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Statistics: Media Messages and Body Image

A study of mass media magazines discovered that women’s magazines had 10.5 times more
advertisements and articles promoting weight loss than men’s magazines did (as cited in
Guillen & Barr, 1994).

A study of one teen adolescent magazine over the course of 20 years found that:
e All of the articles contained in these magazines included statements highlighting that
weight loss would improve appearance.
* In articles about fitness or exercise plans, 74% cited “to become more attractive” as a
reason to start exercising and 51% noted the need to lose weight or burn calories
(Guillen & Barr, 1994).

In a survey of working-class 5th to 12th grade suburban girls, 69% reported that magazine
pictures influence their idea of the perfect body shape; 47% reported wanting to lose weight
because of magazine pictures (from Dads and Daughters website,
www.dadsanddaughters.org).

The average model today weighs 23% less than the average American woman (Wolf, 1991).

The average American woman is 5’4" tall and weighs 140 pounds. The average American
model is 5°11” tall and weighs 117 pounds (Smolak, 1996).

42% of 1st-3rd grade girls want to be thinner (Collins, 1991).
81% of 10 year olds are afraid of being fat (Mellin et al., 1991).

More than 80% of grade school girls (6th grade and below) report having been on a diet at
least once. 40% of nine and ten year-old girls report having been on a diet. Most of them
were not overweight (Hellmich, 1996).

50% of white girls ages 12-16 consider themselves overweight and only 15% consider their
bodies normal. This is 6 times the rate for boys (Strauss, 1999).

When asked “What is the best thing about being a boy?” the most common response among
middle school aged boys was “not being a girl.” When asked “What is the best thing about
being a girl?” the top answer was “I don’t know” or “Nothing” followed by responses
focusing on hair and shopping (Mee, 1991-1992).

A study of students found that girls with negative body image were 3 times more likely than
boys to say that they feel badly about themselves and were more likely to believe that others
see them in a negative light. Also, negative body image is associated with suicide risk for
girls, but not for boys (AAUW, 1990).

Women and girls are also consistently taught from an early age that their self-worth is largely
dependent on how they look. The fact that women earn more money than men in only two
job categories, those of modeling and prostitution serves to illustrate this point (Wolf, 1992).



Media messages about body shape and size will affect the way we feel about ourselves and
our bodies only if we let them. One of the ways we can protect our self-esteem and body
image from the media’s often narrow definitions of beauty and acceptability is to become a
critical viewer of the media messages we are bombarded with each day. When we effectively
recognize and analyze the media messages that influence us, we remember that the media’s
definitions of beauty and success do not have to define our self-image or potential.

To be a Critical Viewer, remember:
v All media images and messages are constructions. They are NOT reflections of
reality. Advertisements and other media messages have been carefully crafted with
an intent to send a very specific message.

v/ Advertisements are created to do one thing: convince you to buy or supporta
specific product or service.

v To convince you to buy a specific product or service, advertisers will often construct
an emotional experience that looks like reality. Remember, you are only seeing
what the advertisers want you to see.

v/ Advertisers create their message based on what they think you will want to see and
what they think will affect you and compel you to buy their product. Just because
they think their approach will work with people like you doesn’t mean it has to
work with you as an individual.

v As individuals, we decide how to experience the media messages we encounter.
We can choose to use a filter that helps us understand what the advertiser wants us
to think or believe and then choose whether we want to think or believe that
message. We can choose a filter that protects our self-esteem and body image.

To help promote healthier body image messages in the media, you can:

v Talk back to the TV when you see an ad or hear a message that makes you feel
bad about yourself or your body by promoting only thin body ideals.

v/ Write a letter to an advertiser you think is sending positive, inspiring messages
that recognize and celebrate the natural diversity of human body shapes and
sizes. Reinforce their courage to send positive, affirming messages.

v/ Tear out the pages of your magazines that contain advertisements or articles that
glorify thinnes or degrade people of larger sizes. Enjoy your magazine without
negative media messages about your body.

v Talk to your friends about media messages and the way they make you feel.

v/ Make a list of companies who consistently send negative body image messages
and make a conscious effort to avoid buying their products. Write them a letter
explaining why you are using your “buying power” to protest their messages.
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About EDAP's
Media Advocacy Campaign

What:

EDAP's Media Advocacy Campaign, launched in the Fall of 1997, provides EDAP and
interested community members like you with the opportunity to eXpress your concerns
about or praise for advertisements. With the help of volunteers like you, EDAP will be
keeping an eye out for advertisements that glorify thinness at the expense of physical and
emotional health, as well as those that promote healthy self-esteem and body image. When
we find particularly damaging or positive advertisements, the EDAP national office will
draft a specific letter more thoroughly explaining our concerns or praise to the company's
advertising department. We hope to have hundreds of people, including volunteers like
you, sign these letters. With so many voices combined into one powerful letter, we
increase our chances of making a difference in advertising practices.

Why:

We all know what it is like to pick up a "hot" magazine only to be bombarded with thin,
scantily clad women selling everything from cellular phones to perfume. While seeing
such a homogenous view of the "ideal" female form may not directly cause eating
disorders, these narrow definitions of feminine beauty send many women the signal that
they are inadequate and that losing a few pounds will make all the difference. At EDAP we
can't sit passively while these potentially dangerous messages affect the self-esteem and
body image of so many women. That's why we created the Media Advocacy Campaign.
We believe that all of us have a responsibility to be critical thinkers and to recognize and
celebrate advertisements that send healthy body image signals and to take the time to
express our concern about advertisements that send potentially negative body image
messages.

http://www.edap.org/watchdog/aboutmedia.html 10/15/01
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How:

To be a part of EDAP's Media Advocacy Campaign, just fill out this form. We will keep
this site updated with information about the positive and negative ads that we are currently
targeting. You can read a brief description of the ads and then a brief explanation of our
concerns about them. We will keep our site updated with the feedback we receive from
targeted advertisers and we will keep you posted on our progress.

You can also be involved by helping to find ads that send positive or negative body image
messages. Just send us a copy of the advertisement or a brief description of it and let us
know exactly what bothers you about it. Click here to submit a description of an ad you
find offensive or inspirational and tell us why. The EDAP national office will take it from
there. We will select at least one positive and one negative advertisement per month to
respond to in writing, and we will post the information about the ads on this website. It's
that easy!

Who:

You!!! We need people just like you (students, parents, community activists, health
professionals, educators, and concerned individuals) to help us bring consumer power to
our efforts. Just think of the difference we can make when companies receive a letter
signed by literally hundreds of their potential consumers from around the country and the
world!

So, if you are interested in participating in EDAP's media advocacy

campaign, just fill out this form. Or, just give us a call at (206) 382-
3587.

Thanks again for your concern!

Home About EDAP EDAW GO GIRLS! Hotline Materials
Watchdog Sponsors Links Contact
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Ways to Empower a Girl & Improve Her World!

1. Praise a girl for her skills & success, not only for her appearance. Say,
“you did a terrific job" instead of "you look pretty today.”

2. Ask a girl if she wants a truck, a doll, a jeweiry box, a chemistry set, a
flute, a bass drum, a new dress, some new software, etc. Keep her options
open.

3. Make sure a girl has one place where she feels free to express herself in
the ways that appeal to her talents & sensibilities.

4. Pay attention o the values & viewpoints a girl expresses. Let her know
what interests you about what she is saying & begin a conversation about why
she feels a certain way.

5. Help a girl find ways o express difficult or confusing feelings.

6. Teach a girl skills that make her think on her feet, make her points, &
defend her positions without apology.

7. Teach a girl to watch television & movies with a critical eye, discuss what
you've seen together, & look for strong, smart women who are not limited to
traditional roles.

8. Be aware of what a girl is reading & responding to in media & advertising.
If she is drawn to sexist stereotypes, ask what appeals to her. Find a way to

share your views without judging hers.

9. Write letters to toy & publishing companies that you feel promote
stereotypes about gender.

10. Create opportunities for a girl to be a leader. Let her choose the
activity, make the rules, seftle the disputes.

From Strong, Smart & Bold: Empowering Girls for Life (2001) by Carla Fine



Ways to Empower a Girl & Improve Her World!

11. Encourage a girl To organize a "speak out" where she & her friends can
express their views on a particular fopic o their feachers, members of the
media, or the leaders of a neighborhood organization.

12. Avoid rescuing a girl. Encourage her to make an imperfect product, to
get disheveled & sweaty in pursuit of a goal, & to make big interesting
mistakes.

13. Encourage a girl to replace the words "I won't" & "I can't" with "I don't
know how" & "T'll try."

14. Teach a girl how to take the time to get more information before she
makes a decision.

15. When things don't go as planned, encourage a girl to learn from what
happened, let herself off the hook, & move on.

16. Encourage a girl to ask herself: Is this what I want, or am I just doing
this to please other people or make them mad? Is it worth it?

17. Help a girl develop a healthy body image by teaching her & showing her
that beauty comes in different sizes, shapes, colors, & abilities.

18. Encourage a girl to develop a personal style that feels comfortable &
attractive to her.

19. Give a girl accurate information so that she can take full charge of her
health & hygiene.

20. Teach a girl the importance of maintaining an active lifestyle & staying
drug & alcohol free so that she can build a strong & healthy body.

21. Discourage a girl from dieting as a means of losing weight or making
changes to her appearance. Instead encourage good nutrition, plenty of fun
physical activities, & a new style of clothing of haircut.

From Strong, Smart & Bold: Empowering Girls for Life (2001) by Carla Fine



Ways to Empower a Girl & Improve Her World!

22. Observe your own relationship to weight & appearance. If you notice
that a girl has picked up on your tendencies fo be critical of your appearance,
acknowledge this openly with her. Create a new common ground where the
two of you can help each other appreciate how you look & feel.

23. Lobby the fashion industry to expand its definition of beauty by
featuring more diverse-looking models.

24. Teach a girl how to communicate clearly with a date or romantic partner
about everything from which movie they will see that night to how far she
wants to go physically & emotionally in the relationship.

25. Remind a girl that anything she cannot tell you, she needs to be able fo
share with another trusted adult. Urge her to designate which adults in her
life she can rely on for an emergency “telling” situation.

26. Make sure a girl knows that it is not her job to make other people feel
happy, loved, attractive, or secure. The only person she has to please is

herself.

27. Provide opportunities for a girl to develop interests & skills that can lead
to careers in nontraditional fields.

28. Set an example. By respecting yourself & others, you set a standard
that girls can follow.

From Strong, Smart & Bold: Empowering Girls for Life (2001) by Carla Fine



