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This paper presents findings of an experiment conducted with female college students to assess the effects of TV ads and commercial movie segments that feature stereotypical (pro-thin) and realistic-looking (pro-esteem) models of feminine beauty on viewers’ body esteem. The study was guided by the Elaboration Likelihood Model of persuasion, the Sociometer Theory of self-esteem, and by Social-Comparison Theory. The experiment demonstrated that female viewers’ scrutiny of personally-relevant or non-relevant message cues was central in affecting their sensibility about their personal beauty. To a lesser extent, it also demonstrated that female viewers who scrutinized media messages intensely compared themselves with socially valued norms of feminine beauty. In particular, this experiment demonstrated that viewers’ positive thinking about the content of experimental test messages enhanced their  body esteem.  However, viewers’ negative thinking exerted no significant impact. This paper discusses research limitations and suggests ways of improving future experiments. (147 / 150 words)
Introduction (5822 / 6000 words)

The present study was prompted by Tiggemann’s (2005) observation that researchers need to clarify the conceptual and experiential processes that occur when female viewers focus externally and internally as well on ideals of feminine beauty that are broadcast to them on a screen. The goal of this experiment was to account for the differential effects on female viewers’ body esteem of two “trendy” models of feminine beauty presented to them by commercial and entertainment media—the stereotypical “pro-thin” model and the realistic “pro-esteem” models. Given that these alternative models of feminine beauty compete for viewers’ attention in the media, we set out to investigate whether, why, and to what extent stereotypically thin and realistically personal views of feminine beauty broadcast to female viewers exert different effects on their body esteem.
Rationale and importance of the study

Researchers who examine women’s motives for engaging in social comparison hold images of women broadcast by the media responsible for viewers’ negative feelings toward their bodies (Borzekowski, Robinson, & Killen, 2000; Heinberg, Thompson, & Stormer, 1995; Hofschire & Greenburg, 2002; Tiggemann, 2003; Tiggemann, 2005; Tiggemann & Pickering, 1996; Van den Bulck, 2000). Female viewers’ body-image evaluations and emotions are derived from internalized ideals evoked by thin, stylized images of women (Cash & Szymanski, 1995; Engeln-Maddox, 2005; Lin & Kulik, 2002). Cash & Pruzinsky (2002) defined a woman’s body image as her psychological experience about her appearance and body.

Evidence indicates that women who view mass media programs over considerable time are likely to endorse stereotypical notions about what a woman should look like. Not surprisingly, women who emulate such stereotypes strive to be thin (Tiggeman & Pickering, 1996; Signorelli, 2001; Ward & Caruthers, 2001). Furthermore, female viewers’ exposure to commercial fare creates unrealistic social expectations about what a woman should look like in order to be considered pretty (Harrisson & Cantor, 1997; Stice & Bearman, 2001). Converging empirical evidence indicates that a strong link exists between the presence of idealized images of feminine beauty in media messages and their negative effect on women’s body concerns (Engeln-Maddox, 2005; Groesz, Levine, & Murren, 2002;Tiggemann, 2006). A woman’s personal feelings of dissatisfaction with her appearance also affects her health and behavior negatively (Borzekowski, Robinson, & Killen, 2000; Hofschire & Greenburg, 2002).

The present experimental study combined three theoretical perspectives in an attempt to expand researchers’ understanding of female viewers’ attention to stereotypically “pro-thin” and realistically “pro-esteem” models of feminine beauty promoted by the media.  It relied on related conceptual models and theoretical predictions to explain how female viewers’ “processing” of information regarding feminine beauty aided persuasion and affected their body esteem

Persuasion related to contrasting models of feminine beauty

Pro-esteem commercial messages portray realistic-looking women on-screen.  For over ten years now, they engaged women in questioning society’s established norms of thin beauty by comparing and contrasting established norms of beauty with more personal values.  For example, ads by Kelloggs’ of Canada Inc. (1996), the Body Shop (1998), Dove (2006), and Dairyland (2007) appealed to women to value a healthy personal view of feminine beauty.  In Hollywood, as well, TV and movie producers have taken notice of viewers’ interest in messages valuing female viewers’ body-esteem. Movies such as Real Women Have Curves produced in 2002 by Home Box Office and the popular TV television hit Ugly Betty produced in 2006 by Touchtone Television set out to attack idealized thin standards of beauty.
Persuasion related to media types
Movies, like TV advertising, emphasize social relations in different ways.  For this reason, we controlled for possible differential persuasion effects of media genres in the present experiment. Existing research about viewers’ resistance to advertising persuasion indicates that consumers have grown disenchanted with commercial campaigns and pay minimal attention to advertisements.  (Walker Smith, 2004; Wright, P. (1975;). They are generally suspicious of commercial messages’ truthfulness and resist their enticement (Walker Smith, 2004). Resisting commercial media appeals can be a relatively thoughtful or non-thoughtful process, as Wegener, Petty, Smoak, and Fabrigar (2004) explain. In comparison, entertainment fare provides viewers with recreational and enjoyable experiences that are emotionally more involving than other media genres (Bryant & Miron, 2002).  Messages presented in different genres and formats thus invite different kinds of attentiveness and information processing (Stewart & Pavlou, 2008;Stewart, Pavlou, & Ward , 2008). For example, according to Tiggemann (2005) media effects on female viewers’ body esteem differ depending on whether the idealized images of women are represented explicitly, as is the case in TV advertising, or implicitly, as in entertainment.  As well, different message constructions require different “information processing” as in ads where product information competes with a story line.

Hypotheses
Female viewers have become partly habituated and desensitized to the thin beauty model (Hargreaves & Tiggemann, 2003). Consequently, we expect female participants to pay limited and mostly peripheral attention to treatment messages depicting stereotypical thin beauty models.  We also expect viewers to pay more issue-relevant attention to realistic-looking models which are featured less frequently in all media.

We hypothesized that:
H1: 
Beauty models featured in movie entertainment fare used as experimental “treatment messages” will exert a stronger impact on viewers’ body esteem than models featured in TV advertising.

Framework of the study

Persuasion related to viewers’ information processing

Petty and Cacioppo’s (1986) Elaboration Likelihood Model (ELM) explains the extent to which viewers scrutinize media messages, their content and characteristics. This model of viewer elaboration predicts that women’s attention to persuasive appeals and their motivation and ability to process issue-relevant arguments determine the impact of a message. A viewer’s high attention, motivation, and ability to process media information are conducive to issue-relevant thinking, or “central” processing. In contrast, her reduced attention, motivation, and inability to process such information generally result in superficial, non-critical, or schematic “peripheral” processing. According to the authors, a viewers’ central processing of information yields stronger persuasive effects in the direction of the message than peripheral processing does. But, advertisers can just as successfully resort to “biaising” their targeted audience to a message (Wegener, Petty, Smoak, & Fabrigar, 2004) and “priming” viewers by repeating peripheral cues (Petty & Wegener, 1999). Based on Petty and Cacioppo’s (1986) ELM model, we hypothesized that:

H2:  Female participants in the present study who exhibit more issue-relevant thinking in their comments about persuasive test messages will experience a stronger change in their body esteem.  According to this model, they will process test message information “centrally.”
Persuasion related to social comparison

The Sociometer Theory (Leary; 1999; Leary, Haupt, Strausser, & Chokel, 1998); Kirkpatrick & Ellis, 2001) accounts for self-esteem from an evolutionary psychological perspective.  The authors defined self-esteem as a personal gauge that an individual uses to monitor the quality of her relationships with other people. This metaphorical meter signals changes in her perception of social approval through feelings of high or low self-esteem. She must pay strong attention to social-relational cues connoted in interpersonal messages in order for such effects to occur.
Lin and Kulik (2002) explain that media messages that feature female models within a social context have a higher potential than other message cues to engage viewers in a social comparative reflection about their own beauty. Body esteem changes reflect how strongly a viewer internalizes the models of feminine beauty promoted by these messages (Thompson & Heinberg, 1999; Thompson & Stice, 2001). Thus, conditions of high attention to stereotypical thin body models broadcast in the media increase body-related anxiety in people who develop negative perceptions of their own bodies (Tiggemann, 2005).  Based on Leary’s (1999) Sociometer Theory, we hypothesized that:

H3:  Female participants who exhibit more extensive social-relational thinking about the treatment media messages will experience a stronger change in their body esteem than participants who exhibited limited social-relational thinking.

Researchers who examine women’s motives for engaging in self-comparison (Borzekowski, Robinson, & Killen, 2000; Hofshire & Greenburg, 2002, Van den Bulk, 2000; Tiggeman, 2003) clearly hold image representations of women broadcast by the media responsible for viewers’ negative feelings toward their appearance.  Martin and Gentry (1997) explain that women who become chronic self-monitors of their own appearance objectify the female body as they observe and internalize how others in their culture try to appear. When, according to Festinger’s (1954) social comparison theory, a woman compares herself to models depicted in media images, she develops positive or negative cognitive and emotional self-evaluations.  This process depends on whether this comparison with models places her at an advantage or a disadvantage. A viewers’ emotional outcomes of comparisons between herself and media images affects her self-esteem and her subsequent decisions and actions. Based on Festinger’s (1954) Social Comparison Theory, we hypothesized that:

H4a:   Participants in our study who engage in favorable social comparisons after exposure to a persuasive message in the treatment messages will experience an increase in body esteem.

H4b:   Participants who engage in negative social comparisons will experience a decrease in  body esteem.
Methodology
Design

This experiment examined the effects of message orientation on female participants’ body esteem.  It contrasted effects of persuasion about stereotypical feminine (pro-thin) and realistic (pro-esteem) beauty. It also contrasted effects of TV commercials and movie entertainment. It thus featured a 2 x 2 factorial design that clearly distinguished between media types and message genres.

Message Stimuli Tested in the Experiment
Pro-esteem treatment messages consisted of Kelloggs’ pro-esteem TV ads that appealed to women to “look good on their own terms” and a movie clip from the movie Real Women Have Curves appealing to female viewers to enjoy being a “real woman.” Pro-thin treatment messages included Gillette’s Venus TV ads that featured a slogan derived from the Goddess Myth (Cashford & Barring, 1992) inviting women to “reveal the goddess” in them. A second pro-thin treatment message included a segment from the 2003 Sports Illustrated Swimsuit Edition. It affirmed a female body type that the media generally prefer to broadcast to men. All four treatment segments lasted five minutes.
Participants

Young women’s preoccupation with physical attractiveness, body image satisfaction, weight concerns, and eating problems generally increase once they leave home for college. Poor self-appreciation has become an important issue on many college campuses in North America (Richins, 1991). Female students are particularly at risk for body esteem problems (Harris, 1995).  Our study sampled 139 undergraduate female students from a large university in the Southern United States. Table 1 presents participants’ distribution in one of four experimental groups.  It highlights personal demographics including students’ status, age, and ethnicity.

Table 2 displays basic family demographics.



Female participants’ random assignment to one of four experimental groups yielded two undesirable imbalances. One group who watched a movie clip featuring Sports Illustrated included a large proportion of seniors, students aged 21 or older. Another group exposed to entertainment messages (Real Women Have Curves and Sports Illustrated) was composed of a high percentage of students from families with lower income. Furthermore, parents of a group of participants who viewed a movie clip from Real Women Have Curves completed graduate degrees to a greater extent than in other groups. Whether demographic imbalances between these experimental altered cross-comparative results is an open question.  Analyses of pre-test and post-test body esteem changes presented further on in this paper suggest otherwise.
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Experimental Procedure

Participants who were recruited for this study provided researchers their informed consent. They were directed into a room equipped with a video projector and asked to complete a pre-test questionnaire. They then watched one of four treatment messages: pro-thin TV ads, pro-thin movie pro-esteem ads, and pro-esteem movie, and completed a posttest questionnaire.

Variables and Data Collection Instruments

Dependent Variables

Researchers addressed body esteem in this study as a component of self-esteem.  We used an adapted version of the Self-Esteem Questionnaire (Dubois, Felner, Brand, Phillips, & Lease, 1996). Past ratings of specific dimensions of self-esteem in the original model validated by Dubois and colleagues exhibited differentially strong measures of association between sub factors of self-esteem, including family esteem, school esteem, and peer esteem. In the present study, we examined body esteem measures as dependent variables. Three components of self-esteem, family esteem, school esteem, and peer esteem acted as possible mediating variables.  We derived body esteem measures from viewers’ answers to four key statements: “I am happy with the way I look;” “I am pleased with my height;” “I feel good about my weight;” “I am comfortable with my body as is.” Each participant indicated her agreement with these statements using a five-point Likert scale. Effects of the four experimental treatments were computed as differences between viewers’ pre-test and post-test body esteem scores.

We held as invariable other statements corresponding to self-esteem components identified by Dubois et al. (1996) for the duration of this experiment and measured these only at the pre-test stage.Using a pre-test questionnaire, we collected and quantified information about socio-relational and behavioral factors expected to influence participants’ body esteem.  These included socio-relational attitudes such as being liked by one’s peers and spending time with one’s family.  Other information included personal, peers’ and family’s body-related attitudes about one’s personal appearance and health. It also included body-related attitudes, such as whether viewers worried about, sought advice about, or were teased by others about their personal appearance. Moreover, it included information about viewers’ health behaviour such as dieting and exercising featured in the analysis as well.

The pre-test questionnaire collected basic demographic information: participants’ student status, age, ethnicity, family income, and parents’ marital status and levels of education. It also measured individual viewers’ “locus of control.”  This concept refers to an individual's perception about the underlying main causes of events in her life, controlled by herself or by external forces (Rotter, 1966). We expected these perceptions to influence participants’ deliberate actions to improve their health and appearance.
Media-related data collected at the pre-test stage included information about participants’ habitual exposure to television per week, peers’ habit of comparing themselves to women shown on television, and participants’ perceived usefulness of television advertising and movie entertainment.  It also included information about viewers’ perceived influence of television and advertising on their appearance. Other media-related data enabled us to explore a wide range of pre-existing media-related beliefs, attitudes, and habits expected to influence the effects of media genre on viewers’ body esteem.
Viewers’ Processing of Complex Messages

To test the effects of message appeal on female viewers’ body esteem, most researchers generally manipulate simple message cues such as images or rhetorical arguments, (Engeln-Maddox, 2005; Groesz, Levine, & Murren, 2002; Hausenblas, Ellis, Gardner, & Focht, 2004; Hargreaves & Tiggeman, 2003; Hofshire & Greenburg, 2002).  However, commercial media messages are quite complex and rely on multiple levels of meaning to appeal to an audience in a powerful way (Lazniac & Mueling, 1991; Olson & Reynolds, 1983).  In this study, we addressed message complexity by examining viewer’s processing of central and peripheral message cues as indicators of body esteem changes.  As well, we assessed the extent to which female viewers paid attention to socio-relational message-related cues.

In addition, we included open-ended questions in the post-test questionnaire to capture viewers’ impressions, attitudes, and associated explanations related to treatment messages. A content analysis of participants’ responses to these questions provided us quantifiable data about viewers’ issue-relevant thoughts. Adapting the ELM model of persuasion (Petty & Cacioppo, 1986) we coded participants’ impressions of test messages in three main categories: a) thoughts about viewers’ themselves, b) about other people, and c) about the characters and stories in the treatment message. Quantifying female viewers’ thoughts highlighted viewers’ frequencies of thought per category.  They ranged from the most personal to the least personal thoughts. Constructing a viewers’ “thought continuum” further helped us distinguish between viewers’ attitudes to test messages as positive, neutral, or negative. Coding of viewers’ responses to open-ended questions was completed by two coders following coding rules. A test of inter-coder reliability analysis reached a level of agreement of 97.75%.

Research Findings and Discussions
H1

We hypothesized that beauty models featured in movie entertainment fare would exert a stronger impact on viewers’ body esteem than models featured in TV advertisements. We considered female viewers’ attention to test message cues an inverse function of their “media habituation,” that is to say, of their desensitization to message content through repeated exposure. A multivariate analysis of variance indicated that independent variables manipulated in this experiment did not exert a significant main effect on any of the four dependent measures of body esteem.   We predicted that the interaction between contravening message orientations and issues, pro-thin or pro-esteem, and between media genres, advertising or entertainment, would significantly affect viewers’ body esteem. We measured this effect as pre-test and post-test changes in participants’ satisfaction with their own looks, F(1, 123) = 5.961, p = .016, partial Eta squared = .046, observed power = .678. Participants’ satisfaction with their own body “as is” was significant F(1, 123) = 7.932, p = .006, partial Eta squared = .061, observed power = .798.

Female participants’ satisfaction with their own looks slightly decreased in the pro-esteem message advertising group by 0.15 points, on a zero to four scale.  It increased in the entertainment group by 0.23. Women’s satisfaction with their own body “as is” did not change in the advertising group but increased strongly in the entertainment group by 0.37. Female participants’ satisfaction with their own looks increased very little (by 0.03) in the pro-thin message treatment advertising group and decreased the most (by 0.36 points on a zero to four scale) in the entertainment group.  Moreover, participants’ satisfaction with their own body “as is” increased by 0.35 points (on a zero to four scale) in the advertising group and decreased by 0.17 points in the entertainment group.
Statistically significant findings about treatment-related changes occurred in two out of four dependent measures of body esteem.  This provided partial support for Hypothesis #1. Cumulative positive and negative effects of movie entertainment messages on women’s satisfaction with their appearance (.59 on a zero to four scale) and body “as is “(0.54) were stronger than effects of advertising messages (0.18 and 0.35 respectively, on a zero to four scale). Stereotypical pro-thin treatment messages exerted consistently positive effects on viewers’ body esteem when they appeared in commercials.  This confirmed the effectiveness of widespread advertising practices. Effects were consistently negative and with stronger effects on body esteem when they appeared in movie entertainment messages.
A preliminary analysis revealed only a few significant correlations between media-related variables administered at pre-test and changes in two out of the four measures of body esteem. The overall impact of experimental treatments on female participants’ satisfaction with their own appearance correlated negatively with participants’ agreement with the following statement: “I would like to look more like the women I see in TV ads” (r = -.167 significant at alpha = .05).  The same effect occurred with participants’ belief that “Television is useful for entertainment” (r = -.209 significant at alpha = .05). The overall impact of experimental messages on participants’ satisfaction with their own body “as is” correlated negatively with participants’ agreement with the following statement “Female friends compare their appearance to women on TV” (r = -.228 significant at alpha = .01) and with participants’ belief that “Television is useful for learning what other people think and do” (r = -.183 significant at alpha = .05). These low overall correlations are not surprising considering that changes in the dependent variables occurred under the impact of opposite message orientations.

In order to identify media variables that acted as covariates of two dependent measures we conducted a multiple analysis of covariance, participants’ satisfaction with their own looks and their satisfaction with their body “as is.” 
[image: image2]
Statistically significant covariates appear in Table 3.


Four stepwise regressions of all the media-related variables were collected at pre-test, keeping changes in the body esteem as dependent variables.  They demonstrated that viewers’ preexisting perceived utility of television as entertainment was a statistically significant predictor of participants’ satisfaction with their body “as is”  F change (1, 131) = 6.286, significance of change = .013, Beta = -.214, t = -2.507, significance of t = .013 (See Table 4).


We conducted additional stepwise regression analyses for each of the four body esteem dependent variables to check for possible predictors among media-related measures collected after the experiment.  We searched for indicators of participants’ thinking processes triggered by the experiment. Post-test-collected media-related variables included participants’ perceived utility of the media messages test in the experiment, and participants’ self-identification with actors and lifestyles shown in the treatment materials.




Table 5 displays these statistically significant post-test predictors in four regression models.

Experimental variables measuring female participants’ perceptions about various uses of test video clips were significant positive predictors of four measures of body esteem. One measure of self-identification with lifestyles portrayed in test clips, not persons, was a significant but negative predictor of female participants’ satisfaction with their own height.

These findings indicate that viewers’ perceived credibility, trustworthiness, and persuasive influence of treatment messages contributed to pre-test and post-test changes in their body esteem.  In comparison, viewers’ perceived self-identification with lifestyles featured in the message clips contributed minimally to these changes.  Comparing themselves with actresses portrayed on-screen diminished viewers’ satisfaction with their own height.

Discussion

Hypothesis 1 hinged on the assumption that advertising exposes viewers to repetitive commercial messages.  Overall, our findings provided extensive empirical support for this prediction.  Results of our analysis suggest that participants’ prior experience with television entertainment and advertising influenced their beliefs about the attitudes they should adopt in response to either of the two models of feminine beauty they viewed. But, emulating pro-thin and pro-esteem beauty models promoted by the media also mediated the short-term body esteem effects these women experienced. Viewers paid attention to entertainment through its novel and dramatic events and effects, while they viewed advertising issues with much less interest. Participants’ sensibilities were most influenced by movie entertainment messages.  Pro-thin beauty models exerted a strong negative impact on young female viewers’ body esteem, notably in a movie. Correspondingly, viewers responded favorably to pro-esteem movie fare that encouraged them to value their physical appearance on their own terms. These results challenge media activists (Thompson & Heinberg, 1999) to pursue pro-esteem campaigns using novel and appealing media programs.

H1
Following predictions of Petty and Cacioppo’s (1986) ELM, we hypothesized that female participants in our study who paid attention to a persuasive test message would exhibit issue-relevant thinking through central processing in their comments.  They would experience strong change in their body esteem. We interpreted the concept of central processing to include participants’ agreement to statements and personal thoughts about ideal and real beauty, appearance, height, weight, body shape, health, exercise, diet, and taking care of oneself to look and feel good and being healthy. Our pre-test questionnaire included some quantitative measures of body-related attitudes indexed as beauty values.  It also provided measures of body-related behaviors indexed as one’s looks and health.  It included two possible mediating factors indexed for a viewer’s internal “locus of control” and her perceived ability at school.

Novel measures of central processing introduced in this study were quantitatively indexed, based on a content analysis of female participants’ responses to open-ended questions included in the post-test. We focused on female participants’ reflective thinking via central processing about a test message and ways it influenced them and others.  Other quantified measures reflected female viewers’ peripheral processing of the message and its attributes. We correlated these measures using a cumulative index of central processing and cumulative indexes of references to weight, health, appearance, and body esteem.   Results indicated that the pre-test and post-test change in college age female viewers’ satisfaction with their own weight correlated significantly (at alpha = .01) with the cumulative index of the participants’ satisfaction with their effectiveness, r = -.236.  
An analysis of covariance examined the change in participants’ satisfaction with their own weight as a dependent variable, pro-thin or pro-esteem message orientation and advertising or entertainment media genres as fixed factors.  It included school abilities as a covariate and confirmed that school effectiveness index was a significant covariate of the change in participants’ satisfaction with their own weight, F(1, 133) = 7.056, p = .009, partial Eta squared = .050, observed power = .886..
Further testing of Hypothesis #2 involved several stepwise regression analyses.  Table 6 demonstrates that central versus peripheral processing measured by analyzing the content of female participants’ responses to open-ended questions in the post-test was relevant only to the pre-test and post-test changes in participants’ satisfaction with their height and weight.
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The cumulative index of viewers’ central processing, that is to say, their thoughts regarding themselves, others, and test messages was the most important predictor of change in women’s satisfaction with their own height. The strongest predictor of change in participants’ satisfaction with their own weight was an index of references to “others” in relation to ideal beauty.  Viewers were very sensitive to social pressure from others and to socially accepted ideals of beauty. Hypothesis #3 focused on this particular issue of social pressure in more detail.
Discussion

Overall, findings of this study provided partial support to Hypothesis #2. Participants’ satisfaction with their own height and weight engaged them in both central and peripheral thinking. Their responses to open-ended questions administered at the post-test stage were not significant predictors of more complex dependent variables, such as their satisfaction with the own looks and body ”as is.” These two measures of body esteem may have been less quantifiable than those of height and weight; they involved a combination of self-perceptions and perceived expectations by others. Correspondingly, students with a sound perception of their school abilities experienced a decrease in their satisfaction with their own weight in the experiment. The experiment may have elicited viewers’ concerns about their weight. It is possible that attending college lead them to partake in a sedentary life, which may have provoked viewers to express weight concerns. Better performing students may be more self-conscious and self-critical, more alert to media cues, and more capable of comparing themselves to others and to models.  As well, female viewers in this experiment seem to have paid attention to peripheral components of the messages.  This limited viewers’ self-comparison with beauty models featured in the treatment materials and thus precluded their dissatisfaction with their own height and weight.


In the future, we need to better assess the relationship between weight, media modeling, body esteem, and school effectiveness. Our research would greatly benefit from the collection of objective measures of weight and school performance, rather than rely on participants’ self-reports. As well, we should examine viewers’ short-term memory so as to better estimate whether results of their information processing arose from their ability to assess limited chunks of information at one time (George A. Miller, 1956)

H3
Based on Leary’s (1999) Sociometer Theory, we hypothesized that female participants in the present study who exhibited more extensive social-relational thinking about the treatment messages would experience a strong change in their body esteem.

The analysis of covariance we conducted to test Hypothesis #3 held four key measures of body esteem as dependent variables.  It treated message direction and media genre as independent variables. Covariates examined in this analysis included a variety of socio-relational measures administered at pre-test which we analyzed in detail and then aggregated into indexes. Table 7 displays statistically significant covariates identified in this MANCOVA. Both covariates express viewers’ relationship among peers, notably their popularity.

Our findings suggest that female students in this study considered that their weight and body were important features that make them eligible and desirable as friends and partners in various social activities. To the extent that friendship and activities are important goals for viewers to attain, their concern about their weight and body appear to have acted as important personal issues.
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We identified weak covariates among detailed socio-relational variables, excluding those that referred to viewers’ peer-influenced relationships.  We also examined all remaining variables, notably information relating to family relationships, socio-relational values, and para-social relations with actors in the treatment clips who represented different models of beauty. Table 8 presents significant covariates in this second tier.




Strong covariates in the second tier referred to viewers’ socio-relational attitudes,

such as being liked by peers and family, and spending time with others (see Table 8). Interestingly, participants expressed satisfaction with their own height. This suggests that height plays an important role in relationships as a physical expression of ranking or dominance. This possibility was corroborated by findings from a multiple analysis of covariance analysis conducted about the pre-test socio-relational indexes.  It showed that the total cumulative impact of peers with regard to personal appearance and health is a statistically significant covariate.  It  influenced  female participants’ satisfaction with their own height, F(1, 129) = 4.024, p = .047, partial Eta squared = .030, observed power = .512.
We further identified three significant predictors out of the four dependent measures of body esteem (Table 9). Our stepwise regression examined detailed socio-relational measures administered during the pre-test.





Key categories of viewers’ thoughts emerged as a significant negative predictor of satisfaction.  These included participants’ thoughts about their height and health advice from friends. Viewers wished they were taller, that is, to say, more socially dominant. As well, viewers’ attention from their peers was a significant negative predictor of satisfaction with their own weight. Young females paid attention to issues of personal concern, such as criticism from others regarding their weight.  They became self-conscious and uncomfortable, or else competitive, wishing to emulate the stereotypically thin beauty models featured in TV ads Furthermore, viewers’ agreement to the statement “I would like to look more like women I see in TV ads” was a significant negative predictor of participants’ satisfaction with their own appearance.


We completed a stepwise regressions’ analysis in order to corroborate results that arose in previous series of regressions about detailed socio-relational variables. An index of peer influence on participants’ health acted as a significant negative predictor of participants’ satisfaction with their own height, adjusted R2 = .022, standardized Beta = -.172, t = -2.040, p = .043.  No statistically significant predictors were found among post- test social-relational indexes derived through content analysis of female participants’ responses to open-ended questions.

Discussion
Overall, these results provide some support for Hypothesis #3.  They demonstrate that preexisting socio-relational values, feelings, dispositions, and behavioral habits influenced pre-test and post-test changes in viewers’ body esteem.  However, none of the post-test social-relational measures used in this study captured female viewers’ social-relational thinking about experimental messages to any significant level.  This problem likely owes itself to weaknesses in the instruments we designed to assess viewers’ thinking processes.  In particular, the design of open-ended questions and the coding of the participants’ responses to those questions appeared to inadequately capture the impact of viewers’ socio-relational thinking about media content on viewers’ body esteem. These problems need to be addressed in further research.
H4
Based on Festinger’s Social Comparison Theory (1954), we hypothesized that participants in the present study who engaged in favorable social comparisons after exposure to a persuasive treatment message would experience (a) an increase in body esteem, and (b) engage in negative social comparisons corresponding to a decrease in body esteem.


We completed a correlational analysis to examine the relationship between pre-test and post-test changes in female participants’ body esteem measures. We also examined post-test indices of positive and negative post-test thinking about viewers’ self, others, and beauty models.  Results were positive, indicating that viewers’ social-comparative thoughts were modestly but significantly associated with an increase in body esteem (see Table 10).





As well, we conducted two series of stepwise regression analyses to test hypothesis #4.  We first analyzed indices of positive and negative post-test thinking based on a content analysis of female participants’ responses to the open-ended questions administered during the post-test session). Then, we analyzed cumulative positive and negative indices. Table 11 summarizes significant predictors identified in the regression models.
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Discussion

Overall, results of a stepwise regression analysis provided partial support for Hypothesis #4. Viewers’ positive thinking about the content of experimental messages tended to enhance female participants’ body esteem in three out of the four measures of body esteem.  Interestingly, viewers’ negative thinking exerted no significant impact on any of these four measures. Thus, viewers’ positive thoughts related to entertainment and movie segments that influenced their body esteem more than negative thoughts did.  These results raise an interesting challenge for media producers and researchers.  This challenge involves finding the proper communication means and message features that can deliberately stimulate female viewers’ positive thinking about their personal beauty and appearance rather than leave this process to chance.

Conclusion

This experiment demonstrated that female viewer’s scrutiny of test messages communicating contravening models of feminine beauty was affected by their body esteem. Although body esteem changes appeared weaker when these viewers processed information via a peripheral information-processing route, results also showed that viewers’ processing of peripheral message information affected their body esteem.  This effect occured even when they only paid casual attention to test messages.  This effect was predicted by Petty and Cacioppo’s (1986) ELM model of persuasion.
In a second order of experimentation, results indicated that viewers’ motivation and ability to process information mattered much, but that their attitudes to the media format through which they received this information mattered as well.  Results of this experiment provided evidence that processing movie information was more powerful than processing TV ad information, as predicted (Stewart, Pavlou, & Ward, 2002).  Messages presented in different genres and formats thus invited different kinds of attentiveness, information processing, and changes in viewers body esteem.
To a lesser extent, this experiment also demonstrated that female viewers who scrutinized media messages intently for interpersonal cues connoting social relational thinking (Leary,1999) and engaged in thinking through a comparative process about their personal beauty  (Tiggeman, 2005) improved or worsened their body esteem. Further research should highlight how viewers’ scrutiny of test messages provoked corresponding body esteem effects.

Furthermore, results of the present experiment suggest that women viewers’ prior experience with movie and television entertainment and advertising influenced their beliefs about the attitudes they should adopt in response to the ‘realistic” and “socially preferred” thin models of feminine beauty they viewed. On the one hand, stereotypical pro-thin beauty exerted a strong negative effect on young female viewers’ body esteem in this experiment indicating that women’s sensibilities were strongly affected by media messages that urged them to conform to an established, dominant view of feminine beauty.  On the other hand, female viewers responded `favorably to movie fare that encouraged them to value their physical appearance on their own terms.  Interestingly, this experiment demonstrated that viewers’ positive thinking about the content of the experimental test messages tended to enhance female participants’ body esteem on three out of the four body esteem measures.  However, viewers’ negative thinking exerted no significant impact on any of these four measures.
These results challenge researchers and media producers to find proper communication means and message features that can deliberately stimulate female viewers’ positive thinking about their personal beauty rather than undermine a trait as subtle and personal as a woman’s appreciation of her beauty for commercial interests.
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Table 1: Demographic information about participants


____________________________________________________________________________


Treatment Group�
Number of Participants�
Percent Seniors�
Percent 21 or older�
Percent Caucasians�
�
Kellogg�
34�
5.9�
29.4�
97.1�
�
Gillette�
34�
5.9�
20.6�
94.1�
�
Real Women Have Curves�
35�
2.9�
14.3�
100�
�
Sports Illustrated�
36�
27.8�
52.8�
100�
�
 


__________________________________________________________________________





Table 2:  Information about participants’ families.











Treatment Group�



Percent Family Income up to $60,000�



Percent “Parents Currently Married”  �
Percent “Mother Completed Graduate Education”�
Percent “Father Completed Graduate Education”�
�
Kellogg�
36.4�
70.6�
32.4�
32.4�
�
Gillette�
32.4�
52.9�
23.5�
14.7�
�
Real Women Have Curves�
48.6�
54.3�
17.1�
8.6�
�
Sports Illustrated�
44.4�
69.4�
30.6�
22.2�
�









Table 3: Pre-test-collected media-related covariates of pre-test and post-test changes in participants’ body esteem








Source�



Dependent Variable�



Statistic�



Significance�
Partial Eta Squared�



Observed Power�
�
Television is useful for entertainment�
Satisfaction with Own Looks�
F(1, 131) = 5.300�
p = .023�
.039�
.628�
�
Female friends compare their appearance to women on TV�
Satisfaction with Own Body as Is�
F(1, 131) = 8.476�
p = .004�
.061�
.824�
�
Television is useful for learning what other people think and do�
Satisfaction with Own Body as Is�
F(1, 131) = 4.208�
p =.042�
.031�
.530�
�
Message direction * Media genre�
Satisfaction with Own Looks�
F(1, 1131) = 7.507�
p = .007�
.054�
.776�
�
�
Satisfaction with Own Body as Is�
F(1, 131) = 7.841�
p =.006�
.056�
.794�
�






Table 4: Regression results: Pre-test-collected media-related predictors of pre-test and post-test change in participants’ satisfaction with their body “as is”











Significant Predictors in the Model�
Change Statistics�



Standardized Beta�



t�



Sig.�
�
�
R Square Change�
F Change�
df1�
df2�
Sig. F Change�
�
�
�
�
Female friends compare their appearance to women on TV�
.065�
9.102�
1�
131�
.003�
-.269�
-3.316�
.001�
�
Watching actresses on TV makes me feel good about my own appearance�
.035�
5.111�
1�
130�
.025�
.211�
2.594�
.011�
�
Television is useful for learning what other people think and do�
.033�
4.897�
1�
129�
.029�
-.238�
-2.820�
.006�
�
Television is useful for advising people about their best interest�
.034�
5.295�
1�
128�
.023�
.194�
2.301�
.023�
�






* Bold letters emphasize covariates previously identified in the MANCOVA.





Table 5: Regression results: Post- test media-related predictors of pre-test and post-test changes in participants’ body esteem measures





 





Significant Predictors in the Model�
Change Statistics�



Std.  Beta�



t�



Sig.�
�
�
R Square Change�
F Change�
df1�
df2�
Sig. F Change�
�
�
�
�
Dependent:  Satisfaction with Own Height�
�
The clip was good for shaping consumers’ behaviors�
.041�
5.905�
1�
137�
.016�
.256�
3.004�
.003�
�
How much do you identify with the lifestyles featured in the clip?�
.038�
5.554�
1�
136�
.020�
-.201�
-2.357�
.020�
�
Dependent:  Satisfaction with Own Weight�
�
The clip was good for advising people about their best interest�
.059�
8.634�
1�
137�
.004�
.243�
2.938�
.004�
�
Satisfaction with Own Looks�
�






Table 6: Regression results: Post- test central processing predictors of pre-test-and post-test changes in participants’ body esteem measures














Significant Predictors in the Model�
Change Statistics�



Std.  Beta�



t�



Sig.�
�
�
R Square Change�
F Change�
df1�
df2�
Sig. F Change�
�
�
�
�
Dependent:  Satisfaction with Own Height�
�
Cumulative index of central processing regarding oneself, others, and the message�
.041�
5.931�
1�
137�
.016�
.198�
2.389�
.018�
�
Index of peripheral processing of the message�
.029�
4.256�
1�
136�
.041�
-.171�
-2.063�
.041�
�
Dependent:  Satisfaction with Own Weight�
�
Index_Others in relation to ideal beauty�
.062�
9.095�
1�
137�
.003�
.242�
2.959�
.004�
�
Index of peripheral processing of the message�
.032�
4.730�
1�
136�
.031�
-.178�
-2.175�
.031�
�
Satisfaction with Own Looks�
�
None�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
Satisfaction with Own Body as Is�
�
None�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�






Table 7: Pre-test-collected socio-relational covariates of pre-test and post-test changes in participants’ body-esteem











Source�



Dependent Variable�



Statistic�



Significance�
Partial Eta Squared�



Observed Power�
�
I have no problem making new friends�
Satisfaction with own weight�
F(1, 110) = 4.992�
p = .027�
.043�
.601�
�
I feel good about how much other students like doing things with me�
Satisfaction with own body as is�
F(1, 110) = 4.292�
p =.041�
.038�
.537�
�






Table 8: Pre-test social-relational variables related to family, peers, and para-social interaction with actors in television entertainment and advertising; significant covariates of pre-test and post-test changes in the participants’ body-esteem











Source�



Dependent Variable�



Statistic�



Significance�
Partial Eta Squared�



Observed Power�
�
Value_It is important to be liked by your peers�
Satisfaction with own height�
F(1, 120) = 8.461�
p =.004�
.066�
.832�
�
Value_It is important to be liked by your family�
Satisfaction with own height�
F(1, 120) = 4.812�
p =.030�
.039�
.586�
�
Value_It is important to socialize and spend time with others�
Satisfaction with own height�
F(1, 120) = 4.292�
p =.041�
.038�
.537�
�
I am happy with how much my family likes me�
Satisfaction with own body as is�
F(1, 120) = 4.263�
p = .041�
.034�
.535�
�
Watching actresses on TV makes me feel good about my own appearance





�
Satisfaction with own body as is�
F(1, 120) = 4.094�
p =.045�
.033�
.519�
�






Table 9: Regression results: Pre-test social-relational predictors of pre-test and post-test changes in participants’ body esteem measures











Significant Predictors in the Model�
Change Statistics�
�
�
R Square Change�
F Change�
df1�
df2�
Sig. F Change�
�
Dependent:  Satisfaction with Own Height�
�
My friends give me health advice�
.040�
5.681�
1�
137�
.019�
�
Dependent:  Satisfaction with Own Weight�
�
I feel good about how much attention other students pay to me�
.043�
6.139�
1�
137�
.014�
�
Satisfaction with Own Looks�
�
I would like to look more like women I see in TV ads (para-social interaction)�
.028�
3.933�
1�
137�
.049�
�
Satisfaction with Own Body as Is�
�






Table 10: Correlations between changes in body esteem measures and positive and negative thinking





�
Satisfaction with Own Height�
Satisfaction with Own Weight�
Satisfaction with Own Looks�
Satisfaction with Own Body as Is�
�
Satisfaction with Own Height�
1.000�
.383**�
.271**�
.221**�
�
Satisfaction with Own Weight�
.383**�
1.000�
.332**�
.249**�
�
Satisfaction with Own Looks�
.271**�
.332**�
1.000�
.174*�
�
Satisfaction with Own Body as Is�
.221**�
.249**�
.174*�
1.000�
�
Watching the clip made me feel good about myself (control measure)�
.145�
.170*�
.223**�
.155�
�
Watching the clip made me feel I am taking good care of myself (control)�
.158�
.171*�
.246**�
.211*�
�
Index of positive impression of the message�
.138�
.198*�
.105�
.177*�
�
Cumulative Index of positive thinking�
.172*�
.196*�
.091�
.166�
�



  


* Significant at alpha = .05


** Significant at alpha = .01








Table 11: Regression results: Post- test measures of positive and negative thinking as significant predictors of pre-test and post-test changes in participants’ body esteem measures








Significant Predictors in the Model�
Change Statistics�



Std.  Beta�



t�



Sig.�
�
�
R Square Change�
F Change�
df1�
df2�
Sig. F Change�
�
�
�
�
Dependent:  Satisfaction with Own Height�
�
Cumulative index of positive thinking�
.030�
4.197�
1�
137�
.042�
.172�
2.049�
.042�
�
Dependent:  Satisfaction with Own Weight�
�
Index of positive impression of the message�
.039�
5.586�
1�
137�
.020�
.198�
2.363�
.020�
�
Cumulative index of positive thinking�
.038�
5.481�
1�
137�
.021�
.196�
2.341�
.021�
�
Satisfaction with Own Looks�
�
None�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
Satisfaction with Own Body as Is�
�
Index of positive impression of the message�
.031�
4.452�
1�
137�
.037�
.177�
2.110�
.037�
�
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