
Media-Portrayed Idealized Images, Body Shame,
and Appearance Anxiety

Introduction

Western women are encouraged to achieve an
idealized body shape that is tubular and thin
(Groesz, Levine, & Murnen, 2002; Guillen & Barr,
1994). Media-portrayed images, especially those
presented in the context of advertisements for diet-
ing and weight-altering products, promote the idea
that body shape and size are flexible, and that
achieving the thin ideal is relatively easy (Brownell,
1991). The media images appear realistic, despite
their heavy editing and refining with computer
software (Richins, 1991; Thompson & Heinberg,
1999). So, the mass media are generally agreed
to be an influential source of images and messages
about the idealized body that women and girls are
expected to strive for (e.g., Anderson & DiDomenico,

1992; Botta, 1999; Field, Camargo, Taylor, Berkey, &
Colditz, 1999).

Some researchers have found strong positive cor-
relations between the frequency with which adoles-
cent girls read magazine dieting articles and their
desire to change their body weight and shape
(e.g., Field et al., 1999; Utter, Neumark-Sztainer,
Wall, & Story, 2003). Others have shown that tele-
vision viewing is associated with body dissatis-
faction (Botta, 1999; Field et al., 2001; Harrison &
Cantor, 1997), although the correlation appears to
hold only for specific program and article types.
Tiggemann and Pickering (1996) found, for exam-
ple, that the viewing of serials and soap operas was
associated with body dissatisfaction, and watching
music video clips was related to drive for thinness.
However, overall television viewing was not related
to body dissatisfaction, perceived weight, or drive
for thinness. In other words, there is some evidence
that exposure to media-portrayed idealized images
is associated with negative feelings about the body,
and with the desire to alter its weight and shape.
From correlational studies, however, we cannot be
sure about the direction of the effect.

Some researchers have, therefore, compared the
effects of exposure to thin ideal media images with
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a control condition in which no idealized body was
present. For example, Turner, Hamilton, Jacobs,
Angood, and Hovde (1997) showed that after view-
ing magazine images, body dissatisfaction was
greater in the experimental than in the control
condition, and Lavine, Sweeney, and Wagner
(1999) showed a similar result for viewing television
images. However, neither study included baseline
measures to establish the impact of exposure with
some certainty. In contrast, Cattarin, Thompson,
Thomas, and Williams (2000) and Pinhas, Toner,
Ali, Garfinkel, and Stuckless (1999) measured
female students’ body dissatisfaction and mood
both before and after exposure to idealized magazine
or television images. Those authors found that the
increase in body dissatisfaction and negative mood
from before to after viewing was greater in the
experimental than in the control group.

Yet, it is unlikely that all young women are
affected by idealized images to the same degree.
Women who are more likely to be vulnerable are
those whose attention is focused on appearance.
According to Fredrickson and Roberts (1997),
some women are more likely than others to see
the self from the point of view of an outsider, and
to regard their body as an object of other people’s
gaze. The authors coined the term self-objectifica-
tion to characterize the tendency to value appear-
ance over and above ability or any other attributes
(Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997). Such focus on
appearance is believed to result in increased body
shame and appearance anxiety, especially in condi-
tions where the body is subjected to scrutiny (Fre-
drickson & Roberts, 1997; McKinley & Hyde, 1996).
Exposure to media-portrayed idealized images
focuses attention on the body, and encourages scru-
tiny of the acceptability of its shape and size (Kil-
bourne, 1994; Myers & Biocca, 1992).

The focus of attention on the idealized images in
some advertisements is direct. Thin idealized
bodies are used to persuade women to buy pro-
ducts that help to improve the appearance of their
body. In others, it is indirect. Idealized body images
are also used to persuade people to buy non–body-
related products. An important research question is
this: Are the effects of the direct and indirect focus
on idealized bodies the same? Idealized images
associated with products that are designed to alter
the body, for example, through dieting or exercise,
focus attention explicitly on its unacceptability.
They might be expected, therefore, to affect feelings
of body shame and appearance anxiety to a greater
extent than advertisements that simply exploit the
use of idealized body images for non–body-related
products.

This study was concerned with the effects on
young women’s body shame and appearance anxi-
ety of exposure to media-portrayed idealized
images. We sought to determine the effects of
exposure not only to advertisements with and with-
out the presence of an idealized body, but impor-
tantly, of exposure to idealized bodies in the
contexts of body-related and non–body-related
advertisements. We also believed it important to
establish whether the effects would be different
for women who differ in their level of self-objecti-
fication.

We predicted that, when compared with images
that do not feature idealized bodies, exposure
to idealized bodies would result in increased
body shame and appearance anxiety. We also
expected that the effect would be more pro-
nounced for body-related products, and for high
self-objectifiers.

Method

Overview and Design

This experiment was concerned with the effects of

exposure to idealized body magazine images on young

women’s body shame and appearance anxiety. The focus

was on whether high self-objectifiers would respond dif-

ferently than low self-objectifiers. Further, it was exam-

ined whether the effects would be different for body-

related and non–body-related product advertising

images. Thus, the experiment involved a 2 � (2) � (2)

factorial design. The first factor was self-objectification

level (high vs. low), the second factor was advertisement

type (body-related vs. non–body-related), and the third

was idealized body (present vs. absent). The dependent

measures tested in the analysis of variance (ANOVA)

were body shame and appearance post-pre difference

scores.

Participants

Thirty-nine women 17–37 years old participated in this

experiment. They included psychology students (n ¼ 28)

who participated in exchange for course credit, and other

college students who volunteered to be involved to learn

about psychological research (n ¼ 11).

Materials

The materials used in this study included pretest mea-

sures, experimental stimuli, and dependent measures.

Pretest Measures. Questionnaires were used to provide

baseline measures for restraint status, appearance anxi-

ety, body shame, self-objectification, self-monitoring,
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and exposure to magazines. The Restraint Questionnaire

(RQ; Herman & Polivy, 1975) was used to assess the

extent to which participants are attitudinally and beha-

viorally concerned with their weight and dieting. The

12-item Social Physique/Appearance Anxiety Scale

(SPAS; Hart, Leary & Rejeski, 1989), which assesses how

anxious participants feel when their bodies are observed

or evaluated by others, was used to measure appearance

anxiety in this experiment. Participants responded to

each question on a 5-point scale from definitely disagree

to definitely agree. This scale has high reliability (a ¼ .90)

and good construct validity (r ¼ .50) (Hart et al., 1989).

A total score was calculated by summing responses. Total

scores range from 12 to 60, with high scores indicating a

high level of appearance anxiety. The eight-item Body

Shame subscale of the Objectified Body Consciousness

Scale (BS-OBCS; McKinley & Hyde, 1996) indicates how

ashamed participants are of their body, and the extent to

which participants have internalized the cultural thin ideal.

Scores on this scale range from 8 to 14, with high scores

indicating a higher level of body shame. The eight-item

Surveillance subscale of the Objectified Body Conscious-

ness Scale (S-OBCS; McKinley & Hyde, 1996) assesses the

extent to which an individual monitors her appearance

and views her body as if an observer. Possible scores on

this scale range from 8 to 40. High levels of self-monitoring

(surveillance) manifest as high scores on this scale. The

Self-Objectification Questionnaire (SOQ; Fredrickson,

Roberts, Noll, Quinn, & Twenge, 1998) was used to assess

self-objectification in this study. This scale requires

participants to rank a series of statements regarding the

importance that they place on appearance and abilities

on a scale from 0 to 9. A self-objectification score is

obtained by subtracting the ranks assigned to ability

statements from the ranks assigned to appearance

statements so that possible scores on this scale range

from �25 to 25.

Pretest scales to provide baseline measures were also

obtained for appearance anxiety, body shame, and self-

monitoring using visual analog scales (VAS).

Experimental Stimuli. Twenty-four images were selected

from popular magazines (e.g., Cleo, Cosmopolitan,

Men’s Health, Who Weekly). Twelve images were

advertisements for body-related products, and 12 were

advertisements for non–body-related products. Within

each of these advertisement types, one half of the adver-

tisements featured idealized bodies. The other one

half were produced using computer manipulation via

Adobe Photoshop (version 7.0; Adobe Systems, San

Diego, CA), that is, they were the same, without the body

in the image.

Dependent Measures. Experimental measures consisted

of VAS for self-monitoring, appearance anxiety, and body

shame. These were the same as the pretest measure VAS.

Body shame and appearance anxiety difference scores

were obtained by subtracting the initial VAS score on

that measure from the postexposure score.

A free recall memory test of the advertisements that

the participants had viewed was used to ensure proces-

sing of the images and to enhance the cover story.

Procedure

This experiment was conducted in small groups. Par-

ticipation took approximately 1 hr. This study was con-

ducted in two sessions. Baseline data were collected in

the initial session, and the experimental manipulation

was conducted in the second session.

In the initial session, the experiment was presented to

participants as an experiment investigating the effects of

personality variables on the emotional experience of, and

memory for, magazine advertisements, and participants

completed consent forms and pretest measures as

described earlier in the text.

In the second session, participants viewed 24 maga-

zine advertisements, four blocks each of six idealized

body present body-related product advertisements, idea-

lized body absent body-related product advertisements,

idealized body absent non–body-related product adver-

tisements, and idealized body absent non–body-related

product advertisements. Their order was counterba-

lanced. Participants were instructed that they would

have 20 s to look at each advertisement, and that they

should study the advertisements carefully and take in as

much information as possible. At the end of each block of

advertisements, participants were required to complete

VAS assessing appearance anxiety and body shame. After

viewing all the advertisements, and completing all the

VAS, participants were given the free recall memory test.

Finally, participants were asked what they believed the

aims of the study were, and then fully debriefed about

the experiment. Their age, weight, and height details

were also recorded at this time.

Results

Participant Characteristics

Participants’ self-objectification level was deter-
mined according to their score on the SOQ
(Fredrickson et al., 1998). Two participants were
excluded because of incomplete data. Thus, the
final sample of participants was 37 women com-
prising 18 low self-objectifiers and 19 high self-
objectifiers. The mean self-objectification scores
for the low and high self-objectifying groups were
�10.88 and 8.26, respectively. The difference
between those means was significant (F ¼ 49.6,
Fc ¼ F0.05;1,36 ¼ 4.113). The means for age, weight,
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height, body mass index (BMI), number of maga-
zines read, and time spent reading magazines for
both the high and low self-objectifying groups are
presented in Table 1. Table 1 shows that there were
no other significant differences between the low
and high self-objectifiers.

Effects of Idealized Body Exposure

The post-pre exposure difference scores were
calculated for all participants, for all experimental
conditions. Table 2 presents the means and stand-
ard deviations for those scores, separately for low
and high self-objectifiers.

Body Shame. Table 2 shows that participants
experienced less body shame after exposure to
images without idealized bodies. This was the
case for both non–body-related product and
body-related product advertisements. However,
after exposure to advertisements containing idea-
lized bodies (non–body-related and body-related
product advertisements), their body shame was
greater. This pattern of results occurred for both the
high and low self-objectifiers. Thus, the main effect
for idealized body condition was significant (F1,35 ¼
5.77; Fc ¼ F0.05; 1,35 ¼ 4.12). However, the self-
objectification main effect, the advertisement

type main effect, and the interactions were not
significant.

Appearance Anxiety. There was a significant main
effect for idealized body condition (F1,35 ¼ 14.368;
Fc ¼ F0.05; 1,35 ¼ 4.12). That is, irrespective of self-
objectification level or advertisement type, partici-
pants experienced less appearance anxiety after
exposure to advertisements without an idealized
body, and greater appearance anxiety after viewing
advertisements featuring an idealized body.

The salient pattern of results in Table 2, however,
is the significant two-way interaction between self-
objectification level and idealized body condition
(presence vs. absence) (F ¼ 5.83; F0.05/2;1,35 ¼ 5.485).
To facilitate interpretation, this interaction is repre-
sented graphically in Figure 1.

The difference in appearance anxiety between
body present and body absent conditions was
greater for high self-objectifiers than for low self-
objectifiers. High self-objectifiers experienced
markedly greater appearance anxiety in the body
present condition than the body absent condition,
whereas low self-objectifiers’ appearance anxiety
was only slightly higher in the body present condi-
tion than in the body absent condition. There were
no other significant interaction effects.

TABLE 1. Means and standard deviations for age, weight, height, BMI, number of magazines read, and time
spent reading magazines, showing the similarities between the low and the high self-objectification groups

Self-Objectification Level

Total (n ¼ 37) Low (n ¼ 18) High (n ¼ 19)

F PM SD M SD M SD

Age 19.68 3.23 20.22 4.49 19.16 1.07 1.01 .32
Weight 58.84 9.36 60.53 10.22 57.24 8.42 1.15 .29
Height 1.65 0.09 1.67 0.10 1.63 0.08 1.73 .20
BMI 21.61 2.68 21.68 2.75 21.54 2.69 0.27 .87
Magnoa 2.24 1.40 2.33 1.81 2.16 0.90 0.14 .71
Magexpb 3.43 2.78 2.78 2.70 4.05 2.80 1.99 .17

Note: BMI ¼ body mass index.
aNumber of magazines read per month.
bHours per month spent reading magazines.

TABLE 2. Means and standard deviations of body shame and appearance anxiety, after exposure to each
of the magazine advertisement conditions, for low and high self-objectifying women

Low Self-Objectifiers (n ¼ 18) High Self-Objectifiers (n ¼ 19)

Idealized Body Absent Idealized Body Present Idealized Body Absent Idealized Body Present

Nonbody Ads Body Ads Nonbody Ads Body Ads Nonbody Ads Body Ads Nonbody Ads Body Ads

M SD M SD M SD M SD M SD M SD M SD M SD

Body shamea �3.08 19.75 �1.12 18.37 1.52 24.26 2.77 21.94 �5.03 19.47 6.16 23.59 8.03 17.01 7.02 19.33
Appearance anxietyb �9.78 21.62 �4.75 21.97 �0.15 22.88 �4.90 29.85 �5.89 27.51 �0.05 24.89 9.45 27.12 11.76 21.16

Note: Ads ¼ advertisements.
aBody shame deviation score (post-pre).
bAppearance anxiety deviation score (post-pre).

MONRO AND HUON

88 Int J Eat Disord 38:1 85–90 2005



Contrary to our prediction, there was no main
effect for advertisement type. Nor did advertise-
ment type interact with the other factors.

Discussion

This study investigated the effect of exposure to
media-portrayed idealized images on the body
shame and appearance anxiety of young women,
and tested whether these effects differed for high
and low self-objectifiers. Further, we were inter-
ested to see whether body-related product adver-
tisements were more likely to affect women’s body
shame and appearance anxiety than non–body-
related product advertisements.

We found that exposure to idealized images led
to increased body shame and appearance anxiety.
As we predicted, the effects of such exposure on
appearance anxiety were greater for high self-
objectifiers. High self-objectifiers showed a marked
increase in appearance anxiety after exposure to
idealized images, whereas low self-objectifiers
showed a small increase.

In contrast, there was no significant difference in
the postexposure feelings of body shame among
high and low self-objectifiers. This lack of difference
for the self-objectification groups was unexpected
and inconsistent with previous research (Fredrickson
et al., 1998; Gapinski, Brownell, & LaFrance, 2003).

It is unlikely that the VAS did not detect transient
changes, given the support for the use of the VAS
(e.g., Heinberg & Thompson, 1995; Lavin & Cash,
2000). It is also unlikely that insufficient power can

explain the lack of an effect. Thus, data would seem
to suggest that the impact of self-objectification on
changes in body shame is confined to situations in
which the participants were wearing little clothing.
Perhaps the effect outlined by Fredrickson et al.
(1998) and Gapinski et al. (2003) does not extend
to viewing idealized images.

Another unexpected finding was the lack of
main or interaction effects for advertisement type.
Lockwood and Kunda (1997) proposed that self-
view and behavior are more likely to be influenced
by role models that make the goal appear attainable
and relevant. We expected, therefore, that body-
related product advertisements, through their
specific reference to the thin ideal and methods to
lose weight, would be more likely to affect body
image than non–body-related product advertise-
ments. Further, as the thin ideal is especially salient
for high self-objectifiers, it was expected that the
effects would be greater for these individuals. Despite
these results, the inclusion of an explicit comparison
between body-related and non–body-related adver-
tisements was an important feature of our study that
goes beyond existing research in this field. As parti-
cipants were explicitly instructed to study the adver-
tisements in preparation for a future memory test, it
is unlikely that participants did not explicitly focus on
the idealized bodies. It is possible that the advertise-
ments were not perceived in such a way that made
the thin ideal more attainable or relevant. Our
current work is assessing the salience, relevance,
and attainability of the images to determine the
importance of these judgments.

An additional strength of our study was the use
of carefully controlled stimuli. The stimuli in the
two advertisement conditions were identical, apart
from the presence or absence of an idealized body.
As a pretest/posttest design with random allocation
to exposure conditions was used, changes in body
shame and appearance anxiety could be attributed
confidently to the manipulation. However, only
immediate effects of exposure were recorded. Our
work is also seeking to establish the duration of
such effects.

The current study provides further support for
sociocultural determinants of body image and eat-
ing disturbance. Idealized images are an influential
source of pressure to meet the thin ideal. However,
such images are not equally detrimental to all
young women. Self-objectification increases the
risk of being negatively affected by idealized
images. Piran (2002) argues that the variable suc-
cess of prevention programs is attributable to the
lack of focus on prospective risk factors. The find-
ings from our study highlight such a risk factor.

FIGURE 1. Significant interaction between self-
objectification level and idealized body for appearance
anxiety difference scores. Diamonds = low self-
objectification; squares= high self-objectification.
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Recent critical reviews (e.g., Groesz et al., 2002;
Pearson, Goldklang, & Streigal-Moore, 2002) urge
researchers to carry out well-controlled experiments
to shed light on the impact of media on body image
and eating behaviors. We have provided an impor-
tant step towards that goal.
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