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Written Statement 
 
Statement of what has been learned: Completing this thesis allowed me to combine the 

skills and knowledge I have acquired through my marketing classes with an area of 

personal interest. Although I had taken classes that included data collection in their 

curriculum, I had never truly created my own survey and analyzed the data for purposes 

other than course requirements. Going through the process of writing an honors thesis 

forced me to combine research (of peer articles), data collection, and data analysis in 

order to create a work that offered knowledge that could possibly contribute to the 

marketing field. The most important learning experience throughout this process has been 

gaining real-world understanding of how marketing researchers collect data and generate 

findings that contribute to the field.  

 
Description of techniques or strategies employed: Various strategies and techniques 

were employed throughout the process of completing the honors thesis. These included 

survey creation, data collection, and data analysis techniques learned in undergraduate 

classes such as MKTG 376 and MKTG 440. Extensive Excel knowledge and experience 

was utilized primarily for data analysis and the creation of visuals such as graphs and 

charts included in the thesis. Research techniques were necessary for building an 

exhaustive background knowledge of the topic at hand and ensuring that the research I 

was completing was unique and new to the field. Additionally, strong writing skills were 

necessary for compiling a in-depth background of the topic, synthesizing the data, and 

reporting my findings in a thorough and understandable manner. 

 
Synthesis of traditions built upon: I utilized many marketing research papers for the 

completion of my thesis in order to ensure that I was following a format that was 

acceptable and standard within the field. I made sure to include an extensive analysis of 

past research in my thesis in order to give the reader a solid background of prior findings 

and an understanding of why I chose the topic I was pursuing and how it would 

contribute to the marketing field.  

 
Assessment of Project Success: I believe I was very successful with regard to the 

creation of my honors thesis. I ultimately gathered much more human research than I had 



 

 

initially anticipated, including the administration of both a pretest and main survey, 

which included four sections (advertisement evaluation, snack food preferences survey, 

Herman and Polivy Restraint Scale, Body Image States Scale). The data collected 

produced interesting and significant results that shed light on how the body size of 

celebrity endorsers, specifically those with a “curvaceous” body type, featured in 

advertisements had an effect on one’s self-esteem. With the incorporation of curvaceous 

models into the study, the research performed was new to the field and furthered 

marketing knowledge in this particular area.  
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Whitney Freese 
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Abstract 
Constant exposure to images of ultra-thin models and celebrities in the media has been 
reported to lower self-esteem and increase depression. The goal of this study was to 
determine whether exposure to curvaceous endorsers in advertisements resulted in the 
same effect, or if these celebrities with “more attainable” figures would boost the self-
esteem of respondents, as well as alter their eating habits and propensity to engage in 
diet-related behaviors. Results from the data collected indicate that thin women are 
considered the most attractive, as well as the most effective in advertising campaigns, no 
matter their connection to the product or likelihood to purchase the product themselves. 
While the eating habits and snacking intentions of the group of females shown the 
curvaceous advertisements were somewhere in between those of the thin and heavy-set 
advertisement groups, the self-esteem levels of women shown the curvaceous campaigns 
mimicked those of the females shown the advertisements portraying thin celebrity 
endorsers.  
 
 

In a culture that glorifies thinness and beauty, it is often difficult for women to be 

accepting of their own appearance. While an unprecedented 68 percent of Americans are 

considered overweight (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention), the rate of eating 

disorders, specifically anorexia and bulimia, is also at its highest point ever, affecting 8 

million individuals in the United States alone (South Carolina Department of Mental 

Health). The pressure to be thin and beautiful is extreme, specifically when considering 

the portrayal of ultra-thin celebrities and models in advertising campaigns and the mass 

media, and the effect these marketing efforts have on young, impressionable individuals. 

A recent British study conducted on 320 women examined the various sacrifices they 

would give up to be thin, revealing that one third of them would give up a year of their 

lives to achieve their ideal weight. Even though 78 percent of the participants were 

considered to be a “normal weight”, 79 percent desired to lose weight, and 93 percent 

expressed that they had some sort of negative thought about their body during the past 



 

 

week (Succeed Foundation). Over time, thinness has become the ideal body type in 

American culture. However, studies have found that one’s idealization of an extremely 

slender figure positively correlates with dissatisfaction in one’s body image (Stice, 

Shupak-Neuberg, Shaw, & Stein, 1994). Young individuals, specifically women, may 

yearn to achieve the ideal thin figure, but the constant obsession to attain this body, as 

well as the high level of exposure of women who have achieved this ideal, does not 

necessarily translate into happiness.  

 
Constant exposure to extremely slender models and celebrities in the media has 

perpetuated the belief that thin is the ideal body size and that being slender is a necessary 

condition for any woman to achieve beauty and attractiveness (Smeesters, Mussweiler, & 

Mandel). Although thin is considered the standard of beauty, evidenced by the 

glamorization of and obsession over celebrities such as Angelina Jolie, who have 

dangerously low Body Mass Indexes, many voluptuous public figures, including Kim 

Kardashian and Beyonce, have recently gained a great deal of popularity, along with 

countless endorsements that glorify their curves. Although thin remains the norm for 

celebrity endorsers and models, especially when the fashion and beauty realm is 

considered, advertisements featuring women with more voluptuous figures, or even the 

occasional heavy-set model, are increasing in circulation—and are receiving positive 

feedback. This seems intuitive, particularly because celebrity endorsers are considered to 

be more effective when the consumer perceives that there is a connection and fit between 

the endorser and the product itself (Kamins & Gupta, 1994; Misra & Beatty, 1990). For 

example, an advertising campaign portraying Carl’s Jr. menu items would be considered 

more effective when portraying celebrity endorser Kim Kardashian rather than socialite 

Paris Hilton, both of whom have been spokespersons for the fast food chain. Other 

entities have adapted their campaigns to feature a more attainable standard of beauty, 

including Dove’s “Campaign for Real Beauty” and Glamour magazine’s recent use of 

larger models, suggesting that marketers may be shifting their perception of what is 

effective in advertising (Martin, Brett A.S., and Xavier, Robina 2010).  

 
There are numerous cultural influences that perpetuate the standard of beauty. The ideal 

of thinness can be conveyed through social entities, including family, schools, peers, and 



 

 

business (Levine & Smolak, 1996, 1998; Smolak & Levine, 1996; Thompson & Stice 

2001). While there are various social influences on one’s perception of beauty, mass 

media, specifically magazine advertisements, are the most aggressive voices when the 

ideal of beauty and standards of social comparison are concerned (Groesz, L., Levine, 

M., & Murnen, S. 2001). These advertisements are tangible and can be viewed and 

examined closely and for as long as desired, unlike the fleeting advertisements seen on 

television.  

 
Prior research has demonstrated the negative effects of the portrayal of ultra-thin models 

as well as heavy models in advertising campaigns on an individual’s body image and 

self-perception (Smeesters, Mussweiler, & Mandel. ). These studies take into account the 

respondent’s Body Mass Index, and discuss whether or not one’s weight is related to self-

esteem. According to these studies, those with a high BMI have a lower self-esteem in 

general, whether an extremely thin or extremely heavy model is depicted in the 

advertising campaign being viewed. However, women with high BMI’s experience the 

lowest level of self-esteem when viewing advertisements with moderately heavy models, 

while individuals with a normal BMI experience the lowest level of self esteem when 

viewing advertisements portraying extremely thin models. There is a lack of research 

concerning the portrayal of “voluptuous” or “curvaceous” models and celebrities, as well 

as the correlation between the exposure to various body types in a marketing campaign 

and its effect on one’s eating habits and behavior with regard to dieting.  

 
This study will focus on body perception related to advertising campaigns. Through 

research, the study seeks to learn whether or not the standard of what is considered 

attractive has moved from ultra-thin to a more voluptuous figure, and if exposure to a 

certain body type gives participants a higher or lower self-esteem and self-perception, as 

well as the advertisement’s effect on eating habits and tendencies. The “Got Milk” 

campaign will be specifically used, and a variety of celebrities and body types will be 

portrayed. A pretest will be administered first, in order to gauge how students perceive 

each celebrity’s body size. Once the pretest is administered, another test will be given (to 

a larger group of students), going into more depth than the pretest. While this test will 

also focus on the perceived effectiveness of the advertisement and attractiveness of the 



 

 

spokesmodels, it will concentrate more on each respondent’s sense of self after viewing 

the group of advertisements and will attempt to discover if the standard of beauty has 

shifted, if the standard makes respondents feel better or worse about their own image, and 

how respondents plan to react to the portrayal of various body types.  

 

 
Body Image 
 
Body image is defined as “a subjunctive picture of one’s own physical appearance 

established both by self-observation and by noting the reactions of others” (Merriam 

Webster). It is also considered to be a term referring to an individual’s view of their 

physical appearance consisting of two components: 1) perceptions of one’s physical 

appearance and 2) the emotional responses generated by these perceptions (Gale 

Encyclopedia of Medicine). As mentioned earlier, social influences such as friends and 

family, and media influences such as advertisements and commercials, play a large role 

with regard to how an individual shapes their perception of body image and the ideal 

body. With the glorification of ultra-thin models and celebrities, the distortion of one’s 

perception of what is considered a “normal” and “acceptable” body weight is inevitable. 

The measures that individuals use as references to gauge their body perceptions are 

typically what is portrayed in the mass media—ultra-thin and beautiful women. What 

individuals don’t consider when creating their body perception is the average size of the 

typical American, a 26.6 BMI for a male and 26.5 BMI for a female—both measures 

considered to be in the “overweight” range.  

 
With these out-of-reach idealizations as reference points for one’s body image and self-

acceptance, the emotional responses garnered are disastrous, and researchers have even 

found that there is a strong relationship between having a negative body image and 

depression (Keel, Mitchell, Davis, & Crow, 2001). These effects are the most prevalent in 

adolescent girls, 25 percent of whom experience clinical levels of “body dissatisfaction”. 

Body dissatisfaction and related traits continue to be apparent when women reach 

college. In fact, college women exposed to magazine advertisements portraying attractive 

women became increasingly depressed and dissatisfied with their bodies and less 



 

 

confident than others who did not view these advertisements. (Stice and Shaw, 2001). 

Accordingly, collegian women who undergo the constant exposure to the mass media and 

magazine advertisements may have a more negative overall body image (Kim, J.H. and 

Lennon, S. 2007). 

   
 
Pretest Research 
 
Method 
 
A pretest was conducted to gauge participants’ perception of body weight and size with 

relation to models portrayed in various “Got Milk” advertisements. Ensuring that the 

spokesmodels were categorized into the correct size classification was instrumental in 

ultimately discovering whether or not models of different sizes affect the body image, 

self-perception, snacking tendencies, and dieting habits of participants. During the 

pretest, respondents were asked to answer a series of questions about eleven different 

“Got Milk” advertisements. These advertisements all portrayed female celebrity 

spokesmodels, including Sofia Vergara, Rebecca Romijn, Mary Kate and Ashley Olsen, 

Rihanna, Jennifer Hudson, Elizabeth Hurley, Trisha Yearwood, Beyonce, Sara Ramirez, 

Taylor Swift, and Gisele Bundchen. The celebrity endorsers varied in body size, 

ethnicity, age, and profession, and were not put in any specific order. Participants were 

first asked to categorize each celebrity as either “skinny/thin”, “average size”, 

“curvaceous”, or “heavy-set”. They were then asked to answer how effective they 

thought the advertisement was, the likelihood that viewing the advertisement would 

change their milk consumption, and how attractive the spokesperson in the advertisement 

is. All of these questions were answered on a 5-point scale, anchored by “not” and 

“very”.  

 
Participants 
 
Sixty four undergraduate students at the University of Arizona aged 19-26 participated in 

the study. Forty of the respondents were male, and twenty-five of the respondents were 

female. All participants were either students in the Eller College of Management or 

business minors.  



 

 

 
Materials 
 
Self-created size classification and 5-point scales were used for the survey. The stimuli 

used included eleven different “Got Milk” advertisements. These advertisements were 

selected under the conditions that the individuals being portrayed were celebrities, 

women, and their body size was clearly displayed and relatively easy to evaluate.  

 
Measures 
 
SIZE CLASSIFICATION 
 
The most significant measure within the pretest was “size classification”, which was used 

to gauge how participants perceived size, and if the models were in fact placed in the 

correct categories. Participants were shown an advertisement depicting the majority of 

the celebrity endorser’s body, and were then asked to classify the spokesperson as either 

“skinny/thin”, “average size”, “curvaceous”, or “heavy-set”. The advertisements were 

placed in random order, and no specific body classification group was placed together. 

 
EFFECTIVENESS 
 
Although a celebrity endorser may be grouped into a certain size category, this does not 

necessarily mean they will encourage the participant to change their purchasing behaviors 

through their depiction in the advertisement at hand. As mentioned earlier, models, 

specifically celebrity endorsers, are considered to be more effective when there is a 

perception that the endorser would likely use the product (Kamins & Gupta, 1994; Misra 

& Beatty, 1990). This theory was tested by asking participants to state how effective each 

advertisement is in motivating them to drink milk.  

 
CONSUMPTION CHANGE 
 
In concurrence with the reason for testing effectiveness is asking participants to gauge 

how likely it is that the advertisement could influence their consumption behavior, in this 

case, with regard to milk. If the theory that advertisements are more effective when there 

is a connection between endorsers and the featured product is true, it would be intuitive 



 

 

that the more healthy-looking and heavy-set spokesmodels would receive a higher score 

on the consumption change measure.  

 
LEVEL OF ATTRACTIVENESS 
 
While many celebrity spokesmodels may be of the same size or body type, this does not 

necessarily mean that they are considered to be the same level of attractiveness. This 

could incorporate not only their physical appearance and facial features, race, and style, 

but also their past reputation and social acceptance. While multiple celebrity endorsers 

for the “Got Milk” campaign may be considered to be in the “skinny/thin” category, for 

example, they all have different features and reputations that would likely influence how 

attractive participants perceive them to be.  

 
Procedure 
 
Upon arrival to the study, which was administered in research laboratories in the Eller 

College of Management, students were randomly assigned to cubicles, where they were 

unable to see the responses of fellow participants. The participants were informed that 

they were taking part in a study thats purpose was to gauge the perception of weight in 

advertisements and effectiveness of various celebrity spokesmodels. They were then 

handed the survey, which was three pages long, front and back, and were free to exit the 

room after completion. The entire survey took no more than 5-10 minutes.  

 
Results 
 
SIZE CLASSIFICATION 
 
Out of the eleven celebrity endorsers portrayed in the advertisements, six were 

considered by the majority to be in the “skinny/thin” category. These individuals 

included Sofia Vergara, Rebecca Romijn, Mary Kate and Ashley Olsen, Elizabeth 

Hurley, Taylor Swift, and Gisele Bundchen. All endorsers except Sofia Vergara received 

an overwhelming number of responses for the “skinny/thin” classification. This could 

perhaps be due to the fact that Sofia Vergara was initially considered by the investigator 

to be part of the “curvaceous” category. Since Sofia Vergara’s classification responses 

were extremely varied, her advertisement was thrown out for consideration in the primary 



 

 

experiment. Two spokesmodels, Rihanna and Trisha Yearwood, received the most 

responses for the “average” size classification category. Similarly to Sofia Vergara, 

Rihanna received extremely varied responses, and her advertisement was thrown out for 

consideration. Jennifer Hudson and Beyonce received the most votes for the 

“curvaceous” category. Beyonce was initially expected to be classified in this category, 

however, Jennifer Hudson was not. Originally, Hudson was categorized as “heavy-set”, 

but due to her recently publicized weight-loss and campaign with Jenny Craig, Hudson’s 

size, and respondents’ perception of her size, have been altered. Only one celebrity 

endorser, Sara Ramirez, was considered to be in the “heavy-set” category.  

 
  Skinny Average Curvaceous Heavy-set 
          
Sofia Vergara 30 10 22 0 
Rebecca Romijn 53 6 3 0 
Olsens 55 6 1 0 
Rihanna 20 21 17 2 
Jennifer Hudson 5 20 26 12 
Elizabeth Hurley 49 7 6 0 
Trisha Yearwood 2 29 24 8 
Beyonce 13 10 38 1 
Sara Ramirez 0 17 20 26 
Taylor Swift 56 6 0 0 
Gisele Bundchen 53 2 5 0 
 

Table 1.1: Classification of Celebrity Endorser Body Sizes  
 
 
EFFECTIVENESS, CONSUMPTION CHANGE, ATTRACTIVENESS 
 
The results drawn from the effectiveness rating demonstrated that participants gauge the 

effectiveness of an advertising campaign not on the perceived connection between the 

endorser and the product itself, but based on the attractiveness and size classification of 

the model. Models receiving the highest effectiveness scores (in descending order) were 

Gisele Bundchen, Sofia Vergara, Elizabeth Hurley, and Rebecca Romijn. These 

celebrities were the only individuals to receive scores over 3.0 on a 5-point scale, and 

were all categorized by participants to be in the “skinny/thin” category. Interestingly, the 

endorsers receiving the highest attractiveness scores (in descending order), were Gisele 

Bundchen, Rebecca Romijn, Sofia Vergara, and Elizabeth Hurley. The same four 

spokesmodels to receive the highest “effectiveness” scores were also the only individuals 



 

 

receiving “attractiveness” scores over 4.0 on a 5-point scale. It can be assumed that 

participants gauge the effectiveness of an advertisement based on the attractiveness of the 

spokesmodel. Similarly, participants perceive models classified as “skinny/thin” as the 

most attractive. It seems the theory that advertisement effectiveness is not based on the 

connection between the product and model in the “Got Milk” case, but more so on the 

model’s attractiveness. When considering an advertisement that portrays celebrity 

endorsers consuming a product that is know to be wholesome, hearty, and nutritious, one 

would intrinsically assume that endorsers who participants believe actually consume the 

product would be more effective. In this case, the endorsers who all received 

“skinny/thin” classifications were considered not only the most attractive, but the most 

effective in this particular advertising campaign.  

 
With regard to the likelihood that any of these advertisements would change respondents’ 

consumption of milk, the scores were incredibly low. The only spokesmodel to receive a 

score above 2.0 on a 5-point scale was supermodel Gisele Bundchen. There are many 

factors that could be at play in this instance, including the fact that college students 

consider themselves too old to drink milk, college students already drink milk, college 

students have decided they don’t like milk, or college students believe that they do not 

need to drink milk.  

 
  Effectiveness Consumption Change Attractiveness 
        
Sofia Vergara 3.22 1.77 4.4 
Rebecca Romijn  3.15 1.92 4.41 
Olsens 2.95 1.68 3.73 
Rihanna 2.71 1.76 3.52 
Jennifer Hudson 2.42 1.61 2.86 
Elizabeth Hurley 3.17 1.86 4.31 
Trisha Yearwood 2.4 1.53 3.02 
Beyonce 2.77 1.73 3.98 
Sara Ramirez 2.25 1.44 2.52 
Taylor Swift 2.97 1.81 3.83 
Gisele Bundchen  3.27 2 4.6 

 
Table 1.2: Rating of Celebrity Endorser Attractiveness and Campaign Effectiveness and 

Propensity to Change Consumption of Milk  
 
 
 
 



 

 

Main Study  
 
Participants  
 
Seventy-eight undergraduate students in the Eller College of Management at the 

University of Arizona between the ages of 21 and 23 with an average age of 21.8 

participated in the study through their upper division marketing capstone classes. Fifty 

female and twenty-eight male students participated, however, the responses from female 

students will be analyzed more thoroughly. Students were not given any monetary 

compensation or course credit for the study. The study itself was approved by the 

University of Arizona’s Human Subjects Research and Institutional Review Board, and 

students were given an IRB disclosure form prior to their participation in the study.  

 
Part 1 
 
Materials 
 
MAGAZINE ADVERTISEMENTS 
 
Weight-depicting, “skinny/thin” and “curvaceous”. Advertisements depicting body size 

were grouped into three separate categories: “skinny/thin”, “curvaceous”, and “heavy-

set”. Selection of the advertisements depicting body size was based on responses 

gathered in the pretest. Advertisements used in the “skinny/thin” category included “Got 

Milk” campaigns featuring Gisele Bundchen, Mary Kate and Ashley Olsen, and 

Elizabeth Hurley. These advertisements were chosen because they featured celebrities 

with varying degrees of thinness and attractiveness (as gauged by respondents in the 

pretest). Advertisements selected for the “curvaceous” category featured celebrity 

endorsers Beyonce, Trisha Yearwood, and Jennifer Hudson. Beyonce and Jennifer 

Hudson were classified as “curvaceous” by participants in the pretest, and although 

Trisha Yearwood was initially considered “average” in size, she was grouped in the 

“curvaceous” category because the responses were incredibly varied, and the endorser 

received many responses classifying her in the “curvaceous” category.  

 
Weight-depicting, “heavy-set”. Selecting advertisements for the “heavy-set” category 

was much more difficult than the other two classifications. Only one spokesperson, Sara 



 

 

Ramirez, was considered “heavy-set”, and the “Got Milk” campaign has no other 

advertisements featuring celebrities remotely close to Ramirez’s size. Consequently, 

outside campaigns were selected for their depiction of “heavy-set” celebrities. The 

difficulty in finding advertisements portraying “heavy-set” celebrities is an indication of 

the type of socially-acceptable spokesmodel and reinforces the findings in the pretest that 

the most effective celebrities are considered to be the most attractive, which are also 

considered to be in the “skinny/thin” category. Ultimately, Sara Ramirez was used in the 

“heavy-set” survey, along with Whitney Thompson, winner of America’s Next Top 

Model, and Amber Riley, a character on the popular television series, Glee. These 

celebrities, although all considered “heavy-set”, are various ethnicities (Caucasian, black, 

and Hispanic), and have distinctively different facial features and reputations, similar to 

the celebrity endorsers chosen for the “skinny/thin” and “curvaceous” categories.   

 
Filler Advertisements. Six advertisements in total were used in the survey, including three 

filler advertisements. These advertisements were also part of the “Got Milk” campaign, 

but included head shots of two males, Masi Oka from the Heroes television series and 

Curly Howard of the Three Stooges, as well as Mariska Hargitay, star of Law and Order: 

SVU, with her newborn child. None of these advertisements portrayed enough of the 

endorser’s body to indicate their weight or size. The six advertisements were placed in a 

randomized order.   

 
Measures 
 
The measures used for this portion of the experiment were similar to that of the pretest, 

and included three 5-point scales that measured the effectiveness of the advertisement, 

the likelihood that the advertisement would change the respondent’s consumption of the 

advertised product, and the attractiveness of the spokesmodel in the advertisement. The 

measures used in this portion of the survey are not critical to the study, but are instead 

geared to show the participants the body sizes of the spokesmodels and increase the 

respondents’ consideration of the endorser’s attractiveness and weight.  

 
 
 



 

 

Procedures 
 
Students arrived to their upper division marketing capstone class in the Eller College of 

Management as usual, and sat randomly. The students were informed that they were 

being asked to participate in two market research studies, and that the study was not 

being given for monetary compensation or course credit. One individual gave out the first 

part of the study in random order, and students were asked to view the six advertisements 

and answer the questions by circling the most accurate response on the 5-point scale. 

These surveys were then gathered. A different individual then introduced themselves and 

said they would be administering the second study, which will be described later. 

Although these surveys are connected and the second survey is meant to test the effects 

of the first survey, the indication that these surveys are one would influence the 

participants and make it evident what the researcher’s intent was. In order to ensure the 

surveys could be traced to each other, the surveys were all discretely numbered. 

 
Results 
 
Attractiveness. As found in the pretest survey, thin celebrity endorsers are considered to 

be the most attractive among all participants. However, there are some discrepancies 

between attractiveness ratings and gender. In all three advertisement categories, the 

females surveyed tended to rate the celebrity endorsers as being more attractive than the 

male respondents.  

 



 

 

        
Chart 1.1: Attractiveness Ratings of Celebrity Endorsers  

 
Effectiveness. As also observed in the pretest, the advertisement grouping found to be the 

most effective by respondents of both genders portrayed thin celebrity endorsers. 

Advertisements depicting heavy-set celebrity endorsers were rated as the least effective 

by males, while females found the advertisements portraying curvaceous models to be the 

least effective. At any rate, the discovery that both genders believe the advertisements 

portraying ultra-thin models are the most effective, especially considering that they are 

endorsing milk—a product typically believed to be rich, healthy, and wholesome—is 

counterintuitive. These responses once again counteract the findings of Kamins and 

Gupta, who stated that the most effective advertisements evoke a feeling of association 

between the celebrity endorser and the product itself. If this was the case, the 

advertisements portraying curvaceous and heavy-set models should have rated higher on 

the effectiveness scale.   

 



 

 

             
Chart 1.2: Campaign Effectiveness Ratings of Celebrity Endorsers  

 
Consumption Change. The findings for the likelihood that viewing the advertisements 

would change the respondents’ consumption also mimicked the pretest data, as the 

advertisements portraying thin endorsers were rated the most likely to alter one’s 

consumption of milk. One difference, however, is the extremely low rating given to the 

curvaceous advertisements by female respondents. It was assumed earlier that the 

curvaceous endorsers had gained recent popularity due to their status as aspirational 

figures. The extremely low rating given to curvaceous endorsers for their ability to 

change consumption either contradicts the belief that they are, in fact, aspirational 

figures, or demonstrates the complete lack of influence this group of endorsers has on the 

consumption and purchasing habits of females. This is something that should eventually 

be studied in depth; if this new generation of advertisements portraying curvaceous 

celebrities is as ineffective as found in this study, marketers and advertising firms will 

need to take this into consideration when creating their strategies.  

 



 

 

             
Chart 1.3: Propensity to Change Consumption Ratings of Celebrity Endorsers  

 
 
Part 2 
 
Measures 
 
SNACK FOOD PREFERENCES SURVEY 
 
The snack food preferences survey is a seven-question survey designed to track the 

snacks and soft drinks students intend to consume over the next week, assuming that all 

snacks will be purchased from vending machines on campus. Students are given nine 

snack foods, ranging from candy bars to potato chips, as well as nine soft drinks, both 

regular and diet, from which to choose. This survey is intended to track snacking habits, 

and capture whether students eat fewer snacks toward the end of the week, after thinking 

about how many junk food items they have already “consumed.”  

 
HERMAN & POLIVY RESTRAINT SCALE 
 
The Herman & Polivy Restraint Scale is a ten-question survey that is designed to measure 

and/or identify restrained eaters (Herman C.P. & Polivy J. 1980). Four of these items are 

geared to measure weight fluctuation, and six of these items are geared to measure 

concern for dieting. By using this scale, the researcher can measure the level of impact 

these advertisements could have not only on the participants’ body image, but on their 

behavior (Reyes, Bianca A). The more likely an individual is to engage in chronic dieting 



 

 

(or restrained dieting) and have a concern for their eating habits, the more likely it is that 

the advertisements viewed had an affect on their snack food preferences, body image, and 

tendency to engage in dangerous behaviors as a result of the advertising campaign.  

 
BODY IMAGE STATES SCALE 
 
The Body Image States Scale, which was created by Thomas F. Cash, PhD, is a six-

question survey that is geared to measure participants’ affect and evaluation of their 

personal physical appearance at a distinct moment in time. (Cash, T.F., Fleming, E.C., 

Alindogan, J., Steadman, L., & Whitehead, A.  2002). All questions begin with “Right 

now I feel…” and follow with choices concerning their positive or negative feelings 

toward their physical attractiveness, body size and shape, weight, and physical 

appearance, as well as a comparison toward how each participant typically feels about 

their physical appearance and their level of attractiveness compared to the average 

person. These questions are all contextually based, and the fact that they are taken based 

on how they feel at that very moment in time will result in the most accurate measure of 

how viewing the magazine advertisements affected the individual’s body image.  

 
Procedures 
 
Students arrived to their upper division marketing class in the Eller College of 

Management as usual, and sat randomly. The students were informed that they were 

being asked to participate in two market research studies, and that the study was not 

being given for monetary compensation or course credit. One individual gave out the first 

part of the study in random order, and students were asked to view the six advertisements 

and answer the questions by circling the most accurate response on the 5-point scale. 

These surveys were then gathered. A different individual then introduced themselves and 

said they would be administering the second study. Although these surveys are connected 

and the second survey is meant to test the effects of the first survey, the indication that 

these surveys are one would influence the participants and make it evident what the 

researcher’s intent was. In order to ensure the surveys could be traced to each other, the 

surveys were all discretely numbered.  

 



 

 

Results 
 
Snack Foods Consumed  
 
The snack food and soft drink consumption intentions for the seven day period were 

erratic for both genders and most days. There was no clear pattern or a clear increase or 

decrease over the week, and the numbers for both food and drink fluctuated greatly. One 

finding, however, indicates that there was, in fact, an effect of the advertisements on the 

eating intentions of female respondents. While there was no pattern in any of the other 

days for snacking intentions, the data collected for Day 7 demonstrated a clear difference 

between the respondents of the different advertisement groupings. Those who were 

shown the advertisements depicting thin celebrity endorsers planned on consuming less 

than one snack, while those who viewed the curvaceous endorsers planned on eating 

approximately 1.2 snacks, and females who were shown advertisements featuring heavy-

set endorsers planned on eating approximately 1.3 snacks. The increase in the number of 

snacks (which were of the junk food variety) that planned to be consumed, as well as the 

fact that the results were shown on the seventh day (when people were considering the 

food they had consumed the entire week) demonstrates the possibility that viewing a 

certain advertisement could encourage a respondent to eat less in order to lose or 

maintain their weight in order to achieve society’s “ideal body”.  

 

             
Chart 1.4: Number of Snacks Planned to Consume by Female Respondents on Day 7 

 



 

 

Eating and Dieting Habits 
 
After analyzing the ten questions included on the eating habits survey, two demonstrated 

significant results. The remaining eight questions, including “How often do you refuse 

food or drink offered because you are concerned about your weight?” and “Do you watch 

exactly what you eat?” produced results that were scattered. This could be attributed to 

the fact that all females are concerned about their weight and appearance in some 

capacity, and that the combination of society’s ideal weight and a great exposure to the 

media’s depiction of thinness has already been ingrained in their mind.  

 
However, when female respondents were asked if they deliberately ate slimming foods, 

36 percent of the women who were shown the advertisements portraying thin celebrity 

endorsers said they engaged in this behavior either often or very often. The trend 

continued with the respondents shown curvaceous and heavy-set advertisements. Thirty 

percent of females shown the set of curvaceous advertisements responded that they often 

or very often deliberately eat slimming foods. A drastic drop occurred between the 

respondents shown the curvaceous and heavy-set endorsers, as only 13 percent of the 

females who were shown the heavy-set grouping said they would deliberately eat 

slimming foods. This downward trend in the propensity to consume slimming foods is 

indicative that the advertisements shown to respondents had an effect on what they 

perceived to be the ideal body type and how motivated they are to achieve it. It appears 

that those shown the heavy-set grouping of advertisements are the most comfortable with 

their body weight and feel the smallest need to alter it.  

 



 

 

             
Chart 1.5: Percentage of Female Respondents who Often or Very Often Deliberately Eat 

Slimming Foods to Control Their Weight  
 
The other survey question that generated interesting responses was “How often in the 

evenings do you try not to eat when you are watching your weight?” This item attempts 

to discover the level of seriousness women have when they are dieting, and aims to 

measure the sacrifices they will make in order to achieve their goal weight. When the 

females shown the thin celebrity endorser set of advertisements responded to this 

question, 43 percent said they seldom or never engage in this behavior. The percentage 

jumped to 50 when women shown the curvaceous advertisements were surveyed. When 

the females who were shown the heavy-set images responded to this item, a whopping 67 

percent said they seldom or never try not to eat in the evenings when they are monitoring 

their weight. The disparity among the responses for the women shown different levels of 

advertisements demonstrates that viewing such ads could be a contributing factor to their 

eating habits, and possibly affect their acceptance of their weight or body.  

 



 

 

             
Chart 1.6: Percentage of Female Respondents who Seldom or Never Restrict Their Diet in the 

Evenings When They are Watching Their Weight  
 
Body Image   
 
The primary goal of the study in its entirety was to discover whether or not viewing 

advertisements depicting models or endorsers of a certain weight has an effect on one’s 

self esteem and body image. The six questions in the Body Image States Scale were the 

most crucial questions in the survey.  

 
Out of the six questions, two specifically demonstrated the effects that viewing certain 

advertisements can have on a woman’s body image. However, the remaining four did not 

garner significant results. For example, question five, which asks respondents how they 

feel right now about their looks in relation to how they normally feel, received responses 

that were extremely similar for all groups. Most female respondents said that they felt 

about the same as they normally do about their looks, which demonstrates that those 

surveyed might not feel the effects of viewing the advertisements immediately. While 

these responses are similar, they do indicate that there is a possible latency effect 

occurring, and that advertisements may have more of an influence on a woman’s body 

image in the long run than immediately after viewing a certain ad.  

 



 

 

             
Chart 1.7: Percentage of Female Respondents who Feel the Same About Their Looks “Right 

Now” Compared to How They Normally Feel  
 
When female respondents were asked how they felt about their weight “right now”, there 

were discrepancies between the three groups shown different advertisements. The group 

of women who were shown only the thin classification of advertisements demonstrated 

the greatest dissatisfaction with their weight, as 40 percent said they were currently 

dissatisfied with their weight. This number dropped as the celebrity endorsers got larger, 

with 33 percent of women in the curvaceous group and 28 percent of females in the 

heavy-set classification responding that they felt dissatisfied with their weight. While the 

different groups did not demonstrate a large difference in feelings when asked questions 

about their overall appearance or looks, when prompted specifically about their weight, 

the groups showed a greater disparity in responses and demonstrated that viewing 

advertisements portraying a woman of a certain size could possibly have an effect on 

one’s self esteem and body image.  

  



 

 

             
Chart 1.8: Female Responses to How They Feel About Their Weight “Right Now” 

 
The question that generated the most interesting responses with regard to body image was 

the final item on the survey, which asked women to state how they felt they looked 

compared to the average person. By this point, respondents had looked at various 

advertisements, thought about their snacking tendencies, considered their eating and 

dieting habits, and answered most of the body image questions. The final question is the 

culmination of the survey, and demonstrates respondent’s self esteem and thoughts on 

body image with regard to the real world. They are not asked to compare themselves to 

the celebrity endorsers or supermodels, but rather the average person. When asked this 

question, not a single respondent said that they felt they looked worse than the average 

person, demonstrating that there is a certain level of confidence among those surveyed. 

However, there was a great discrepancy between the advertisement groups. While 60 

percent of women shown the advertisements depicting thin endorsers said they felt they 

look better than the average person and 56 percent of women shown the curvaceous 

endorsers felt they look better than the average individual, a resounding 80 percent of 

women shown the heavy-set classification of endorsers said they felt they are more 

attractive than the average person. This large difference between the thin and curvaceous 

respondents and the heavy-set respondents demonstrates the possible effect that the 

advertisements had on their body image. While those surveyed were specifically asked to 

compare themselves to the average person, it is highly possible that in the back of their 



 

 

minds they were considering the extremely attractive models and endorsers shown to 

them in the minutes prior to being asked this question. These women are not average, and 

should not considered as such, especially when taking into account that 68 percent of 

Americans are overweight. The women shown the heavy-set grouping of advertisements 

viewed spokesmodels as being much more average than the other sets, and were thus 

more capable of considering what is truly average in America.  

 

                            
Chart 1.9: Female Responses to How They Compare Their Appearance to the Average American  
 
 
General Discussion 
 
It is common knowledge that in today’s multimedia and advertising environment, thin is 

in. Although the majority of Americans are overweight, the standard of beauty still holds 

that individuals who are more slender are more attractive. This could demonstrate that 

slim women are aspirational figures in American society, but it also reflects our 

glorification of a standard that is next to impossible for most women to achieve. The 

responses gathered further drive home the point that slimmer women are considered to be 

more attractive by both sexes, and that even though there could be a disconnect between 

their unattainable figures and the product they are endorsing, thin celebrities are 

considered to be the most effective and influential--no matter the product they are 

endorsing.  

 



 

 

After analyzing the responses from the snack food preferences survey, the Herman and 

Polivy Restraint Scale, and the Body Image States Scale, it’s apparent that advertisements 

have an effect on one’s self-esteem and body image, but only at certain times. Women do 

not always consider these advertisements directly after they view them--in fact, they may 

forget about them completely and do not consciously remember what they saw. However, 

when evaluating the responses from day seven of the snack food preferences survey, as 

well as the restraint scale, it is evident that there could quite possibly be a latency effect 

of viewing these advertisements. The most telling group of responses comes from the 

final question of the entire survey, which asks respondents to compare themselves to the 

average individual. While those shown advertisements featuring thin and curvaceous 

endorsers felt similarly about their attractiveness (close to 60 percent in both groups 

thought they looked better than the average person), those who saw the heavy-set 

classification of endorsers had a 20 percent leap in respondents who felt they were more 

attractive than the average individual. This demonstrates that what is “average” has been 

distorted over time by the advertising world. While women who saw the thin and 

curvaceous models had this standard reinforced, women who were shown the heavy-set 

endorsers were reminded that the average for American’s is not ultra-thin and stunningly 

beautiful, but a full and more realistic figure. 

 
Conclusion  
 
The goal of this study was to identify whether or not curvaceous models portrayed in 

advertisements were detrimental to one’s self-esteem. In many cases, such as the snack 

food preferences survey and restrain scale measures, those who were shown the 

curvaceous grouping of advertisements were somewhere in between the responses 

garnered by respondents in the thin and heavy-set advertisement categories. One 

question, however, is indicative of how the portrayal of curvaceous women truly affects 

the self-esteem of females: “Right now I feel I look _____ than the average person”. 

While all respondents demonstrated some level of self-confidence by not answering that 

they believe they look worse than the average person, the significant discrepancy 

between the respondents shown thin or curvaceous advertisements compared to those 

shown heavy-set endorsers demonstrated that while curvaceous spokesmodels could 



 

 

perhaps increase the self-esteem level by a small amount when compared to the results 

from the thin advertisements, they are still nowhere near the high self-esteem level 

generated by the portrayal of heavy-set celebrities. This could be attributed to the fact 

that curvaceous celebrities such as Beyonce and Kim Kardashian are considered 

extremely beautiful aspirational figures and are still well below the average American 

weight.  

 

Although some companies have taken into consideration the effect that viewing thin 

advertisements may have on women’s self esteem and body image, many have continued 

to feature the extremely small population that has achieved what is considered the ideal 

body. While this type of figure may be close to impossible to attain, and the means of 

accomplishing such could be unhealthy, companies have continued to feature these 

individuals--and with good reason. The respondents of the survey further reflected the 

viewpoint of the advertising firms that thin endorsers are the most effective. It is not clear 

whether these models are considered effective because the media has perpetuated this 

ideal body image or because humans intrinsically believe that this type of figure is the 

most attractive. There is a possibility that the media has ingrained in our minds what they 

have decided is the ideal body and we have accepted and adopted this belief, even though 

it lowers our self esteem and how we perceive our own bodies. If firms began to portray 

more realistic images, there could be a negotiation between an effective campaign and 

body image. The media has the power to alter our perception of what is beautiful, and if 

they begin to center campaigns around more attainable figures, there could be a peaceful 

coexistence between effective sales campaigns and high self esteem and body image 

among American women.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

References 
 
Body Dysmorphic Disorder. Gale Encyclopedia of Medicine. The Gale Group, Inc.:2008.   
 
Body Image. Merriam Webster Dictionary. 12 April 2011. http://mw1.merrian-

webster.com/medical/bodyimage.  
 
Cash, T.F., Fleming, E.C., Alindogan, J., Steadman, L., & Whitehead, A. “Beyond Body 

Image as a Trait: The Development and Validation of the Body Image States 
Scale.” Eating Disorders: The Journal of Treatment & Prevention. 10 (2002)L: 
103-113.  

 
Eating Disorder Statistics. South Carolina Department of Mental Health. 7 April 2011. 

http://www.state.sc.us/dmh/anorexia/statistics.htm. 
 
Groesz, L., Levine, M.P., & Murnen, S. “The Effect of Experimental Presentation of Thin 

Media Images on Body Satisfaction: A Meta-Analytic Review.” Department of 
Psychology, Kenyon College, Gambier, Ohio. 2001.  

 
Herman C.P. & Polivy J. “Restrained Eating.” Obesity, ed. A.J.Stunkard (1980): pp. 208–

225, W.B Saunders: Philadelphia. 
 
Kamins, M.A., & Gupta, K. “Congruence Between Spokesperson and Product Type: A 

Matchup Hypothesis Perspective.” Psychology & Marketing. 11 (1994): 569 – 
586.  

 
Keel, P. K., Mitchell, J. E., Davis, T. L., & Crow, S. J. “Relationship Between 

Depression and Body Dissatisfaction in Women Diagnosed with Bulimia 
Nervosa.” International Journal of Eating Disorders. 30 (2001): 48-56.  

 
Kim, J.K. & Lennon, Sharon J. “Mass Media and Self-Esteem, Body Image, and Eating 

Disorder Tendencies.” Clothing and Textiles Research Journal. 25 (2007): 3-23.   
 
Levine, M.P., & Smolak, L. (1998). “The Mass Media and Disordered Eating: 

Implications for Primary Prevention.” In W. Vandereycken & G. Noordenbos 
(Eds.), The Developmental Psyhopathology of Eating Disorders (pp. 235-257). 
Hillsdale, NJ: Erlbaum.  

 
Martin, Brett A.S. & Xavier, Robina 2010. “How Do Consumers React to Physically 

Larger Models? Effects of Model Body Size, Weight Control Beliefs and Product 
Type on Evaluations and Body Perceptions.” Journal of Strategic Marketing. 18 
(2010): 489-501. 

 
Misra, S., & Beatty, S.E. “Celebrity Spokesperson and Brand Congruence: An 

Assessment of Recall and Affect.” Journal of Business Research. 21 (1990): 159 
– 173.  



 

 

 
“National Health and Nutrition Examination Survey.” Centers for Disease Control and 

Prevention.  
 
Overweight and Obesity Trends Among Adults. Centers for Disease Control and 

Prevention. 5 April 2011. http://www.cdc/gov/obesity/data/index/html/.   
 
Reyes, Bianca A. Duration of Anticipated Deprivation and Its Effects on Food Intake in 

Restrained Eaters: A Pilot Study. 10 April 2011. 
http://www.anselm.edu/internet/psych/theses/2005/reyes/webpage.html 

 
Smeesters, Mussweiler, & Mandel. “The Effects of Thin and Heavy Media Images  
    on Overweight and Underweight Consumers: Social Comparison Processes and 

Behavioral Implications”.  Journal of Consumer Research. 36 (2010): 930-949.  
 
Smolak, L., & Levine, M.P. (1996).  “Developmental Transitions at Middle School and 

College.” In L., Smolak M.P. Levine, & R.H. Striegel-Moore (Eds.), The 
Developmental Psychopathology of Eating Disorders: Implications for Research, 
Prevention, and Treatment (pp. 207-233). Hillsdale, NJ: Erlbaum.  

 
Stice, E., Schupak-Neuberg, E., Shaw, H,E., & Stein, R. I. “Relation of Media Exposure 

to Eating Disorder Symptomatology: An Examination of Mediating 
Mechanisms.” Journal of Abnormal Psychology. 103 (1994): 836-840.   

  
Stice, E. & Shaw, H.E. (1994). “Adverse Effects of the Media Portrayed Thin-Ideal on 

Women and Linkages to Bulimic Symptomatology.” Journal of Social and 
Clinical Psychology. 13 (1994): 288-308.  

 
Thompson, J.K., & Stice, E. “Thin-ideal Internalization: Mounting Evidence for a New 

Risk Factor for Body Image Disturbance and Eating Pathology.” Current 
Directions in Psychological Science. 10 (2001): 181-183. 

 
 


	cover page.pdf
	Whitney's Honors Thesis Final[1].pdf

