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Advertisements Portraying Skinny: The Way Teenagers See Their Body 

Teenagers Comparing Their Body to the Images in Advertisements 
 

Advertisements have been around since 1840 promoting products and are now more focused 

than ever on sexual appeal and the feminine image in order to sell their product. This affects 

youths’ self-esteem by portraying what is considered the ideal image in society. Modern day 

advertising is affecting the way youth feel and see their body. It also has a negative impact on 

teenage girls; therefore, educational programs need to be created to address this issue. 

Problem of Teenage Girls Exposed to Advertisements 
 

Children are exposed to approximately 40,000 advertisements a year, according to Strasburger 

(2009), which influences people in decision making due to the persuasion caused by the images. 

As for daily commercials, a blog by Lamoureux (2013) states, “we see 247 images per day and 

probably don’t notice half of them even though we’ve been exposed ... which the brain processes 

this information” (para.2). Having the mind process images like the advertisements on billboards 

or commercials, affects the subconscious when seeing the image that affects the public leading to 

influences whether it is to purchase the product or imitate the model in the advertisement. 

Feeling an urge to purchase a product with the intention of replicating the image is an example of 

how advertisements have an impact with the consumer.  

 

Advertisements of women are seen in most places such as: public buildings and transportation, 

internet, magazines, and television. Media Matters (2007) conducted a study which states, 

“reading one and a half newspapers, half a magazine and one piece of direct mail, and listening 

to 2.3 hours of radio and watching 3.8 hours of TV—would be exposed to a minimum of 560 

advertisements in a 16-hour period” (para.7). This is just an approximation of the amount of 

advertisements the average person sees from an average daily routine. Within those 

advertisements are women with what is perceived to be the ideal image, which influences 

juveniles in attaining that desired feminine image.  

 

A group of young girls were asked a scenario of questions on advertisements they are exposed 

to. As seen in Chart 1 below by Derickson (2013), it compares advertisements online to real life. 

The results varied depending on what they took out of the advertisements. The one thing that 

50% of girls thought about real life advertisements was that they tend to “remember them for a 

long time” (2013).  Advertisements persuade teens in the long run and exact their toll on them in 

the way that they are influenced by the images for a long period of time. As for the 

advertisements online, there were 48% who admitted to not paying attention to the message; 

which also shows that not all promotions are taken in consideration. Overall, juveniles have a 

different tool on the way advertisements have on every individual, but can still cause an 

influence since they are seen everywhere.  

 

Chart 1 
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Retrieved from: http://trends.e-strategyblog.com/2013/02/27/american-millennial-teens-attitudes-

toward-offline-vs-online-advertising/8822 

What Causes Teenagers to Be Affected by the Media?  
 

Teenagers are exposed to daily advertisements since media is in public places, magazines, 

television and internet. The outcome of many advertisements exposed, creates the feeling and 

need to imitate of the constant images that are seen. Creating a desire to look like the women in 

the advertisements, a number of teenagers will go the extra mile and risk their health and the way 

they feel about themselves to achieve the image portrayed in these advertisements. 

 

Majority of Teenagers Becoming Affected by their Body Development 
 

What has been causing the negative view in young girls is the focus of the media on women’s 

image. Women’s image in media shows well-figured women, placing a higher standard for an 

average teenager while she is beginning to develop. For example, contributing to the way the 

body is, and the way it affects the woman’s mental construction of herself as a response to the 

media’s presentation of the ideal body shape (Myers & Biocca, 1992, p.108). Presenting to the 

public what is considered ideal can present concerns to teenage girls since they are thought of as 

always trying to fit into society. 

 

What causes teenagers to believe their body is not adequate has to do with having body change 

and comparing to what is ideal for society. For example, an article on eating disorder by 

Izenburg (2008), states how teenagers are pressured when they “are going through puberty, and 

undergo dramatic physical changes and face new social pressures” (para.1). Additional 

http://trends.e-strategyblog.com/2013/02/27/american-millennial-teens-attitudes-toward-offline-vs-online-advertising/8822
http://trends.e-strategyblog.com/2013/02/27/american-millennial-teens-attitudes-toward-offline-vs-online-advertising/8822
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information is explained by PBS (2013), “the two most common times reported for eating 

disorder onset is puberty, and late teen or early adult years.” (para.13)  In other words, going 

through body change can lead to new challenges that put teenage girls at risk in pressure of 

wanting to “fit in” to what is an ideal image. With that comes the pressure of becoming the 

image in the advertisement, causing the individual to feel as if they are not in the correct image if 

they do not meet their goal appearance wise.  

What does the Media Display to Teenagers?  
 

Advertisements portray what society believes is beauty, and how to achieve that look. The 

majority of commercials that are focused on teenagers show ideally skinny women and 

cosmetics with the promise to achieve the same beauty the image shows.  

 

The media displays images of women with an ideal image which creates concerns to the public 

of their body shape. As expressed by Bessenoff (2010) that, “media exposure to body shape 

ideals (e.g., thin women) is related to weight concerns, body dissatisfaction, as well as disordered 

eating behavior” (pg. 239). Comparison of the body shape and size creates concerns in most 

females since the models in the advertisements are extremely skinny and flawless, which later 

can create awareness within themselves. 

 

Advertisements promote ways to diet, such as dietary supplements and fitness. When portraying 

diet pills or fitness it is never thought of the lady to have muscle, but to be slim; showing that “ 

women’s strength comes from their perfect image, not their healthy bodies” (Kilbourne 1996, 

p.405). Not portraying muscular women in advertisement declines the imagination of a lady to 

desire a fit body, but instead to feel need to have a scrawny body to fit into the image displayed.  

Promotional models are always thought of having the “perfect” size and image, which creates 

concerns of body type in women. Contractors to advertisement only hire models that are flawless 

and excessively thin and are modified to look even thinner. The modified images create the 

public to have concern about the way they feel they are supposed to look like within society. For 

example in the article of Elastic Body Image, it shares the statistics of “watching 30 minutes 

worth of television programing and advertising can alter a women’s perception of the shape of 

her body” (Myers & Biocca, 1992, p.108). The testing shows how the process of only 30 minutes 

affects the women to doubt their figure, in which case being an adolescent and being in the 

physical and mental development stage can cause even more doubt in their body image. 

Teenagers are affected more by advertisements, since they see an average of 40,000 ads per year 

according to Stasburger (2009). Being exposed to advertisements on a daily basis, it has an 

influence in every individual, and the problem persists on how advertisements reflect the “ideal 

image” amongst teenagers. 

 

An example of the media’s messages is tested in the magazine of Teen Vogue, a magazine for 

teenagers, shown in Chart 1.1 by Nicole Kubon (2011). The chart shows a visual of the exposed 

social content in the magazine of fashion/hair/makeup, blurbs, articles and additional 

advertisements. The research by Nicole Kubon (2011) further gives evidence in this blog of 

teenagers seeing models with unattainable bodily figures “because they are airbrushed and photo 
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shopped and what isn’t is the result of expensive personal trainers coming to their homes 

EVERY day and personal chefs and/or shoppers who provide them with the most delicious, 

healthiest meals available OR an eating disorder” (para.4). Being exposed to advertisements that 

consist of skinny women lead teenagers to imitate this look. The category which was exposed 

most was fashion/hair/makeup being 45% in the magazine for teenagers, which shows the 

message of the importance of looking beautiful and flawless within society. Teenagers are 

known to use cosmetics at a younger age compared to past generations, which leads to the 

phenomena related to imitating the models image and the products in the advertisements, as 

shown in the blog.   

 

Chart 1.1 

 

Retrieved from: http://www.decadentdepravity.com/2011/10/a-year-inside-womens-magazines-

march-2011/  

The thought of the perfect or ideal image is beautiful, tall and skinny. To meet the requirement of 

a model as explained in a blog called SoYouWanna Be a Model (2010), written to inform the 

public about the modeling industry, “you should be tall, long-legged, and lean. The minimum 

height is usually about 5'8", and average weight for a model is 108-125 lbs.” (para.6) Whereas in 

the article of Perfect Illusions as cited by Smolak (1992) on eating disorder shares “the average 

American woman is 5'4" tall and weighs 140 pounds” (para.3). The height and weight combined 

of requirement to become a model for the media is clearly not the average weight of an average 

female which makes the public feel as if they are overweight, too short or just not the ideal 

image to fit in to society, creating self-awareness. 

Advertisements have been affecting females and the way they feel they must look like in society. 

As described by Kilbourne (1996), “the current emphasis on excessive thinness for women is one 

of the clearest examples of advertising’s power to influence cultural standards and consequent 

individual behavior.” (p.395) This passage gives a perfect example of how advertisements get to 

the public’s mind by persuading beliefs that if they do not fit the image displayed then they do 

http://www.decadentdepravity.com/2011/10/a-year-inside-womens-magazines-march-2011/
http://www.decadentdepravity.com/2011/10/a-year-inside-womens-magazines-march-2011/
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not fit into society. Having the idea that one does not fit into society can lead to desire of 

interpretation of the image to the point of not having limits to achieve it. Influence can also show 

the reason why teenagers feel the pressure of fitting the ideal image that the media portrays.  

So why focus only on teenage girls? As studied in the book of Feminist Perspective on Eating 

Disorder in 1986: 

”Study showed that nearly 80% of fourth-grader girls in the San Francisco Bay Area were 

watching their weight:” “In the study of 3,000 adolescents, it was determined that most of the 

boys were trying to gain weight, but that at any given time, two-thirds of girls aged 13 to 18 were 

trying to lose weight. Boys, of course, are encouraged to be bigger and stronger, whereas girls 

are supposed to be thin and fragile” (Kilbourne, 1996, p.396).  

From the studies on the way teenage girls see their body’s shows the effect media has through 

messages like men being buff, whereas women having an hour glass figure, showing the 

dominance of sexuality. Interpreting the images of the models puts females at risk, since they are 

not concerned of the negatives of dieting, disregarding their limits.  

What Effects do Advertisements have on Teenagers? 

 

Viewing images of excessively thin women can create effects of low self-esteem, and eating 

disorders which later can lead to bulimia or anorexia. Teenagers are more vulnerable to develop 

the effects listed since the majority want to fit the ideal body and fit in to society. 

 

Low Self-Esteem when not fitting the Ideal Body   
 

Society has an effect on teenagers since they live in a society where looks are everything to the 

public. For example, Myers and Biocca (1992) explain how “we live in a society where the ideal 

body is becoming thinner; women in general have been found to overestimate the size of their 

bodies” (p.109). The journal shows how seeing thin models in advertisements can lead to 

intimidation amongst teenagers, which has consequences of low self-esteem. Images of 

excessively thin models can lead to consequences of believing that average size does not fit the 

description that is portrayed; since the media does not show the average size, teenagers often 

believe they look obese compare to the models presented.  

 

Teenagers confuse cosmetic dieting from healthy dieting. For example, studies in a high school 

show that half of girls expressed their body as fat, while only one quarter of the girls were 

classified to be overweight (1992, p.112) In other studies, senior girls were asked if they were 

dieting, and the majority of them argued that they had been in a diet, and their reasons were 

“43% were concerned with beauty and good looks.” (1992, p.112) Showing the effects of 

teenagers feeling as if they are not thin or beautiful enough demonstrates the impact 

advertisements have within the teenage population. In the same article it states how “the research 

indicates that both media messages and the targeted audience of young females place a high 

value on physical attractiveness.” (1992 p.112) As shown in the passage, media affects the way 
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teenagers feel about themselves and sets an image feeling the need to achieve, but will never 

have the satisfaction of achieving. 

  

Advertisements have an impact on how adolescents see their body. Advertisements may cause 

teenagers to diet with the intention to change their physical appearance to achieve the ideal 

image. For example, in the blog of The Fashion Industry Promotes Eating Disorders, cites the 

example of models at the mall doing a catwalk and explain that “American women become 

heavier and the discrepancy creates an environment that may lead to binge dieting and unhealthy 

eating habits, as well as factor in to the development of bulimia, anorexia, and binge eating 

disorder” (Bennett, 2012, para.1). The problem addressed in the journal describes how 

advertisements create teenagers self-esteem to decrease, and a large number of them would 

rather put their health at risk to achieve the look. 

 

Feeling of failure to fit the ideal image social media portrays can have a negative impact in 

teenage girls. An example is shown by Bessenoff (2006) in the “effects of upward social 

comparison include depression of mood and threats of self-evaluation; thus, media exposure may 

lead to other negative consequences for the self beyond weight-related concerns” (pg. 241). Self-

esteem plays a role into the negative feeling when teenage girls tend to feel overweight and it has 

to do with the images constant reminder of being thin to be beautiful and perfect. Therefore, 

medias constant reminder of thin has to do a lot with teenage girls feeling less of themselves if 

considered over weight, or average weight.   

Dieting by Binge Eating to Fit the Image  
 

Teenagers are known to be more vulnerable to being affected by skinny advertising models. A 

risk teenagers incur by dieting is to begin a habit of binge eating which can later lead to anorexia 

and bulimia. An article of The Impact of the Media on Eating Disorders in Children and 

Adolescents explains the effects shown in the media, and the influence it has on teenagers:  

“The reported prevalence rate for anorexia nervosa is 0.48% among girls 15 to 19  years 

old. Approximately 1% to 5% of adolescent girls meet the criteria for bulimia nervosa. 

Today, more than ever, adolescents are prone to concerns about their weight, shape, size 

and body image, and as a result, diet to lose weight” (Morris, 2003, para.1) 

The passage shows how teenage girls are more at risk of getting anorexia or bulimia for trying to 

diet in an erratic manner. Fast dieting can put teenagers at risk who believe that dieting by 

diminishing their eating can lead them to falsely believe they will look like the models.  

 

Setting the goal of achieving a “perfect image” can at times be far from achievement which can 

further affect self-esteem. A passage from the Elastic Bodies explains how the women who 

desire to achieve the “total beauty” risk it all, but at the end, they never seem satisfied.  

“A hard working perfectionist and overachiever, the anorexic or bulimic works 

relentlessly toward a thinner body that promises beauty, success, and happiness. The 

harder/ she works to lose weight, the farther she gets from the promise. The obsession 

with the pursuit of a thinner and thinner ideal body sometimes leads to death” (pg. 113). 

The passage expresses the desire women can have to look ideal; now we should think how much 

more influencing it is for teenagers. A large amount of teenagers are not as satisfied with their 
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bodies, which leads them to diseases like anorexia and bulimia. Feeling satisfaction is long from 

most goals since anorexia or bulimia play with the head to believe satisfaction cannot be met.  

  

Therefore, teenagers do not get as satisfied when achieving their goal of being thin like the 

models from the advertisements, in which they risk their health. Not meeting satisfaction leads to 

binge dieting which can follow with anorexia or bulimia; this is the stage teenagers risk the most 

to meet the desired image.  

Other Causes Advertisements can have on Teenage Girls 
 

Although media influences teenagers self-esteem of their body, other stakeholders may believe 

that media also portrays bad eating habits which can lead to obesity. 

  

Advertisements are everywhere as explained in the article of A Growing Problem stating that 

“nearly half of U.S. middle and high schools allow advertising of less healthy foods, which 

impacts students' ability to make healthy food choices” (CDC, 2013, para.3). Being exposed to 

advertisements in school environment can as well have an impact on the students since most 

teenagers are persuaded easily by the messages from advertisements. Bad eating habits through 

posters can as well lead to obesity, since the products in the posters can affect a person 

subconsciously in believing the food shown in the ad is good and healthy for them. The 

disagreement of advertisements is reasonable since they also show bad eating habits. The 

majority of the advertisements which portray unhealthy food attracting youth, show healthy 

children and not obese, exposing the way in which children can have the thought that the food 

being displayed is healthy for them. Advertising a product that is not healthy which is promoted 

with healthy looking juveniles shows how the public is persuaded to believe that the food is 

“healthy” and not bad for their health.  

 

Not only do advertisements affect teenagers in influencing bad habits, but people might agree 

that advertisements can also influence teens to lose weight, but they object that advertisements 

make the public become active. A positive of the media portraying the ideal image is leading to 

possible better diets amongst teenagers to look good and be healthy, instead of being inactive and 

obese. For example, Myers and Biocca (1992) state, “from these media and cultural messages 

emerge positive stereotypes of beauty, success, and heath and an image of being in control” 

(p.109). Setting a goal of losing weight can also have a positive outcome of having control of 

ones’ body, and possible decrease of obesity. Creating a goal of an ideal body image can have a 

positive outcome, of healthier food choices and exercising habits to stay healthy and fit. Having 

control of the body can also lead to a healthier lifestyle for teenagers since fast food and being 

obsessed with electronics and social media is the trend for most.  
 

An example of better eating habits is shown by Nurmi (2013) showing the positives that 

advertisements have on the young population, which is “positive influence advertisers could 

have on children is the ads that encourage kids to get active and be healthy. Channels geared 

towards children try to include ads that show children playing sports or just being outside and 

remaining active” (para. 6). The passage on the positives advertisements portray shows how they 
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also influence the young population to become active and to lead a healthy lifestyle. Comparing 

the two outcomes can show how ads can have a negative and positive outcome for juveniles. 

 

Imitating the thought of healthy looking models in advertisements can lead to healthy life styles. 

Dieting is not entirely negative since it prevents some long term diseases; but some adolescents 

do not know how to control their dieting, which can lead to dieting excessively to imitate an 

image.  

Solutions to Solve the Problem 
 

Advertisements have been affecting and damaging teenagers’ self-esteem, and there are 

solutions to the problem of how advertisements only project an ideal body. To solve the problem 

there needs to be educational programs, phone hotlines available for eating disorder prevention, 

have average size mannequins, and have average size models in advertisements.  

 

Create Educational Programs   
 

Going through an eating disorder can be difficult for the mind and body, which every teenager 

should be informed of the risk they are taking by creating an eating disorder. One solution to 

prevent eating disorder is having more education and open arenas to talk about this issue. Having 

educational programs allows teenagers to speak of how the body develops and to create 

confidence of the body based on what they have and not what advertisers show.  

  

An example to prevent eating disorders is by educating teenage girls. An example as described 

that “seventy-seven percent of people diagnosed with eating disorders report duration of 1-15 

years.” (PBS, 2003)Duration of eating disorder can be caused by trying to diet to fit a trend, 

which can harm teenagers more in the long run.  

  

The educational classes and open talks can help with counseling among teenagers to express 

their doubts of their body and the way they feel about themselves. Within the meetings they can 

address the “physical, psychological and moral issue,” as well as the “individual's self-esteem 

and self-respect in every environment” (PBS, 2003). Creating educational programs like these in 

schools and public paces will allow teenagers to have a better understanding of their body and 

receive support. 

 

An example of an educational program with open space that allows groups to work together is 

shown in PBS (2003) “opportunities for the participants to speak confidentially with a trained 

professional with expertise in the field of eating disorders and, when appropriate, receive 

referrals to sources of competent, specialized care.”(para.9)  Having the alternative of speaking 

with a group of teenagers, can create more possibilities where they can relate to each other the 

changes each teenager is going through. Speaking openly about this can create confidence and 

have more faith on their body and not compared to an advertisement model’s image.   
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Another thing which education can help is to understand what eating disorder is. Having more 

education on body development will allow teenagers to understand their body change. Education 

on eating disorder can prevent them to become only a statistic like “ten to 22 percent of persons 

diagnosed with an eating disorder die as a result“(2003, para.4). The passage shows how it is 

important to prevent eating disorders. Since most teenagers who are persuaded to create an 

eating disorder are trying to imitate an image, like the models in advertisements. 

 

Focusing in education will help the teenagers to create self-awareness of who they are in society. 

By being able to be open about this they can also show teenage girls that every physique is 

different. 

Helpline for Eating Disorder 
 

Helplines have been available to the public for individuals who are seeking help. Since help is 

only a call away, teenagers should know why and when can they use these services. 

 

Teenagers should be referred to a help line of eating disorder if he or she is in need of help and in 

denial of her problem. A help line of eating disorder can provide the teenager an environment to 

feel free and speak about what is causing the teenager to create the eating disorder and to receive 

the proper help. Speaking to an expert on eating disorder can provide proper feedback that can 

aid in the long-run. Being open to a professional can also have an outcome of admitting the 

problem they have caused with themselves.   

 

Stop Having Skinny Models 
 

What is causing teenagers to create an eating disorder and to feel as if they do not have the ideal 

image, is because the media only portrays skinny and flawless models. An idea to begin a change 

is to stop advertising with skinny models. 

 

The majority of the media portrays the message of being skinny as the “ideal image”. To stop 

advertising only skinny and beautiful women, advertisers should show healthy and realistic 

models at the average size. A great example of this is the industry of Natural Model 

Management, a modeling agency which represents average size models in the women’s 6-10 size 

range that demonstrate a healthy, typical size and curves of an average woman. (Kurpnick, 2012) 

(Natural Model Management mission statement can be found on appendix). Agencies such like 

Natural Model Management should become more popular to advertisers to show acceptance of 

the average body image. With contracting average size models, it will stop self-conscious 

attitudes among teenagers and women in general.   

 

Have Mannequins of Average Size 
 
A hopeful solution, which has taken action, is to have average size mannequins in every store. 

Mannequins display clothing of department, and the majority of the mannequins are size 0 which 
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is obviously not the size of the average consumer. Portraying mannequins at an average size can 

be a step taken to show society acceptance.  

 

Mannequins being an average size, depending on average size of state, will make a difference in 

the way consumers see the clothes in the mannequins compared to how it looks on them. This 

will help build confidence within women when shopping and being in stores. A store in Sweden, 

Åhléns, displayed mannequins of average size of 12-16 where in Sweden the average is size 14 

(Lloyd, 2013). (See appendix for visual of mannequins). The mannequins in the store created 

controversy in the public, some women came to argue that having mannequins looking of an 

average build only influences obesity in their children, whereas others believe that they were 

accurate since that’s the way women do look like in Sweden and shared virally the images of the 

mannequins (2013). (See appendix for visual of mannequins). In the post Lloyd expressed the 

mannequins as “zaftig” meaning to have a full figure of a woman; expressing how these 

mannequins have become a movement for women to feel confident about their figure. Having 

both sides can help to understand the way in which the public believe that “skinny” is the way 

that everyone, even a mannequin, can look like in society.  

 

Having mannequins the average size, can create a better sense to the public, how an average 

body in reality looks like. By doing so, it can create self-confidence within teenagers to see how 

their body and the mannequins are not far from different.  

Encourage Teenagers to have Positive Body Image 
 

Seeing images of thin models affects just about everyone, but has a greater effect on teenagers is 

because of their constant urge to fit into society.  Advertisements have an outcome of changing 

teenagers’ way of seeing their body by the numerous advertisements they see in a day, and by the 

way they begin to see their body change due to puberty. Some effects of seeing thin models in 

ads is creating low self-esteem, binge eating, bulimia or anorexia. Therefore, there should be 

more awareness of bad eating habits and help for the teenage girls that are being affected by 

society advertisements portraying skinny women.  

 

Recommendations to Stop Teenagers to Feel Pressured by Advertisements    
 

Some recommendations to stop advertisements affecting adolescent girls can be the following: 

 Educate more on body development and eating disorder. Educating can prevent future 

dieting to become skinny and not for the cause of health and a better understanding of the 

body change.  

 Offer help to any teenager who is known to be excessively dieting due to advertisements, 

or to aim a famous look.  

 Explain the possible damage they are causing to their body by trying to imitate the 

media’s appearance. (Ex. putting health in risk, self-care, lowering self-esteem etc.)  

 Have mannequins of average size, depending on state, can help to not differentiate the 

way females must look, compare to reality physical appearance.   
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Appendix 

Natural Model Management mission statement “Natural just has the best girls. They say hello to 

the bookers, they’re always on time, and they always look great!” (McFall, Stores, 2013)  

 

Retrieved from http://www.washingtonpost.com/blogs/she-the-people/wp/2013/03/16/what-a-

swedish-mannequin-hoax-reveals-about-body-image/ 

"Natural just has the best girls. They say hello to the bookers, they're always on time, and they 

always look great!"-Matthew McFall, Bon Ton Stores 
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