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Abstract: 

 This study was conducted to understand and determine the effects that media 

representation has on an individual’s self-esteem and body image.  Non-probable, convenience 

volunteer sampling was used to conduct a survey with 30 participants.  Quantitative and 

qualitative research methods were used throughout the survey and study.  Results indicate that 

there is a relationship between media representation and low levels of self-esteem and perceived 

body image, however, indicated in many cases with significance levels greater than .05.  Overall, 

the present study extends and confirms previous research concerning the media and its effects. 
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Introduction 

The media have a powerful voice in today’s society, and its ability to greatly impact 

individuals cannot be ignored.  Society is confronted with various forms of media each and every 

day. The primary goal of this research project is to measure and understand the effects that media 

representation has on an individual’s self-esteem and body image.  Previous research has shown 

a relationship between idealized media images and low self-esteem and perceived body image, 

therefore, this study is seeking to test these findings through both quantitative and qualitative 

research methods. 

Literature Review 

The media are an inescapable reality because of today’s 24-hour news cycle, and 

therefore, have many researchers seeking to define and understand the effects media 

representation has on an individual’s self-esteem and body image. 

Previous research suggests that pervasive media images do affect one’s self-esteem and 

body image.  Leon Festinger’s Social Comparison Theory explains that individuals have a drive 

to make self-evaluation.  As long as people live in a community and not in a secluded place, 

social comparisons are bound to occur (Wood, 1996, p. 520).  Images are so prevalent in today’s 

media world that people are bombarded with them every day.  These images are easily recalled 

and are used by individuals to make comparisons to their own lives.   

According to Richins’ (1995) research and analysis of Social Comparison Theory, he 

suggests that perhaps these media images are the most frequent social comparison in American 

culture, and are often unsought.  These images are pervasive, providing many opportunities to 

compare with respect to material possessions, level of attractiveness, and other criteria. Because 

most of these images are idealized, the comparison is upward, and people who compare 
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themselves find deficient with respect to the comparison standard (Richins, 1995, p. 594). 

These idealized images are often modified and digitally altered. Technology and special 

effects are used to change the original subject. “Airbrushing, cropping, and editing techniques 

make the imperfect more perfect, and lighting effects or camera angles can make the ordinary 

seem special” (Richins, 1995, p. 594). These unrealistic comparisons and expectations can have 

great effects on ideas, beliefs, self-image and acceptance. 

Merriam-Webster Online (2011) defines medium –the singular form of the word media – 

as “a channel or system of communication, information or entertainment.”  It defines 

representation as “one that represents: as a statement or account made to influence opinion or 

action” (2011).  The merging of these two words results in what Lacey (1998) describes as the 

mediation of the world by a mediated text.  He further explains that “what is emphasized and 

what is omitted in representation is determined by discourse, which is structured by ideology” (p. 

112).   

Pino (2010) suggests that media representation is the process of constructing a social 

reality, and he discusses previous work by Adoni and Mane to reveal three dimensions of the 

process (p. 3). The first dimension defined is “objective social reality,” which is experienced as 

the world existing outside the individual and which allows the individual to develop acts of daily 

existence. The second is the “symbolic social reality” which includes different forms of symbolic 

expression of the former.  Finally, the third dimension, “subjective social reality,” converges the 

other two realities (Pino, 2010, p. 3). 

In addition to Pino’s remarks on media representation, a similar definition of media 

representation is the construction of a perceived reality through the media’s use of images.  For 

example, the messages conveyed in advertisements shape society’s ideas about appropriate 
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gender roles as well as attitudes toward and expectations of men and women (Lindner, 2004, p. 

409).  In her research on images of women in magazines, Lindner noted that exposure to gender 

role stereotyping in advertisements is related to stereotypical ideas about how women are 

supposed to behave and they roles should occupy (p. 409).   

Peter Slade (1994) suggests that body image is not a simple perceptual phenomenon and 

even when an individual’s perception of his or her own body is measured, the judgments the 

individual makes are highly influenced by cognitive, affective, attitudinal and other variables 

(Slade, 1994, p. 498). 

Gail McEachron (1993) defines self-esteem as the “judgment one makes about their self-

concept” (p. 67).  She uses Morris Rosenberg’s definition to further explain this concept.  Self-

esteem is the “attitude one holds toward themselves as an object” (McEachron, 1993, p. 8-9).  

Albert Bandura (1961), famous psychologist and researcher, developed the Social 

Learning Theory, and based on his theory people can learn behaviors by watching others.  Mere 

observation can affect the way individuals react to specific situations.  His most famous 

experiment focused on aggression with the use of his Bobo Dolls. 

The results of this study provide strong evidence that observation of cues produced by 

behavior of others is one effective means of eliciting certain forms of responses for which the 

original probability is very low or zero.  Indeed, social imitation may hasten or short cut the 

acquisition of new behaviors without the necessity of reinforcing successive approximations as 

suggested by Skinner (Bandura, 1961, p. 580). 

Bandura’s Social Learning Theory, also known as Modeling Theory, can also be applied to 

the media and its use of images in magazines.  As individuals are constantly bombarded with 

media images, it is reasonable to expect them to learn certain behaviors based off of what they 
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see.  

“Researchers have found that in the United States, 94 percent of female characters in 

television programs are thinner than the average American woman, with who the media 

frequently associate happiness, desirability, and success in life” (Yamamiya, 2004, p. 74). 

 Previous research suggests that there is correlation between idealized media images and low 

self-esteem and body image. 

Scholars argue that these idealized images can generate substantial psychological effects 

on individuals because people use the content to make self-comparisons and in turn may feel less 

satisfied with their own circumstances, which can lead to lower-self esteem and lower life 

satisfaction (Xue & Ellzey, 2009, p. 1).  

The studies and research mentioned conclude that there is a definite relationship between 

the viewing of ideal media images and negative effects on society such as the perpetuation of 

stereotypes and low levels of self-esteem and life satisfaction.  Minorities have been depicted, 

over the years, in negative, stereotypical ways.  Gender-role stereotypes have been amplified 

through media images and individuals have struggled with the fact that they cannot “measure up” 

to the seemingly perfect images and lifestyles.  

Media representation is operationalized by the emotional effects images have on 

individuals.  Xue and Ellzey (2009) define media representation in terms of how media 

portrayals affect an individual’s perception of the portrayed subject.  

Pitura (2010) operationalized media representation by measuring its effects on 

individuals.  She used the six-point Likert scale to determine how much influence the media 

possess (Pitura, 2010, p. 64). The majority of the responses leaned slightly to the higher side of 

the six-point scale, where one represented the lowest level of influence and six represented the 
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highest (Pitura, 2010, p. 66). 

Richins (1995) suggests that perhaps media images are the most frequent social 

comparison in American culture (p. 593).  Media images are pervasive, providing many 

opportunities to compare with respect to material possessions, levels of attractiveness, and other 

measurable criteria. Because most of these images are idealized, the comparison is upward, and 

comparers find themselves deficient with respect to the comparison standard (Richins, 1995, p. 

593).  

Research conducted by Yamamiya et al. (2004) concludes that exposure to media images 

of thin-and-beautiful women negatively affects the body image and mood states of young women 

(pg. 74). 

This experimental investigation studied 123 young college women and evaluated the 

moderating effects of the extent of internalization of media ideals. It also examined the 

preventative impact of two brief interventions (i.e., media literacy information with and without 

a dissonance-induction procedure). Results indicated that relative to a control group, the 

exposure to thin-and-beautiful media images adversely influenced the state body image of 

participants with high internalization levels (Yamamiya, 2004, p. 74). 

They used a 9-point Likert-type scale, the 6-item BISS (Cash et al, 2002) to measure the 

subjects’ current dissatisfaction with aspects of their physical appearance (Yamamiya, 2004, p. 

76).  The experimental group was exposed to 20 images of young, white models taken from 

popular fashion magazines while the control group was exposed to 20 images of automobiles. 

 The results of this study indicate that just five minutes of exposure to thin-and-beautiful media 

images results in a more negative body image state than does exposure to neutral images such as 

automobiles (p. 78). 
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The most common way to operationalize self-esteem is through the Rosenberg Self- 

Esteem Scale (Rosenberg, 1965). This scale measures self-esteem via survey. Every answer on 

the survey is assigned a point value with more points being rewarded for answers demonstrating 

high self-esteem and vice versa. The subject’s survey is scored and the subject is placed into a 

category. For example, some categories might be high self-esteem, average self-esteem, below 

average, or critical. 

Body image has been operationalized in many ways.  Cash (1995) conducted an 

investigation that consisted of a questionnaire given to 803 adult women.  They used questions 

that were used in 1985’s Multidimensional Body-Self Relations Questionnaire and came up with 

similar results. “Nearly one-half of the women reported globally negative evaluations of their 

appearance and a preoccupation with being or becoming overweight” (Cash 1995, p. 19). They 

used a series of Likert-series questions to gage their findings. 

The theoretical frameworks of media representation and its effects on self-esteem and 

body image are complementary, all lending toward its adverse effects, especially on women. 

Furthermore, the similarities among these various explanations of the media and its effects on 

self-esteem and body image helped form research questions and hypotheses for the study at 

hand. 

Research Questions 

RQ 1: Does education have any effect on an individual's self-esteem? 

RQ 2: Does age have any effect on the amount of magazines an individual reads? 

RQ 3: Does gender affect an individual’s comfort level in a bathing suit? 

RQ 4: Does the amount of television watched affect an individual’s self-esteem? 

RQ 5: Does one’s contentment with his/her amount of friends affect overall self-esteem?   
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Hypotheses 

H 1: Education does affect an individual’s overall self-esteem. 

H 2: Age is not a factor in the amount of magazine an individual reads. 

H 3: Gender does affect an individual’s comfort level in a bathing suit. 

H 4: The more television an individual watches, the lower his/her self-esteem. 

H 5: One’s contentment with his/her amount of friends does affect overall self-esteem. 

Method 

There were 30 participants in this research study, in which 33 percent were females and 

66 percent males.  The average age was 30.2 years and subjects were friends and family 

members of the researchers.  Due to limited time and resources, the non-probable sampling 

method, convenience volunteer sampling, was used in this study. 

 An outline of the procedures used in this research experiment begins with the creation of 

three surveys, one of which measured media representation, the second self-esteem and finally a 

third measuring body image. These surveys were then combined to formulate a 34-question 

survey that measured all three subjects. The final survey was administered to 30 of the 

researchers family members and friends. In order to measure the relationships between media 

representation, self-esteem and body image, the researchers input the survey data into the 

computer program SPSS. Using this program the researchers were able to generate the results of 

this research. 

The independent variable in this research method was media representation.  This variable 

was manipulated via the use of survey questions to determine the effects it has on the dependent 

variables of body image and self-esteem. 

The instrument used in this study was a 34-question survey. The sampling method (non-
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probable, convenience volunteer sampling) used in this research project is a threat to external 

validity because the sample, being composed of the researchers’ family and friends, is not 

representative of the larger population. Therefore, the results of this research cannot be extended 

to the larger population. 

Results 

Various statistical tests were used in this research to measure the effects of media 

representation on body image and self-esteem.  ANOVA was used to determine whether three or 

more levels of an independent variable differ to a dependent variable. (Vandersteop, p. 99) This 

statistical test was used to measure the effects of education on self-esteem, the effects of cable 

news source preference on the importance of objective news, and the relationship between one’s 

comfort with the number of friends he or she has and overall self-esteem.  ANOVA was also 

used to measure the effects gender has on an individual’s comfort level in a swimsuit, one’s 

overall happiness compared to his or her number of friends, the relationship between the number 

of magazines one reads and his or her self-esteem, and finally the relationship between the 

number of television hours watched and self-esteem.  In addition, Chi-square tests were used to 

measure the relationship between two nominal variables (Vandersteop, p. 124): social media 

usage and body image. 

Most of the research measurements came back with extremely low significance levels. A 

few exceptions were as follows: the effect of education on self-esteem, the effect of happiness.  

 The older participants viewed more informational magazines versus the younger 

participants whom read more entertainment-geared magazines. However, neither group read 

more of their preferred genre of magazines, nor did the magazines have any significant effect on 

body image or self-esteem. 
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Overall, four hypotheses were supported and one was rejected.  

H 1: Supported-- The more education a person receives, the higher their self-esteem. 

 

 

H 2: Rejected-- Age is not a factor in the amount of magazine an individual reads. 

ANOVA 

Scale 1-5 

 
Sum of 

Squares df Mean Square F Sig. 

Between 

Groups 

6.559 3 2.186 3.611 .026 

Within Groups 15.741 26 .605   

Total 22.300 29    
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ANOVA 

Scale 1-5 

 
Sum of 

Squares df Mean Square F Sig. 

Between Groups 3.181 2 1.590 2.246 .125 

Within Groups 19.119 27 .708   

Total 22.300 29    

 

H 3: Supported-- Gender does effect an individual’s comfort level in a bathing suit. 

 

 



Media Representation: Self-Esteem and Body Image 

13 

ANOVA 

Swimsuit 

 Sum of Squares df Mean Square F Sig. 

Between Groups 9.600 1 9.600 2.605 .118 

Within Groups 103.200 28 3.686   

Total 112.800 29    

 

H 4: Supported-- The more television an individual watches, the lower his/her self-esteem. 

 

ANOVA 

Scale 1-5 

 
Sum of Squares df Mean Square F Sig. 

Between Groups 7.093 4 1.773 2.915 .042 

Within Groups 15.207 25 .608   

Total 22.300 29    

 

H 5: Supported-- One’s contentment with his her amount of friends does effect overall     

self-esteem. 
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ANOVA 

Friends 

 
Sum of Squares df Mean Square F Sig. 

Between Groups .067 1 .067 .455 .505 

Within Groups 4.100 28 .146   

Total 4.167 29    

 

Two hypothesis were undoubtedly supported, as demonstrated by their significant levels. 

The higher education one has, the higher his or her self-esteem (P=0.026) and the more 

television one watches, the lower his/her self-esteem (P=0.042). All of the other hypotheses, 

except hypothesis 2, were supported based on the fact that the researchers believed that the 

significance levels were the small sample size and sampling method caused the significance 

levels to be too low for the findings to be considered significant but that with a larger sample size 

the significance levels would change enough to support the hypothesis.  

Some additional measurements and findings were in regards to the followings: 
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 The affect of Magazines read in a month on self-esteem 

 

ANOVA 

Scale 1-5 

 
Sum of Squares df Mean Square F Sig. 

Between Groups 3.181 2 1.590 2.246 .125 

Within Groups 19.119 27 .708   

Total 22.300 29    

      

 

 The effects of social media on body image 
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Chi-Square Tests 

 

Value df 

Asymp. Sig. (2-

sided) 

Pearson Chi-Square 16.501
a
 12 .169 

Likelihood Ratio 18.073 12 .113 

Linear-by-Linear Association 2.281 1 .131 

N of Valid Cases 30   

a. 18 cells (90.0%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum expected count 

is .07. 

 

 

 The effects of cable news choice and the desire for objective news 

 

ANOVA 

Objective 

 
Sum of Squares df Mean Square F Sig. 

Between Groups 3.000 2 1.500 3.240 .055 

Within Groups 12.500 27 .463   

Total 15.500 29    

 

The findings from these additional measurements can be understood to mean that reading 

more magazines does not lead to lower self-esteem; however, the researches believe that a larger 

more probable sample would cause this finding to change. Also, the frequency of social media 

use does not lead to lower body image; however, the researchers believe that a larger sample 
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would cause this finding to change as well. Finally, cable news source choice does not affect the 

desire for objective news. 

Discussion 

      Our main findings are parallel to findings from previous studies despite the small, non-

probable sample used for the research. One main finding of this study is men feel more confident 

in their swimsuit compared to women. More than half of the participants were men and yet the 

findings still revealed a pattern between men and women in regards to their comfort level in a 

swimsuit.  

While the results of this study are comparable to that of previous studies, 

unfortunately, due to the limited sample size, the results were not significant (p > .05 in most 

cases).  Although many of the results were not significant, there was a definite correlation 

between media representation and low self-esteem and body image. 

Conclusion 

The sample size, sampling method, demographics of the sample, and time frame were 

all limitations of this study.  The sample size was too small (n=30) and, therefore, not 

representative of the population.  Using the convenience volunteer sampling method resulted in 

demographically skewed data; however, it was chosen due to a limited time period.  If the 

sample size had been larger the significant levels would most likely have been less than .05, 

making the results relevant.  Past research and the present study, show that there is a definite 

correlation between media representation and low self-esteem and body image. 

Future research should utilize a probable sampling method such as random sampling 

and collect data from a much larger sample size.  This will help ensure that the sample is more 

representative of the population. 
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The media possess a powerful voice in today’s society and its use of images is an 

everyday occurrence.  The pervasive messages the media send out cannot be ignored, in fact, 

future research should continue to unveil the effects media representation has on an individual’s 

self-esteem and body image in more detail. 
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Appendixes 

Survey 

1. What is your gender? 

a. Male b. Female 

2. What is your age in years? ________ 

3. What is your ethnicity? 

 _____ Caucasian   _____African American   _____Hispanic   _____Asian  _____Native  

American/Pacific Islander   _____Other 

4. What is your highest level of education? 

a. Below high school 

b. High school/ GED 

c. Associate’s Degree 

d. Bachelor’s Degree 

e. Master’s Degree/Doctorate 
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5. Please rank your overall self-esteem with “1” being very low and “5” being very high. 

(Circle One) 

1        2         3         4         5 

 

6. When you make a commitment, how often do you follow through with it? (Circle One) 

Always          Most of the time          About half of the time          Sometimes          Rarely 

7. Which of the following terms best describes you as a person most of the time? 

a. Leader 

b. 2
nd

-in-Command 

c. Average Person 

d. Follower 

e. Loser 

 

8. Please place a check mark on the line that best represents your answer, regarding how 

you feel during social interaction, on the scale from “Not Very” to “Very” with the center 

line representing “Neutral”. 

 

Not Very Confident _____   _____   _____   _____   _____   _____   _____ Very 

Confident 

Not Very Comfortable   _____   _____   _____   _____   _____   _____   _____ Very 

Comfortable 

Not Very Nervous   _____   _____   _____   _____   _____   _____   _____   Very 

Nervous 

Not Very Scared   _____   _____   _____   _____   _____   _____   _____   Very Scared 

 

9. Based on your experience, please rank the following according to their influence on your 

self-esteem. Place a “1” next to the option that influences you the most and a “5” next to 

the option that influences you the least. 

_____ Family 

_____ Peers 

_____Work Environment 

_____ Print Media/Magazines 

_____ Television 

10. Do you feel content with the amount of friends you have? 

a. Yes b. No 

 

11. How often do you feel left out? (Circle One) 

Very Often          Often          Sometimes           Rarely           Never 

12. If you died tomorrow do you think you would be missed? 
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a. Yes b. No 

 

13.  How many magazines do you read monthly? 

a. 1-2 

b. 3-4 

c. 5-6 

d. 7-8 

e. More than 9 

 

14. How often do you use social media websites (Facebook, MySpace, Google+, etc.) on a 

weekly basis? 

 

Very Frequently         Frequently          Neutral          Rarely          Very Rarely 

 

15. Are you happy with your body?  

Extremely Happy     Moderately Happy     Neutral     Moderately Unhappy     Extremely 

Unhappy 

16. On a scale of 1-10, 1 being horrible and 10 being awesome, what is your outlook on your 

life? 

 

1    2        3        4       5        6        7        8        9        10 

 

 

17. Images in magazines have an impact on a person’s personal body image. 

 

Strongly Agree        Agree        Neutral        Disagree        Strongly Disagree 

 

18. How long do you spend getting ready in the morning? 

a. 30 minutes and below 

b. 30-60 minutes 

c. 60-90 minutes 

d. More than 90 minutes 

 

19. You think it is very important to look your best every day? 

Strongly Disagree         Disagree         Neutral         Agree         Strongly Agree 

20. If you do not look your best, you feel that everyone is judging you. 

Strongly Disagree         Disagree         Neutral         Agree         Strongly Agree 

21. How comfortable are you in a swimsuit? 
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Not Very Confident _____   _____   _____   _____   _____   _____   _____ Very 

Confident 

 

22. Rank the following clothing options you would be most comfortable in, 1 being the most 

comfortable and 5 being the least. 

a. Short dress 

b. Jeans and sweatshirt 

c. Bathing suit 

d. Shorts and tank top 

e. Sweatpants and T-shirt 

 

23. I’m comfortable in my own skin 

 

Strongly Disagree         Disagree        Neutral         Agree         Strongly Agree 

 

24. What media outlet do you use the most? 

a. Television 

b. Print 

c. Internet 

d. Other 

 

25. Do you subscribe to any magazines? 

a. Yes 

b. No 

26. How often do you watch television? 

 

Very frequently         Frequently         Occasionally         Rarely         Never 

 

27. I think the media accurately represents each member of the population. 

 

Strongly Disagree        Disagree         Neutral         Agree         Strongly Agree 

 

28. It is important to present the news in an objective manner. 

 

Strongly Agree          Agree         Neutral         Disagree         Strongly Disagree 

 

29. Among cable news channels, which source do you turn to for news? 

a. CNN 

b. FOX News 

c. MSNBC 
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d. Other 

 

30. The people portrayed on popular magazine covers accurately represent the average 

American. 

Strongly Agree          Agree         Neutral         Disagree         Strongly Disagree 

31.  

 
 

After viewing this advertisement how would you describe your attitude toward Gucci? 

 

Unsatisfied _____   _____   _____   _____   _____   _____   _____ Satisfied 

Unsupportive   _____   _____   _____   _____   _____   _____   _____ Supportive 

Boring   _____   _____   _____   _____   _____   _____   _____ Exciting 

Unethical   _____   _____   _____   _____   _____   _____   _____ Ethical 

 

32. What is your favorite television program? 

 

 

 

33.  Do you think that your race/ethnicity is equally represented in the media? 

 

a. Yes No 

Explain. 

 

34.  To which magazines do you subscribe? 

 


