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This study examines whether the level of exposure to mass media is related to self-esteem,
body image, and eating disorder tendencies in a nonexperimental setting based on Festinger’s
social comparison theory. A convenience sample of 114 female college students participated
in this study. Significant positive relationships between exposure to fashion or beauty maga-
zines and (a) overall appearance dissatisfaction and (b) eating disorder tendencies were found.
No relationship resulted from television exposure. In addition, risk of eating disorder tenden-
cies was associated with (a) low self-esteem, (b) body dissatisfaction, and (c) overall appear-
ance dissatisfaction.
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Body image is the mental image we hold
of our bodies (A. Fallon, 1990); it

encompasses both how we see ourselves (per-
ceptual) and how we feel about what we see
(affective). The topic of body image appears
in research literature in a variety of fields such
as communication (Botta, 1999; Harrison,
2000), psychology (Cash & Szymanski,
1995; Cusumano & Thompson, 1997; Grylli,
Hafferl-Gattermayer, Wagner, Schober, &
Karwautz, 2005; Hargreaves & Tiggemann,
2003), and textiles and clothing (Jung,
Lennon, & Rudd, 2001; Rudd & Lennon,
2001). An array of measures has been devel-
oped to assess body image; for example, J. K.
Thompson, Penner, and Altabe (1990) high-
lighted 38 instruments to assess body image.
In addition, many scholarly books (e.g.,
Cash & Pruzinsky, 1990, 2002; P. Fallon,
Katzman, & Wooley, 1994; Freedman, 1986,
1988; J. K. Thompson, Heinberg, Altabe, &

Tantleff-Dunn, 1999) have been written on
the topic, attesting to its importance.

Body image develops partly as a function
of culture in response to cultural aesthetic
ideals (Rudd & Lennon, 2001). For example,
in Westernized societies such as the United
States, people tend to perceive thinness and
attractiveness as desirable physical traits for
women (Silverstein, Perdue, Peterson, &
Kelly, 1986). These perceptions are rein-
forced via evaluations by and comparisons to
others, such as family members, peers, class-
mates, and media images (J. K. Thompson &
Stice, 2001). Such comparisons are often
unconscious. The process of comparison with
others is explained by social comparison the-
ory (Festinger, 1954). The theory is based on
the idea that people compare their own opin-
ions and abilities to those of others and that
the comparison affects self-evaluation (Lee,
1998). For example, comparison to idealized
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images in mass media is instrumental in cre-
ating and reinforcing a preoccupation with
physical attractiveness (Groesz, Levine, &
Murnen, 2002; Mills, Polivy, Herman, &
Tiggemann, 2002).

The current standard of attractiveness for
women portrayed in the media is slimmer
than it has been in the past to the point
of being unattainable by most women
(Hausenblas, Janelle, Gardner, & Hagan,
2002). Unattainable media images influence
women’s satisfaction with their bodies (J. K.
Thompson & Stice, 2001) because women
compare their bodies with these images
(Kenrick & Gutierres, 1980). Such compar-
isons may cause depression, anger, body
image disturbance (Heinberg & Thompson,
1995), and low self-esteem (Martin &
Kennedy, 1993). As concerns about body
image and eating disorder behaviors among
young women have increased in recent years,
researchers have begun to examine the thin-
ner standard of beauty portrayed in the media
as an influential factor (e.g., Fraze, 2000).
The effects of thin images portrayed in media
have been investigated in experimental set-
tings. This study extends those results by
focusing on investigating relationships among
two types of self-reported media exposure
and self-esteem, body image, and eating dis-
order tendencies in a nonexperimental setting.
The purpose of this research is, first, to exam-
ine relationships of media exposure to (a)
self-esteem, (b) body image, and (c) eating
disorder tendencies based on Festinger’s
(1954) social comparison theory and, second,
to determine whether both exposure to tele-
vised images and to magazine images are
similarly related to self-esteem, body image,
and eating disorder tendencies.

Review of Literature

Idealized Images in Mass Media
People are exposed to innumerable mass

media images in the form of billboards,

television, and magazines. Although not all
advertising images are idealized and some
advertising shows relatively ordinary people
in everyday situations, most advertising pre-
sents an unrealistic or idealized picture of
people and their lives (Richins, 1995). The
level of beauty and physical attractiveness
presented in media images is characteristic of
an extremely small segment of the popula-
tion. Furthermore, the use of technology and
special effects allows for images to be yet
more perfect and idealized than real life.
These unrealistic and idealized images play a
significant role in facilitating self-compar-
isons among women, resulting in an upward
shift of individuals’ personal image expec-
tations (Blowers, Loxton, Grady-Flesser,
Occhipinti, & Dawe, 2003). In this way,
images in the media are problematic for
women, especially adolescent and preadoles-
cent women. Viewing thin and beautiful
models in advertisements creates self-doubt
and dissatisfaction among many young
women concerning their bodies and faces
and can undermine their self-confidence. As
a result, they may indulge in unhealthy eating
practices that are associated with eating dis-
orders or turn to invasive procedures such as
plastic surgery (Freedman, 1984).

Supporting this idea, the topic of how
media exposure negatively affects perceptions
of body image and physical attractiveness is
prominent in research examining the impact
of exposure to attractive models on evalua-
tions of self and others’ attractiveness (Groesz
et al., 2002). For example, one experiment
compared the effects of appearance-related
television commercials and non–appearance-
related television commercials on body dis-
satisfaction among young adolescent girls
(Hargreaves & Tiggemann, 2003). Those
exposed to appearance-related commercials
became more dissatisfied with their own
appearance than those who were exposed
to non–appearance-related commercials.
Furthermore, Blowers et al. (2003) reported

4 Clothing and Textiles Research Journal

 at University of Birmingham on March 9, 2009 http://ctr.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://ctr.sagepub.com


that perceived media pressure to be thin was
the only significant influence (among family,
peers, and media) related to body dissatisfac-
tion via internalization of the thin ideal.

Self-Esteem

One variable sometimes affected by expo-
sure to media images is self-esteem (Martin
& Kennedy, 1993). Self-esteem is a critical
psychological factor that is closely related to
mental and/or physical health and social
behaviors (Mann, Hosman, Schaalma, & de
Vries, 2004). Rosenberg (1965) defined self-
esteem as “a favorable or unfavorable atti-
tude toward the self” (p. 15). Coopersmith
(1967) defined self-esteem as either positive
or negative self-assessment.

High self-esteem is related to better
health, positive social behavior, success, and
satisfaction, whereas low self-esteem is asso-
ciated with risky health behaviors and social
problems such as depression, anxiety, eating
disorders, and suicidal tendencies (Mann
et al., 2004). One of a broad range of critical
factors that determine self-esteem is physical
attractiveness, an attribute considered partic-
ularly important by adolescents. High self-
esteem is shown in numerous research studies
to protect against body dissatisfaction (e.g.,
Tiggemann & Williamson, 2000) and eat-
ing disorders (e.g., Geller, Zaitsoff, &
Srikameswaran, 2002). For example, Frost
and McKelvie (2004) found a significant
relationship between self-esteem and body-
cathexis (a measure of body satisfaction) for
children, adolescents, and adults. In addition,
as compared to women who were satisfied
with their body size and shape, female
college students who were dissatisfied had
lower self-esteem and more eating disorder
symptoms (Geller et al., 2002). Therefore, it
is reasonable to expect that exposure to thin-
ideal images portrayed in mass media will be
associated with negative body attitudes (such

as poor body image) and low self-esteem.
Accordingly, based on the assumption that
higher exposure to mass media leads to
greater exposure to idealized images, the first
hypothesis was developed:

Hypothesis 1: Among female college stu-
dents, higher levels of exposure to media
(television and fashion or beauty maga-
zines) will be associated with lower lev-
els of self-esteem.

Hypothesis 1a: Higher levels of television expo-
sure will be associated with lower levels of
self-esteem.

Hypothesis 1b: Higher levels of fashion or
beauty magazine exposure will be asso-
ciated with lower levels of self-esteem.

Body Image

Body image is not only the way that people
perceive themselves but also how they feel
about those perceptions (A. Fallon, 1990).
Cash and Pruzinsky (1990) described body
image as a complex construct encompassing
one’s cognitions, emotions, and actions
regarding one’s body. Body image has been
measured in many different ways; one of the
simplest ways is assessing the extent to which
people are (dis)satisfied with their bodies.
Another similar measure taps overall appear-
ance (dis)satisfaction. A highly comprehensive
measure is the Multidimensional Body-Self
Relations Questionnaire (Brown, Cash, &
Mikulka, 1990; Cash, Winstead, & Janda,
1986), consisting of several subscales that tap
aspects of body image.

Researchers have found strong rela-
tionships between body dissatisfaction and
(a) depression (Keel, Mitchell, Davis, &
Crow, 2001), (b) mood (Tiggemann &
McGill, 2004), and (c) eating disorder symp-
tomatology (Harrison, 2000; Stice & Shaw,
1994). According to Stice and Whitenton
(2002), almost 25% of adolescent girls have
clinical levels of body dissatisfaction, mainly
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caused by social pressure emanating from
family, friends, and media. Stice and Shaw
observed that college women who were
exposed to attractive images from magazines
became less confident, more depressed, more
ashamed, and more dissatisfied with their
bodies than those who were not exposed to
the images. Therefore, college women who
are frequently exposed to media images may
be less satisfied with their bodies and physical
appearance. Based on these arguments, the
second testable hypothesis is offered:

Hypothesis 2: Among female college students,
higher levels of exposure to media (televi-
sion and fashion or beauty magazines)
will be associated with body image.

Hypothesis 2a: Higher levels of television
exposure will be associated with higher
levels of body dissatisfaction.

Hypothesis 2b: Higher levels of television expo-
sure will be associated with higher levels of
overall appearance dissatisfaction.

Hypothesis 2c: Higher levels of television
exposure will be associated with lower
levels of appearance evaluation.

Hypothesis 2d: Higher levels of fashion or
beauty magazine exposure will be asso-
ciated with higher levels of body dissat-
isfaction.

Hypothesis 2e: Higher levels of fashion or
beauty magazine exposure will be asso-
ciated with higher levels of overall
appearance dissatisfaction.

Hypothesis 2f: Higher levels of fashion or
beauty magazine exposure will be asso-
ciated with lower levels of appearance
evaluation.

Eating Disorders

The number of research studies focusing
on disordered eating behaviors and eating-
related pathologies has increased dramati-
cally partly because of the emphasis on
thinness in Westernized societies (e.g., Grylli
et al., 2005; J. K. Thompson & Stice, 2001).

Two types of eating disorders recognized
by the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual
of Mental Disorders (4th ed., text revi-
sion) (DSM-IV-TR; American Psychiatric
Association, 2000) are bulimia nervosa and
anorexia nervosa. Bulimia nervosa refers
to “recurrent inappropriate compensatory
behavior in order to prevent weight gain,
such as self-induced vomiting, misuse of
laxatives, or excessive exercise” (p. 588),
whereas anorexia nervosa is defined as “a
refusal to maintain body weight over a min-
imal normal weight for age and height”
(p. 589). Figures for bulimia nervosa and
anorexia nervosa among adolescent and col-
lege women range from 1.0% to 2.5% and
0.2% to 0.7%, respectively (Karwautz &
Treasure, 2000). The diagnostic criteria
for bulimia nervosa and anorexia nervosa,
according to the DSM-IV-TR, include an
intense anxiety about gaining weight and
becoming fat and a disturbance of body
image. Both disorders are associated with
widespread psychopathology that eventually
disrupts normal activities at school or work.
Among young women, various eating-related
problems such as use of laxatives or
diuretics, strict eating restraints, and binge
eating are associated with body dissatis-
faction (Kiemle, Slade, & Dewey, 1987;
Klingenspor, 2002). Furthermore, other
research shows that body dissatisfaction is a
better predictor of eating disorder behaviors
in adolescent women than depression or
social anxiety (Gross & Rosen, 1988).
Because exposure to thin-idealized images
is considered a crucial factor that exacer-
bates disordered eating behaviors, the third
hypothesis was developed:

Hypothesis 3: Among female college stu-
dents, higher levels of exposure to media
(television and fashion or beauty maga-
zines) will be associated with higher risk
of eating disorder tendencies.
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Hypothesis 3a: Higher levels of television
exposure will be associated with higher
risk of eating disorder tendencies.

Hypothesis 3b: Higher levels of fashion or
beauty magazines exposure will be asso-
ciated with higher risk of eating disorder
tendencies.

Body Image, Self-Esteem, and Eating
Disorders

Studies show that most women are likely
to perceive themselves as overweight regard-
less of their actual weight and are more likely
to be dissatisfied with their bodies because of
distorted perceptions of body size (Birtchnell,
Dolan, & Lacey, 1987). Body size overesti-
mation and body dissatisfaction among
women are the best predictors of low self-
esteem (Cooper & Taylor, 1988) and eat-
ing disturbances (Cash & Pruzinsky, 1990).
Adolescent women who are more anxious
about their physiques are more likely to pre-
fer a smaller body size and weight and have
a high risk of developing eating disorder
behaviors (A. M. Thompson & Chad, 2002).

Studies directly examine the relation-
ships between disordered eating behaviors
and body image, including satisfaction
with body weight and size (e.g., Geller et
al., 2002). In essence, people who have eat-
ing disorders tend to perceive themselves as
unrealistically big or fat and rely on their
own perceptions and feelings no matter
what feedback they receive about their bod-
ies from others (Rosen, 1990). In addition,
they feel that other people evaluate them
mainly on their appearance; thus, being thin
may be a very important aspect of their self-
image. Accordingly, the following hypothe-
ses were formulated:

Hypothesis 4: Among female college students,
there will be a relationship between self-
esteem and body image.

Hypothesis 4a: Lower levels of self-esteem
will be associated with higher levels of
body dissatisfaction.

Hypothesis 4b: Lower levels of self-esteem
will be associated with higher levels of
overall appearance dissatisfaction.

Hypothesis 4c: Lower levels of self-esteem
will be associated with lower levels of
appearance evaluation.

Hypothesis 5: Among female college stu-
dents, lower levels of self-esteem will be
associated with higher risk of eating dis-
order tendencies.

Hypothesis 6: Among female college stu-
dents, there will be a relationship
between body image and risk of eating
disorder tendencies.

Hypothesis 6a: Higher levels of body dissat-
isfaction will be associated with greater
risk of eating disorder tendencies.

Hypothesis 6b: Higher levels of appearance
dissatisfaction will be associated with
greater risk of eating disorder tendencies.

Hypothesis 6c: Lower levels of appearance
evaluation will be associated with greater
risk of eating disorder tendencies.

Theoretical Framework

Festinger’s (1954) social comparison
theory was used as the theoretical frame-
work for this study to address how female
college students perceive their self-esteem,
body image, and eating disorder tendencies
associated with the degree of media expo-
sure. The theory of social comparison is
based on the notion that how individuals
compare themselves to others affects their
self-evaluation (Lee, 1998). People engage
in a relatively continuous self-evaluative
process to determine whether they are nor-
mal. They reflect on their characteristics,
strengths, and capabilities to develop a con-
sistent and orderly impression of self and
then use this self-examination process to

Kim, Lennon / Exposure to Mass Media 7

 at University of Birmingham on March 9, 2009 http://ctr.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://ctr.sagepub.com


facilitate self-understanding and consis-
tent, effective behaviors (J. K. Thompson et
al., 1999). However, objective sources of
comparison are not always available for
self-evaluation, and people examine others
as sources of comparison. The process of
self-evaluation in comparison with others
in the social environment is the basis for
Festinger’s social comparison theory (J. K.
Thompson et al., 1999).

Although originally developed to apply to
opinion and ability evaluation, social com-
parison theory has been applied to studies
of the effect of social comparison on self-
esteem (e.g., Richins, 1991) and physical
appearance (e.g., Heinberg & Thompson,
1992; Lennon & Rudd, 1994). Previous
research indicates that upward comparisons,
comparisons with others who are superior to
oneself on the attribute of interest, are often
associated with an increase in emotional dis-
tress and decrease in self-esteem (Major,
Testa, & Bylsma, 1991). On the other hand,
downward comparison may serve as a mech-
anism of self-enhancement because one may
feel better about one’s own standing by com-
paring oneself with someone who is inferior
on an attribute of interest (Wood, 1989).

According to Botta (1999), people often
automatically compare themselves to others
without conscious thought. Because women’s
images in mass media are extremely thin or
slim, automatic social comparisons with
these images make women vulnerable to
negative feelings (Goethals, 1986). Tiggemann
and McGill (2004) showed that women
exposed to images of thin-idealized female
beauty experienced increased negative moods
and body dissatisfaction, and these effects
were mediated by the amount of social com-
parison. In a similar vein, Richins (1991)
found that the more women perceived a
deficit between idealized advertising images
of female models and their own appearance,
the more dissatisfied they were with their
bodies.

Exposure to idealized images is thought to
alter comparison standards of the self, result-
ing in lower satisfaction (Richins, 1991).
According to Botta (1999), this comparison
to images and subsequent body dissatisfac-
tion increases the possibility of disordered
eating behaviors. Therefore, in this study,
social comparison theory is used as a frame-
work to explain the manner in which people
compare their bodies to mass media images
and how this comparison relates to self-
esteem, body image, and eating disorder
behaviors. Based on the literature review and
conceptual framework, hypothesized models
of the relationships among exposure to media
(i.e., television and magazines), body image,
self-esteem, and eating disorder tendencies
were developed (see Figure 1).

Method

Participants

The research volunteers were women
recruited from an undergraduate textiles and
clothing class at a major midwestern univer-
sity. The course fulfilled a university general
education requirement. This study targeted
female college students because (a) physical
attractiveness is especially important to them
(Freedman, 1984), (b) thin and beautiful ide-
alized images in media play a significant role
in influencing self-confidence, and (c) these
types of images have been associated with
eating-related problems (Harrison, 2001; J. K.
Thompson & Stice, 2001).

Pretest

The questionnaires were pretested by six
graduate and undergraduate students from
the same participant pool as those in the
main study but who were not included in the
main study. The pretest was administered to
detect any unclear or misunderstood items
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in the questionnaires and to identify any
potentially inappropriate questions. Items
were found to be clear and understandable.

Instruments

The principal independent variables in this
study were exposure to media (i.e., television
and fashion or beauty magazines). Self-esteem
and body image (i.e., body dissatisfaction,
overall appearance dissatisfaction, and appear-
ance evaluation) were used both as indepen-
dent variables and dependent variables. Eating
disorder tendencies was used as a dependent
variable.

Cash and Pruzinsky (2002) defined media
exposure as the frequency of magazine read-
ing and hours spent watching television. Using
this definition, exposure to television pro-
grams was assessed using three 5-point items
(1 = never, 5 = very often) (“How often have
you watched television in the last 3 months?”
“How often do you typically watch daytime
television?” and “How often do you typically
watch television at night?”). Responses to the

three television exposure items were summed
and mean scores were calculated for data
analyses. Higher scores indicate greater expo-
sure to television. Measurement of exposure to
fashion or beauty magazines was also based
on Cash and Pruzinsky’s definition. Two 5-
point items (1 = never, 5 = very often) were
used to assess exposure to fashion or beauty
magazines (“How often have you read fashion
or beauty magazines in the last 3 months?”
and “How often do you purchase fashion or
beauty magazines?”). Responses to the two
magazine exposure items were summed and
mean scores were calculated and entered into
data analyses. Higher scores indicate greater
exposure to fashion or beauty magazines.

To assess specific information concern-
ing media habits, the names of television
programs frequently viewed and magazines
frequently read were assessed via two open-
ended items. Respondents were asked to “list
television programs that you have frequently
watched in the last three months” and to
“list names of magazines that you have fre-
quently read in the last three months.” The
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open-ended responses were used to identify
which television programs and which maga-
zines were the most popular among the par-
ticipants to get some sense of (a) the extent
to which frequently watched television pro-
grams were characterized by images portray-
ing thinness and attractiveness and (b) the
extent to which the frequently read magazines
contained idealized images of thinness and
attractiveness.

Demographic information. Participants
provided demographic information. Age,
height, and weight were assessed using open-
ended formats, and ethnic background was
measured using closed-ended response
categories.

Self-esteem. Rosenberg’s (1965) 10-item
Self-Esteem Scale was used to measure self-
esteem. An example item is “On the whole, I
am satisfied with myself.” Items employed a
5-point Likert-type format with endpoints
ranging from 1 = strongly agree to 5 =
strongly disagree. Five of the self-esteem
items were reverse scored and then summed
and averaged for an overall measure of self-
esteem; higher scores indicate a more favor-
able attitude toward the self. Rosenberg
reported test-retest reliabilities ranging from
.82 to .88, and Demo (1985) reported that the
scale was a valid measure of self-worth.
Previous studies find the scale to have a
reproducibility coefficient of .92 (Robinson
& Shaver, 1973) and a scalability of .72
(Kernaleguen & Conrad, 1981). Rosenberg’s
measure is the most widely used measure of
self-esteem and has good reliability and
validity across a wide range of samples
(Alfonso, 1995). Also, the measure has been
used in other research on body image (e.g.,
Jung et al., 2001; Lennon & Rudd, 1994).

Body dissatisfaction and overall appear-
ance dissatisfaction. The Visual Analogue

Scales developed by Heinberg and Thompson
(1992) were used in this research to measure
two aspects of body image: body dissatisfac-
tion and overall appearance dissatisfaction.
The Visual Analogue Scales were developed
to measure a state component of body dissat-
isfaction and has been used in other body
image research (e.g., Heinberg & Thompson,
1995; Jung et al., 2001). Participants indicate
their level of dissatisfaction with body and
overall appearance by marking on a 100 mm
line anchored by no and extreme. Thus, the
measures are 101-point scales with higher
scores indicating more dissatisfaction. Jung
et al. (2001) reported high reliability (α =
.82) for the measures, and Heinberg and
Thompson (1995) reported adequate conver-
gent validity for the Visual Analogue Scales.

Appearance evaluation. The Appearance
Evaluation subscale of the Multidimensional
Body-Self Relations Questionnaire was
used to measure other aspects of body image.
The questionnaire provides an attitudinal
assessment of body image and weight-
related variables and was developed based
on national body image survey data (Cash
et al., 1986). The Appearance Evaluation
subscale is one of the most widely used
assessments of the subjective aspect of body
image (Brown et al., 1990; Feingold &
Mazzella, 1996). The subscale consists of
seven items and has a 5-point Likert-type
format with endpoints ranging from 1 =
strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree. An
example item is “I like my looks just the
way they are.” The seven items are summed
for an appearance evaluation score; higher
scores indicate a more positive self-appraisal
of appearance. The scale has an internal
consistency of .88 and stability of .91 (Cash
& Szymanski, 1995).

Eating disorder tendencies. Garner and
Garfinkel’s (1979) Eating Attitude Test
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(EAT) was used to measure eating disorder
tendencies. The EAT is one of the most
widely used self-report instruments that
assesses eating disorder tendencies (Mintz
& O’Halloran, 2000). The EAT was origi-
nally developed to screen for anorexia ner-
vosa and has proven to be a reliable and
valid objective measure of the symptoms of
anorexia nervosa (Button & Whitehouse,
1981; Raciti & Norcross, 1987). The EAT
has been found to be an accurate measure of
bulimia and other abnormal eating disorder
tendencies as well (Koslowsky et al., 1992;
Patton, Johnsone-Sabine, Wood, Mann, &
Wakeling, 1990). Mintz and O’Halloran
(2000) found that the EAT has a 90% accu-
racy rate in screening people for eating dis-
orders. In a similar manner, Button and
Whitehouse (1981) administered the EAT to
a large sample of college students and
reported that the instrument was useful in
identifying eating disorders in nonclinical
samples. The EAT has been used in studies
of body image (Garner, Garfinkel, Stancer,
& Moldofsky, 1976), body size (Garner &
Garfinkel, 1981), and locus of control
(Hood, Moore, & Garner, 1982). The EAT
scale consists of 40 items that use a 5-point
Likert-type format (1 = very often and 5 =
never). An example item from the EAT scale
is “I feel extremely guilty after eating.” Item
scores on the EAT scale were reverse scored
and then summed and averaged for a mea-
sure of eating disorder tendencies; higher
scores indicate higher levels of eating disor-
der tendencies or more risk of developing
eating disorders. Garner, Olmsted, Bohr,
and Garfinkel (1982) reported the intercor-
relations among EAT variables as .98,
which indicates good reliability.

Procedure

A questionnaire packet was distributed
during class time and returned within the

week. Each packet consisted of an informed
consent form, a cover letter, a demographic
data collection sheet, items measuring
media exposure (television programs and
magazines), a self-esteem scale, body image
scales (i.e., body dissatisfaction, overall
appearance dissatisfaction, and appearance
evaluation), and a measure of eating disor-
der tendencies. The importance of participa-
tion and the purpose and significance of the
research were clearly explained in the cover
letter. All participants signed a consent
form, which briefly detailed the purpose of
the survey.

Results

Preliminary Analysis

Sample. Participants were 114 women
between the ages of 18 and 27 (M = 21.5,
SD = 1.83). The sample was primarily
Caucasian (79.5%), with smaller represen-
tations from other ethnic groups: about 10%
each for Asian and African American. The
self-reported heights of respondents ranged
from 4 ft 11 in to 5 ft 9 in, with an average
of 5 ft 4 in. The range of self-reported
weights was 94 lb to 195 lb, with an aver-
age of 128 lb. Based on these values, body
mass index was calculated as the ratio of
weight to height squared (kg/m2) for each
participant. According to the body mass
index charts, lower than 20 is categorized as
underweight, from 20 to 25 is categorized as
normal weight (Garrow, 1986), and higher
than 25 is categorized as overweight (Bray,
1986). Body mass index for the respondents
ranged from 16.04 to 28.16 (M = 21.52).
Nearly 45% of respondents were catego-
rized normal, about 40% were categorized
underweight, and 14% were categorized
overweight. Therefore, a majority were in
the normal and underweight ranges.
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Reliabilities. All reliabilities were assessed
using Cronbach’s alpha. Reliability for the
measure of exposure to television was α =
.83 and for the measure of exposure to
fashion or beauty magazines was α = .91.
Reliability for the Self-Esteem Scale was
α = .84; reliability for the Appearance
Evaluation subscale was α = .86; and relia-
bility for the EAT was α = .92.

Frequently watched television programs.
To explore the extent to which respondents
were exposed to television programming
containing thin-idealized images of women,
respondents were asked to list the programs
they watched. Respondents provided names
of television programs (range = 2 to 7) they
had watched frequently during the past 3
months. Frequencies were calculated for
the programs named. Of the respondents,
50% named Friends as the most frequently
watched program, 35% named Will &
Grace, 26% named American Idol, and 23%
named The Bachelor. Between 10% and
15% of the respondents frequently watched
Real World, Trading Spaces, Law & Order,
ER, Seinfeld, or CSI (see Table 1). In a study
by Harrison (2001), respondents rated tele-
vision program characters’ body sizes using
a 7-point rating scale (1 = conspicuously
fat and 7 = conspicuously thin). That study
finds extremely thin images of women on
Friends and moderately thin images of
women portrayed on Seinfeld and ER. Thus,
at least 50% of the respondents (those who
watched Friends) were exposed to extremely
idealized images in television programming.

Frequently read magazines. To access
information about media habits, the respon-
dents were asked to indicate names of mag-
azines that they most frequently read (range
= 8 to 0; see Table 1). Except for Us Weekly
and People, the magazines most frequently
read by participants were fashion and beauty
magazines (see Table 1). The percentage of

participant readership for each magazine
was determined. More than 10% of the
respondents read 5 or more of the 10 most
frequently read magazines, and 41% of
respondents read 3 or more of the 10 most
frequently read magazines (see Table 2).

Testing of Hypotheses

Hypotheses 1, 2, and 3. A series of multiple
regression analyses were used to determine
relationships between exposure to media (i.e.,
television and fashion or beauty magazines)
and five dependent variables (i.e., self-esteem,
body dissatisfaction, overall appearance dis-
satisfaction, appearance evaluation, and eating
disorder tendencies). Exposure to television
and to fashion or beauty magazines were used
as independent variables respectively associ-
ated with each dependent variable. Results of
the analyses revealed that only exposure to
fashion or beauty magazines was significantly
related to overall appearance dissatisfaction,
F(1, 112) = 5.6, p < .05, β = .22, and eating
disorder tendencies, F(1, 112) = 7.2, p < .05, β
= .25, and no relationship was found resulting
from television exposure. Exposure to fashion
or beauty magazines explained 5% of the vari-
ance in overall appearance dissatisfaction, and
exposure to fashion or beauty magazines
accounted for 6% of the variance in eating dis-
order tendencies. Thus, these female college
students who were exposed to more fashion or
beauty magazines were more dissatisfied with
their overall appearance and exhibited a higher
risk of eating disorder tendencies. Neither
body dissatisfaction nor appearance evalua-
tion was related to either type of media expo-
sure. Therefore, only Hypotheses 2e and 3b
were supported by this analysis.

Hypotheses 4a, 4b, and 4c. Stepwise
multiple regression analysis was used to
examine the relationship between body image
measures and self-esteem among female col-
lege students. Self-esteem scores were used

12 Clothing and Textiles Research Journal

 at University of Birmingham on March 9, 2009 http://ctr.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://ctr.sagepub.com


as the dependent variable and scores on body
dissatisfaction, overall appearance dissatis-
faction, and appearance evaluation were
used as independent variables. Results of the
analysis revealed that scores on overall
appearance dissatisfaction (β = –.23, t =
–2.27, p < . 05) and appearance evaluation
(β = .49, t = 4.30, p < .001 ) were signifi-
cantly related to self-esteem, with F(2, 112) =
30.84, p < .001. The two independent vari-
ables explained 36% of the variance in self-
esteem. No relationship between self-esteem
and body dissatisfaction was found. This
means that these female college students who
were dissatisfied with their overall appear-
ance and negatively evaluated their appear-
ance exhibited lower levels of self-esteem.

Therefore, Hypotheses 4b and 4c were
supported.

Hypothesis 5. To examine the relation-
ship between scores on self-esteem and
scores on eating disorder tendencies among
female college students, simple regression
analysis was used. Scores on eating disorder
tendencies were used as the dependent vari-
able and scores on self-esteem were used as
the independent variable. Results of the
analysis revealed that self-esteem was
related to eating disorder tendencies, with
F(1, 112) = 31.7, p < .001, β = –.47. Self-
esteem accounted for 22% of the variance in
eating disorder tendencies, and the nega-
tive beta value indicates the nature of the
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Table 1
Frequency of Television Programs and Magazines

Television Program Frequency Percentage Magazine Frequency Percentage

Friends 58 49.6 Cosmopolitan 67 57.3
Will & Grace 41 35 In Style 38 32.5
American Idol 30 25.6 VOGUE 35 29.9
The Bachelor 27 23.1 Glamour 32 27.4
Real World 18 15.4 People 23 19.7
Trading Spaces 15 12.8 Us Weekly 14 12.0
Law & Order 14 12 Lucky 12 10.3
ER 11 9.4 ELLE 11 9.4
Seinfeld 10 8.5 Marie Claire 10 8.5
CSI 9 7.7 Harpers Bazaar 9 7.7

Table 2
Exposure to the 10 Most Frequently Read Magazines

Number of Magazines Read
in the Past 3 Months Frequency Percentage Cumulative Percentage

8 1 .9 .9
6 2 1.7 2.6
5 9 7.7 10.3
4 8 6.8 17.1
3 27 23.1 40.2
2 29 24.8 65.0
1 21 17.1 82.1
0 21 17.9 100.0
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relationship that higher levels of self-esteem
are associated with lower levels of eating
disorder tendencies. Consequently, Hypothesis
5 was supported.

Hypotheses 6a, 6b, and 6c. Stepwise
multiple regression analysis was used to
examine the relationship among body dis-
satisfaction, overall appearance dissatisfac-
tion, and appearance evaluation and eating
disorder tendencies. Eating disorder tenden-
cies was used as the dependent variable and
scores on body dissatisfaction, overall
appearance dissatisfaction, and appearance
evaluation were used as independent vari-
ables. Results of the analysis revealed that
scores on body dissatisfaction (β = .30, t =
2.47, p < .05) and overall appearance dis-
satisfaction (β = .30, t = 2.42, p < .05) were
significantly related to eating disorder ten-
dencies, with F(2, 112) = 26.48, p < .001.
The two independent variables explained
33% of the variance in eating disorder ten-
dencies. This means that these female col-
lege students who were dissatisfied with
their bodies and overall appearance exhib-
ited higher levels of eating disorder ten-
dencies. Consequently, Hypotheses 6a and
6b were supported.

Discussion

Out of six hypotheses, five were fully or
partially supported. Based on the results of
hypothesis testing, it is evident that the rela-
tionship of exposure to television on self-
esteem (Hypothesis 1a), body image
(Hypotheses 2a, 2b, and 2c), and eating
disorder tendencies (Hypothesis 3a) was
not supported. Thus, the general frequency
of television watching did not affect the
female college students’ self-esteem, body
image, and eating disorder tendencies. This
lack of support in the study could be

explained in several ways. Levels of expo-
sure to television may simply be unrelated
to levels of self-esteem, body image, and
eating disorder tendencies. Alternatively,
although the most frequently watched tele-
vision programs selected by participants
seemed to portray thin-ideal images of
women, the images are not portrayed con-
tinually and, therefore, may not be intense
enough to have a measurable effect.

In previous studies, the effects of television
exposure on self-concept or body image were
conducted through controlled laboratory
investigations (e.g., Heinberg & Thompson,
1995; Martin & Kennedy, 1993). For exam-
ple, Heinberg and Thompson (1995), using a
10-minute presentation of commercials con-
taining women who epitomized societal
ideals of thinness and attractiveness, found
that media-presented images of thinness and
attractiveness negatively affected mood and
body satisfaction. However, watching televi-
sion in natural settings might not have the
same effect on female college students’ self-
esteem, body image, and eating disorders
because not all televised images are idealized.

Absence of support for the television expo-
sure hypotheses (Hypotheses 1a, 2a, 2b, 2c,
and 3a) could also be explained in relation to
the scales. The measure of exposure to televi-
sion was related to general frequency of tele-
vision watching. In other words, no specific
exposure to body image–conscious cable
channels and programs such as E! TV, MTV,
or HBO, which focus on the entertainment
industry, was elicited. Therefore, addi-
tional research might be designed to elicit
information regarding television exposure to
programs on those channels. It is possible that
exposure to certain channels and programs or
duration of exposure is related to self-esteem,
body image, and eating disorder tendencies.

In Hypothesis 1b, it was expected that
female college students who scored high on
the fashion or beauty magazine exposure scale

14 Clothing and Textiles Research Journal

 at University of Birmingham on March 9, 2009 http://ctr.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://ctr.sagepub.com


would exhibit lower self-esteem scores than
those who scored low on the scale. However,
no relationship between exposure to fashion or
beauty magazines and self-esteem was found.
Therefore, Hypothesis 1b was not supported,
and the results were not consistent with previ-
ous research (e.g., Cusumano & Thompson,
1997; Silverstein et al., 1986). Previous
research finds that the relationship was based
mainly on the idea that unintended conse-
quences of advertising instill a sense of inade-
quacy in people (Pollay, 1986), which could
eventually undermine the self-worth in
women (Freedman, 1984). However, attrac-
tive images portrayed in magazines may not
be important to self-esteem among college-
age women because self-esteem is established
at a young age, and young women may
develop self-esteem as a function of other out-
comes such as educational success (Mann
et al., 2004), school life, and relationships
with friends and family rather than idealized
images portrayed in magazines.

Respondents in this study were found to
have a fairly high level of self-esteem and
normal body weights. Therefore, it is not sur-
prising that the unrealistic pictures of models
in magazines did not significantly affect most
respondents’ self-esteem. Henderson-King
and Henderson-King (1997) noted that peo-
ple are not similarly affected by exposure to
idealized images because of individual differ-
ences and social contextual factors. That is, it
is possible that self-esteem is affected by
magazine exposure only in women who have
high levels of body dissatisfaction or eating
disorders. Future research is needed to more
thoroughly investigate these relationships.

Based on the review of literature,
Hypotheses 2d, 2e, and 2f presupposed that
female college students who scored high on
the fashion or beauty magazine exposure scale
would be more dissatisfied with their bodies
and overall appearance than those who scored
low on the scale. The results were not totally
consistent with the presupposition. A signifi-

cant relationship between exposure to maga-
zines and overall appearance dissatisfaction
was found such that greater exposure to fash-
ion or beauty magazines was related to
greater overall appearance dissatisfaction.
Hence, Hypothesis 2e was supported.
According to social comparison theory, people
compare themselves to others to evaluate the
self. Therefore, the theory of social compari-
son was confirmed by the positive relation
between a high level of exposure to fashion or
beauty magazines and overall appearance dis-
satisfaction. That is, exposure to images por-
trayed in fashion or beauty magazines may
change college women’s comparison stan-
dards and result in dissatisfaction of their over-
all appearance. The effects of idealized images
on social comparison and body image has
been studied in experimental research (e.g.,
Cash & Pruzinsky, 2002; Martin & Kennedy,
1993; Richins, 1991). These studies find that
college women compare to models in mass
media to evaluate their own physical attrac-
tiveness. Therefore, Hypothesis 2e was consis-
tent with other research studies.

Unlike the positive relationship between
exposure to fashion or beauty magazines and
overall appearance dissatisfaction, no rela-
tionship between exposure to fashion or
beauty magazines and body dissatisfaction
(Hypothesis 2d) or appearance evaluation
(Hypothesis 2f) was found. Advertising pre-
sents pictures of unrealistically thin, ideal-
ized models. In addition, it is well known
that technology and special effects such as
airbrushing, cropping, and lighting effects
are used to make media images appear more
perfect or ideal than they are otherwise.
Supporting this idea, in an interview with
Ms. magazine (“Women of the Year,” 2002),
Jamie Lee Curtis authorized the magazine
to reveal her real body without the use of
airbrushing or other photo editing tools to
show that the perfect bodies portrayed in
magazines are unrealistic and unattainable.
In fact, research shows that college students
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recognize bodies depicted in advertisements
as unrealistic (Potter, 1986). Thus, partici-
pants in our study may have been somewhat
skeptical of the bodies portrayed in maga-
zines, and this may have mitigated the unde-
sirable effects of idealized images.

As expected in Hypothesis 3b, the relation-
ship between exposure to fashion or beauty
magazines and eating disorder tendencies was
statistically significant. Female college stu-
dents who read more fashion or beauty
magazines exhibited a higher risk of eating
disorder tendencies. The number of diet
articles in women’s magazines (Garner &
Garfinkel, 1980) and the frequency of adver-
tising messages promoting slimming prod-
ucts (Toro, Cervera, & Perez, 1988) focus
on slenderness as important to physical
attractiveness. Whether or not this idea
directly influences female college students’
eating disorder tendencies, women do per-
ceive themselves as overweight regardless of
actual weight. For example, Gordon (1984)
found that 75% of the female respondents felt
fat, whereas according to Metropolitan Life
Insurance Tables, only 46% of them fell into
the overweight range. In addition, women
who were considerably underweight felt
that they were at normal weights (McCauley,
Mintz, & Glenn, 1988). To attain ideal slen-
derness represented in fashion or beauty mag-
azines, female college students are likely to
practice restricted eating. Therefore, the ideal-
ized figures of female models in magazines
may factor into the development of risky eat-
ing behaviors. This is consistent with Botta
(1999), who also used social comparison the-
ory and found that media exposure was
related to disordered eating tendencies.

In Hypothesis 4, no relationship between
self-esteem and body dissatisfaction
(Hypothesis 4a) was found. However, there
was a negative relationship between self-
esteem and overall appearance dissatis-

faction (Hypothesis 4b) and a positive rela-
tionship between self-esteem and appear-
ance evaluation (Hypothesis 4c). This
means that assessment of overall physical
appearance and appearance evaluation plays
an important role in self-esteem among
female college students. This finding is con-
sistent with previous research suggesting
that body image has a substantial positive
influence on self-esteem (e.g., Cusumano &
Thompson, 1997; Jung et al., 2001; Stice &
Shaw, 1994). Women generally have lower
levels of self-esteem than men (Brenner &
Cunningham, 1992), and appearance dis-
satisfaction has been studied as the main
cause (e.g., Mintz & Betz, 1986). For exam-
ple, Brenner and Cunningham (1992) found
that self-esteem was positively associated
with low body weight and body size among
women, whereas self-esteem correlated
with none of these among men. Such find-
ings suggest that the perception of physical
characteristics, including thinness and attrac-
tiveness, influences self-esteem of female
college students. Therefore, grooming behav-
iors such as clothing selection and use of
facial cosmetics might enhance self-per-
ceived attractiveness and, consequently, self-
esteem. The results of Hypotheses 4b and
4c indicate that self-esteem is negatively
related to overall appearance dissatisfac-
tion and positively related to appearance
evaluation.

As expected in Hypothesis 5, self-esteem
was significantly associated with eating dis-
order tendencies, with lower levels of self-
esteem related to higher risk of eating
disorder tendencies. People who have eating
disorders perceive themselves as unrealisti-
cally big or fat and evaluate themselves neg-
atively (Rosen, 1990). Therefore, overall
negative self-evaluations led to a higher risk
of eating disorders. The Hypothesis 5 result is
related to Brenner and Cunningham’s (1992)
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study on the relationship between low
body weight and higher self-esteem. In that
research, the cultural expectation of thinness
diminished women’s self-esteem, and this led
women to engage in consistent risky dieting
behaviors to some degree. In fact, women
who have pathological eating-related prob-
lems tend to have other psychological issues
such as depression and social incompetence,
along with low self-esteem (Katzman &
Wolchik, 1984). More research on this topic
would help aid the development of effective
treatment programs dealing with negative
self-evaluations associated with body weight
and body shape.

In Hypothesis 6, no relationship was
found between appearance evaluation and
eating disorder tendencies (Hypothesis 6c).
However, higher levels of body dissatisfac-
tion (Hypothesis 6a) and overall appearance
dissatisfaction (Hypothesis 6b) were signifi-
cantly related to higher risk of eating disor-
der tendencies among college women. These
results are consistent with previous research
on body image (e.g., Cash & Pruzinsky,
1990), where a significant relationship
between body image and eating disorders is
shown. That is, the research finds that women
who are dissatisfied with their bodies and
overall appearance have lower self-esteem,
which is related to risky eating behaviors.
Physical attractiveness is one of the main
concerns of college-age women (Freedman,
1984), and research shows that women tend
to compare themselves on the basis of physi-
cal appearance (Martin & Kennedy, 1993; J.
K. Thompson & Heinberg, 1993). Therefore,
female college students, who tend to judge
others by appearance, recognize that others
also judge them on the same basis. When
they perceive a major discrepancy between
their appearance and what they want to look
like, they have a high chance of becoming
involved in risky eating behaviors.

Conclusions and Implications

In this study, exposure to magazines
produced more significant results than expo-
sure to television. The content of television
programs does not necessarily focus on how
women look, unlike the content of fashion
or beauty magazines, which were the pri-
mary type of magazine chosen by partici-
pants. Thus, general television viewing may
not significantly affect body image among
female college students. Other studies of
body image and exposure to television were
conducted in experimental settings in which
television commercials containing thin-ideal-
ized female images (e.g., Hargreaves &
Tiggemann, 2003) caused temporary dissat-
isfaction with the body. Exposure and
effects such as these may have no lasting
impact in natural settings. Therefore, research
that focuses on the long-term effect of mass
media in everyday life is suggested.

A significant relationship between expo-
sure to fashion or beauty magazines and eat-
ing disorder tendencies was a crucial result
in this study, compared to the findings that
(a) exposure to television was unrelated to
risky eating behaviors of college women
and (b) exposure to fashion or beauty mag-
azines was not related to self-esteem or
appearance evaluation. The evidence sug-
gests that continual exposure to thin fig-
ures of fashion models in fashion or beauty
magazines may make college women
unhappy with their body weights and influ-
ence their perceptions of themselves as over-
weight. Therefore, they are likely to engage
in dieting behaviors even though the expo-
sure does not cause lower self-esteem or
lower appearance evaluation. In this study,
social comparison theory partially explains
the relationships of exposure to fashion or
beauty magazines and overall appearance dis-
satisfaction and eating disorder tendencies.
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The findings of this study suggest the need
to develop additional theoretical and method-
ological measures to more fully explain all of
the media exposure–related relationships.

Much research (e.g., Heinberg &
Thompson, 1995; Stice & Shaw, 1994) sug-
gests that advertisements that illustrate the
ideal female body influence college women
to compare themselves and this leads to low
self-esteem, body image distortion, nega-
tive self-evaluation of physical attractive-
ness, or eating disorders. Exposure to fashion
or beauty magazines (mass media) was found
to be a significant influential factor in this
study. Furthermore, self-esteem and appear-
ance dissatisfaction were related, as were
self-esteem and appearance evaluation, and
self-esteem and eating disorder tendencies.
The influence of friends, family, or other rel-
atives as a cause of eating disorder tendencies
could be studied in future interdisciplinary
research with family studies researchers.

The findings of this study suggest that
there is a relationship between body image,
self-esteem, and eating disorder tendencies
among female college students. Levels of
self-esteem and body image were found to be
positively related, and both were negatively
associated with eating disorder tendencies.
This is supported by many other studies (e.g.,
Cusumano & Thompson, 1997; Silverstein
et al., 1986) that find body dissatisfaction is
correlated to low self-esteem and high risk
of eating disorders. Therefore, a perceived
discrepancy in body satisfaction by female
college students, when comparing themselves
to others or cultural thinness standards, has a
significant influence on low self-evalua-
tion and risky eating behaviors. Risky eat-
ing behaviors have reached a dangerously
high level among college-age women. For
example, about 3% of college women
have anorexia nervosa or bulimia ner-
vosa (Karwautz & Treasure, 2000). We can-
not say that all of the activities related to

disordered eating have negative consequences,
but numerous studies show that lower levels
of body weight and body fat cause potentially
dangerous illnesses (Valois, Zullig, Huebner,
& Drane, 2003). Therefore, research to exam-
ine students’ motivations for engaging in
risky appearance management behaviors
instead of engaging in practices that are
more healthful is suggested.

Ideally, external beauty as related to phys-
ical appearance attributes such as thinness
should not be the measure to evaluate women.
Rather, beauty can be perceived as having a
healthy balance. A balanced body is different
for each person because of personal body
structure. With health in mind, each woman
can develop her own appropriately balanced
body image and may be able to resist being
affected by idealized and unrealistic media
images and the real or perceived negative
opinions of others, thus avoiding the trap of
eating disorders. Some apparel advertisers,
such as Kmart, have begun to use average or
oversize women for their advertisements as
well as thin women. The use of realistic mod-
els in the media could reduce perceived pres-
sure to be thin and construct positive attitudes
of self and, thus, counteract the possible neg-
ative influences of idealized media images.

From a social responsibility point of view,
the concept of feminine beauty in our society
is in need of change. Interior as well as exte-
rior beauty exists in every individual. Parents,
teachers, and college counseling services have
a responsibility to help female college stu-
dents develop individuality and value their
personal uniqueness. In that sense, investigat-
ing how some college women effectively
ignore the pressures of societal standards for
thinness and physical attractiveness is a possi-
ble topic for future research.

Although thinness as a physical attribute
is the ideal image for women (Davis, 1985),
the middle muscular build is the ideal image
for men (Tucker, 1982). Strong men have
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been found to be more satisfied with their
body parts, less emotionally unstable, and
more confident with themselves than their
muscularly weak peers (Tucker, 1983).
Therefore, studying the effects of media on
male college students is also suggested to
determine to what extent male college
students are affected by media images and
whether they are affected differently than
women.

Limitations

The predominance of one ethnic group
and the small range of self-reported body
sizes limit generalizability of the results of
this study. Almost 80% of the participants
involved in this study were Caucasian
Americans, and almost all the participants fell
within the normal to underweight range. For
this reason, this study cannot be generalized
to all college women. The prevalence of over-
weight and obesity in adults is an increasing
health issue (Nicklas, Baranowski, Cullen, &
Berenson, 2001). In the United States, 30%
of adults are overweight and 27% are
obese (Wadden, Brownell, & Foster, 2002).
Therefore, to improve generalizability, a more
diverse subject population with a wider vari-
ety of ethnicities and body sizes would be
useful in exploring the possible influence of
media exposure on self-esteem, body image,
and eating disorders.

Another limitation of this study is the
measure of exposure to television. To mea-
sure exposure to television, frequency of
general watching of television was assessed.
However, not all television programs portray
unrealistic and idealized images. General
frequency of television watching was not a
useful independent variable in this context.
Therefore, it is suggested that other mea-
sures be used to assess television exposure
to idealized images, such as providing a
list of specific television programs that por-
tray thin-ideal images.

Finally, the use of the Likert-type fre-
quency scales of media exposure may be a
limitation. As with many Likert-type scales,
response choices were not specifically
defined but left to individual interpretation.
Therefore, the perceived exposure to mass
media will vary depending on participants’
perceptions. Future researchers may wish to
specify frequencies (e.g., once a month,
once a week, every day).
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