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An increasing number of studies shows that exposure to thin ideal bodies in the me-
dia has negative effects on young women’s body images, at least in the short-term.
However, this research has (a) consistently confounded the effects of thinness and
attractiveness, and (b) not investigated the potential use of alternative images in ad-
vertising that do not decrease women’s body esteem. This study examines the im-
pact of three types of advertisements—featuring thin models, average-size models,
or no models—on adult women’s body-focused anxiety, and on advertising effec-
tiveness. As expected, exposure to thin models resulted in greater body-focused
anxiety among women who internalize the thin ideal than exposure to average-size
models or no models. Yet, advertisements were equally effective, regardless of the
model’s size. This implies that advertisers can successfully use larger, but attrac-
tive, models and perhaps avoid increasing body-focused anxiety in a large
proportion of women.

Levels of concern and public debate about whether the use of very thin
models in the media has a detrimental effect on women are increasing.
For example, the government in the UK held a body image summit in
June 2000 to discuss the need for policies regarding such media images,
and the Medical Association concluded “the media play a significant
role in the aetiology of eating disorders” (BMA, 2000).

Psychological research has an important role in addressing two ques-
tions that are crucial to this debate. Is it true that displaying very thin
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models as the ideal makes for better advertising? Is the thin ideal really
detrimental to adult women? Hardly any studies have addressed possi-
ble links between advertising effectiveness and the use of thin models.
However, some research has investigated the impact of thin media
images.

ADVERTISING EFFECTIVENESS

While there has been extensive criticism of the use of ultra-thin models
in advertising, the advertising industry seems reluctant to change its ap-
proach. The argument against using larger models is that “thinness”
sells, whereas “fatness” does not. A spokesperson for the agency repre-
senting top models Naomi Campbell and Claudia Schiffer asserts that
“Statistics have repeatedly shown that if you stick a beautiful skinny girl
on the cover of a magazine you sell more copies... At the end of the day, it
is a business and the fact is that these models sell the products” (Gillian,
2000, p. 7).

This effectiveness argument is commonly used to defend the use of
thin images in advertising, but there is little empirical support for this
view. Experimental studies demonstrate that the physical attractiveness
of a model in an advertisement increases consumers’ positive attitudes
toward the product, their willingness to purchase (Kahle & Homer,
1985), and actual purchase (Caballero & Solomon, 1984).

Yet, the influence of a model’s body size on advertising effective-
ness has not been examined systematically. So, while there is empiri-
cal support for the proposition that advertising should employ attrac-
tive images, we do not know if it needs to employ extremely thin
models.

THIN MEDIA IMAGES AND THEIR IMPACT ON WOMEN

Compared to the actual population of adult women, thin female models
are drastically over-represented in magazines and television, so that
only a small minority of women have the body size shown in virtually all
advertising (Fouts & Burggraf, 1999, 2000; Spitzer, Henderson, &
Zivian, 1999). Women’s ideal body weight as depicted in magazines has
decreased over the last 40 years, so that the average model now is more
than 20 percent underweight (e.g., Wiseman, Gray, Mosimann, &
Ahrens, 1992). Parallels are frequently drawn between the decreasing
size of the female body ideal and both escalating levels of women’s body
dissatisfaction and increases in the incidence of eating disorders (e.g.,
Jacobi & Cash, 1994; Stice, Schupak-Neuberg, Shaw, & Stein, 1994;
Striegel-Moore, Silberstein, & Rodin, 1986). There is now growing em-
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pirical support for the view that these images play a role in fueling
women’s body dissatisfaction.

Experimental studies on the impact of media images report that ex-
posure to the thin ideal can and does lead to short-term decreases in
body image (e.g., Irving, 1990; Grogan, Williams, & Conner, 1996;
Heinberg & Thompson, 1995; Posavac, Posavac, & Posavac, 1998).
There are some contradictory findings for particular groups of young
women (Henderson-King & Henderson-King, 1997; Mills, Polivy,
Herman, & Tiggemann, 2002; Myers & Biocca, 1992). However a recent
meta-analysis assessed the results of 25 experimental studies and dem-
onstrated that—on average—young women feel worse after exposure
to thin images than other types of images (Groesz, Levine, & Murnen,
2002).

There are two conceptual issues concerning this type of research that
should be considered. The first concerns possible demand characteris-
tics; Mills et al. (2002) note that, because of the popular belief that thin
models in advertising are “bad for you,” participants’ suspecting the
true purpose of these studies may make identification of adverse effects
more likely. Clearly studies that compare ratings of body image before
and after exposure (e.g., Heinberg & Thompson, 1995) are prone to the
creation of demand characteristics. It is therefore preferable to assess
body image concerns only once: after exposure. However, Mills et al.
(2002) argue that to eliminate demand characteristics, the images and
the body image measures should, ideally, be assessed in different stud-
ies. They addressed this issue empirically by administering a post-expo-
sure mood measure either as part of the same study (“implied demand
characteristics”) or as part of a separate study (“minimized demand
characteristics”). Respondents’ anxiety and hostility were not affected,
but dieters reported more depression when the mood measure was part
of the same, rather than a separate, study. It may not always be possible
to present post-exposure measures as part of a separate study, but,
clearly, researchers need to present such measures in an unobtrusive
way and include a check that participants have remained naive to the
true purpose of the research.

The second conceptual issue involves confounding the manipulation
of weight and attractiveness. To date, all studies comparing exposure to
different size models have, intentionally or not, contrasted thin models
with less attractive, larger models. Irving’s (1990) classic study provides
a typical example of this as the thin models were more attractive (mean
rating 4.8) than the average-size models (mean rating 3.8). This con-
found is problematic: it is unclear whether the reported results reflect
the impact of models’ body sizes or their attractiveness, or a combination
of both. Therefore, a method is needed that avoids this confound.
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Recent experimental research in this field has attempted to identify fac-
tors that may protect women against the negative effects of exposure to thin
ideals (Heinberg & Thompson, 1995; Henderson-King, Henderson-King &
Hoffmann, 2001; Posavac et al., 1998). Posavac et al. (1998) argue that body
dissatisfaction, conceptualized as a “stable personality characteristic,” acts
as a moderator of vulnerability to media images. They found that women
who were satisfied with their bodies did not report heightened weight con-
cern after viewing thin images. However, women’s body dissatisfaction is
so widespread that it can be described as a “normative discontent” (Rodin,
Silberstein, & Striegel-Moore, 1985). This would suggest that extremely
thin images of beauty portrayed in the media could be detrimental to the
body image of a large number of women.

Heinberg and Thompson (1995) found that a composite measure of
awareness and internalization of sociocultural attitudes to appearance
moderated the effects of media exposure. However, it seems important
to us to draw an explicit distinction between women being simply aware
of  the  importance  society  places  on  appearance  and  thinness,  and
women having internalized this importance as a personal belief system.
The Sociocultural Attitudes toward Appearance Questionnaire
(SATAQ; Heinberg, Thompson, & Stormer, 1995) consists of independ-
ent awareness and internalization subscales. Awareness of sociocultural
ideals of thinness and attractiveness is assessed through the endorse-
ment of statements such as “In our society, fat people are regarded as un-
attractive.” Internalization is assessed using statements such as “I be-
lieve that clothes look better on thin models.” A number of studies
document that internalization is a stronger predictor of body image dis-
turbance than awareness (Heinberg et al., 1995; Cusumano & Thomp-
son, 1997; Stice, 1994). While the majority of women are aware of
sociocultural attitudes concerning appearance, not all women internal-
ize these attitudes to the same extent. Therefore, it is plausible that inter-
nalization, rather than simply the awareness, of sociocultural pressure
will act as a moderator of media exposure.

THE PRESENT STUDY

Previous experimental studies on the impact of thin media ideals manip-
ulated the weight of the models shown, but at the same time varied the
attractiveness of these models. Thus, it is unclear whether it is the thin-
ness of the models, or their attractiveness, or a combination of both, that
has an impact on women’s body esteem. It also means that attractive im-
ages have been compared with less attractive images, when attractive-
ness is known to sell. Therefore, these studies are not investigating
alternative images that could realistically be used in advertising.
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The study reported here aims to address both of these limitations. It
presents an initial investigation of alternative images in advertising that
are likely to be effective in selling products, but that—at the same
time—may not induce distress in a sizeable proportion of women. It also
extends previous research by de-confounding the effects of weight and
attractiveness. Computer imaging software is used to stretch the size of
models presented in the advertisements, thereby keeping attractiveness
constant. Crucially, the current study actually assesses advertising ef-
fectiveness, and therefore is able to engage with debates about the need
to use thin models in advertising.

This investigation also extends the examination of individual factors that
moderate the effects of exposure to thin models on women’s body-focused
concerns through using the awareness and internalization subscales of the
SATAQ already discussed. It is expected that internalization, rather than
awareness, will moderate the effects of exposure to the thin ideal.

Finally, this study addresses a further limitation of previous research:
its reliance on young student samples. It is unclear whether negative ef-
fects of exposure to the thin ideal are unique to very young women or
whether this phenomenon extends to adult women. Therefore, a more
diverse sample of women with a wider age range is used.

Three exposure conditions were used: no models, traditional thin
models, and average-size models. Recently, Marks and Spencer con-
ducted the largest ever survey of women’s body sizes in the UK, and
they concluded that a dress size 14 is now the norm for British women
(Arlidge, 2000). This is equivalent to a U.S. size 12. Given that the partici-
pants in this study were British, a UK size 14 was used in the aver-
age-size model condition. As this represents the average dress size for
the sample, it presents a more realistic comparison target for women
than the thin ideal. These images, compared to the traditional thin
model, may not be so drastically discrepant from women’s views of their
own bodies or their views of how their bodies could potentially look.
Therefore, women who place considerable importance on their physical
appearance as a measure of self-worth, may not be detrimentally
affected by advertisements showing such models.

We expected that for high internalizers, exposure to advertisements
featuring a thin model would result in higher body-focused anxiety than
exposure to advertisements featuring an average-size model or no
model, while there would be no difference for women low on internal-
ization. Furthermore, we predicted that there would be no difference be-
tween body-focused anxiety among women exposed to an average-size
model or no model, regardless of the extent to which they internalize
sociocultural attitudes.

The investigation of the impact of model’s body size on advertising ef-
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fectiveness was exploratory. The advertising industry’s argument that
“thinness sells” suggests that the use of a thin model in advertising is
more effective than the use of an average-size model or no model. How-
ever, previous research has only shown that the attractiveness of a
model is associated with advertising effectiveness. Therefore, as long as
it is ensured that both thin and average-size models are equally attrac-
tive, there should be no difference in the effectiveness of these two types
of advertisements.

METHOD

PARTICIPANTS

Snowball sampling, through e-mail, was used to recruit non-student
women. The final sample consisted of 202 women, 96% of whom were
Caucasian and 88% of whom resided in the UK. Of these participants, 59
formed the control group, while 65 and 78 formed the two experimental
groups respectively. Demographic information collected included age,
income, relationship status, and Body Mass Index (BMI, a common mea-
sure of weight relative to height). The average age of participants was
30.8 years (sd = 9.20), and the median age was 28 years. The age range
was large (19-67), but over 80% of the sample were under 35 years of age.
The average BMI was 23.31 (sd = 3.67, range 16.6 = underweight to 44.9 =
obese), categorized as normal according to population-relevant guide-
lines (British Heart Foundation, 1994). Annual household income
ranged from less than £5,000 to more than £50,000 ($7,500 - $75,000), and
the sample included women who were single (25%), in relationships but
not living with their partners (21%), living with their partners (28%), or
married (24%).

Analyses revealed that there were no significant demographic differ-
ences between the women in the three experimental conditions in terms
of age (F2,195 = 1.13, ns), income (χ2

14 = 8.02, ns) or relationship status (χ2
6 =

6.33, ns). Neither was there a difference in BMI (F1,190 = .38, ns), and the
average BMI of women in each condition was classified as normal: 23.40
(sd = 3.50) for women in the thin model condition, 23.01 (sd = 4.13) in the
average-size condition and 23.60 (sd = 3.45) in the non-model condition.

As would be expected, there was a moderate positive correlation be-
tween BMI and age (r = .28; p < .001), indicating that older women are
slightly heavier. Although neither age nor BMI differed by exposure
condition, the links between them did. The correlation between BMI and
age was r =.48 (p < .001) in the control condition, r =.27 (p < .05) in the av-
erage-size model condition, and r =.11 (ns) in the thin model condition.
Given this confound, it was decided to use both BMI and age as



covariates in all statistical analyses in order to detect possible systematic
relationships with body-focused anxiety.

MATERIALS

Images and Advertisements. Each condition was represented by two
images, and all advertisements created for this study showed deodor-
ants. Adobe PhotoShop software was used to cut the image of a deodor-
ant bottle from a real advertisement and impose it on to the new adver-
tisements. The first brand was called “Gold” and the second “Jewel.”
Advertising slogans were added, but given the aim to compare the sell-
ing power of the images rather than slogans, they were kept relatively
bland: “A gentle new anti-perspirant for women” (Advertisement 1)
and “Dry and effective protection” (Advertisement 2). In order to create
the advertisements for the control condition, images of two different
landscapes—a sand dune and a meadow—were selected from recent
magazine publications and scanned into a computer. Images of deodor-
ant bottles and slogans were added. For the experimental advertisement
conditions, images of two models featured in recent, popular women
magazines’ fashion spreads were selected because they were good ex-
amples of the thin ideal displayed in the media. The images selected had
to fulfill some additional requirements, so that the computer
“stretching” would produce realistic images (see below).

Information from a leading model agency website
(www.models1.co.uk) revealed that the average waist measurement of
the first 20 models was 24.05 inches (sd = .76, range 23-26). This repre-
sents a UK dress size 8 (Debenhams, 2001) and a U.S. dress size 2 (Ba-
nana Republic, 2001). It was assumed that the models used in this study
were approximately UK size 8, U.S. size 2, with a waist size of 24 inches.
In order to create the two advertisements for the thin condition, an im-
age of a deodorant bottle and an appropriate slogan were added to the
original images from the fashion spreads.

To create the advertisements for the average-size condition,
PhotoShop was used to stretch the size of the model’s body. Stretching a
picture of a regular model, rather than using different models, allows all
factors except body size to be controlled. In order to ensure that the re-
sulting image looked realistic, model pictures had to meet certain re-
quirements. The pictures had to be full-length, the models had to face the
camera and wear figure-hugging clothes. Also, as only the bodies, not
the heads, of the models were stretched, models with long, loose hair
were chosen, so that their hair could be used to hide the join in the new
image. The bodies were stretched by 25% of their original size, to a
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30-inch waist, UK dress size 14 (Debenhams, 2001), U.S. size 12-14
(Banana Republic, 2001).

Pilot Study: Attractiveness of the Models. To check that the manipula-
tion of body size had not affected the attractiveness of the models,
women were recruited to rate the attractiveness of each model. An
e-mail snowball sample was used, whereby e-mails were sent to 40
non-student women, asking them to rate the attractiveness of either the
two thin or the two average-size models on a six-point scale, ranging
from very unattractive (1) to very attractive (6). Thus, each participant
gave two ratings, one for model “Gold” and one for model “Jewel.” In to-
tal, 15 ratings were collected for the thin models and 17 ratings for the av-
erage-size models. Attractiveness ratings were analyzed by a 2 (size of
model) × 2 (model) ANOVA with repeated measures on the second fac-
tor. There was a significant main effect for model, F1,30 = 56.12, p < .001,
with the model featured in the Gold advertisement rated as significantly
more attractive (Mean = 4.81, sd = .79) than the model in the Jewel adver-
tisement (Mean = 3.14, sd = 1.19). Importantly, there was no main effect
for model size (F1,30 = .68, ns), nor was there a significant two-way inter-
action (F1,30 = 1.34, ns). The means for the Gold model were 4.81 and 4.88,
compared to 3.25 and 2.86 for the Jewel model. Thus, although the model
for Gold is seen as significantly more attractive than the model for Jewel,
the important finding for the present study is that the change in the mod-
els’ body size did not influence their attractiveness. In fact, it was a bo-
nus that there was a significant difference in attractiveness; this allows
us (a) to test the hypothesis that attractiveness is related to advertising
effectiveness and (b) to assess possible interactions between model
attractiveness and body size, which would not have been possible if both
models are equally attractive.

MEASURES

The Sociocultural Attitudes Toward Appearance Questionnaire (SATAQ;
Heinberg, et al., 1995). The SATAQ is a 14-item measure that comprises
two subscales of awareness and internalization already described. Re-
spondents indicate their agreement with various statements on a
six-point Likert-type scale, ranging from strongly disagree (1) to
strongly agree (6). Heinberg et al. (1995) reported reliabilities of .71 and
.88 for awareness and internalization respectively. Among the present
sample, the reliabilities were slightly lower but nevertheless acceptable,
with Cronbach’s alphas at .63 for awareness and .82 for internalization.

Advertising effectiveness was measured by three components drawn
from previous studies. Attitude to the advertisement was measured by the
question “How would you describe your reaction to the ad?” and atti-
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tude to the brand by the question “What is your initial reaction to the
brand described in the ad?” Participants responded on two six-point se-
mantic differentials: unfavorable - favorable and negative-positive
(MacKenzie & Lutz, 1989), and these two dimensions were highly corre-
lated (.78 for advertisement and .79 for brand). The third component was
purchase intent, measured with a single item: “If this brand cost the same
as the brand(s) of [product] you normally buy, how likely would you be
to purchase it on your next shopping trip?” (Coulter & Pinto, 1995). Re-
sponses on a six-point Likert scale range from very unlikely (1) to very
likely (6). These three components formed an internally coherent mea-
sure, as evidenced by Cronbach alphas of .74 and .83 for the two adver-
tisements. Given the qualitative difference between components, aver-
age ratings for each component were added together to form a total
advertising effectiveness index (range = 3-18).

The Physical Appearance State and Trait Anxiety Scale (PASTAS: Reed,
Thompson, Brannick & Sacco, 1991) . The PASTAS assesses anxiety as-
sociated with various body sites. In the present study, the scale was ad-
ministered as a state measure of anxiety, where participants rated on a
six-point scale how anxious they felt “right now” about various body
sites, ranging from not at all anxious (1) to extremely anxious (6). The
original scale includes 16 body sites, and reported reliabilities range
from .82 to .92 (Reed et al., 1991). For the purposes of this study, only
weight-related body sites were included, and the reliability of this
shortened measure was .94.

PROCEDURE

The study was presented on the Internet, with a carefully constructed
cover story about advertising and consumer preferences. Participants
were recruited through e-mail and directed to the study’s website.
Twenty women personally known to the first author assisted in recruit-
ment. None of these women were undergraduate students, and they
were specifically asked to target non-student women whom they knew
personally. None of these recruitment assistants took part in the experi-
ment themselves, but they e-mailed information about the present study
to friends and acquaintances. Recruitment continued through a snow-
ball effect as the invitation to take part in the research also asked partici-
pants to pass on the e-mail to other women who they thought were likely
to participate. The study was completed online, and when participants
had completed all measures they submitted their responses, which were
automatically returned via e-mail to the first author. This return was set
up in such a way that participants’ e-mail addresses were disguised to
ensure anonymity.
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The first webpage introduced the research as assessing women’s con-
sumer preferences with regard to advertising: it was stressed that the re-
search was academic in nature, not commercial, and that the advertise-
ments presented had been specifically created for this research.
Participants were told that they would see two advertisements and their
task was to evaluate both, as well as to select the advertisement that most
appealed to them. It was explained that as the researchers were inter-
ested in “the kinds of people who prefer particular sorts of ads,” they
would be asked to fill in a few questions about their personal attitudes
and beliefs. To begin the experiment, participants had to click a button at
the bottom of the screen; this button randomly assigned each participant
to one of the three conditions.

All participants began by filling in a set of questions ostensibly about
values in society and their individual attitudes. Embedded within these
questions was the SATAQ. Examples of filler items among the aware-
ness scale included: “most people in today’s society strive to be rich” or
“intelligence is important if you want to get ahead in our culture.” Filler
items among the internalization scale included: “watching advertise-
ments on TV makes me wish that I were richer” or “I buy products based
on the performance or quality of that product.”

This was followed by the presentation of the first advertisement,
which featured a thin model, an average-size model or no model. After
viewing the first ad, participants indicated their attitudes to it, their atti-
tudes to the brand, and their intentions to purchase the product. The sec-
ond advertisement was presented and participants were required to
make the same ratings. In order to support the cover story, participants
then indicated which advertisements they preferred and gave brief
open-ended explanations for their choices.

Participants were then asked to indicate how nervous or tense they
were feeling “right now” about various aspects of their lives. Embedded
within these questions was the shortened version of the PASTAS focus-
ing on weight-related sites. Filler items included participants rating how
anxious they felt about “my personality,” “my intelligence,” “my family
relationships,” and “the extent that others respect me.”

Finally, in order to check whether participants were aware of the true
purpose of the study, they were asked to state in their own words what
they thought the specific purpose of this study was. They ended by com-
pleting a demographics section, asking for age, income, relationship sta-
tus, and weight and height (so that BMI could be calculated).

Responses about the “specific” purpose of the research were used to
check that participants were naive and that they believed the cover
story. All but five participants were completely unaware of the true pur-
pose of the research. These five were not fully aware of the experimental

ADVERTISING AND WOMEN’S BODY-FOCUSED ANXIETY 113



design, but they nevertheless guessed the focus on the effects of media
images or body image. Given the possibility that this may have intro-
duced demand characteristics, they were excluded from the analysis.

RESULTS

ASSOCIATION OF STUDY VARIABLES WITH
BODY-FOCUSED ANXIETY

In order to investigate the relative importance of awareness and inter-
nalization of sociocultural attitudes toward appearance as potential
moderators of the impact of thin media images, correlational data were
examined. Table 1 shows the correlations between body-focused anxi-
ety, and awareness or internalization of sociocultural attitudes respec-
tively. Two correlations are reported, first the zero-order correlation,
and second (in brackets) partial, controlling for age and BMI.

Body-focused anxiety was strongly correlated with internalization of
sociocultural attitudes, as expected, particularly in the exposure condi-
tions that showed an attractive model. However, there were no signifi-
cant relationships between awareness of sociocultural attitudes and
anxiety. This pattern of findings is virtually unaffected by women’s age
or BMI. These results suggest that internalization is a strong predictor of
body image disturbance, while awareness of sociocultural attitudes to-
ward appearance is not. They also support the proposed categorization
of women on the basis of their internalization of ideals concerning
appearance, rather than awareness.

A median split was used to create high and low internalization
groups. The cut-off score for internalization was 4. Thus, this sam-
ple-based split coincides with a cut-off that is meaningful theoretically
in terms of the 6-point scale used, where 3 represents “slightly disagree”
and 4 “slightly agree.” Therefore, in the “high internalization” group, on
average, women agreed with statements (i.e., scored 4 or more on a
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TABLE 1. Pearson Correlations of Body–Focused Anxiety with Study Variables

Exposure condition Awareness–SATAQ Internalization–SATAQ

Thin models .16 (.14) .65*** (.64***)
Average–size models .14 (.08) .62*** (.56***)
Control (no models) .12 (–.01) .28* (.29*)
Overall .13 (.05) .51*** (.50***)

Note. Correlations in brackets are partial, controlling for age and BMI. *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001.



6-point scale), while those in the “low internalization” group, on aver-
age, disagreed with the internalization statements. Table 2 shows the
cell sizes for each condition by level of internalization.

Body-focused Anxiety. Anxiety scores were analyzed by a 3 (condition)
× 2 (internalization) ANCOVA with age and BMI as covariates, and
therefore estimated marginal means are reported as well as partial η2 as
a measure of effect size. Age did not emerge as significant (F1,180 = .71; ns;
η2 = .00), but, unsurprisingly, BMI showed a relationship with body-fo-
cused anxiety (F1,180 = 26.07; p < .001; η2 = .13). Independent of age,
heavier women tended to report more anxiety (rpartial = .36; p < .001), but
there was no indication that BMI interacted systematically with either
exposure condition or level of internalization. Thus, increasing weight
made women more anxious, but did not moderate their vulnerability to
the impact of media images, either by itself or in conjunction with level
of internalization.1

The analysis did not reveal a significant main effect for exposure con-
dition (F2,180 = 1.77; ns; η2 = .02). Not surprisingly, there was a main effect
for level of internalization (F1,180 = 47.46; p < .001; η2 = .19), with partici-
pants high on internalization reporting greater body-focused anxiety
(Mean = 2.98, se = .11) than those low on internalization (Mean = 2.03, se =
.11). As predicted, there was a significant two-way interaction between
condition and internalization (F2,180 = 4.88; p < .01; η2 = .05), suggesting
that the images had a different impact depending on whether women
strongly internalized the thinness ideal or not. In order to examine the
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TABLE 2. Participants in Each of Three Exposure Conditions by Level of
Internalization

Condition

Internalization Control
Average–Size

Models
Thin

Models Total

High 34 33 31 98
Low 25 32 47 104
Total 59 65 78 202

1. In a supplementary analysis, age and BMI were examined as potential moderators.
Women were classified as high or low on BMI and on age on the basis of median splits.
Level of BMI and age were then examined along with condition and level of internalization
as independent variables in an ANOVA of the same format. All interaction terms—be-
tween BMI, age, and the other independent variables—were nonsignificant, indicating
that neither BMI nor age moderate the impact of media exposure on women’s body fo-
cused anxiety.



nature of this interaction and to test our hypotheses directly, sets of
planned comparisons were conducted separately for women high and
low in internalization, consisting of two orthogonal contrasts each. The
first tested whether body-focused anxiety was higher after exposure to
thin models than after exposure to the other two types of models
(one-tailed), and the second compared women’s response to aver-
age-size models with those to landscape ads containing no models
(two-tailed). For low internalizers, the image contrasts failed to reach
significance (F2,93 = 1.52; ns), whereas, as predicted, they were significant
for high internalizers (F2,85 = 3.41; p < .05). The mean levels of anxiety
reported by women low and high on internalization after exposure to
each advertisement type are shown in Table 3.

Among participants reporting high levels of internalization, body-fo-
cused anxiety was lowest following exposure to no models, somewhat
increased after viewing average-size models and peaked following ex-
posure to thin models (see Table 3). The first planned comparison, con-
trasting exposure to thin models with the other two conditions, revealed
that those who had seen the thin models reported significantly higher
levels of anxiety (Contrast estimate = .61, p < .01). The contrast estimate
means that the average difference in body-focused anxiety amounts to
about two-thirds of a scale point on a 6-point scale. Importantly for our
hypothesis, the second contrast showed that body-focused anxiety fol-
lowing exposure to average-size models was not significantly greater
than anxiety reported after seeing no models (i.e., landscapes; Contrast
estimate = .22; ns). Finally, to gain a view of the difference in anxiety
level after viewing average-size or thin models, analysis demonstrates
that the mean difference represented a moderate effect size: d = .46
(Cohen, 1988).

The first three hypotheses were strongly supported. Internalization of
sociocultural attitudes concerning appearance moderated the impact of
advertising images on body-focused anxiety such that anxiety in women
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TABLE 3. Estimated Marginal Means of Body–Focused Anxiety by Exposure
Condition among Women Low and High in Internalisation

Condition

Internalization Control
Average–Size

Models
Thin

Models Overall

Low 2.28 (.20) 1.87 (.18) 1.95 (.14) 2.03 (.11)
High 2.65 (.17) 2.87 (.18) 3.41 (.18) 2.98 (.11)
Overall 2.46 (.13) 2.37 (.12) 2.68 (.12)

Note. Standard error in parentheses.



low on internalization was not affected by the size of the models in ad-
vertising, while body-focused anxiety in women high on internalization
was. Women who internalized sociocultural pressures concerning ap-
pearance experienced greater anxiety following exposure to thin models
than when exposed either to average-size models or landscapes. There
was no difference in levels of body-focused anxiety following exposure
to averaged-size models or to no models, regardless of level of internal-
ization. Furthermore, these effects were not moderated by women’s age
or BMI.

These results suggest that, among women who internalize
sociocultural attitudes toward appearance, viewing thin models in-
duces weight-related appearance concerns, whereas viewing aver-
age-size models does not. Thus model size matters for body-related anx-
iety, but does it matter for advertising effectiveness?

Advertising Effectiveness. Advertising effectiveness indices for the two
advertisements shown were analyzed by a 3 (Condition) × 2 (Internal-
ization) × 2 (Advertisement) ANCOVA with repeated measures on the
last factor, and age and BMI as covariates. Given that the no models,
landscape condition was qualitatively different from the two model con-
ditions (where the same woman is depicted, but with different body
sizes), it was decided to split the ANCOVA into two parts by partition-
ing the sums of squares for the Condition factor a priori into two con-
trasts. The first compared the landscape advertisements with advertise-
ments showing a model, and the second compared the thin with the
average-size models.

This second contrast is of central importance to our argument, because
it allows us to assess whether model’s body size had an impact on per-
ceptions of advertising effectiveness. If model size influenced advertis-
ing effectiveness, we would expect a significant main effect for Condi-
tion on this contrast. However, the findings for this contrast showed that
there was no main effect for exposure condition. There was no signifi-
cant difference between the thin and the average-size models in terms of
perceived advertising effectiveness (F1,182 = 0.22, ns; η2 = .00). The mean
of the advertising effectiveness index for the models was virtually iden-
tical when their body sizes were average (Mean = 8.15; se = .28) and when
they were thin (Mean = 8.30; se = .26). A full set of advertising effective-
ness means by exposure condition and model is given in Table 4. Thus,
our main finding in this study with respect to effective advertising is that
models’ body sizes by themselves did not influence advertising
effectiveness.

An additional finding is a small, but significant, difference in per-
ceived advertising effectiveness between ads that showed models and
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ads that did not (landscapes). Findings for the first contrast (F1,182 = 4.50,
p < .05; η2 = .04) showed that advertisements with no models were seen
as somewhat more effective than advertisements that depicted attrac-
tive women (Mean = 9.07; se = .29 vs. Mean = 8.23; se = .27).

The assessment of whether model attractiveness influences advertis-
ing effectiveness was somewhat more complex: we would expect a sig-
nificant main effect for Advertisement overall, and then expect signifi-
cant differences between the two models in single-df comparisons on the
advertising effectiveness index, both when they are thin and of average
body size. The overall main effect for Advertisement was highly signifi-
cant (F1,182 = 112.13, p < .001; η2 = .38), but the main interest lay in pin-
pointing whether this effect occured when comparing the two models,
without taking the landscape condition into account. Two single-df com-
parisons between the two models showed that advertising effectiveness
differed significantly. Ads featuring the more attractive model Gold
were rated as more effective than those featuring the model Jewel, both
when they were thin (F1,182 = 35.04; p < .001) and when they were aver-
age-size (F1,182 = 24.62; p < .001).

The central finding for the second condition contrast demonstrated that
differences in advertising effectiveness between the two models were due
to attractiveness independently of model size, because the two-way interac-
tion between condition and advertisement was not significant (F1,182 = .18;
ns; η2 = .00). This showed that the finding that model size did not impact
on advertising effectiveness was similar for both model Gold and model
Jewel. This conclusion is further supported by the absence of other signifi-
cant findings or interactions. The internalization main effect, and
two-way interactions between the two condition contrasts and level of in-
ternalization, were all nonsignificant (all Fs1,182 < 2.06, ns).

Thus, the main result is that attractiveness influenced advertising ef-
fectiveness, but model size did not. An average-size, attractive model
was equally effective in advertising as a very slim attractive model.
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TABLE 4. Estimated Marginal Means of Advertising Effectiveness by Exposure
Condition for Two Advertisements

Condition

Advertisement Control
Average–Size

Models
Thin

Models Overall

Jewel 7.06 (.34) 6.76 (.32) 6.79 (.30) 6.87 (.18)
Gold 11.08 (.40) 9.55 (.38) 9.81 (.35) 10.14 (.22)
Overall 9.07 (.29) 8.15 (.28) 8.30 (.26)

Note. Standard error in parentheses.



DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

Internalization of sociocultural attitudes toward thinness and appear-
ance moderated the impact of advertising on women’s body-focused
anxiety. Internalization, rather than awareness, as a crucial moderator
has implications for intervention strategies, because it suggests that low-
ering women’s—and girls’—levels of internalization could protect them
from the potential negative impact of advertising.

For high internalizers, viewing thin models in advertising led to
significantly greater body-focused anxiety than viewing average-size
models or no models at all. Furthermore, body-focused anxiety did
not differ between women who viewed average-size models and
those who viewed advertisements that did not feature models. This
finding may reflect a closer match between women’s actual body
sizes (or potential body sizes) and the bodies of average-size models
than between adult women’s bodies and thin models. Spitzer et al.
(1999) reported that 99 percent of traditional female models, such as
those used in the thin condition, were underweight. In fact, female
models are shown to be more than 20 % underweight (Garfunkel,
Schwartz, & Thompson et al., 1980). In contrast, women participants
in this study, in each condition, had an average BMI that was catego-
rized as normal. It is possible that women perceived less discrepancy
between the way their bodies looked and the bodies of the attractive
but larger models, and consequently viewing these images did not
lead to increased body-focused anxiety, as least as far as
weight-related body sites were concerned.

A major contribution of this research is to demonstrate empirically
that it is the thinness of the models used in advertising, rather than their
attractiveness, that is problematic as far as women’s weight-related anx-
iety is concerned. There was no difference in the attractiveness of each
model at thin and at average-size, but it was the thin version of the
model that led to increased body-focused anxiety among susceptible
women. This finding is particularly important because it is weight-re-
lated anxiety that is likely to lead to potentially unhealthy weight loss
behaviors. However, the effects of exposure to thin and average-size at-
tractive models on nonweight-related body image concerns are not ad-
dressed. It is possible that exposure to both average and thin models
may have a similar impact on appearance-related rather than
weight-related body esteem. This is an area that warrants further
research.

This study showed that adult, non-student women across a wider age
range can be negatively affected by the use of slim models in advertising.
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The phenomenon is therefore not limited to student populations or very
young women (used exclusively in previous studies), and these findings
suggest that the presentation of idealized female bodies in the media
continues to be problematic for some women into adulthood. However,
the finding that age did not affect the negative impact of thin media im-
ages has to be interpreted bearing in mind that the great majority of our
sample was under 35 years old. It may therefore be the case that, while
negative media effects for high internalizers occur until their mid-30s,
older women are less affected by media ideals. Future research should
investigate possible age differences in later adulthood.

Like most other experimental research in this area, this study only
investigated the effects of short-term exposure. If negative effects can
be demonstrated as a consequence of a single exposure to thin mod-
els, repeated exposure may have even more damaging effects. A re-
cent longitudinal study by Stice, Spangler and Agras (2001) demon-
strated that prolonged exposure to the thin ideal had a negative
impact on a particular subset of vulnerable female adolescents.
Clearly, there is a need for future research to examine the long-term
effects of exposure to the thin ideal on adult women’s body image
concerns and eating behaviors.

Finally, an important innovation of this study with enormous ap-
plied implications is the empirical assessment of advertising effec-
tiveness. The results support previous findings that “attractiveness
sells” (Kahle & Homer, 1985; Caballero & Solomon, 1984), as the ad-
vertisements featuring the more attractive model were perceived as
more effective. However, in this study the use of very slim models in
advertisements did not increase their effectiveness. Thus, in terms of
selling power, it seems that models’ body sizes may not matter nearly
as much as the advertising industry claims. In fact, as far as aver-
age-size compared to thin models is concerned, size did not matter at
all in this study.

Of course, this finding needs both corroboration as well as further ex-
amination. It is unclear whether thin and average body sizes of advertis-
ing models are equally effective for different types of consumer prod-
ucts. For instance, women models advertising food products may
provide a particularly interesting case (Dittmar & Blayney, 1996). Still,
the present study goes some way toward refuting the claims of the ad-
vertising industry that only thinness sells. Instead, by using attractive
average-size models, advertising could avoid increasing body-focused
anxiety in a large proportion of women while still successfully selling
products.
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