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The Effects of the Media on College Female Body Image

Barbie is one of the world’s largest icons to young girls. But if Barbie was real, her back would be too weak to support the weight of her upper body and her body would be too narrow to contain more than half a liver and a few centimeters of a bowel (R. Gerber). Starting at young ages females are exposed to unrealistic body types. Beginning in childhood females see, hear and even play with ideas of what a woman should look like as they mature into adults. An assumption girls make as they grow older is the fact that being worshipped for beauty is more important then scholarship and being true to oneself (C. Gerber). This statement is what I want to explain in my research: how body images in the media affect female students, why females believe that body image is important and what types of things females do to perfect their body. I want women to be able to read my research and know that trying to perfect their body can come with consequences, some more dangerous than others. I will explain how the media and the fashion industry portray the perfect body image and if it is actually realistic to females. 
Even though the media gives women such high expectations to live up to, the industry is changing, especially now since the model death rate has been increasing, one case revealed the model having an eating disorder. This case was that of a twenty-two year old model died after eating only apples and tomatoes as her diet, the models weight was only 88 pounds and she stood at 5’11(The Skinny). Due to this many fashion agencies are banning models with BMI’s lower than 18 (The Skinny) and agencies are also having models tested for eating disorders (Radford). People believe because of the fashion industry only focusing on skinny models, that they are the ones to blame for the dissatisfaction with body images, but they aren’t the only ones to blame. The government also plays a part with female body dissatisfaction, because obesity is another world wide problem, the government has been putting weight loss ads into magazines (Goodchild). There are ten an a half more ads promoting weight loss than anything else (R.Gerber). A statistic showed that 83% of teenagers reported that they spend a mean of 4.3 hours a week reading magazines, while 70% endorse them as an important source of beauty and fitness information (Thompson). This proves that articles and ads put into magazines are being taken for consideration among teenagers especially weight loss ads that are meant to be for more mature bodies and obese people. 

Another thing affecting women is the obsession with plastic surgery; if a female can’t fix something on our own they can have a doctor fix it for them. This obsession is truly brought out by interviewer Jennifer Garcia during her interview with actress Heidi Montag. Heidi stated that she keeps making changes to her body because she wants to be perfect, along with wanting to be perfect Heidi finds that surgeries are rewarding and will keep receiving them as she ages (Garcia). Heidi is a prime example that someone famous can be drawn into the medias example of the perfect body, which makes it even easier for a female college students to feel like they are not perfect. I will be referring to other Journal articles related to my topic along with studies done with female college students and their dissatisfaction with their bodies. I also plan on doing personal interviews with a variety of females on the Indiana University of Pennsylvania campus; I will have a set of questions which I will use for each person. I want to know how they feel about their own bodies, other female bodies and how they feel they are influenced by the media. I want women to know that beauty is only skin deep, real beauty is what they are on the inside (nursing).  

“Beauty and Body Images in the Media,” helps explain how young women are and how far women will go to lose weight to be accepted by their peers. The effects the media has on beauty and body image stated that girls as young as 5 and 6 are trying to take control of their weight by dieting and even vomiting (R. Gerber).  It also states, women who don’t feel as beautiful as the models or celebrities will go to extremes and buy more beauty, cosmetic and even diet control products. The diet industry is said to be worth 40 to 100 billion dollars, and even after using their products 95% of people gain the weight back (R. Gerber). Physically we all want to be like the old Hollywood Glamour, as the next article I found mentioned, magazines and TV have had a huge influence on females they make us want to look like Hollywood glamour girls or men, with tiny bodies or big muscles (C. Gerber). Because of wanting to look like Hollywood glamour thousands of adolescents become diagnosed with eating disorders which may cause hair and tooth loss, cancer and even death (C. Gerber).  This article also explained how the media tore apart Jennifer Love-Hewitt for wearing a bikini when her size 2 body wasn’t in the best shape of her life, but still very slim and slender. 
An interesting fact stated in this article is that the average American woman is a size 16(C. Gerber). This shows that an average number of women are much larger than a size 2 model. 

Wanting to lose weight is okay, but going to extremes to be accepted as perfect is not. The next article I found did a study on college males and females asking them how important body image is to them. This study showed that many female college students found body image to be very important and even listed some things they do to improve their body image. A couple examples are laxatives, self-inducing vomiting, eating disorders, also excessive exercise (Grossbard). Eating Disorders now affect more then 1 and every 100 girls, and that’s not okay. Since the government has been focusing more on weight loss and obese people eating disorders do not get the attention they need. Many people blame models for eating disorders but some also believe that eating disorders may not be triggered by skinny models but may prolong the process of getting better and trying to get help (Goodchild). In another article, “Real Problems hidden be hide Fashion Models,” I found that females are always being misguided for the fact that every picture in a magazine is touched up. Yes, a models body is perfect but with the digital enhancements we have now, the media can make anyone flawless. If the money and resources spent screening fashion models went to study the real causes of anorexia instead; we would be much closer to finding effective treatments (Radford).


 “A recipe for eating disorders,” an article in the Nursing Standard stated some dangers of eating disorders like, the increase risk for infertility, osteoporosis, B12 deficiency, anemia and mental health problems (Nursing Standard). This article stated that the London fashion agencies believe that fashion looks good on thin girls, which is why they won’t ban size zero models. A size zero for a women is two sizes up from children clothing, which is very unrealistic to many women. This article helped explain what problems go along with eating disorders while comparing them to models and how the fashion and media industry believes that thin people look better in high fashion (Nursing Standard).  Since younger women look to magazines and media for help with their own personal appearance, these stick thin women on magazines are showing them that they need to be unrealistically thin. Some people don’t believe that eating disorders are occurring in the fashion industry with models, but yet there was a model whom died after dieting on only tomatoes and apples (The Skinny). Increased deaths in the modeling world influenced the Madrid Fashion week Association to ban models with BMI’s under 18 (The Skinny). Along with the Madrid Fashion Week Association and the Britain models now having to be examined for eating disorders. Many fashion designers are moving away from the super thin bodies and making more of a restriction on BMI and body weight also (The Skinny). Something that really stuck out to me in this article was a quote from Ford modeling agencies:

            Ford Models Chief Executive Officer Katie Ford says that models represent a            
fantasy very different from the reality of America’s health problems. “The biggest 
problem in America is obesity. Both obesity and anorexia stem from numerous 
issues, and it would be impossible to attribute either to entertainment, be it film, 
TV, or magazines,” Ford told USA Today (The Skinny). 
Yet, I found an article stating that America is influenced by TV, magazines and film (Thompson). This article describes how the mass media may be the most potent and pervasive communicators of sociocultural standards (Thompson). Magazines are now saying that an ideal girl is a girl whom is 5′7 weighs 100 pounds and is a size 5 with long blonde hair and blue eyes; if this girl was realistic she would have a BMI of 16 which is clearly underweight and very unhealthy (Thompson). This article also stated that less than 10 percent of women appearing on TV were overweight, the rest were under (Thompson). This shows that what we are seeing on TV isn’t realistic to many people. 

Another issue that I am covering in my research is the way the media makes a woman wants to transform themselves, not only their body weight but their natural image. This brings me to plastic surgery, because with plastic surgery you can make yourself perfect, at least that’s what Heidi Montag believes in her interview with Jennifer Garcia. Heidi’s drive to feel perfect drove her to 10 different cosmetic surgery in one day, she feels that every plastic surgery is making her perfect(Garcia). Heidi also mentioned how when she was younger she didn’t have much money and always felt like the ugly duckling, but now that she is famous she is able to spend up to 30,000 dollars fixing any flaws she may encounter (Garcia). There are also now more then ever TV shows that will help improve someone’s body image. Some of these shows are “The Swan” and “Extreme Make-over” where the contestant will be made over from head to toe, even plastic surgery if needed (Nabi). One in every five plastic surgeries in 2004 was for cosmetic surgeries, a surgery used to better someone’s appearance, not their health (Nabi). So even though the average size of an American women is a size 16 (C. Gerber), we are still fighting to lose weight in order to make our bodies and our image perfect because that’s what we see and are told is accepted by our peers. 

For the specific type of research I have conducted I felt that the only true way to fully understand how women feel about their own bodies was to hold a focus group. I held a focus group with six participants that were willing to participant in my research after allowing me to give them knowledge on my topic and purpose of this paper. I found my participants on the Indiana University of Pennsylvania campus, my participants age ranged from 18 to 20. I wanted to use females that have recently entered college because I know my body and style changed drastically from my freshman to sophomore year. This focus group took place in a freshman suite common area; I felt that staying in a suite helped with making my participants feel more comfortable and relaxed. Since I have chose to do a focus group I will also be making a 3 to 5 minute video showing clips from my group, pictures and statistics that I have found throughout my research. By doing a focus group I was able to see the emotions and concerns of each female, I also will be able to pass on the concerns and emotions from each participant through my video. 

I decided to research how the media affects a female college student’s body image because the media, specifically magazines affects how I look at myself. I wanted to learn how media affect other female college students that were around my age range. With my research based work, I found that many people do feel that media can affect a female physically and mentally. Some females may exercise excessively; diet and even self induce vomiting to achieve the body that magazines portray all over the world as perfect and acceptable. I did this research so that I can influence females that it is okay to be happy with their own body and to show that other females are going through the same struggles. Doing this research I hope to raise awareness to the media industry that the pictures and views they are sending to females can be very harmful, mentally and physically on the female body. I also hope to raise the awareness of embracing ones differences, not discriminating against them. 

During my focus group I was able to discuss how each student perceived themselves and the other females in the group. I asked questions’ ranging from what they felt was their best feature, if they exercised and or dieted. I attached the questions and my answers to Appendix 1 at the end of the paper. I was able to find out more information then what I thought I was going to be able too receive. I did not think that I was going to be able to get the information I needed for the fact that body image is a very sensitive topic to females. 

I found that other researchers have done focus groups because, but what I did not find was a focus group like the one I held, nor did I find one that took their results into a short film. I found groups discussing how they felt about celebrities also a group that looked at pictures of women with different body weight and types. There were none that I came across where the females would perceive their own bodies and others in the group. Author/researcher Petra Boynton did a focus group similar to mine but instead she studied how women looked at models and how they felt knowing they were suppose to look like them. Many other focus groups focusing on body image were centered around eating disorders and celebrities. 

During my focus group I found that the answers and concerns that were revealed about each females body and their image were very similar to what I thought would happen. One comment that was made during my focus group that I found funny, yet interesting was one female mentioned her best feature was her eyes. When asked why she felt her eyes were her best feature she answered with, they have no fat on them. Another female student whom is a member of the U.S Army stated that she is working out and dieting because the Army told her she needed to loose weight. Knowing that this female is about 5’7 and 160 lbs I do not believe she needed to loose weight but according to the Army she needed to loose weight. I was also able to discuss plastic surgery with my group and what I found was the normal cosmetic surgeries. One participant mentioned a typical breast implant while others chose a nose and lypo to reduce the fat from their mid section area. 

From my results I found that female college students are able to be content with their own bodies, but yet they still have the urge to change the way they look with their body image. With my focus group I was able to find reoccurring evidence supporting that females do look to other females in order to perfect their own image. Along with looking to other females for support they also take in the information that magazines and the media presented to them. I was also able to find that with the pervious focus groups done like the one when the participants were showed thin then obese people; they thought that it was unrealistic to be that skinny for their body type. 


After doing research on this specific topic I was able to conclude that females are in fact affected by the media, but not only the media. Females are also influenced by everyday people, friends, peers even strangers on the street. So what if eating disorders and the obsession with the female body is not from the media but from people who truly believe everyone should look and act like models? This theory will go on forever because everyone is affected by something, somewhere, somehow whether it is fashion, body image or what they will wear the next day something influenced them. So I leave my readers with this, do not let something or someone tell you that you need to change because you’re not perfect, they are liars. 
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