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The goal of our work, presented to junior high and high school-aged girls across the 

nation, specifically focuses on the way women’s bodies are represented in entertainment media 

and how to recognize and reject the controlling images projected in those representations.  

Rather than focusing on media effects, we want our work to demonstrate how the homogenous, 

one-dimensional representations of beauty throughout the media are not simply “re-

presentations” of women, but are instead images that create and give meaning to women’s bodies 

that is then culturally shared.  

  The purpose of our work extends far beyond proving connections to eating disorders or 

low self-esteem. Rather, it emphasizes the inherent power dynamic at play and the harmful 

narrative underlying the consistent use of unrealistically thin and “ideally shaped” images and 

representations of women’s bodies throughout the media. Furthering this work in schools, 

conferences, and religious settings is not only an academic, but also a personal and spiritual 

pursuit in my life. We firmly believe helping girls and women to recognize and reject the often 

unquestioned and oppressive messages about their bodies perpetuated by the media is the next 

critical step in the movement toward true liberation and empowerment.  

Why Take Media So Seriously? 

A rich body of scholarship has examined images of female bodies in the media across 

mediums and time. Perhaps the most consistent theme throughout content analyses of these 

publications, films and programs is the promotion of a thin ideal, even earning some media 

outlets the designation “thin-ideal media” (Eggermont et al., 2005). Across movies, magazines, 



and television programs, thinness is consistently emphasized and rewarded for women (Fouts & 

Burggraf, 1999), and thin television characters are over-represented while overweight characters 

are underrepresented (Lachlan, & Brownell, 2003).  Images of women are, indeed, thinner than 

past media images (Silverstein, 1986), thinner than the actual female population (Hendriks, 

2002), and often thinner than the criteria for anorexia (Wiseman, 1992). 

In a country where adolescents and young adults spend 4.5 hours with television and 

movies each day and nearly 3.5 hours on the Internet, it is imperative to know how to 

understand, interpret, and criticize the messages presented (Robinson, 2001; Rotunda, Kass, 

Sutton, & Leon, 2003).  Exposing the unnaturalness of mediated body portrayals can help to 

disrupt the unquestioned messages that oppresses people by showing and telling them they are 

outside of the norm, and telling them the only way to true happiness or success is by conforming 

to that norm.  

Why Is This Project Aimed Toward Teens? 

With body changes like sudden weight gain, the development of breasts and hips, and the 

appearance of acne, adolescence is a time of stressful physical and emotional changes for girls. 

While girls have been shown to experience increased body dissatisfaction at this time, research 

shows boys actually experience improved body image and greater satisfaction with their weight 

(Block & Robins, 2003). This finding isn’t too surprising, since boys’ bodily changes during 

puberty often bring them closer to the male body ideal and girls’ bodily changes during puberty 

push them further from the thin female ideal (Labre & Walsh-Childers, 2003). 

Today, the prevalence of body dissatisfaction and related disordered eating are impacting 

females at increasingly younger ages and are no longer confined to a particular class or ethnic 

group (Abrams & Stormer, 2002). In his research on body image and media influence among 



college-age women, Thomsen (2002) recommended future research and media literacy should 

consider younger subjects, specifically teen girls. “Self-concept tends to become more stable in 

late adolescence and early adulthood. For younger subjects, self-concept is far less stable, and 

perhaps more likely to be influenced by [media] exposure” (2002). 

Much research demonstrates the efficacy of media literacy workshops for teenagers 

(Irving, 1998; Wade et al., 2002; Wolf-Bloom, 1998). In their study of the process by which peer 

and mediated norms affect young women’s body esteem, Krcmar et al. (2008) concluded with a 

call to action for media literacy directed at young girls, deeming it a “real solution” (p.126). 

“Those who have influence might become more aware of the need to emphasize health (and not 

thinness) and strength (not traditional beauty) as valuable and, importantly, normative qualities” 

(p.127). Based on these studies, media literacy to promote healthy body image and critical 

thinking is crucial during the teenage years, and we hope to be a voice for good wherever and 

whenever possible.  


