
Body Culture: 
How Media Shapes Our Thoughts and Ideas 

About Beauty, Eating, and Image

Over the past four decades the prevalence of eating disorders has doubled.  During that same time, 
mass media has more than ever presented thinner ideals of the female body.

Researchers have reported that ! of female situation comedy actors are 
underweight and only 1 in 20 is above average size.

Media figures provide body image role models for the majority of men and women under 40 (instead of family members)

FOR WOMEN:
models and actresses (Claudia Schiffer, 
Elle, Christy Turlington, Demi Moore, 
Halle Berry)

FOR MEN:
Arnold Schwarzenegger 
and Jean-Claude Van Damme
are favorites

Madrid banned ultra-thin models from the runway in 2006
20 years ago the average model weighed 8% less than the average woman.  
Today’s models weigh 23% less than the average woman.

Barbie Researchers generating a computer model of a woman with Barbie-doll proportions, for example, 

found that 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 bowel. A real woman built that way would suffer from chronic diarrhea and 

eventually DIE from malnutrition.  99% of girls under the age of 10 own a Barbie doll.

Models & Advertising

The average U.S. 
woman is 5’4” and 
weighs 140 lb. 
  

In contrast the average 
U.S. model who is 5’11” 
& weighs 117 lb. [1]

The body type portrayed in advertising is actually possesses by only 5% of American females. [2] 

A study found that 25% of Playboy centerfolds 
met the weight criteria for Anorexia. [3] 

Kate Moss is 5’7” and weights 95 pounds. That is 30% below ideal body weight. [4]

Following the viewing of images of 
female fashion models, seven out of ten 
women felt more depressed and angrier 
than prior to viewing the images.  [5]

Twiggy, who rose to fame as the as 
a supermodel in the 1960s, was 5’7’’ 
and 91 pounds at the height of her fame.

69%
of 5-12th grade girls 

reported that magazine 
pictures influence their 

idea of the perfect 
body shape

47%
of 5-12th grade girls 
reported wanting to 
lose weight because 

of magazine 
pictures  [6] 

One in every three (37%) 
articles in leading teen girl magazines 

also included a focus on appearance, and most 
of the advertisements (50%) used an appeal to 

beauty to sell their products. [7]

Television
1 out of 4 TV commercials sends out some sort of message about attractiveness [8] 

80% of women who answered a People magazine survey responded that 
images of women on television and in the movies make them feel insecure [4]

15% of the viewers admitted to vomiting to lose weight and 2/3 of the female 
viewers dieted as a result of the images they saw. [9]

Those who watch television at least 3 nights a week are 50% 
more likely than non-viewers to feel overweight or fat. 

Self-Perception and Eating Disorders
30% of women 

chose an ideal 
body shape that is 

20% underweight 

44% of women 
chose an ideal 

body shape that is 

10% underweight [1] 
additionally...

In one study, 3 out of 4 women stated 
that they were overweight, although 

only 1 out of 4 actually were. [3]

86% of those with eating disorders report onset by age of 20. [2] 

95% of those with eating disorders are ages 12-25. [3]

Statement made by celebrities seemingly encouraging 
eating disorders:

“Nothing tastes as good as skinny feels.” 
– Supermodel Kate Moss (2009 interview with WWD)

“I’ve always thought Marilyn Monroe looked fabulous, but I’d kill myself if I was that fat.” 
– Model/actress Elizabeth Hurley (in Allure magazine). 

The Dieting Industry:
Diet and diet related products are a 33 billion dollar a year industry. [1]
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Young Girls
80% of 13-year olds have attempted to lose weight. [6] 

11% of high school students may have a diagnosable eating disorder. [1] 

80% of 
13-year olds 

have attempted 
to lose 

weight. [8] 

11% of 
of high school 

students have a 
diagnosable 

eating 
disorder [1] 

Anorexia
 is the 3rd most
chronic illness 

among 
adolescents. [3]

42% of 1st-3rd grade girls want to be thinner. [3]

81% of 10 year olds are afraid of being fat. [3] 
51% of nine and ten year old girls stated they felt better about themselves when they were adhering to a diet. [3]
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