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The Media and Eating Disorders
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Several cross-sectional studies have reported a positive association between exposure to beauty and fashion magazines and an increased level of weight concerns or eating disorder symptoms in girls. Field et al (16) found that the importance of thinness and trying to look like women on television, in movies or in magazines were predictive of young girls (9 to 14 years old) beginning to purge at least monthly. In another prospective study (17), this same group found that both boys and girls (aged 9 to 14 years old) who were making an effort to look like the figures in the media, were more likely than their peers to develop weight concerns and become constant dieters.

One study measured indicators of disordered eating in a “media naïve population” of Fijian schoolgirls after the introduction of Western television. The key indicators of disordered eating were found to be significantly more prevalent following prolonged television exposure, suggesting a negative impact of this media. Among the narrative data was the frequent theme of subjects reporting an interest in weight loss as a means of modelling themselves after television characters (18).

In a cross-sectional survey of 548 girls from grades 5 to 12, participants self-reported the frequency of reading fashion magazines, and attitudes and behaviours, including dieting and exercise. After controlling for weight status, school level and racial group, those who frequently read fashion magazines were twice as likely to have dieted and three times as likely to have initiated an exercise program to lose weight, than infrequent readers (11).
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The media have failed to have an impact on the development of eating disorders. While we are all exposed to the media in large doses, it is only the minority who go on to develop disordered eating. Cultural factors influence many disorders. For example, despite a clear biological basis, the prevalence of heart disease has increased dramatically over the course of the last century. Does this mean that the media are to blame for heart disease too?

Across time and culture, wherever one looks for eating disorders they are found: anorexia nervosa for example, is as common on the Caribbean Island of Curacao as it is in Europe. Recent genetic and brain imaging studies highlight the role of biological factors in these complex disorders. Additionally, despite years of practice, the efficacy of psychological and family therapies for eating disorders remains woefully inadequate. The evidence therefore suggests that the onset of an eating disorder has little to do with the media and everything to do with individual biological and psychological vulnerabilities.

