including three independent factors: extraversion or emotional stability

(centered continuous variables), exposure condition (dichotomous variable), and

the interaction term (obtained by multiplying the two independent factors). For a

regression analysis on body esteem, we also included a third independent factor -

gender, due to the fact that it was earlier showed the overall body esteem differs

depending on gender. A multiple regression with extraversion, exposure condi-

tion, and their interaction on implicit body perception showed no effect of any of

the independent variables (−.05 < β < .02, p > .10). No significant predictors

of implicit body esteem were also found in a multiple regression with emotional

stability, condition, and their interaction (−.23 < β < .17, p > .10). A multi-

ple regression with extraversion (β = .46, p = .065), condition (β = 0, p > .10),
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their interaction (β = −.22, p > .10), and gender (β = .25, p < .01) on overall

body esteem showed that only the level of extraversion and participant’s gender

affected body esteem. The impact of extraversion, however, was only marginal.

In a multiple regression with emotional stability (β = −.05, p > .10), exposure

condition (β = −.01, p > .10), their interaction (β = .33, p > .10), and gender

(β = .22, p < .01) revealed that only gender was a significant predictor of overall

body esteem. These results disconfirmed hypothesis 1a and 1b and suggested that

individual levels of emotional stability and extraversion do not moderate the effects

of exposure to idealized female body portrayals on implicit body perception and

body esteem.

Comparison to models. Next, we investigated the moderating role of compari-

son tendency on implicit body perception and overall body esteem (Hypothesis 2).

A multiple regression with comparison tendency, condition, and an interaction of

the two showed that none of these variables were significant predictors of implicit

body perception (−.11 < β < .06, p > .10). A multiple regression with comparison

tendency (β = .37, p = .064), condition (β = −.03, p > .10), an interaction of the

two (β = −.47, p < .05), and gender (β = .23, p < .001) showed that both gender

and the interaction term affected the overall body esteem; whereas comparison

tendency on its own was only a marginal predictor. As presented in Figure 7.2,

in the control condition (car ads) there was a negative correlation between one’s

comparison tendency and overall body esteem (r = −.25, N = 123, p < .01). This

relationship was considerably weaker in the thin ads condition in which, in fact,

there was no correlation between one’s one’s comparison tendency and their body

esteem (r = .05, N = 125, p > .10). The gender difference was such that if partici-

pant was male their overall body esteem was higher than if participant was female

(B = 10.93).

These results partially disconfirmed hypothesis 2 stating, that participants

with a greater tendency to compare themselves to media models will perceive

their bodies to be significantly larger and will have a lower overall body esteem

after viewing advertisements highlighting women’s idealized bodies. Our results

showed a moderation effect that we predicted, however, its effect was different.
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Figure 7.2: Exposure condition by participant’s comparison tendency interaction
on overall body esteem (multiple regression). Note: The values on the x-axis are
limited to possible comparison tendency scores based on the Comparison to Models
Survey, see Appendix A.9.

Only participants with high comparison tendency were affected by exposure to

ads, and it seems that these were car ads, and not thin ads, that had an effect.

Exposure to car ads seems to have decreased participants’ overall body esteem.

Hypothesis 2 also stated that the negative effect of exposure would be weaker or

absent in participants who rarely engage in comparisons with media models, which

was confirmed by our results.1

1Even though this procedure results in a considerable loss of variance and statistical power,
we recoded the two personality variables (extraversion, emotional stability) and comparison ten-
dency into categorical variables. Three categories (low, medium, high) were created for each of
these three variables based on cutoffs derived from a visual inspection of histograms of these vari-
ables. Three univariate between-subjects ANOVAs conducted separately for body esteem and for
implicit body perception showed no significant interaction effects of exposure condition and any
of the three independent variables (extraversion/emotional stability/comparison tendency). The
results of these analyses are not reported in detail due to the fact that all of them did not reveal
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Body weight. Finally, we tested hypothesis 3, stating that participants’ body

weight will moderate the impact of exposure to women’s idealized bodies. In the

first set of analyses we used BMI as a continuous variable. A multiple regression

with BMI (β = . − 46, p < .05), condition (β = −.04, p > .10), an interaction

of the two (β = .13, p > .10), and gender (β = .24, p < .001) showed that only

gender and BMI affected overall body esteem. None of these variables significantly

predicted implicit body perception (−.27 < β < .16, p > .10).

In the second set of analyses, we converted BMI scores into categories,

because in everyday life BMI is often used as a categorical variable. For instance,

health practitioners use BMI to screen people for weight categories that may lead

to health problems. The are four scientifically-derived and commonly used BMI

categories: underweight (BMI ≤ 18.5), normal weight (18.5 < BMI < 25),

overweight (25 ≤ BMI < 30), and obese (BMI ≥ 30) (Center for Disease Control

and Prevention, 2010). We recoded the continuous BMI variable into a categorical

one with four above classes of BMI. A univariate between-subjects ANOVA with

BMI and condition as independent predictors showed that both BMI (F (3, 240) =

2.71, p < .05) and the BMI and condition interaction (F (3, 240) = 2.96, p < .05)

had a significant effect on participant’s implicit body perception (see Figure 7.3).

Post-hoc tests revealed that there was a marginal difference (p = .059) only

between the normal weight and overweight groups in their implicit body perception

(Tukey HSD). The mean implicit body perception in the underweight and normal

weight groups was equal to .42 (SE = .10 and SE = .04 in the underweight

and normal group respectively), in the overweight group .25 (SE = .06), and

.28 in the obese group (SE = .07). Four independent-samples T -test analyses

conducted separately for each BMI group revealed that only in normal weight

(t(137) = .78, p < .05) and overweight participants (t(55) = −.28, p < .01) the

difference in implicit body perception differed significantly across conditions. This

is most likely due to low power in the remaining two BMI groups.

Since men and women differ significantly in their overall body esteem, we

conducted an ANOVA testing the condition and BMI interaction separately for

any moderational relationships and thus do not provide new information to the above multiple
regressions.
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Figure 7.3: Exposure condition by participant’s body mass index interaction on
implicit body perception (predicted means).

men and women. In women, a univariate between-subjects ANOVA with BMI

and condition as independent predictors showed that women’s overall body esteem

differed significantly depending on women’s body weight category (F (3, 169) =

8.56, p < .001), while exposure effect had no effect (F (1, 169) = 0, p > .10). The

condition by BMI interaction had a marginal effect on women’s overall body esteem

(F (3, 169) = 2.50, p = .062). The interaction of BMI and exposure condition on

women’s body esteem is presented in Figure 7.4.

Post-hoc tests revealed that there were significant differences (p < .05) in

overall body esteem of women in all groups except two pairs: normal and un-

derweight, obese and underweight (Tukey HSD). All remaining comparisons were

significantly different. The mean overall body esteem in the underweight women

was 128.93 (SE = 5.09), in normal weight women 121.44 (SE = 1.93), overweight

women - 108.78 (SE = 3.24), and 105.97 in obese women (SE = 3.78). T -test
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Figure 7.4: Exposure condition by women’s body mass index interaction on over-
all body esteem (predicted means).

analyses conducted separately for each BMI group revealed that only in normal

weight (t(98) = 1.94, p = .055) and overweight women (t(34) = −1.96, p = .058)

the difference in overall body esteem differed marginally across conditions.

We excluded two groups of men from the analysis of the exposure condition

by BMI group interaction due to the fact two of the BMI groups had too few

participants; there were only 3 underweight and 8 obese men. Hence, the ANOVA

was conducted for normal- and overweight men only (N = 60). A univariate

between-subjects ANOVA with BMI (F (1, 56) = 2.53, p > .10) and condition

(F (1, 56) = .02, p > .10) as independent predictors showed that men’s overall

body esteem did not depend on any of these factors.

The above results of the interaction effects of BMI and exposure condi-

tions disconfirmed hypothesis 3 stating, that participants with greater body weight

(overweight and obese) will perceive their bodies to be significantly larger and
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will have a lower overall body esteem after viewing advertisements highlighting

women’s idealized bodies. Our results were quite opposite. We found that after

exposure to female ads implicit body perception of obese participants was thinner

and women’s overall body esteem was greater than in the control condition.

7.4.5 Race/ethnicity by exposure condition interactions

To test whether the effect of exposure differed by race/ethnicity (Hypothesis

4), we set up a 2 (exposure condition: female ads and car ads) x 5 (race/ethnicity:

Asian, African American, Hispanic, White, Other) factorial model. Two univari-

ate between-subjects ANOVAs revealed no significant condition by race/ethnicity

interaction on implicit body perception (F (4, 238) = 1.73, p > .10) or overall

body esteem (F (4, 238) = .12, p > .10). Due to the fact that African Ameri-

can (N=15) and miscellaneous race/ethnicity (N=20) groups were the least rep-

resented, we also tested a model including only Asian, Hispanic, and White par-

ticipants. It did not return any significant interaction on implicit body perception

(F (2, 179) = 2.12, p > .10) or overall body esteem (F (2, 179) = .44, p > .10).

These results disconfirmed hypothesis 4 stating that the effects of exposure to ad-

vertisements highlighting women’s idealized bodies will differ across race/ethnicity.

7.5 Discussion and conclusion

The above study revealed that viewing portrayals of idealized women did

not have a main effect on participants’ body perception or esteem. However, as

suggested in prior research (Heinberg and Thompson, 1995; Mills et al., 2002;

Smeesters and Mandel, 2006) effects of media exposure may not be as simple and

several moderators of these effects have been identified (see Chapter 2). This study

sought to test moderators suggested in prior work as well as to test the impact of

two relatively novel variables - trait extraversion and emotional stability.

Against our expectation, we did not find that the level of extraversion or

emotional stability (Roberts and Good, 2010) interacted with the exposure effects.

All participants regardless of their level of these two personality traits reacted in
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the same way to the manipulation. We did find, however, that two other personal

variables moderated the effect of exposure.

The first moderation effect was by comparison tendency. We found that

for participants who viewed control ads there was a negative relationship between

one’s comparison tendency and their overall body esteem. The higher was their

tendency to compare themselves to media models, the lower was their overall body

esteem. This is in agreement with prior research suggesting that higher comparison

tendency is associated with more body dissatisfaction (Clay et al., 2005). On the

contrary, no such relationship was found in participants who were in the idealized

women condition. Also, we showed that for low comparison participants being in

two different exposure condition was not associated with very different levels of

overall body esteem. However, for participants with a high tendency to compare

themselves to media models being in the idealized ads condition was associated

with a higher overall body esteem than when being in the control ads condition

(see Figure 7.2), which suggests a possible negative effect of car ads on these

participants.

Another interesting result of the study was the finding that men’s and

women’s BMI influences the effect of exposure to ads portraying idealized women.

BMI was a moderator used in prior work but was often found not to interact with

exposure (Barlett et al., 2005; Brown and Dittmar, 2005; Halliwell and Dittmar,

2004; Hamilton et al., 2007). Only a few researchers showed that BMI was an

important moderator; participants with higher BMI reported more negative self-

evaluations (Henderson-King and Henderson-King, 1997) and more weight-related

anxiety (Brown and Dittmar, 2005) following exposure to idealized models. In

this study, we found that implicit body perception of obese participants exposed to

idealized women was thinner as compared to obese participants who viewed control

images; whereas implicit body perception of underweight participants exposed to

female images was heavier than the body perception of control participants (see

Figure 7.3). The differences between conditions were not significant when tested

separately for BMI groups due to reduced power of these tests, yet, the significant

interaction suggests these differences are meaningful. Moreover, we found that
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the overall body esteem in women exposed to portrayals of idealized women was

marginally higher in normal weight women and marginally lower in overweight

women than in control women. However, as seen in Figure 7.3 these differences were

negligible. These findings are surprising, as we expected to find large differences

depending on exposure only in participants with greater body weight (overweight

and obese) as also shown by prior work. On the contrary, we found that exposure to

idealized female portrayals had a sizable effect on both most extreme body weight

groups, obese and underweight participants. Striking was the fact, that implicit

body perception of obese and underweight participants was affected diametrically

different by exposure to ads portraying idealized women. Exposure to idealized

women had a negative contrast effect on underweight participants, who viewed

themselves as heavier after exposure to female ads, and a self-enhancing effect on

obese participants, who had a thinner implicit body perception following exposure

to female ads. However, it is also possible to consider the effect female ads had on

underweight women as a positive one; viewing idealized models encouraged women

to see themselves as larger, or healthier in their case. Our results are thus opposite

to Collin’s (1996) expectation that self-enhancement was likely to be found in thin

women only, because they are close to the portrayed ideal. On the contrary, we

found that obese participants might be the one experiencing self-enhancement,

or the so-called ‘fantasy effect’ of advertising, by imagining themselves in a body

closer to the sociocultural ideal. Viewing images of thin and attractive models led

obese participants to implicitly perceive their own bodies as thinner. This study

suggests that researchers should continue to include BMI in their analyses as it

interacts with the effects of exposure, especially in the more extreme populations,

that may be of special interest to researchers but also health practitioners who are

dealing with men and women suffering from eating disorders. They seem to be a

particularly vulnerable population to the effects of idealized advertising portrayals

and may need special intervention programs or counseling.

Men’s and women’s overall body esteem, but not their implicit body percep-

tion, was significantly different and hence, we ran some of our analyses separately

for men and women (only those involving body esteem as the dependent variable).
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Overall, the pattern of results of exposure on body esteem and implicit body per-

ception was the same in men and women; except that we were not able to test the

moderation effect of BMI (categorical) on men’s overall body esteem due to having

too few participants in two BMI groups. We also did not find any differences in

the effects of exposure across race/ethnicity, which disconfirmed our hypothesis.

One limitation of this study’s design is that we used two dependent vari-

ables, implicit body perception and explicit body esteem, which were measuring

potentially independent constructs. While body perception is more of a cognitive

measure reflecting the strength of association of the ‘heavy’ and ‘light’ concepts

with the self; the overall body esteem is an affective measure reflecting a positive

or negative attitude towards one’s own body. Unlike in Chapters 3 and 4 where

we investigated exposure effects on implicit and explicit self-esteem. This lack of

a direct match between the implicit and explicit outcome variables did not allow

us for a direct comparison.

Another limitation is the measurement of potential moderator variables at

the end of the experimental session, that is after manipulation (exposure) and

the dependent variables. This ordering suggests that these variables could be also

treated as dependent variables. The rationale of placing these measure at the

end was to avoid informing participants about what the study was about. Asking

participants’ upfront about their body weight and comparison tendencies would

have obscured the purpose of the study and could have decrease the effects of

exposure manipulation. We also assumed that personality traits, one’s comparison

tendency, and body size reports are stable over time and would not be affected by

manipulation. Yet, it is possible that the way participants reported this information

was not completely unaffected by exposure. This problem of placing potential

moderating variables at the beginning or the end of the study will be resolved by

the two-part study methodology described in Chapter 8.



Part V

Exploring media exposure effects

using a two-factor design
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Chapter 8

Effects of exposure on women’s

self-esteem, body esteem, and

body perception

8.1 Introduction

In studies reported above (Chapters 3, 4, 7) we did not find many nega-

tive effects of exposure to idealized body portrayals on men’s and women’s self

and body image. These results were surprising in the light of prior work which

reported numerous instances of negative exposure effects (Barlett et al., 2008;

Grabe et al., 2008). Also, as described in Chapter 4, we found that viewing ide-

alized male and female bodies had self-enhancing rather than negative effects on

men. Even though the literature presents mostly negative effects of exposure to

idealized body portrayals it also includes studies that found positive effects (Cooli-

can, 1999; Cusumano and Thompson, 1997; Mills et al., 2002; Myers and Biocca,

1992), as well as a few null results (Dens et al., 2009; Henderson-King et al., 2001;

Irving, 1990; Lin and Kulik, 2002). While it is possible that our previous results

reflect insufficient statistical power or sampling variation, these dramatically mixed

findings in the broader literature can also indicate that media effects are not as

straightforward or universal as might have been assumed. Indeed, challenging the
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underlying assumption that all women respond to idealized body portrayals in the

same way, we reviewed a growing number of studies investigating exposure effects

in women showing that personal differences like women’s initial body satisfaction

or internalization of sociocultural ideals moderate their reactions to media por-

trayals (Chapter 2). Thus, it is possible that the complexity in the overall pattern

of findings in this area is the result of insufficient attention to these moderating

factors.

The following experiment will attempt to answer three out of four disserta-

tion research questions, that is, whether the effects of media exposure to idealized

body portrayals depend on women’s race/ethnicity (RQ 2; demographic modera-

tor) and personality traits (RQ 4; personal moderator). We will use two implicit

methods and two corresponding explicit measures of self-esteem and body per-

ception (explicit: actual-ideal body discrepancy). These four measures and in

addition body esteem will be the study’s outcome variables. We expect that im-

plicit measures will reveal a different pattern of results than the explicit ones (RQ

3; Hypothesis 1).

In addition to addressing these major research questions the following study

has four further contributions. First, we will use a two-factor design with one

between-subjects (two exposure conditions) and one within-subjects factor (pretest

and posttest scores) as opposed to one factor between-subjects designs used in pre-

vious studies (Chapters 3, 4, 7). A repeated measures design is useful in the case of

such complexity of exposure effects by allowing us to identify which women react

to idealized portrayals positively, negatively, and which ones are not responsive

at all. To our knowledge, this design has not been previously used in the study

of media exposure effects. Second, in addition to the moderators specified by the

dissertation research questions we will explore the moderating role of body weight,

comparison tendency, and internalization of sociocultural ideals. Moreover, we will

include two novel potential moderators, media exposure and socioeconomic status,

which have not been studied in prior work (see Chapter 2). Third, we will collect

data on all moderating variables before priming with advertisements. Participants

will complete these measures before figuring out what the study is all about, there-



157

fore, decreasing the demand characteristics on moderator variables. In prior work,

moderating variables were almost always given at the end of the experiment, and

subjects’ responses might have been influenced by participants’ knowledge of the

study’s purpose. Participants may have guessed the study’s purpose not just by

viewing advertisements but by completing all body-related items (see also Chapter

7). Forth, in this study, we will combine all of the dependent measures used in

previous studies to provide a broader picture of advertising influences. They will

be used both as pretest and posttest measures. An overview of all dependent and

moderating variables of the study is presented in Figure 8.1. Below we discuss in

detail the utility of each one of these potential moderators.

Exposure to portrayals
of idealized female bodies

Self-esteem, body esteem, 
body perception

explicit

implicit

METHODOLOGICAL MODERATOR

DEMOGRAPHIC MODERATORS                          PERSONAL MODERATORS

Race/ethnicity Personality

+ Comparison tendency
+ BMI 

+ Internalization of ideals 
+ Media exposure

+ SES

pretest-posttest

Figure 8.1: Overview of the experimental design of the study reported in Chapter
8 highlighting its major contributions.

8.1.1 Women’s race/ethnicity

As discussed at length above (Chapters 1, 3, 4), we expect exposure effects

to differ according to women’s race/ethnicity (Hypothesis 2). Due to the fact, that

the literature can support a prediction of greater or lesser media exposure effects

in ethnic-minority women as compared to White women, we have not specified

more detailed hypotheses.
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8.1.2 Personality

From prior work we know that personality traits (in particular extraversion,

conscientiousness, and emotional stability) are positively correlated with women’s

self-esteem (Watson et al., 2002). These three traits are also related to body

dissatisfaction and body esteem (Kvalem et al., 2006). However, as we showed

in Chapter 6 these relationships are mediated by self-esteem. Nevertheless, these

three personality traits (extraversion, conscientiousness, and emotional stability)

are interacting with self and body image related measures and we will include them

in the study as potential moderators of exposure effects. In a study reported in

Chapter 7, however, we did not find evidence for a moderation effect of extraversion

or emotional stability.

We expect that women with a higher level of extraversion, conscientious-

ness, and emotional stability will react less negatively to the portrayals of idealized

bodies (Hypothesis 3). Neurotic individuals (i.e., with a low emotional stability)

are considered to be more likely to experience negative emotional states and there-

fore may be particularly vulnerable to and exhibit the most negative consequences

of exposure (Roberts and Good, 2010). Moreover, neurotic individuals tend to

exhibit higher levels of body dissatisfaction and lower body esteem than their

emotionally stable counterparts (Davis, 1990b; Davis, 1990a). Highly extraverted

women are expected to be more active, outgoing, and more positive about their

appearance (Kvalem et al., 2006) and therefore will not experience the negative

effects of exposure to the same extent as introverted participants. Finally, more

conscientious women are also expected to experience fewer negative effects be-

cause they possess a higher level of self-esteem and body esteem than their less

conscientious counterparts (Watson et al., 2002).

8.1.3 Body weight

We decided to include women’s body weight (measured using the Body

Mass Index; BMI) in our study because this personal moderator has been often

used in prior work but received mixed support (see Chapter 2). It is also probably

one of the most intuitive personal moderators of exposure effects. Following Social
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Comparison Theory, negative contrast effects are expected for heavier women (Hy-

pothesis 4), who are likely to perceive a larger discrepancy between the self and the

ideal and therefore may be more dissatisfied with their bodies than thinner women,

who are closer to the ideal (Collins, 1996; Henderson-King and Henderson-King,

1997). However, one could expect that whereas heavier women’s more negative

self-evaluations would result from contrast effects, thinner women’s self-evaluations

might be a result of self-enhancement. This is due to the fact that heavier women

are likely to compare themselves downwardly to the advertising models (Festinger,

1954), while thinner women who are close to the thin ideal might imagine them-

selves in their ideal body through an inspirational effect (Collins, 1996). A few

studies showed that heavier women were more negatively affected by exposure than

thinner women (Brown and Dittmar, 2005; Henderson-King and Henderson-King,

1997) but others did not support these findings (Barlett et al., 2005; Halliwell and

Dittmar, 2004; Hamilton et al., 2007). We will explore the role of women’s body

weight in the following experiment to further evaluate its usefulness.

8.1.4 Comparison tendency

Women’s tendency to compare themselves to media models is expected to

play a role in moderating the effects of media exposure. Like the BMI, this variable

is related to Social Comparison Theory (SCT; Festinger, 1954), which asserts that

the majority of women are likely to engage in upward comparison to models seen

as superior to them (Festinger, 1954). These types of comparisons were found

to often result in increased emotional distress and decreased self-esteem (Major

et al., 1991). Therefore, we could expect that women with a stronger comparison

tendency would experience more negative effects of media images (Hypothesis 5;

see also Chapter 7).

8.1.5 Internalization of sociocultural ideals

Thompson and colleagues (1999) defined internalization as the extent to

which an individual cognitively ‘buys into’ societal standards, especially the thin-
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ideal, to the point of changing one’s behavior in an effort to approximate these

standards. These authors also believe that women who internalize the sociocultural

ideals are more likely to use thin and attractive advertising models as upward

comparison targets (Heinberg and Thompson, 1992) and may therefore feel inferior

and dissatisfied after exposure to such media images due to not meeting the desired

ideal. Therefore, we expect that women who have internalized the sociocultural

ideals to a large extent will experience more negative effects of advertising exposure

than women with low levels of internalization (Hypothesis 6). This moderator

received good support in prior literature (see Chapter 2). We will explore further

the possibility that sociocultural ideals play a moderating role of media exposure

effects.

8.1.6 Media exposure

Cultivation theory (Gerbner, 1969) asserts that media ‘cultivate’ beliefs

and attitudes and that people who view a lot of mass media messages are likely

to adopt the media-portrayed reality to a greater extent. Empirical correlational

work supports this by demonstrating that, for instance, the overall amount of tele-

vision viewing is a significant a predictor of the drive for thinness and muscularity

(Tiggemann, 2005), body dissatisfaction (Harrison and Cantor, 1997; Tiggemann,

2003), body ideals (Swami et al., 2010), or gender role stereotyping and attitudes

(Morgan, 1987; Morgan, 1982). However, as reviewed in Chapter 2, media expo-

sure has not been taken into consideration in prior experimental studies. Based on

the Cultivation theory, however, it should be included as individuals more often

exposed to idealized body portrayals are likely to internalize these ideals to a larger

extent and consequently be more reactive to them (Hypothesis 7).

8.1.7 Socioeconomic status

Socioeconomic status (SES) can be defined as ‘a composite measure that

typically incorporates economic status, measured by income; social status, mea-

sured by education; and work status, measured by occupation’ (Dutton and Levine,
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1989, p. 30). SES indicators are typically included in studies from several research

fields. They are taken into consideration especially often in health psychology be-

cause they are important predictors of various health indicators, including stress

level, depression, and body fat distribution (Adler et al., 2000; Kopp et al., 2004).

SES also predicts rates of mortality and morbidity from almost every disease or

condition (Adler et al., 1994; Antonovsky, 1967; Illsley and Baker, 1991). The

study of exposure effects on women’s self and body image tackles aspects of health

and therefore we decided to include SES in this research as well. This variable

has not been included in any prior studies on the effects of exposure to idealized

body portrayals (see Chapter 2). SES was included in a recent correlational study

which found that it was a predictor of men’s and women’s body dissatisfaction in

Austria, Malaysia, and South Africa (Swami et al., 2010). The operationalization

of SES in this study was, however, quite problematic - low SES was established

based on a distinction between participant’s rural/urban residence. Even though,

in general, rural areas as compared to urban regions might have lower income and

lower education, it seems like limiting SES to the rural/urban distinction is an

oversimplification. We hope to provide further insights into the role of SES in

exposure effects and body dissatisfaction by studying individual’s subjective and

objective SES.

8.2 Method

8.2.1 Participants

One hundred and ninety two female undergraduate students (age M =

19.39, SD = 3.08) from a small U.S. university volunteered to participate in the

experiment in exchange for partial credit for their introductory psychology course

requirement. 92 were Hispanic (47.9%), 69 Asian (35.9%), 31 White (16.1%). This

distribution reflects this university’s diverse student population.
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8.2.2 Procedure

When participants first arrived at the lab (Time 1), they signed a con-

sent form and filled out an online questionnaire including all explicit dependent

measures as well as all moderator variables (see Table 8.1). Next, participants

were asked to do two categorization tasks that investigated how people classify

words (Implicit Association Test; one measuring self-esteem and the other body

perception). After their completion, participants were released. For their next

appointment, participants came to the lab exactly 7 days later (Time 2) and were

randomly assigned to one of the two conditions: exposure condition with female

ads, or a neutral exposure condition presenting car ads (control). Students par-

ticipated individually in three ostensibly unrelated tasks. First, a priming task

containing television advertisements was introduced as part of a marketing study

of products advertised on television. Participants viewed the ads and answered

questions relating to them. Second, all participants were asked to do two cate-

gorization tasks that investigated how people classify words (Implicit Association

Tests measuring self-esteem and body perception). Third, participants completed

an online questionnaire containing all explicit dependent measures. These two sets

of measures (implicit and explicit) were identical to those used at Time 1. The

entire experiment took approximately 50 minutes to complete (Part 1: 20 minutes;

Part 2: 30 minutes). The order of individual measures was not counterbalanced

as we did not have any theoretical grounds to expect their order to matter. Prior

studies which used two order conditions (Chapters 5 and 6) did not find any order

effects. Figure 8.2 presents the experimental design of the study. It was a two-

factor design with one between-subjects factor (two exposure conditions) and one

within-subjects factor (pretest and posttest scores).
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Figure 8.2: Experimental design of the study (2 factors: one between-subjects
and one within-subjects).

8.3 Materials

8.3.1 Priming task

Participants assigned to the first exposure condition watched 8 U.S. TV

advertisements of women’s fragrances (e.g., Dior), underwear (e.g., Victoria’s Se-

cret), or beachwear (e.g., Old Navy). All of these ads highlighted women’s thin

and attractive bodies (see Appendix B.1). The second exposure condition was a

control condition which included 8 U.S. advertisements of cars (e.g., Audi TT,

Honda Element) which did not portray any people in them (see Appendix B.3).

These ads were neutral, that is, did not convey any information relevant to one’s

body or any other characteristic of a person. Each ad lasted between 30 and 60

seconds and the overall exposure time in each of the conditions was approximately

6 minutes. Ads were presented in one order only. To strengthen the cover story

of a ‘marketing study of advertising effectiveness’ participants were asked to rate

each ad on four criteria (good, likable, enjoyable, attention-getting) using a 7-point

Likert-type scale. In addition, subjects were asked two questions about their buy-

ing behavior: Have you ever bought the advertised product? and Would you buy

the product based on the ad shown? (adopted from Rudman and Borgida, 1995).

8.3.2 Implicit dependent measures

The following two tasks served as the implicit dependent measures and were

included both at Time 1 and Time 2 of the study, that is, before and after priming
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Table 8.1: Overview of the measures used at Time 1 and Time 2 of the experiment.
Time 1 Time 2

Moderators (IVs) Race/ethnicity, personality (TIPI),
BMI, comparison tendency,
internalization of sociocultural
ideals (SATAQ), media exposure,
objective and subjective SES

Explicit DVs Explicit self-esteem (RSES, FT, LS),
body esteem (BES), actual-ideal
body discrepancy (PBIS)

Implicit DVs Implicit self-esteem (IAT),
implicit body perception (IAT)

Priming Cond. 1 - Ads portraying idealized women
Cond. 2 - Neutral ads (cars)

Implicit DVs Implicit self-esteem (IAT),
implicit body perception (IAT)

Explicit DVs Explicit self-esteem (RSES, FT, LS),
body esteem (BES), actual-ideal
body discrepancy (PBIS)

Note. IVs - independent variables, DVs - dependent variables.

with TV ads (see Table 8.1).

Implicit self-esteem. The Implicit Association Test (IAT; Greenwald, McGhee,

& Schwarz, 1998) was used to measure implicit self-esteem. The IAT is a response

latency measure of dichotomous categorization, in which participants rapidly clas-

sify four kinds of stimuli using just two response buttons. In the present case,

participants might press a left response button in response to self-related words

and positive adjectives, and a right response button in response to other-related

words and negative adjectives. In a second block of trials, the pairings are re-

versed such that self-related words would now be paired with negative adjectives

and other-related words with positive adjectives. The logic of the IAT is that se-

mantically associated categories will be more rapidly categorized when they share

a response key. If participants have a positive association with the self, they will be

faster when the self-related words share a key with positive adjectives, and slower

when they share a key with negative adjectives. By computing an effect size to

measure the degree of facilitation during this pairing, we can produce a measure

of implicit self-esteem. Thus, the self-esteem IAT consisted of words relating to

self (target words: I, me, my, mine, self), other (them, they, their, theirs, oth-

ers), pleasant (joy, warmth, gold, happy, smile, pleasure), and unpleasant (gloom,

agony, pain, stink, filth, death). The self-esteem IAT and all its stimuli were de-
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veloped by Greenwald et al. (2002). In our study we used a standard five-block

IAT and employed the revised scoring algorithm validated with large data sets

(Greenwald et al., 2003). This scoring procedure produces an effect size measure

for each participant, the IAT D, with positive values representing positive implicit

self-esteem. This test was also used in experiments reported in Chapters 3 and 4

where we discussed in more detail its validity and reliability.

Implicit body-perception. The IAT described above was also used to mea-

sure implicit body perception. This test was identical to the self-esteem IAT with

the exception that we used two new word categories. Body perception IAT con-

sisted of words relating to self (I, me, my, mine, self), other (them, they, their,

theirs, others), thin (anorexic, underweight, thin, light, slim), and heavy (heavy,

fat, obese, large, big). The adjectives were selected in such a way that the set

of words for ‘thin’ and ‘heavy’ categories contained words with both positive and

negative valence (based on a pretest). As in the previous case, we employed the

revised scoring algorithm (Greenwald et al., 2003). This scoring procedure pro-

duces an effect size measure for each participant, the IAT D, with positive values

representing a thiner implicit body-perception.

8.3.3 Explicit dependent measures

Explicit dependent measures, presented below, were included in both parts

of the study, once before and once after the implicit tasks (see Table 8.1).

Self-esteem. Just like in the previous studies (Chapters 3 and 4) we used three

procedures to measure explicit self-esteem: a feeling thermometer (sliding scale),

a standard self-esteem inventory - Rosenberg’s (1965) Self-Esteem Scale (RSES),

and a Likert-like rating scale. This selection was adopted from the study by Green-

wald et al. (2002). First, participants were asked to mark how warmly/favorably

they feel about themselves and about other people by placing a horizontal mark

on the feeling thermometer that had three anchors: 0 (cold/unfavorable), 50 (neu-

tral) and 100 (warm/favorable). The final score was achieved by subtracting the
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temperature for the other people from that of oneself (see Appendix A.3). Next,

we used Rosenberg’s (1965) self-esteem questionnaire that includes 5 positive and

5 negative self-descriptive statements. We added additional four items to the orig-

inal scale which were statements about one’s health (e.g., I think I exercise enough

every week, or I am concerned about my health), in order to motivate participants

to believe the questionnaire was related to Health Psychology (see Appendix A.4).

Participants were asked to report how much they agree with each of the 14 state-

ments on a 4-point Likert scale (1 - strongly agree, 4 - strongly disagree). The sum

of the ratings assigned to all the items, after reverse scoring the positively worded

items, indicated one’s self-esteem level. Scores ranged from 0 to 30; higher scores

indicating higher self-esteem. Finally, we used a questionnaire which consisted of

6 unpleasant-meaning and 6 pleasant-meaning words previously appearing in the

IAT (Greenwald et al., 2002). Participants rated how characteristic of them each

of these words was on a 7-point Likert-type scale (anchors 1 - not at all character-

istic of you and 7 - extremely characteristic of you, see Appendix A.5). The final

score was constructed by subtracting the average score for the unpleasant words

from that for the average for pleasant words. The scores obtained using these three

procedures were planned to be combined into one index of explicit self-esteem fol-

lowing previous research that suggested their high inter-correlations (Greenwald

et al., 2002; Olson et al., 2007).

Body esteem. Participants’ body esteem was measured using the Body Esteem

Scale (BES; Franzoi and Shields, 1984). Participants were given a list of 35 body

parts and functions (e.g., lips, hips, body scent, agility) and were asked to indicate

how they felt about each of them (see Appendix A.8). Participants’ overall body

esteem score was calculated by adding up scores for all items. The higher one’s

summed score, the more positive their body esteem. The reliability and validity

of the BES has been discussed in Franzoi and Shields (1984) and Franzoi (1994).

Actual-ideal body discrepancy. Actual-ideal body discrepancy was measured

using a Pictorial Body Image Scale (Stunkard et al., 1983). This scale consists of 9

drawings of women’s figures ranging from extremely thin to extremely heavy pre-
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sented in a horizontal raw (see Appendix A.2). Participants were asked to answer

the following four questions: (1) Which drawing looks most like your own figure?

(actual body image), (2) Which figure do you most want to look like? (own body

ideal), (3) Which figure do you think most women want to look like? (own sex ideal

body), (4) Which figure do you think most men find most attractive? (opposite

sex body ideal) (after Cohn and Adler, 1992). Next, we calculated women’s actual-

ideal discrepancy score by subtracting participants’ composite ideal body image

(average of the last three questions) from their actual body image. Positive scores

indicate that one’s actual body image is larger than a desired body image, while

negative scores indicate that one is thinner than desired (after Lavine, Sweeney,

and Wagner, 1999).

The above three measures of self-esteem were considered an explicit equiva-

lent of implicit self-esteem (IAT), whereas actual-ideal body discrepancy was con-

sidered an explicit equivalent of implicit body perception (IAT).

8.3.4 Explicit independent measures

All of the following measures were considered potential moderators of ad-

vertising exposure effects and were included in the first part of the study (Time

1), that is, prior to priming (see Table 8.1). For a detailed overview of the scoring

of all explicit measures (dependent and independent), see Appendix A.1.

Personality. We administered the Ten-Item Personality Inventory (TIPI; Gosling,

et al., 2003), which measures personality traits on five commonly used dimensions,

the so-called ‘Big Five’. In this questionnaire, participants were to indicate how

strongly they associate ten pairs of characteristics with the self, for instance, ‘ex-

traverted, enthusiastic’ or ‘calm, emotionally stable’ (see Appendix A.11). Two

pairs of adjectives corresponded to each personality dimension of the ‘Big-Five’

factor model (agreeableness, openness, extraversion, conscientiousness, emotional

stability). To arrive at each individual’s personality traits an average rating for

each pair of adjectives was calculated.
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Comparison tendency. Participants’ tendency to compare themselves to me-

dia models was measured using a Comparison to Models Survey developed by

Strowman (1996). Participants were to indicate how often they engage in different

types of comparisons with media models. The sum of their responses indicted a

strength of one’s comparison tendency (see details in Appendix A.9).

Internalization of sociocultural ideals. A 35-item questionnaire was used

to measure participants’ awareness and internalization of the sociocultural ideals

(Sociocultural Attitudes Towards Appearance Questionnaire - SATAQ; Cusumano

and Thomspon, 1997). These two constructs are considered separate and do not

correlate with each other (Heinberg et al., 1995). Participants were to complete

the entire including the awareness subscale, even though we are interested in the

internalization subscale only. Participants were asked to answer questions like

‘I believe clothes look better on thin models’ (internalization item) or ‘In today’s

society, it’s not important to always look attractive’ (awareness item, see Appendix

A.10). We were not interested in the awareness subscale, but included it because

it constitutes one scale together with internalization.

Media exposure. Next, we asked participants to report their mass media ex-

posure. Three questions were designed to capture the differences in participants’

media exposure:

• Altogether, about how many hours a day do you usually spend watching TV

(including morning, afternoon, and evening)?

• Altogether, about how many hours a day do you usually spend surfing the

Internet (including music or video websites, social networking sites, emails)?

• Altogether, about how many hours a day do you usually spend reading or

browsing through magazines (including news, sports, fitness, arts, women’s

or men’s magazines)?

Participants indicated an approximate number of hours they spend a day on each

of these three activities. We summed the number of hours for exposure to the

above three mass media and created an overall media exposure score.
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Objective SES. To measure participants’ objective socioeconomic status (SES),

we asked them to indicate their family’s approximate annual household income

(using 8 pre-defined brackets, first one ‘$0 - $5,000’, and the last one ‘$200,000 or

more’).

Subjective SES. In addition to objective SES, participants’ subjective SES was

measured using the MacArthur Scale of Subjective Social Status (Goodman et al.,

2001). This scale was developed to capture the common sense of social status

across the standard SES indicators (income and education). It presents a ‘social

ladder’ (see Appendix A.12) and asks individuals to place an ‘X’ on the rung

on which they feel they stand. As recommended by the authors, we utilized two

versions of the ladder, one linked to traditional SES indicators (SES ladder) and the

second linked to standing in one’s community (community ladder). The difference

between these two ladders may be of particular interest in communities in which

individuals may not be high on the SES ladder in terms of income, occupation, or

education (e.g., poorer communities, students), but may have high standing within

social groups such as a religious or local community. Participants completed the

community ladder first in order to avoid their answers being keyed to the SES

indicators described in the SES ladder. We expect a weak positive correlation

between subjective and objective SES (Goldman et al., 2006).

Other variables. Finally, participants were asked to report their demographic

information (gender, age, race/ethnicity), as well as height and weight used to

calculate their Body Mass Index (BMI = 703× weight(lb)
height2(in2)). As mentioned before,

this is a reliable way of measuring BMI as research demonstrated that self-reported

weight and height differ only by 1-3.5% from individuals’ actual weight and height

(Bowman and DeLucia, 1992).



170

8.4 Results

8.4.1 Data reduction

Fourteen women were excluded from the analysis because they did not

attend Part 2 of the study (attrition 7.3%). Following the revised scoring algorithm

for the IAT (Greenwald et al., 2003), we excluded one or more IAT scores of 17

women who had too many (10% or more) short responses (< 300ms) in at least

one out of four IAT tests, indicative of hitting the keys without having enough

time to consciously categorize the stimuli. This task disengagement suggests that

these participants were not taking the test(s) seriously. We have excluded women’s

scores for individual IAT tests but kept their remaining scores. Therefore, the final

sample included 178 women.

8.4.2 Creating indices

Correlations among the different measures of explicit and implicit self-

esteem at Time 1 and Time 2 were computed. As presented in Table 8.2, not

all of the explicit measures at Time 1 correlated with each other. There was a

small to moderate positive correlation between Rosenberg Scale of Self-Esteem

(RSES) and the other two explicit measures, however, the feeling thermometer

and the Likert-like scale were not correlated with each other. Given the poor re-

liability of RSES and the Likert-like scale (Standardized item α = .45), we were

unable to create a composite index of self-esteem.

At Time 2, all explicit measures of self-esteem correlated with each other

(see Table 8.2), however, we did not create a composite index of self-esteem due

to the poor reliability of these three measures (Standardized item α = .22 for all

measures; α = .53 excluding the feeling thermometer).

In agreement with previous studies (Bosson et al., 2000; Spalding and

Hardin, 1999) which showed that the implicit (IAT) and explicit measures of self-

esteem were uncorrelated, we also did not find a correlation between implicit and

explicit measures of self-esteem at Time 1 or Time 2.
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Table 8.2: Zero-order correlations between explicit and implicit measures of self-
esteem at Time 1 and Time 2.

Feeling Likert-like
Measure IAT RSES thermometer scale
IAT [.42***] .03 -.16 .02
RSES .07 [.85***] .24** .56***
Feeling thermometer .05 .24** [.40***] .06
Likert scale .11 .68*** .19* [.74***]
Note. Correlations for measures at Time 1 are above the diagonal,
whereas the correlations for measures at Time 2 are below the diago-
nal. Correlations between the same measures at Time 1 and Time 2
are shown in brackets on the diagonal. IAT - Implicit Association Test
(Greenwald, McGhee, & Schwartz, 1998), RSES - Rosenberg (1965) Self-
Esteem Scale.
Basis: 166 ≤ n ≤ 178 women (pairwise).
*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001 (Pearson).

8.4.3 Descriptive statistics

At Time 1, women in our sample had on average a positive explicit and

implicit self-esteem, a moderately high body esteem, considered their body size

to be on average one size larger than their ideal (see Appendix A.2), and had a

thin implicit body perception (see Table 8.3; more information on scoring in Table

A.1). Paired-samples t-tests showed that the implicit (t(171) = 26.51, p < .001)

as well as three explicit measures of self-esteem (RSES t(177) = 15.05, p < .001;

feeling thermometer t(177) = −27.70, p < .001; Likert t(177) = −6.20, p < .001),

body esteem (t(177) = 6.88, p < .001), actual-ideal body discrepancy (t(177) =

12.03, p < .001), and implicit body perception (t(168) = 13.09, p < .001) were

different from their rational midpoints.

At Time 2, explicit self-esteem (measured by the feeling thermometer and

Likert-like scale), body esteem, actual-ideal body discrepancy, and implicit body

perception did not differ significantly from the data at Time 1. However, women’s

average explicit self-esteem measured by RSES (t(177) = −2.17, p < .05) was

slightly higher and implicit self-esteem (t(164) = 3.18, p < .01) was lower at Time

2 than at Time 1 (see Table 8.3).

In order to compare the scores of the dependent variables across racial/ethnic

groups, we conducted one-way between-subjects ANOVAs with race/ethnicity as
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Table 8.3: Observed means (with standard deviations) of dependent variables
reported at Time 1 and Time 2.

Time 1 Time 2
Variable M SD N M SD N
Self-esteem (RSES)* 20.26 4.66 178 20.70 5.06 178
Self-esteem (Feeling therm.) 6.22 21.08 178 4.69 19.89 178
Self-esteem (Likert-like scale) 3.38 1.32 178 3.53 1.51 178
Implicit self-esteem (IAT)** .61 .30 172 .53 .27 166
Body esteem (BES) 115.66 20.68 178 115.01 21.67 178
Actual-ideal body discr. (PBIS) .88 .97 178 .85 .96 178
Implicit body perception (IAT) .32 .32 169 .33 .34 164
Note. BES - Body Esteem Scale (Franzoi and Shields, 1984); IAT - Implicit Asso-
ciation Test (Greenwald et al., 1998); PBIS - Pictorial Body Image Scale (Stunkard
et al., 1983); RSES - Rosenberg (1965) Self-Esteem Scale.
*p < .05, **p < .01 (paired samples t-test).

an independent factor. There were no significant effects of race/ethnicity on

women’s explicit self-esteem (Time 1 - feeling thermometer F (2, 175) = 1.33, p >

.10; Likert F (2, 175) = 2.00, p > .10; Time 2 - feeling thermometer F (2, 175) =

1.00, p > .10; Likert F (2, 175) = 1.90, p > .10), implicit self-esteem (Time 1

F (2, 169) = 2.06, p > .10; Time 2 F (2, 163) = 1.56, p > .10), body esteem (Time 1

F (2, 175) = .72, p > .10; Time 2 F (2, 175) = 1.64, p > .10), actual-ideal body dis-

crepancy (Time 1 F (2, 175) = 1.27, p > .10; Time 2 F (2, 175) = .73, p > .10), and

implicit body perception (Time 1 F (2, 166) = 2.94, p > .05; Time 2 F (2, 161) =

1.06, p > .10). However, we found that women’s explicit self-esteem measured using

RSES (Time 1 F (2, 175) = 10.32, p < .001; Time 2 F (2, 175) = 11.07, p < .001)

differed significantly by race/ethnicity. Post hoc comparisons (Tukey HSD) at

Time 1 indicated that the mean explicit self-esteem of Asian women (M = 18.41,

SD = 4.50) was significantly lower (p < .001) than the one of Hispanic women

(M = 21.71, SD = 4.26). Self-esteem of Hispanic and White women (M = 20.50,

SD = 4.77), as well as White and Asian women, did not differ from each another

(p > .10). Post hoc comparisons (Tukey HSD) at Time 2 revealed that the mean

explicit self-esteem of Asian women (M = 18.56, SD = 5.03) was significantly

lower than the one of Hispanic women (M = 22.17, SD = 4.35; p < .001) and

White women (M = 21.54, SD = 5.41; p < .05), who did not differ from one

another (p > .10).
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Women in our sample were on average conscientious (M = 5.51, SD =

1.11), emotionally stable (M = 4.55, SD = 1.25), and extraverted (M = 4.27, SD =

1.29). They have internalized sociocultural ideals to a moderate extent (M =

33.57, SD = 5.86) and reported a low average tendency to compare themselves

to media models (M = 17.65, SD = 6.09). Women reported spending daily

on average almost eight hours viewing TV, surfing the Internet, and browsing

through magazines (M = 7.82, SD = 3.88; TV M = 1.95, SD = 1.44; Internet

M = 4.63, SD = 2.74; magazines M = 1.24, SD = 1.37). Our sample was rep-

resentative of all BMI categories: approximately 54% of women were of normal-

weight; 23% of women were overweight; 13% of women were obese; and 10% of

women were underweight (average BMI M = 24.22, SD = 4.88). The median and

the mode annual household income of women was between $25,000 and $50,000.

Most often women in our sample considered themselves to stand at the 5th rung

of the SES ladder (both mode and the median) and the 6th rung of the commu-

nity ladder (see Appendix A.12). The scores on the SES and community ladders

were weakly correlated with each other (rs = .39, p < .001, N = 178; Spearman).

Family’s approximate annual household income (objective SES) was also weakly

correlated (rs = .19, p < .01, N = 178) with the SES ladder (subjective SES). A

correlational matrix presenting relationships between all dependent and indepen-

dent variables in the study (excluding race/ethnicity) is presented as a reference

in Table 8.4 at the end of the chapter.

8.4.4 Main effects of media exposure

Six two-way mixed ANOVAs with one repeated measures factor (i.e., each

dependent variable in the study measured at Time 1 and Time 2) and one between-

subjects factor (2 exposure conditions) were conducted to determine the effect of

exposure to female versus car ads on each of the dependent variables. There were

no significant time by exposure condition interactions on implicit (F (1, 176) =

.13, p > .10) and explicit self-esteem (feeling thermometer F (1, 176) = .05, p > .10;

Likert F (1, 176) = .05, p > .10), body esteem (F (1, 176) = .71, p > .10), actual-

ideal body discrepancy (F (1, 176) = 1.40, p > .10), and implicit body perception
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(F (1, 156) = .04, p > .10). To investigate the effect of exposure on explicit self-

esteem measured using RSES we included race/ethnicity as a covariate (as reported

above, women’s explicit self-esteem measured by RSES differed by race/ethnicity).

This analysis revealed a marginally significant time by exposure condition inter-

action on women’s explicit self-esteem (F (1, 175) = 3.06, p = .08). At Time 1,

women’s explicit self-esteem scores were very similar in the two conditions (fe-

male ads M = 20.19, SE = .53; car ads M = 20.20, SE = .53); whereas at Time

2, it seemed as though women who viewed female ads (M = 20.23, SE = .57)

had a slightly lower explicit self-esteem than women who viewed the control ads

(M = 21.26, SE = .56). Additional univariate ANOVAs were conducted to test

the main effect of condition on explicit self-esteem (RSES) separately for measure-

ment at Time 1 and Time 2 (race/ethnicity was again included as a covariate).

These analyses showed that women’s explicit self-esteem was not significantly dif-

ferent across the two conditions at Time 1 (F (1, 175) = .07, p > .10) and Time 2

(F (1, 175) = .46, p > .10).

8.4.5 Moderation analyses

Race/ethnicity. To investigate whether the effects of exposure to idealized por-

trayals of women differed depending on women’s race/ethnicity, we conducted for

each dependent variable a two-way mixed ANOVA with one repeated measures fac-

tor (i.e., measurement at Time 1 and Time 2) and two between-subjects factors (ex-

posure condition and race/ethnicity). These analyses revealed no significant three-

way interactions (time*condition*race/ethnicity) on women’s implicit and explicit

self-esteem, body esteem, and actual-ideal body discrepancy (.01 ≤ F ≤ 1.91, p >

.10). However, there was a significant three-way (time*condition*race/ethnicity)

interaction on women’s implicit body perception (F (2, 152) = 3.09, p < .05). To

further examine this pattern of results we ran two univariate ANOVAs with con-

dition and race/ethnicity as two independent factors separately for implicit body

perception at Time 1 and at Time 2, see Figures 8.3 and 8.4. The condition by

race/ethnicity interaction on women’s implicit body perception at Time 1 was

not significant (F (2, 163) = .36, p > .10) but at Time 2 it reached significance
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Figure 8.3: Exposure condition
by race/ethnicity interaction on
women’s implicit body perception at
Time 1 (predicted means).
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Figure 8.4: Exposure condition
by race/ethnicity interaction on
women’s implicit body perception at
Time 2 (predicted means).

(F (2, 158) = 4.83, p < .01). These results indicated that after exposure to female

ads Asian women had a thinner implicit body perception and White women had

a heavier implicit body perception than after viewing control ads. There were no

differences in Hispanic women’s implicit body perception across the two conditions.

To further examine this pattern of results additional independent samples t-tests

with implicit body perception as the dependent variable and exposure condition

as an independent factor were conducted separately for each racial/ethnic group.

The results showed that exposure had a significant effect on the implicit body

perception of White women only (t(24) = −2.97, p < .01) but no effect on Asian

(t(60) = 1.47, p > .10) or Hispanic women (t(74) = .33, p > .10), even though the

difference across the conditions in Asian women was approaching marginal signif-

icance (p = .15). These findings partially confirmed Hypothesis 2, stating that

exposure effects will differ across race/ethnicity.

Personality traits. To explore the moderating role of extraversion for each de-

pendent variable we conducted a two-way mixed ANOVA with one repeated mea-

sures factor (i.e., measurement at Time 1 and Time 2) and two between-subjects
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factors (exposure condition and extraversion). These analyses indicated no sig-

nificant three-way interactions (time*condition*extraversion) on women’s implicit

and explicit self-esteem, body esteem, actual-ideal body discrepancy, and implicit

body perception (.05 ≤ F ≤ 1.82, p > .10).

Similar analyses revealed also no significant three-way interactions (time*

condition*conscientiousness) on women’s implicit and explicit self-esteem (RSES),

body esteem, actual-ideal body discrepancy, and implicit body perception (.37 ≤
F ≤ 2.38, p > .10). However, there was a significant three-way (time*condition*

conscientiousness) interaction on women’s explicit self-esteem measured using the

feeling thermometer (F (2, 174) = 4.89, p < .01) and a marginally significant

three-way interaction on explicit self-esteem measured using the Likert-like scale

F (2, 174) = 2.77, p = .06). To explore these three-way relationships further, first
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Figure 8.5: Exposure condition
by conscientiousness interaction on
women’s explicit self-esteem at Time
1 (multiple regression). Note. The
values on the x-axis are limited to
possible conscientiousness scores (1−
7), see Appendix A.11.
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Figure 8.6: Exposure condition
by conscientiousness interaction on
women’s explicit self-esteem at Time
2 (multiple regression).

we conducted two multiple linear regressions separately for explicit self-esteem

(measured using the feeling thermometer) at Time 1 and at Time 2. A multi-

ple regression with conscientiousness, exposure condition, and an interaction of
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the two showed that conscientiousness was a significant predictor of women’s ex-

plicit self-esteem at Time 1 (β = −.20, p < .05), but the remaining two predic-

tors were not significant (−.09 < β < .16, p > .10). A multiple regression with

the same three predictors as above showed that exposure condition by conscien-

tiousness interaction was a significant predictor of women’s explicit self-esteem at

Time 2 (β = .23, p < .05); conscientiousness and exposure condition were not

(−.11 < β < .01, p > .10). As presented in Figure 8.6, in the female ads condition

there was a weak positive correlation between women’s conscientiousness and their

explicit self-esteem (r = .30, N = 89, p < .01), whereas there was no significant

correlation between conscientiousness and women’s explicit self-esteem in the con-

trol condition (car ads; r = .01, N = 89, p > .10). There was also no significant

correlation between women’s conscientiousness and explicit self-esteem measured

at Time 1 in any of the conditions (see Figure 8.5). These results suggest that in

the female ads condition, the more conscientious women were the more positive

explicit self-esteem they experienced.

Next, we conducted two multiple linear regressions separately for explicit

self-esteem (measured using the Likert-like scale) at Time 1 and at Time 2. Two

multiple regressions with conscientiousness, exposure condition, and an interaction

of the two showed that conscientiousness was a significant predictor of women’s

explicit self-esteem at Time 1 (β = .32, p < .01) and Time 2 (β = .32, p < .01),

but exposure condition and the interaction term were not significant predictors at

Time 1 (−.05 < β < .06, p > .10) or Time 2 (.04 < β < .05, p > .10).

To explore the moderating role of the third personality trait, emotional

stability, for each dependent variable we conducted a two-way mixed ANOVA

with one repeated measures factor (i.e., measurement at Time 1 and Time 2) and

two between-subjects factors (exposure condition and emotional stability). These

analyses indicated no significant three-way interactions (time*condition*emotional

stability) on women’s implicit and explicit self-esteem (feeling thermometer and

Likert), body esteem, actual-ideal body discrepancy, and implicit body percep-

tion (.24 ≤ F ≤ 2.02, p > .10). However, we found a significant three-way

(time*condition*emotional stability) interaction on women’s explicit self-esteem
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measured using RSES (F (2, 174) = 3.24, p < .05). Two multiple regressions

with emotional stability, exposure condition, and an interaction of the two showed

that emotional stability was a significant predictor of women’s explicit self-esteem

at Time 1 (β = .44, p < .001) and Time 2 (β = .44, p < .001), but expo-

sure condition and the interaction term were not significant predictors at Time

1 (−.01 < β < −.02, p > .10) or Time 2 (−.10 < β < .06, p > .10). These findings

only partially confirmed Hypothesis 3, stating that women with a higher level of

extraversion, conscientiousness, and emotional stability will react less negatively

to the portrayals of idealized bodies.

Body weight. In what follows we explored the moderating role of women’s

body weight (BMI). In the first set of analyses we used BMI as a continuous

variable. We conducted for each dependent variable a two-way mixed ANOVA

with one repeated measures factor (i.e., measurement at Time 1 and Time 2)

and two between-subjects factors (exposure condition and BMI). These analyses

indicated no significant three-way interactions (time*condition*BMI) on women’s

implicit and explicit self-esteem (RSES and Likert-like scale), body esteem, actual-

ideal body discrepancy, and implicit body perception (.07 ≤ F ≤ 2.03, p > .10).

There was a significant three-way interaction (time*condition*BMI) on women’s

explicit self-esteem (feeling thermometer F (2, 174) = 4.29, p < .05). However, a

multiple regression with BMI, condition, and an interaction of the two showed that

none of these variables were significant predictors of women’s explicit self-esteem

at Time 1 (−.09 < β < .01, p > .10) or Time 2 (−.17 < β < −.08, p > .10).

In the second set of analyses, we converted women’s BMI scores into cate-

gories, because in everyday life BMI is often used as a categorical variable. For in-

stance, health practitioners use BMI to screen people for weight categories that may

lead to health problems. The are four scientifically-derived and commonly used

BMI categories: underweight (BMI ≤ 18.5), normal weight (18.5 < BMI < 25),

overweight (25 ≤ BMI < 30), and obese (BMI ≥ 30) (Center for Disease

Control and Prevention, 2010). For each dependent variable we conducted sep-

arate two-way mixed ANOVAs with one repeated measures factor (i.e., measure-

ment at Time 1 and Time 2) and two between-subjects factors (exposure con-
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dition and BMI). These analyses indicated no significant three-way interactions

(time*condition*BMI group) on implicit and explicit self-esteem, body esteem,

actual-ideal body discrepancy, and implicit body perception (.50 ≤ F ≤ 1.48, p >

.10). Both sets of analyses disconfirmed Hypothesis 4 stating that heavier women

experience more negative effects of exposure than their lighter counterparts.

Comparison tendency. In order to investigate whether the effects of exposure

to idealized portrayals of women differed depending on women’s comparison ten-

dency, we conducted for each dependent variable a two-way mixed ANOVA with

one repeated measures factor (i.e., measurement at Time 1 and Time 2) and two

between-subjects factors (exposure condition and comparison tendency). These

analyses indicated no significant three-way interactions (time*condition*comparison

tendency) on women’s implicit and explicit self-esteem (RSES and Likert-like

scale), actual-ideal body discrepancy, and body esteem (.15 ≤ F ≤ 1.45, p >

.10). We found a significant three-way interaction (time*condition*comparison

tendency) on women’s explicit self-esteem measured using the feeling thermome-

ter (F (2, 174) = 5.06, p < .01). To explore this three-way relationship further

we conducted two multiple linear regressions separately for explicit self-esteem

at Time 1 and at Time 2 (see Figures 8.7 and 8.8). A multiple regression with

comparison tendency, condition, and an interaction of the two showed that none of

these variables were significant predictors of women’s explicit self-esteem at Time 1

(−1.66 < β < .15, p > .10). A multiple regression with the same three predictors as

above showed that condition by comparison tendency interaction was a significant

predictor of women’s explicit self-esteem at Time 2 (β = −.21, p < .05). In addi-

tion, exposure condition by itself was a marginally significant predictor of women’s

explicit self-esteem at Time 2 (β = −.14, p = .06), indicating that women’s ex-

plicit self-esteem was lower after viewing thin ads. As presented in Figure 8.8, in

the female ads condition there was a weak negative correlation between women’s

comparison tendency and explicit self-esteem (r = −.34, N = 89, p < .05), whereas

there was no significant correlation between comparison tendency and explicit self-

esteem in the control condition (car ads; r = −.10, N = 89, p > .10). As presented

in Figure 8.7, there was no significant correlation between women’s comparison
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women’s explicit self-esteem at Time
1 (multiple regression). Note. The
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Figure 8.8: Exposure condition by
comparison tendency interaction on
women’s explicit self-esteem at Time
2 (multiple regression).

tendency and explicit self-esteem in any of the conditions. These findings suggest

that after viewing female ads women with greater comparison tendency experi-

enced lower explicit self-esteem. Thus, Hypothesis 5 stating that women with a

stronger comparison tendency experience more negative effects of media exposure

was partially confirmed.

Internalization of sociocultural ideals. For each dependent variable we con-

ducted a two-way mixed ANOVA with one repeated measures factor (i.e., mea-

surement at Time 1 and Time 2) and two between-subjects factors (exposure

condition and internalization). These analyses indicated no significant three-way

interactions (time*condition*internalization) on women’s implicit and explicit self-

esteem, body esteem, actual-ideal body discrepancy, and implicit body perception

(.01 ≤ F ≤ 1.45, p > .10). Thus, Hypothesis 6 stating that women who have

internalized the sociocultural ideals to a large extent will experience more negative
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effects of advertising exposure was disconfirmed.

Media exposure. To test the moderation role of overall media exposure, we

conducted six two-way mixed ANOVAs with one repeated measures factor (i.e.,

measurement at Time 1 and Time 2) and two between-subjects factors (exposure

condition and media exposure). These analyses indicated no significant three-way

interactions (time*condition*media exposure) on women’s implicit and explicit

self-esteem, body esteem, actual-ideal body discrepancy, and implicit body per-

ception (.21 ≤ F ≤ 2.09, p > .10). Hence, Hypothesis 7 stating that women more

often exposed to idealized body portrayals will experience more effects of exposure

was not confirmed.

Socioeconomic status. The objective (household income) and two subjective

measures of women’s SES (SES ladder and community ladder) were measured us-

ing an ordinal scale with 8 and 10 values respectively. In the case of the SES

and the community ladders, we merged the first two values together because

there were only 2 or fewer subjects who selected one of these first two values.

Also, no women in our sample indicated their social standing to correspond to

the highest rung (rung 10 was omitted), which resulted in each of these vari-

ables having in total 8 values. First, we explored the moderating role of women’s

objective SES (household income). As previously, for each dependent variable

we conducted separate two-way mixed ANOVAs with one repeated measures fac-

tor (i.e., measurement at Time 1 and Time 2) and two between-subjects factors

(exposure condition and income level). These analyses indicated no significant

three-way interactions (time*condition*income level) on women’s implicit and ex-

plicit self-esteem (feeling thermometer and Likert-like scale), actual-ideal body

discrepancy, and implicit body perception (.61 ≤ F ≤ 1.21, p > .10). We did

find a significant three-way interaction (time*condition*income level) on women’s

explicit self-esteem measured using RSES (F (14, 162) = 2.05, p < .05) and on

women’s body esteem (F (14, 162) = 2.04, p < .05). Two univariate ANOVAs with

exposure condition and household income as the independent factors did not re-

veal any significant predictors (two factors or the interaction between them) of
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women’s explicit self-esteem at Time 1 (.04 ≤ F ≤ 1.76, p > .10) and Time 2

(1.19 ≤ F ≤ 1.28, p > .10). Two further univariate ANOVAs with exposure
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Figure 8.9: Exposure condition by household income interaction on women’s
body esteem at Time 2 (predicted means).

condition and household income as the independent factors did not reveal any sig-

nificant predictors of women’s body esteem at Time 1 (.95 ≤ F ≤ 1.57, p > .10)

but there was a marginally significant condition by income interaction on women’s

body esteem at Time 2 (F (7, 162) = 1.90, p = .07). In addition, exposure con-

dition was a marginally significant predictor of women’s body esteem at Time 2

(F (1, 162) = 3.55, p = .06), suggesting that women reported lower body esteem

after viewing thin ads (M = 112.03, SE = 3.39) than after viewing the control ads

(M = 120.89, SE = 3.25). As presented in Figure 8.9, the interaction seems to

be driven by two income groups with the fewest subjects ($0–$5,000 (N = 5) and

$100,000–$150,000 (N = 6)). We ran another univariate ANOVA with the same

predictors as above but having excluded the two income groups with the fewest

subjects. This analysis confirmed that the exposure by income interaction is not a

significant predictor of women’s body esteem at Time 2 (F (5, 155) = 1.28, p > .10).

To test the moderating role of subjective SES, first for each dependent vari-
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able we conducted separate two-way mixed ANOVAs with one repeated measures

factor (i.e., measurement at Time 1 and Time 2) and two between-subjects fac-

tors (exposure condition and SES ladder). There were no significant three-way

interactions (time*condition*SES ladder) on women’s implicit and explicit self-

esteem, body esteem, actual-ideal body discrepancy, and implicit body perception

(.33 ≤ F ≤ 1.37, p > .10). A parallel analysis with exposure condition and commu-

nity ladder as the two independent predictors also revealed no significant three-way

interactions (time*condition*community ladder) on women’s implicit and explicit

self-esteem, body esteem, actual-ideal body discrepancy, and implicit body per-

ception (.51 ≤ F ≤ 1.95, p > .10).

8.5 Discussion and conclusion

The current study did not reveal any main effects of advertising exposure

on women’s explicit or implicit self-esteem, body esteem, actual-ideal body dis-

crepancy, or implicit body perception. Failure to find the main effects of exposure

was partially expected based on our review of the literature identifying several

demographic and personal moderators of women’s exposure to idealized media

portrayals (Chapter 2). Prior literature provided evidence for the assertion that

not all women respond to media portrayals in a uniform way which called for

investigating the role of moderating variables. In this study, we identified a few

moderators of exposure to idealized body portrayals on women’s self and body

perception.

First, this study suggested that race/ethnicity might be an important mod-

erator of some exposure effects. We found that exposure to idealized female por-

trayals had a different effect on women of different race/ethnicity. Viewing female

ads had a negative effect on White women’s implicit body perception (they had

a heavier implicit body perception after exposure); whereas it had no significant

effect on Asian or Hispanic women (there seemed to be a self-enhancing effect of

exposure on Asian women who had a thinner implicit body perception after expo-

sure, but it did not reach significance). These results are very interesting in the
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light of previous work conducted predominantly in White women which showed

mostly negative effects of exposure to idealized women’s portrayals in White women

(Grabe et al., 2008). This study also indicated that White women are negatively

affected by exposure. It further suggests that White women might be particularly

responsive to idealized portrayals of White models in advertising, whereas the re-

sponse of Asian and Hispanic women is diametrically different. Non-White women

were sheltered from the negative effects of exposure to White models (with Asian

women potentially engaging in a fantasy) rather than engaged in upward social

comparisons (White women). These findings partially replicated the results found

in an ethnically diverse sample of men, in which a self-enhancing effect of idealized

female portrayals on men’s implicit self-esteem was observed in Asian and His-

panic, but not in White men (Chapter 4). The negative effect of exposure to these

ads was discernible in White men, but it did not reach significance. Race/ethnicity

was not a moderator of the remaining outcome variables in women, similarly to

the results reported in Chapters 3 and 7.

Second, our results indicated that one personality trait, conscientiousness,

played a moderating role of the effects of advertising exposure on women’s explicit

self-esteem (measured using the feeling thermometer). The data showed that after

viewing idealized female portrayals only the more conscientious women experienced

a self-enhancing effect of exposure and reported a more positive explicit self-esteem.

A possible explanation for this finding could be that more conscientious women had

a high motivation to assimilate themselves to the group of ideal models and engaged

in a fantasy. This finding, however, should be treated with caution because it was

found for only one measure of women’s explicit self-esteem (feeling thermometer of

self-esteem) and did not extend to the remaining two (RSES and Likert-like scale).

Conscientiousness was not a significant moderator of exposure effects on implicit

self-esteem, body esteem, or implicit body perception. Similarly to the results

of the previous study (Chapter 7), extraversion and emotional stability did not

moderate the effects of exposure on implicit and explicit self-esteem, body esteem

and implicit body perception.

Third, women’s tendency to compare themselves to media models was found
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to be a significant moderator of advertising exposure effects on women’s explicit

self-esteem (feeling thermometer). Our data illustrated that after viewing ideal-

ized female portrayals women with greater comparison tendency experienced lower

explicit self-esteem. This makes sense in the light of Social Comparison Theory

(Festinger, 1954) arguing that upward social comparisons lead to negative effects.

Women who tend to more often engage in social comparison with media models

(upward comparisons) experience as a result more negative effects of exposure to

idealized models in advertising. This finding did not extend to the other two mea-

sures of explicit self-esteem (RSES and Likert-like scale). Comparison tendency

was not a significant moderator of exposure effects on women’s implicit self-esteem,

body esteem, and implicit body perception (Chapter 7).

Finally, it was surprising that women’s body weight (BMI) was not a sig-

nificant moderator of any exposure effects, even though it did play a moderating

role of exposure to idealized female portrayals on women’s implicit body percep-

tion as reported in Chapter 7. Moreover, two moderators which have not been

tested in prior research, media exposure and socioeconomic status (objective and

subjective), did not play a moderating role of advertising exposure on any of the

outcome measures.

Overall, even though we found a few exciting effects of exposure (and iden-

tified a few moderators) they were very scarce. In the majority of cases in this

study, we did not find any significant effects of exposure or significant moderators.

Most of the significant effects were found on explicit self-esteem measured using

the feeling thermometer and one effect on implicit body perception. In this study,

we included two implicit measures of self-esteem and body perception which cor-

responded to the two explicit measures - explicit self-esteem and actual-ideal body

discrepancy. We hoped to reveal that the implicit measures would reveal stronger

effects of advertising, however, in most cases we did not find any effects using ei-

ther type of method. Therefore, based on the current study we cannot conclude

that implicit methods of self- and body perception offered any advantage to the

study of exposure effects over their explicit counterparts.

Nevertheless, presence of a few moderation effects supports this study’s
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approach to include several variables that might interact with women’s responses

to idealized portrayals of women in advertising. We have shown here that not only

demographic (e.g., race/ethnicity) but also personal moderators like comparison

tendency and conscientiousness play an important role in determining the nature

of exposure effects.

One of the limitations of the current study was the inability to create an

index of explicit self-esteem based on the three measures used (RSES, feeling ther-

mometer, Likert-like scale). Based on prior work we assumed that these three

measures would form a reliable index (Greenwald et al., 2002). Without this com-

posite index our results reported for explicit self-esteem measures only using the

feeling thermometer are difficult to interpret. Some effects (e.g., the moderating

role of comparison tendency and conscientiousness) were present only when we

used the feeling thermometer of explicit self-esteem but were absent for the other

two measures.

In future work we plan to replicate this study in an ethnically diverse sample

of men as well as include further potential moderators of exposure. Moreover, we

plan to develop more complex models of exposure incorporating moderators but

also mediators.
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Chapter 9

General conclusion

I left the ending ambiguous,

because that is the way life is.

–Bernardo Bertolucci

Prior research suggested that advertisements portraying men’s and women’s

bodies in an idealized way is harmful to those viewing them. Studies showed that

viewing such ads not only negatively influences men’s and women’s self-esteem,

body dissatisfaction, depression, but it is also believed to contribute to developing

eating disorders negatively affecting individuals’ health. Based on this dissertation,

however, we would like to argue that this is not such a simple story. This research

showed instances in which exposure to idealized body portrayals had self-enhancing

effects for some individuals but negative (or none) for others. We proposed three

research questions which involved the investigation of two demographic (gender,

race/ethnicity) and one personal moderator (personality) of the effects of media

exposure on self and body image. In addition, we explored the potential advantage

of studying exposure effects using novel implicit methodology.

First, we investigated whether the effects of media exposure to idealized

bodies differ depending on participants’ gender (RQ 1). Due to the fact that

women exhibit generally more body dissatisfaction than men (van Hoeken et al.,

1998), we hypothesized to find slightly more negative effects of exposure in women

than in men (Hypothesis 1). This hypothesis received little support due to the

189
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fact that in many instances we did not find any exposure effects in both men and

women, and in the study reported in Chapter 7 we found that men and women

reacted to exposure in similar ways. Viewing thin and attractive women led to

a thinner implicit body perception in obese men and women, whereas exposure

resulted in a heavier implicit body perception in underweight individuals. Partial

support for Hypothesis 1 can be derived from studies reported in Chapters 3 and

4, where we found that advertisements portraying thin and attractive women had

self-enhancing effects on implicit self-esteem of men (Asian and Hispanic), but no

effect on women. We did not investigate gender differences in the last experimen-

tal study (Chapter 8). As mentioned in the Introduction in Part I, men received

less attention in literature on advertising exposure effects than women and studies

comparing gender differences were very scarce. However, a few experimental stud-

ies that have directly compared men’s and women’s susceptibility to advertising

images also reported that the effects of exposure were similar in men and women

(Barlett and Harris, 2008; Grogan et al., 1996).

The second research question asked whether the effects of exposure to ide-

alized bodies differ depending on individual’s race/ethnicity. In the Introduction

in Part I we developed several predictions, but in general we hypothesized that

the effects of exposure would differ across race/ethnicity (Hypothesis 2). Stud-

ies reported in this dissertation provided partial support for this hypothesis. We

found that implicit self-esteem of Asian and Hispanic men increased after viewing

idealized portrayals of women, but exposure had no effect on White men’s implicit

self-esteem (Chapter 4). This effect of exposure was absent in women (Chapter

3). In the final study, advertisements portraying thin and attractive women had

a negative effect on White women, and had no impact on Asian and Hispanic

women’s implicit body perception (Chapter 8), even though from the interaction

it seemed that there was a self-enhancing effect on Asian women, but it did not

reach significance. In this dissertation we also reported several instances of the

lack of exposure effects which appeared for all men or women regardless of their

race/ethnicity.

Next, we explored the possibility that men and women might respond differ-
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ently to advertising exposure depending on their personality traits (RQ 4). In par-

ticular, we expected at least two personality traits, extraversion and neuroticism,

to distinguish between participants who are more (individuals high on neuroticism

and low on extraversion) or less vulnerable (individuals high on extraversion and

low on neuroticism) to the negative effects of exposure to idealized body portrayals

(Hypothesis 4). Additional support for this hypothesis was derived from the study

reported in Chapter 6 which confirmed that extraversion, neuroticism, and consci-

entiousness are related to body dissatisfaction. These relationships, however, were

mediated by self-esteem in both men and women. Against our prediction and re-

cent work (Dalley et al., 2009; Roberts and Good, 2010) we did not find substantial

support for our hypothesis. Effects of exposure to idealized body portrayals did not

differ depending on men’s or women’s level of extraversion or neuroticism (Chap-

ters 7, 8). However, the final study showed one supporting finding (Chapter 8).

After viewing idealized female portrayals more conscientious women experienced

a more positive explicit self-esteem.

The third research question had little to do with the individual level dif-

ferences. Instead, we were interested in the advantage of using novel implicit

methodology (Implicit Association Test, IAT; Greenwald, McGhee, & Schwartz,

1998), which allowed us to measure automatic processing of advertising. We hy-

pothesized that implicit measures would reveale stronger effects of media exposure

than their explicit counterparts (Hypothesis 3). We found support for this hy-

pothesis only in one study (Chapter 4). Whereas we found a self-enhancing effect

of exposure to idealized female portrayals on implicit self-esteem of men (Asian

and Hispanic), explicit measures failed to reveal the same pattern of results. The

difference in the effects on implicit versus explicit self-esteem suggested that im-

plicit measures might be more sensitive to short term, subtle effects on self-esteem

than explicit measures. This difference was not replicated in a similar study in

women (Chapter 3) in which we did not find any effects of exposure. In addi-

tion, the study in Chapter 8 showed that effects of exposure on women’s implicit

body perception were moderated by race/ethnicity. No moderation was found for

women’s explicit body perception (i.e., actual-ideal body discrepancy), which also
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suggested that the implicit measure might have been more sensitive to exposure

effects. Implicit measures of self-esteem in the study reported in Chapter 8 did

not reveal the same pattern of results. In Chapter 7, we did not have an explicit

measure corresponding directly to an implicit measure of body perception. Further

research is needed to confirm the potential advantage of using implicit methods in

the study of advertising exposure effects.

9.1 Limitations and future directions

We discussed above the challenges associated with using in our research

realistic advertisements (Chapters 3 and 4), that is, actual advertisements of ac-

tual products aired on television (see Appendices B.1 and B.2). The aim of this

approach was to expose women to visuals as close as possible to women’s media

experiences outside of the lab. One problem with this approach is that our sample

of advertisements most likely confounds the concepts of thinness and muscularity

with physical attractiveness of advertising models. This has been a limitation of

many previous studies (Halliwell and Dittmar, 2004; Halliwell et al., 2005). It is

not absolutely clear whether the effects of exposure are brought about by advertis-

ing models having a thin/muscular body, having a thin/muscular body and being

physically attractive, or by being only attractive. A few studies exposed women

to images of fashion models and as a control used images of more realistic or

average-looking women (Dittmar and Howard, 2004; Halliwell and Dittmar, 2004;

Halliwell et al., 2005; Martin and Kennedy, 1993) or overweight women (Crouch

and Degelman, 1998; Smeesters and Mandel, 2006) and found that only the effects

of exposure to fashion models were negative. Others manipulated attractiveness

as well as weight basing their sample on pilot ratings of both attractiveness and

thinness (Irving, 1990). But the body size and attractiveness dilemma still remains

unresolved in those studies, as different women are shown in different conditions.

Therefore, the best way around this is the investigation of exposure effects using

artificially created control advertisements, for instance, using the same advertise-

ment stretched to be in a few different body sizes (either achieved with the help
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of computer software or using different screen sizes). A few studies employed this

strategy (Anschutz et al., 2008a; Clay et al., 2005; Monro and Huon, 2006) but

have not reached concrete conclusions regarding the impact of weight versus at-

tractiveness. Therefore, further investigations of the relationship between these

two aspects of advertising models’ portrayals are needed in both and women.

Based on evolutionary theory, we could assume that ideal men’s attributes

differ from women’s. Whereas we are socialized to idealize women’s thinness and

physical attractiveness (or ‘reproductive capacity’; Buss, 1989), assuming that it

is parallel in men might be limited. In men, apart from muscularity and physical

attractiveness, status or power (or ‘resource acquisition’) might be an equally or

even a more important factor contributing to men’s desirability, especially as po-

tential mates for women (Buss, 1989; Buss, 1991). If this is true, then it is much

harder to conceptualize a man’s ideal as compared to a woman’s ideal, because

physical attributes solely are easier to notice, code, and control for. However,

on the other hand, it could be that this third factor, power, might be increasingly

important in the perception of women. In several Western countries with the high-

est index of Gender Equality (e.g, United States, Australia, or Norway; Gender

Inequality Index by the Human Development Report, 2010) power might be an in-

creasingly desirable attribute of women. A carefully designed research study using

computer-modified advertisements which would present physically attractive (and

thin/muscular) models with or without a high social status could cast some new

light on the perception of men’s and women’s ideals.

Another limitation of this work is failure to ask participants to report their

sexual orientation. Men’s and women’s sexual orientation could be a crucial factor

determining the extent to which body image is important for their self-esteem.

This is especially true for homosexual men, who are on average more concerned

with body image issues than heterosexual men (Striegel-Moore and Bulik, 2007).

As a result, they might process idealized advertising differently and engage in more

social comparisons with male media models. The effects of advertising could be

also more negative for these men. Moreover, homosexual women could respond

differently to idealized portrayals of women than heterosexual women and possibly
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engage in a process similar to the one of heterosexual men viewing female ads,

that is, imagine themselves with an ideal partner (see Chapter 4). The study of

personal differences in exposure effects among a group of homosexual and hetero-

sexual (or metrosexual) men and women poses several new and interesting research

questions. However, we would argue that not having controlled for sexual orienta-

tion in our studies had only a negligible effect due to the fact that the percentage

of homosexual or metrosexual individuals in our sample was most likely small.

In all studies reported above we have used TV ads presenting White models

only and we have investigated the effects of exposure to these models in an ethni-

cally diverse sample of men and women. As reported above, we have found some

differences in these effects depending on participant’s race/ethnicity (Chapters 4,

8). This is already a big contribution to prior work which studied media effects in

predominantly White samples. However, our design is also limited. To be able to

tell a complete story we would need to expose participants also to advertisements

portraying only Asian, or only Hispanic, or only African American models. This

design would allow us to really capture the moderating role of race/ethnicity in the

reception of idealized body portrayals of men and women. It would be also useful

to measure the strength of women’s racial/ethnic identity. We are not aware of any

study that has employed such a diverse design (both at the subject and stimulus

level).

9.2 Final remarks

All in all, in this work we have provided evidence suggesting that exposure

to advertising is a very complex process. We have cast some light on which factors

are influencing the nature of exposure effects but it is definitely worth exploring

further what other variables play a role in distinguishing between individuals who

are negatively affected by advertising and those who are not. This knowledge can

help us better understand the effects of advertising and design interventions for

specific populations. Some good news are that not all advertising effects are harm-

ful and hopefully future work will identify further ‘fantasy effects’. Researchers
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should also develop new specific theories helping us better understand the com-

plex nature of the effects of advertising portrayals on self and body image. The

‘fantasy effects’ mentioned in this dissertation are particularly exciting and not

always easy to explain. The questions asked in this dissertation remain still open

and I hope this work will inspire further research on moderators of advertising ex-

posure effects and further investigation of the utility of moving beyond self-report

measures.
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Questionnaires & scales

A.1 Overview of the scoring of all explicit mea-

sures
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Table A.1: Overview of the scoring of all explicit measures.
Measure Answering Scoring Range of Maximum value

scale values type scores indicates
Actual-ideal body discrepancy 1 - 9 Difference 0 - 8 A very large discrepancy between

(PBIS) (2 items) one’s actual and ideal body size
Agreeableness 1 - 7 Average 1 - 7 Very high agreeableness

(TIPI) (2 items)
Awareness 1 - 5 Sum 10 - 50 Very high awareness of
(SATAQ) (10 items) sociocultural ideals

Body dissatisfaction* 1 - 6 Sum 6 - 204 Very high body dissatisfaction
(BSQ) (34 items)

Body dissatisfaction 0 - 3 Sum 0 - 27 Very high body dissatisfaction
(EDI-BD) (9 items)

Body esteem 1 - 5 Sum 35 - 175 Strong positive feelings about
(BES) (35 items) one’s body parts and functions

Comparison tendency 1 - 5 Sum 8 - 40 A very strong tendency to
(CMS) (8 items) compare oneself to media models

Conscientiousness 1 - 7 Average 1 - 7 Very high conscientiousness
(TIPI) (2 items)

Emotional stability 1 - 7 Average 1 - 7 Very high emotional stability
(TIPI) (2 items)

Extraversion 1 - 7 Average 1 - 7 Very high extraversion
(TIPI) (2 items)

Internalization 1 - 5 Sum 11 - 55 Very high internalization of
(SATAQ) (11 items) sociocultural ideals

Media exposure 0 - 24 Sum 0 - 72 Extremely high media exposure
(3 items)

Openness 1 - 7 Average 1 - 7 Very high openness
(TIPI) (2 items)

Physical attractiveness** 1 - 5 Sum 11 - 55 Strong positive feelings about
(BES) (11 items) one’s physical attractiveness

Physical condition 1 - 5 Sum
(BES) (13/men) 13 - 65 Strong positive feelings about

(9/women) 9 - 45 one’s physical condition
Self-esteem 0 - 100 Difference 0 - 100 Very high self-esteem

(Feeling thermometer) (2 items)
Self-esteem 0 - 3 Sum 0 - 30 Very high self-esteem

(RSES) (10 items)
Self-esteem 1 - 7 Average 1 - 7 Very high self-esteem

(Likert scale) (12 items)
Sexual attractiveness* 1 - 5 Sum 13 - 65 Strong positive feelings about

(BES) (13 items) one’s sexual attractiveness
Subjective SES 1 - 10 n/a 1 - 10 Highest SES

(1 item)
Upper body strength** 1 - 5 Sum 9 - 45 Strong positive feelings about

(BES) (9 items) one’s upper body strength
Weight concern* 1 - 5 Sum 10 - 50 Lack of weight concern

(BES) (10 items)
Note. BES - Body Esteem Scale (Franzoi and Shields, 1984), BSQ - Body Shape Questionnaire (Cooper
et al., 1987), CTM - Comparison to Models (Strowman, 1996), EDI-BD - Body Dissatisfaction subscale of
the Eating Disorder Inventory (Garner et al., 1983), Feeling thermometer for self-esteem (Greenwald et al.,
2002), Likert scale for self-esteem (Greenwald et al., 2002), PBIS - Pictorial Body Image Scale (Stunkard
et al., 1983), RSES - Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale (Rosenberg, 1965), SATAQ - Sociocultural Attitudes To-
wards Appearance Questionnaire (Cusumano and Thomspon, 1997), TIPI - Ten Item Personality Inventory
(Gosling, et al., 2003)
*Measure for women only; **For men only
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A.2 Pictorial Body Image Scale

Source: Stunkard, A. J., Sorensen, T., and Schulsinger, F. (1983). Use of

the Danish adoption register for the study of obesity and thinness. In Kety, S.,

editor, The genetics of neurological and psychiatric disorders. Raven Press, New

York.

Instructions: Nine drawings of female/male figures are presented below.

Please look at them carefully and answer the following questions by referring to a

specific figure’s number.

Figure A.1: Figure Rating Scale for women (Stunkard, et al., 1983).

Questions:

1. Which drawing looks most like your own figure?

2. Which figure do you most want to look like?

3. Which figure do you think most women want to look like?

4. Which figure do you think most men find most attractive?
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Figure A.2: Figure Rating Scale for men (Stunkard, et al., 1983).

Questions:

1. Which drawing looks most like your own figure?

2. Which figure do you most want to look like?

3. Which figure do you think most men want to look like?

4. Which figure do you think most women find most attractive?
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A.3 Feeling thermometer of self-esteem

Source: Greenwald, A. G., Banaji, M. R., Rudman, L. A., Farnham, S.

D., Nosek, B. A., and Mellott, D. S. (2002). Unified theory of implicit attitudes,

stereotypes, self-esteem, and self-concept. Psychological Review, 109:325.

Figure A.3: Feeling thermometer of self-esteem (Greenwald et al, 2002; visual-
ization by M. Skorek).

Instructions: Please state how warmly do you feel about yourself by placing

a horizontal mark (—) on the thermometer. Please label that mark.

Now, please state how warmly do you feel about other people by placing a

horizontal mark (—) on the thermometer. Please label that mark.



230

A.4 Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale (RSES)

Source: Rosenberg, M. (1965). Society and the adolescent self-image. Prince-

ton, NJ: Princeton University Press.

Figure A.4: Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale (Rosenberg, 1965).

Health-related items (added to the original questionnaire but not included

in the self-esteem score):

11. I try to have a healthy diet.

12. I think I exercise enough every week.

13. I think my health has an impact on my performance at school.

14. I am concerned about my health.

Note: *Reverse keyed.

Answering scale: Strongly Agree (1), Agree (2), Disagree (3), Strongly dis-

agree (4). Response values: Strongly Agree (3), Agree (2), Disagree (1), Strongly

disagree (0).
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A.5 Likert-like scale of self-esteem

Source: Greenwald, A. G., Banaji, M. R., Rudman, L. A., Farnham, S.

D., Nosek, B. A., and Mellott, D. S. (2002). Unified theory of implicit attitudes,

stereotypes, self-esteem, and self-concept. Psychological Review, 109: 325.

Instructions: For each of the following words, please indicate to what extent

the given word is characteristic of you.

Figure A.5: Likert-like scale of self-esteem (Greenwald et al., 2002).
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A.6 Body Dissatisfaction subscale of the Eating

Disorder Inventory (BD-EDI)

Source: Garner, D. M., Olmstead, M. P., and Polivy, J. (1983). Develop-

ment and validation of a multidimensional Eating Disorder Inventory for anorexia

nervosa and bulimia. International Journal of Eating Disorders, 2: 1534.

Instructions: Please read the following statements and indicate how often

you experience each of the following thoughts.

Answering scale: Always, Usually, Often, Sometimes, Rarely, Never. Re-

sponse values: Always (3), Usually (2), Often (1), Sometimes/Rarely/Never (0).

Figure A.6: Body Dissatisfaction subscale of the Eating Disorder Inventory (Gar-
ner, et al., 1983).
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A.7 Body Shape Questionnaire (BSQ)

Source: Cooper, P. J., Taylor, M. J., Cooper, Z. and Fairburn, C. G. (1987).

The development and validation of the Body Shape Questionnaire. International

Journal of Eating Disorders, 6: 485–494.

Instructions: Please read and answer all of the following questions. OVER

THE PAST FOUR WEEKS:

Answering scale: Always (6), Very Often (5), Often (4), Sometimes (3),

Rarely (2), Never (1).

Questions:

1. Has feeling bored made you brood about your shape?

2. Have you been so worried about your shape that you have been feeling that you ought to

diet?

3. Have you thought that your thighs, hips or bottom are too large for the rest of you?

4. Have you been afraid that you might become fat (or fatter)?

5. Have you worried about your flesh not being firm enough?

6. Has feeling full (e.g., after eating a large meal) made you feel fat?

7. Have you felt so bad about your shape that you have cried?

8. Have you avoided running because your flesh might wobble?

9. Has being with thin women made you feel self-conscious about your shape?

10. Have you worried about your thighs spreading out when sitting down?

11. Has eating even a small amount of food made you feel fat?

12. Have you noticed the shape of other women and felt that your own shape compared

unfavourably?

13. Has thinking about your shape interfered with your ability to concentrate (e.g., while

watching television, reading, listening to conversations)?

14. Has being naked, such as when taking a bath, made you feel fat?
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15. Have you avoided wearing clothes which make you particularly aware of the shape of your

body?

16. Have you imagined cutting off fleshy areas of your body?

17. Has eating sweets, cakes, or other high calorie food made you feel fat?

18. Have you not gone out to social occasions (e.g., parties) because you have felt bad about

your shape?

19. Have you felt excessively large and rounded?

20. Have you felt ashamed of your body?

21. Has worry about your shape made you diet?

22. Have you felt happiest about your shape when your stomach has been empty (e.g., in the

morning)?

23. Have you thought that you are the shape you are because you lack self-control?

24. Have you worried about other people seeing rolls of flesh around your waist or stomach?

25. Have you felt that it is not fair that other women are thinner than you?

26. Have you vomited in order to feel thinner?

27. When in company have you worried about taking up too much room (e.g., sitting on a

sofa or a bus seat)?

28. Have you worried about your flesh being dimply?

29. Has seeing your reflection (e.g., in a mirror or shop window) made you feel bad about your

shape?

30. Have you pinched areas of your body to see how much fat there is?

31. Have you avoided situations where people could see your body (e.g., communal changing

rooms or swimming baths)?

32. Have you taken laxatives in order to feel thinner?

33. Have you been particularly self-conscious about your shape when in the company of other

people?

34. Has worry about your shape made you feel you ought to exercise?
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A.8 The Body Esteem Scale (BES)

Source: Franzoi, S. L., and Shields, S. A. (1984). The Body Esteem Scale:

Multidimensional structure and sex differences in a college population. Journal of

Personality Assessment, 48 : 173–178.

Instructions: On this page are listed a number of body parts and functions.

Please read each item and indicate how you feel about this part or function of your

own body using the following scale:

1 - Have strong negative feelings

2 - Have moderate negative feelings

3 - Have no feeling one way or the other

4 - Have moderate positive feelings

5 - Have strong positive feelings
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Table A.2: The Body Esteem Scale - Items and factor loadings.
No. Body part/function Factor loading

Male Female
1. body scent SA
2. appetite PC WC
3. nose PA SA
4. physical stamina PC PC
5. reflexes PC PC
6. lips PA SA
7. muscular strength UBS PC
8. waist PC WC
9. energy level PC PC
10. thighs PC WC
11. ears PA SA
12. biceps UBS PC
13. chin PA SA
14. body build UBS WC
15. physical coordination UBS, PC PC
16. buttocks PA WC
17. agility PC PC
18. width of shoulders UBS
19. arms UBS
20. chest or breasts UBS SA
21. appearance of eyes PA SA
22. cheeks or cheekbones PA SA
23. hips PA WC
24. legs WC
25. figure or physique UBS, PC WC
26. sex drive UBS SA
27. feet PA
28. sex organs PA SA
29. appearance of stomach PC WC
30. health PC PC
31. sex activities SA
32. body hair SA
33. physical condition PC PC
34. face PA SA
35. weight PC WC
Note: PA - Physical Attractiveness, PC - Physical Con-
dition, SA - Sexual Attractiveness, UBS - Upper Body
Strength, WC - Weight Concern
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A.9 Comparison to Models Survey

Source: Strowman, S. R. (1996). The relation between media exposure and

body satisfaction: An examination of moderating variables derived from social com-

parison theory. An unpublished doctoral dissertation. University of Hampshire,

Durham.

Figure A.7: Comparison to Models Survey (Strowman, 1996).
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A.10 Sociocultural Attitudes Towards Appear-

ance Questionnaire (SATAQ)

Source: Cusumano, D. and Thompson, J. (1997). Body image and body

shape ideals in magazines: Exposure, awareness, and internalization. Sex Roles,

37:701721.

Instructions: Please read each of the following items and indicate an answer

that best reflect your agreement with the statement.

Answering scale: 1 (completely disagree) - 5 (completely agree).

Questions:

1. I would like my body to look like the women (men) who appear in TV shows and movies.

2. I believe that clothes look better on women (men) that are in good physical shape.

3. Music videos that show women (men) who are in good physical shape make me wish that

I were in better physical shape.

4. I do not wish to look like the female (male) models who appear in magazines.*

5. I tend to compare my body to TV and movie stars.

6. In our society, fat people are regarded as attractive.

7. Photographs of physically fit women (men) make me wish that I had a better muscle tone.

8. Attractiveness is very important if you want to get ahead in our culture.

9. It’s important for people to look attractive if they want to succeed in today’s culture.

10. Most people believe that a toned and physically fit body improves how you look.

11. People think that the more attractive you are, the better you look in clothes.

12. In today’s society, it’s not important to always look attractive.*

13. I wish I looked like the women (men) pictured in magazines who model underwear.

14. I often read magazines and compare my appearance to the female (male) models.

15. People with well-proportioned bodies look better in clothes.
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16. A physically fit woman (man) is admired for her (his) looks more than someone who is

not fit and toned.

17. How I look does not affect my mood in social situations.*

18. People find individuals who are in shape more attractive than individuals who are not in

shape.

19. In our culture, someone with a well-built body has a better chance of obtaining success.

20. I often find myself comparing my physique to that of athletes pictured in magazines.

21. I do not compare my appearance to people I consider very attractive.*

*Reverse keyed.

Awareness Scale: items 6, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12, 15, 16, 18, 19.

Internalization Scale: items 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 7, 13, 14, 17, 20, 21.
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A.11 Ten-Item Personality Inventory (TIPI)

Source: Gosling, S. D., Rentfrom, P. J., and W. B. Swann, J. (2003). A

very brief measure of the Big-Five personality domains. Journal of Research in

Personality, 37 : 504 528.

Figure A.8: Ten-Item Personality Inventory (Gosling, et al., 2003).
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A.12 MacArthur Scale of Subjective Social Sta-

tus

Source: Goodman, E., Adler, N. E., Kawachi, I., Frazier, L. A., Huang, B.,

Colditz, G. A. (2001). Adolescents’ perceptions of social status: Development and

Evaluation of a New Indicator. Pedriatrics, 108, 1-8.

Figure A.9: SES ladder (Retrieved from http://www.macses.ucsf.edu/).
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Figure A.10: Community ladder (Retrieved from http://www.macses.ucsf.edu/).



Appendix B

Screenshots of advertisements

used in priming

B.1 TV ads portraying thin and attractive women

Below you can find screenshots of all advertisements portraying thin and

attractive women that were used in priming tasks in experiments described above.

All of the following ads were used in studies described in Chapters 3 and 4, and

their subset in studies described in Chapters 7 and 8.

Note. Models in advertisements portraying men or women (excluding car

ads) were rated by male and female participants (17 ≤ n ≤ 21) on three charac-

teristics - thinness, attractiveness, and strength - using a 7-point Likert-type scale.

Higher scores are indicating a thinner, more attractive, and stronger evaluation

of female or male models. Mean ratings for these three model characteristics are

presented for each advertisement below.
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Figure B.1: Sensi by Giorgio Ar-
mani (fragrance). Average attrac-
tiveness rating 5.53, thinness 5.88,
strength 3.94.

Figure B.2: Le Rouge by Chanel
(lipstick). Average attractiveness
rating 6.06, thinness 5.76, strength
4.41.

Figure B.3: Xenergy (energy
drink). Average attractiveness rating
6.00, thinness 5.24, strength 5.06.

Figure B.4: Shalimar by Guerlain
(fragrance). Average attractiveness
rating 5.67, thinness 6.05, strength
3.62.
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Figure B.5: Guess (clothing). Av-
erage attractiveness rating 5.95, thin-
ness 6.47, strength 3.95.

Figure B.6: J’adore by Dior (fra-
grance). Average attractiveness rat-
ing 5.67, thinness 5.71, strength 4.24.

Figure B.7: Old Navy (beachwear).
Average attractiveness rating 6.10,
thinness 6.29, strength 4.62.

Figure B.8: Dreaming by Tommy
Hilfiger (fragrance). Average attrac-
tiveness rating 6.71, thinness 6.48,
strength 4.29.
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Figure B.9: Versace by Versace
(fragrance). Average attractiveness
rating 6.24, thinness 6.43, strength
4.00.

Figure B.10: Woman by Versace
(fragrance). Average attractiveness
rating 5.75, thinness 6.50, strength
2.65.

Figure B.11: Body Bare by Vic-
toria’s Secret (underwear). Average
attractiveness rating 5.85, thinness
5.85, strength 3.65.

Figure B.12: Dream Angels Heav-
enly by Victoria’s Secret (fragrance).
Average attractiveness rating 6.55,
thinness 6.25, strength 3.90.
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Figure B.13: Victoria’s Secret (un-
derwear). Average attractiveness
rating 6.53, thinness 6.26, strength
4.37.

Figure B.14: Pushup by Victoria’s
Secret (underwear). Average attrac-
tiveness rating 6.38, thinness 5.90,
strength 4.33.

Figure B.15: Victoria’s Secret (un-
derwear). Average attractiveness
rating 6.53, thinness 6.74, strength
4.26.

Figure B.16: Victoria’s Secret (un-
derwear). Average attractiveness
rating 6.47, thinness 6.42, strength
4.58.
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B.2 TV ads portraying muscular and attractive

men

Screenshots of all advertisements portraying muscular and attractive men,

used in priming tasks, are presented below. All of the following ads were used in

study described in Chapter 4.

Figure B.17: Acqua di Gio by Gior-
gio Armani (fragrance). Average
attractiveness rating 5.88, thinness
4.65, strength 6.41.

Figure B.18: Aussiebum (beach-
wear). Average attractiveness rating
5.24, thinness 4.76, strength 6.18.

Figure B.19: Aussiebum (under-
wear). Average attractiveness rating
4.71, thinness 4.88, strength 6.12.

Figure B.20: Aussiebum (under-
wear). Average attractiveness rating
4.48, thinness 4.24, strength 6.43.
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Figure B.21: Aussiebum (beach-
wear). Average attractiveness rating
6.05, thinness 4.95, strength 6.62.

Figure B.22: Pure by Hugo Boss
(fragrance). Average attractiveness
rating 6.14, thinness 4.86, strength
6.00.

Figure B.23: Number six by Hugo
Boss (fragrance). Average attrac-
tiveness rating 5.76, thinness 4.90,
strength 5.24.

Figure B.24: Man by Calvin Klein
(fragrance). Average attractiveness
rating 6.10, thinness 5.29, strength
6.38.
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Figure B.25: Pour Homme II by
Gucci (fragrance). Average attrac-
tiveness rating 5.70, thinness 5.20,
strength 4.80.

Figure B.26: The One by Dolce
& Gabbana (fragrance). Average
attractiveness rating 5.95, thinness
5.29, strength 5.95.

Figure B.27: Nike Pro by Nike
(sportswear). Average attractiveness
rating 6.15, thinness 4.45, strength
6.25.

Figure B.28: Old Spice (body
wash). Average attractiveness rating
4.74, thinness 5.05, strength 6.05.
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Figure B.29: Red Zone by Old
Spice (deodorant). Average attrac-
tiveness rating 4.74, thinness 4.16,
strength 5.05.

Figure B.30: Pepsi by Pepsi (soft
drink). Average attractiveness rating
5.68, thinness 4.95, strength 5.47.

Figure B.31: Speedo (sportswear).
Average attractiveness rating 5.50,
thinness 5.00, strength 6.00.

Figure B.32: Undergear (beach-
wear). Average attractiveness rating
5.40, thinness 4.50, strength 6.50.
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B.3 TV ads portraying cars

All of the following car advertisements were used in study described in

Chapter 3, and their subset in studies described in Chapters 7 and 8. These ads

served as a control condition in the above studies as they presented no human

models.

Figure B.33: Alfa Romeo Spider. Figure B.34: Audi.

Figure B.35: Audi TT. Figure B.36: BMW (1).
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Figure B.37: BMW (2). Figure B.38: BMW (3).

Figure B.39: Citroen C4. Figure B.40: Honda Spada.

Figure B.41: Honda Element. Figure B.42: Mazda 3.
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Figure B.43: Renault Megane. Figure B.44: Nissan Qashqai.

Figure B.45: Peugeot 308. Figure B.46: Mitsubishi Eclipse
Spyder.

Figure B.47: Toyota Yaris (sedan). Figure B.48: Toyota Yaris.
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