
                      
  Eating Disorders and the Media     12

Running head: EATING DISORDERS AND THE MEDIA

The Relationship Between Media Exposure and Eating Disorders 

Lillian Huang

Binghamton University

The Relationship Between Media Exposure and Eating Disorders


Many forms of media today play an important role in individuals, especially young adults and adolescents.  The youth are exposed to hours of television, and monthly issues of magazines, both portraying young, slim, beautiful males and females.  More and more advertisements are emphasizing weight loss programs/products and exercise equipment, which may be leading to the development of eating disorders in media consumers (Harrison & Cantor, 41).  Reports have shown that the highest prevalence rates of eating disorders occurred during the 1920’s and 1980’s, which was when the “ideal woman” was the thinnest in U.S. history.  It appears that as the media continues to depict females as thin, sexy models, the occurrence of disordered eating symptoms increases (Harrison & Cantor, 41-42).  Therefore, the question posed is to examine whether the media does play a significant role in the prevalence of eating disorders of women, or is art simply imitating life – more specifically, do young women who have symptoms of eating disorders expose themselves more to media that promote thinness and beauty?  The following articles have investigated the relationship between the media and eating disorder symptoms, and whether the media plays an influential part in young women. 


The first study by Harrison and Cantor (1997) examined the relationship between the media and disordered eating among college students.  The researchers investigated the relationship between college women’s media use and eating disorder symptomatology, and other variables such as drive for thinness and body dissatisfaction. The desire for thinness was also observed in men, as well as their desire for women to be thin (For this paper however, I will disregard the research concerning the males).  Hypotheses were made indicating that exposure to thinness-depicting, thinness promoting (TDP) media – television and magazines would be positively associated with eating disorder symptoms; television and magazine consumption would also be positively associated with body dissatisfaction, drive for thinness, and strongly more related to anorexic behavior than bulimic.  The data was obtained from 232 females with an average age of 20 using surveys and questionnaires (including the EAT-Eating Attitudes Test, and EDI-Eating Disorders Inventory).  The participants were asked to report the number of hours of T.V. they consumed on an average weekday, Saturday, and Sunday, and how often they watched specific shows. Also, they reported the number and type of magazines they read.  The results supported the hypotheses, specifically that the magazine reading was positively, and significantly related to EAT scores while T.V. did not.  Also, T.V. viewing was a significant predictor of body dissatisfaction, and magazine was found to be a significant predictor of drive for thinness. The hypothesis that anorexic behavior would result more than bulimic behaviors was not supported however.  Findings also showed that regardless of interest in fitness or health-related issues, individuals who consumed TDP media and individuals who had an interest in health both demonstrated symptoms of disordered eating. 


There were a few limitations in this study by Harrison and Cantor.  The authors mention that in order to draw causal inferences from the research, a longitudinal study may have been useful in tracking the participants’ media use and their eating behaviors over time – starting at an earlier age where disordered eating has not developed.  The sample was another limitation – the majority of the participants were white, middle- to upper middle - class females, who are the most at risk for eating disorders (Harrison & Cantor, 41). This suggests that the results may have shown that these females were influenced by the TDP media because of their race and SES.  Further studies might include differing ethnicity and socio-economic status individuals. Another problem could be the use of surveys and questionnaires in the study.  In using surveys, participants may report false information due to carelessness or social desirability.  Perhaps interviews may be conducted to avoid the survey biases – having interviews with a researcher may prevent the participants from responding falsely to survey/questionnaire items.


This study does answer the question of whether the media encourages eating disorder symptomatology.  The results demonstrate that TDP media does increase the occurrence of disordered eating.  However, the results are not conclusive because the question of whether media exposure is related to disordered eating b/c TDP media increases eating disorder symptomatology, or whether those individuals high in eating disorder symptoms selectively expose themselves to that media, remains unclear, even though this study suggests both.


The next study was done by King, Touyz, and Charles (2000).  Investigations were done to observe how women feel about their own bodies and how their perceptions of themselves affect their perceptions of female celebrities in the media.  The researches wanted to find out which women were affected by the media. The question of which comes first – media then eating disorder, or vice versa, is somewhat addressed in this study. It was hypothesized that women who had high concerns for their body size and shape would perceive thin celebrities as being thinner than they really are, and heavier as being heavier, while the low concern females would accurately judge the thin and heavy celebrities.  Participants included 96 undergraduate females, and again, questionnaires (BSQ-Body Shape Questionnaire) were used.  Photographs of female celebrities were used.  Manipulations were made on the photos and the participants were asked to rate the celebrities as being thin, medium or heavy. The findings supported the hypothesis that the low level concern for body shape judged the thin celebrities accurately, however, the sizes of the heavy females were overestimated.  As hypothesized, those women with high concerns inaccurately judged both the thin and heavy celebrities. 


Criticisms of this study start at the very beginning of the article.  The word, “effect” was misused twice in the abstract – whether it was a typographical error, or carelessness of the authors, reliability of the study was questioned at the start.  A second criticism concerns the sample – ethnicity of the participants was not mentioned.  Although ethnicity may not be a particularly significant factor, uncertainty of ethnicity was rather disconcerting for the reader.  A third criticism also concerns the participants – their ages ranged from 17.4 to 34.4 years.  The difference in ages may have caused for different perceptions of the photographs.  The older women may have perceived the young celebrities as too thin, and the younger women may have perceived the older celebrities as too heavy – based on their own generational standards.  Therefore, the views of the celebrities may have been skewed. 


King, et al did examine the relationship between the media and women who had high risk factors for disordered eating.  The researchers investigated the question of different women exposing themselves to the media and the perceptions they had of the celebrities in the media.  However, this study is not very conclusive either – observations were not made of the media’s affects on the women.  Therefore, it does not answer the question posed.


The next study by Baker, Sivyer & Towell (1998) investigated the role of visual media by examining the relationship between body image dissatisfaction and eating attitudes in visually impaired women. The authors suggested that body image disturbance must be dependent on “visual experience” and that sight is important in the development of eating disorders.  However, it was also stated that the inability to see does not protect against eating disorders – that internal conflicts within an individual are stronger.  The research was done with 60 participants, 20 in each group: congenitally blind females, blinded later in life, and sighted females.  BSQ and EAT were used in measuring the women’s body shape satisfaction and eating attitudes.  The results show that congenitally blind women had the lowest levels of body image dissatisfaction and disordered eating attitudes compared to those blinded later in life.  The sighted women had significantly higher levels of body image dissatisfaction and disordered eating attitudes.  The authors concluded that the ability to visualize oneself and others impacts greater on body shape and eating disorder symptoms in women.  Congenitally blind women were not impacted by visual depictions throughout life and did not have to face the daily images of thin females, so they had nothing to compare themselves to nor could they see their own bodies in order to make comparisons (Baker, et al).


The first criticism for this study is the small sample size.  This was not representative of the population, as well as the disregard for ethnicity.  Again, college students were used, thus suggesting that the participants were of a specific SES.  The other criticism is in regards to the methods used- only the BSQ and EAT were employed – there were no manipulations performed with the participants.  Data was solely based on the responses of the women participating; therefore, response biases may have occurred. The authors did suggest, however, that a self-esteem measure might have been helpful in addressing the internal conflicts within the individuals.  Lastly, the article did not state suggestions for future research – it was not mentioned that more could be done in this area.


The use of visually impaired women was a strength of this study by Baker, et al.  It was an interesting discovery that those who were blind had lower level concerns about their body and had less disordered eating. This suggests that the visual media does play an important role in potential eating disorder symptomatology.  The inability to see the images depicted in the media decreases the likelihood of women developing eating disorders.  However, the study did not account for other factors associated with eating disorders – such as psychological factors that may plague those women who are blind.  Depression and anxiety in the blind may cause the women to engage in disordered eating.  


The fourth article: Relation of Media Exposure to Eating Disorder Symptomatology: An Examination of Mediating Mechanisms (Stice, Schupak-Neuberg, Shaw & Stein, 1994) tested whether gender-role endorsement, ideal-body stereotype internalization, and body satisfaction mediated the effect of media exposure to eating disorder symptomatology.  It was hypothesized that media exposure was expected to directly predict eating pathology, gender-role endorsement and ideal-body type stereotype internalization.  The authors theorized that repeated exposure to media portraying the thin ideal woman would lead to women internalizing the thin ideal. Then the internalization would lead to heightened body dissatisfaction, and thus lead to eating pathology.  There were 238 college women who participated in this study and several measures were used to collect the data.  The participants were asked to report the number of health, beauty, fitness, fashion, etc. magazines they had read in the past month, as well as the number of hours of comedy, drama, and game shows they had viewed.  Attitudes Toward Women/Men Scales, which measured the participants’ endorsement of male and female stereotypes. The BDI and EAT were used, as well as other scales, in order to measure body dissatisfaction, eating disorder symptoms and internalization.  The results supported most of the hypotheses, which were consistent with past research – there was a direct relation between media exposure and disordered eating.  The predicted direct effect from media exposure to ideal-body stereotype internalization was not supported, however.  The researchers suggest that the reason for this was the imprecision of the scales used.


The authors of this article state a few limitations with the study, one being the scales used.  The scale that measured media exposure may not have been precise enough to observe the effects on thin ideal.  Another limitation given was that the cross-sectional design of the study might not reflect the temporal relations among variables.  Therefore, perhaps a longitudinal design might be helpful.  Again, this study was also based on surveys and questionnaires that have been suggested as potential problems in the previously mentioned studies.  


The question seems to have been answered sufficiently through this study.  The hypotheses that media exposure leads to disordered eating through mechanisms such as body dissatisfaction, and gender-role endorsement was supported with the research provided.  The evidence in this study shows that media may be to blame for increases in eating disorder symptomatolgy in young women.  Prevention programs are mentioned in this article, stating that attempts should be made to decrease internalization of the thin ideal and to increase body satisfaction.  


The purpose of the last study by Williamson  (1997) was to examine if the media does influence women in developing eating disorder symptoms using the EDI, and also to study whether the media would influence participants to report low or high scores of positive/negative affect using the Positive and Negative Affect Scale (PANAS).  Additionally, acculturation was measured using the Racial Identity Attitude Scale (RIAS) to determine the effects the media may have on black women.  94 undergraduate females – 57 Black, 37 White, participated in this study.  21 slides showing black and white professional/nonprofessional models were used, as well as questionnaires regarding the slides. Results found that body dissatisfaction was significantly higher in white participants compared to the black participants, however, whites did not score higher on the drive for thinness scale. The author suggests that perhaps the desire for thinness is relevant to many college-aged women, regardless of race or ethnicity. It was also found that the slides of the professional models did not affect the women’s scores on the body dissatisfaction, desire for thinness, and ineffectiveness subscales in contrast with past studies. However, the non-profession model slides reported more body dissatisfaction in white women than black.  As for the acculturation factor, it could not be tested because all participants scored in the highest category of the RIAS.  


Williamson was very thorough in researching the socio-cultural factors of eating disorders.  However, there were some limitations mentioned in her study, which can be applied to the above-mentioned studies using photographs and magazines.  The author states that using 21 slides are a limitation in that it does not fully account for the actual experience of being constantly exposed to the media.  Also, other forms of media were not empirically tested such as newspaper ads, music videos, television shows – only magazines were used.  As with some of the other studies, one flaw would be that the participants were all from the same university.  Moreover, for this study more blacks than whites were recruited, posing a possible imbalance in results.  Perhaps if there were an equal amount of participants, representation of the population would be more balanced.


According to this study, it appears that white females are more influenced by the media than black females.  This is an interesting finding – a partial answer to the question.  Perhaps then, it is important to note the ethnicity and race of the participants in order to fully answer the question of whether the media influences eating attitudes, and self-perceptions in young women.  The author notes that it is considered unusual for black women to show signs of eating disorders, and that black women have higher body weights.  Also, past studies show that black women are more satisfied with their bodies.  Therefore, cultural and biological factors might be helpful in further exploring the effects of the media. 



Each of the articles explored and answered the question to this paper – some more thoroughly than others.  The overwhelming result is that the media is a significant factor in eating disorder symptomatology.  That is the general finding in each of the articles, however many of the studies did not address the many different sides of the question. Many questions still remain regarding media consumption and the potential risk of developing an eating disorder.  For example, in the last study by Williamson (1997), ethnicity was an important factor – white women were more dissatisfied with their bodies than black women.  Why is this? What about other ethnicities such as Asians, and Latinos? What are the prevalence rates within these races, and why? This matter leads to another question: Why are some women more at risk than others when they are exposed to the same media? Why are certain women affected greater than others, as studied by King, et al?  Finally, we return to the unanswered issue of whether life imitates art, or art imitates life.  Which comes first, the chicken or the egg?  The questions are endless, though the research is slowly expanding on this subject – much has yet to be discovered.


For future research, improved methods and measures might be better in gathering data.  Are there more efficient ways other than using surveys and questionnaires?  Perhaps in the future, new methods that are not time-consuming may be implemented in order to observe the effects of the media.  Although new methods may be more costly, it will be worthwhile in aiding the research in Eating disorders.  As mentioned above, considering other risk factors might be helpful for future research – investigating biological, psychological, or familial factors or a combination of these factors with regards to media. This may be helpful because in the studies above, the individual’s background is not discussed or taken into consideration.  Biological or genetic factors in a participant may have them more aware of their body shape and size and concerned about weight loss.  Familial factors or conflicts may induce feelings of depression, frustration or anxiety, which may lead to increased disordered eating habits.  

Therefore, it cannot be said that the media is solely to blame for eating disorders although there is evidence that there is a relationship between the two.  The media however, does play an important role in many individuals – violent movies, shows and stories may affect an individual negatively, causing an increase in aggression and acts of violence in a person.  Furthermore, it is popular belief that the media reporting news about stocks rising and dropping affects individuals – sometimes causing them to have heart attacks or strokes.  However, the media is not all negative – there are educational and informational programs, as well as programs which are simply made to entertain.  So, should the media stop promoting thin and healthy people, and start promoting fat and unhealthy people? No- somehow, there needs to be some kind of agreeing medium, as well as prevention programs to help young girls understand the difference between healthy and unhealthy eating habits.
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