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Abstract

Exposure to idealized body images has been shown to lower women’s body satisfaction. Yet some studies found the opposite, possibly because real-life media (as opposed to image-only stimuli) often embed such imagery in messages that suggest thinness is attainable. Drawing on social cognitive theory, the current content analysis investigated editorial body shaping and weight loss messages in popular women’s health and fitness magazines. About five-thousand magazine pages published in top-selling U.S. women’s health and fitness magazines in 2010 were examined. The findings suggest that body shaping and weight loss are a major topic in these magazines, contributing to roughly one fifth of all editorial content. Assessing standards of motivation and conduct, as well as behaviors promoted by the messages, the findings reflect overemphasis on appearance over health and on exercise-related behaviors over caloric reduction behaviors and the combination of both behaviors. These accentuations are at odds with public health recommendations. 
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Weighing Women Down: Messages on Weight Loss and Body Shaping

in Editorial Content in Popular Women’s Health and Fitness Magazines
         Weight loss has become an increasingly pressing topic as the obesity rate in the United States has continued to increase over the past 20 years; more than two-thirds of adult Americans were overweight or obese in 2009-2010 (Flegal, Carroll, Kit, & Ogden, 2012), and most Americans try to lose weight (53% according to IFIC, 2009). Even though obesity is not more prevalent among females (Flegal et al., 2012), women report greater body weight concerns across their life span and  suffer more emotionally from such concerns: Among women without a history of eating disorders, 31% reported purging to control weight and 75% reported that body shape and weight concerns interfered with their happiness (Reba-Harrelson et al., 2009). For communication science, this epidemic problem pertaining to physical and mental health raises the question of what role the media might play in this scenario.
Work on effects of exposure to ideal body images on females suggests negative impacts on body satisfaction and other self-deflating impacts (Grabe, Hyde, & Ward, 2008). Other studies yielded contrasting results (see Knobloch-Westerwick & Crane, 2012), in which exposure to idealized body images enhanced body satisfaction. It has been suggested that this pattern occurs because everyday body image messages, as opposed to image-only stimuli that much of the effects research used, feature attainability messages (Knobloch-Westerwick & Romero, 2011). Attainability messages may encourage ‘thinness fantasies’ (Myers & Biocca, 1992): media users may be led to believe that those body ideals are in reach, which makes comparisons less threatening (Halliwell & Dittmar, 2005) and possibly even inspiring (Knobloch-Westerwick & Crane, 2012) . 
Further, previous research demonstrated that individuals use media, particularly magazines, as a primary source for nutrition and health information (Dutta-Bergman, 2004; Graham, Bawden, & Nicholas, 1997). This pivotal role of the media as key sources suggests a normative responsibility to provide recipients with accurate, realistic, and healthful body shaping and weight loss information. This reasoning draws on societal functions of mass communication (Wright, 1960), which include ‘surveillance’ (i.e., gathering and disseminating information about a topic such as body weight management) and ‘correlation’ in the sense of putting information into context, which includes editorial acts such as interpreting information and prescription for conduct, i.e., regarding specific weight management behavior. Thus, as for other topic areas, mass communication also serves to gather and disseminate information on the health topic of weight management and integrate such information along with providing advice. Health journalists specifically vary in the extent to which they see themselves as ‘advocates’ for improving their audiences’ health, which influences their motivation to communicate health information more effectively (Hinnant, Len-Rios, & Oh, 2012). Health journalists’ perceptions of their own role, responsibility, and impact likely affects what health information the general population encounters in the mass media (e.g., Hinnant, Oh, Caburnay, & Kreuter, 2011). Examples of body shaping (i.e., muscle toning) and weight loss information include exercise demonstrations and weight loss case stories, but also references to the importance of a body weight management (Campo & Mastin, 2007). However, extant literature as to the type of such messages presented in popular media is scarce and does not examine yet the outlets most focused on weight management. 


The present study addresses this gap through a content analysis of body shaping and weight loss messages that present-day readers of popular women’s health and fitness magazines encounter. After outlining social comparison theory (Suls & Wheeler, 2000) and social cognitive theory (e.g., Bandura, 2001) as important theoretical frameworks, we review prior content analyses and other research related to such media messages and their effects on weight control behaviors. The current analysis examines characteristics of editorial body shaping and weight loss messages primarily based on social cognitive theory.  Finally, findings are discussed in light of the theoretical frameworks and related media effects studies.
Social Comparison Theory and Body Shaping Portrayed in the Media

Festinger’s (1954) social comparison theory suggests that individuals’ desire for accurate self-appraisals motivates them to evaluate their opinions and abilities by comparing themselves to others. Similar others are preferred for comparisons to gain information for self-evaluation (e.g., Suls & Wheeler, 2000). Three motives are said to guide social comparisons: self-evaluation, self-improvement (to perform better through information derived from upward comparisons with those who are better off), and self-enhancement (to feel better about oneself through downward comparisons with those who are worse off) (e.g., Helgeson & Mickelson, 1995). Upward comparisons are of primary interest here because media feature mostly idealized body images, offering little opportunity for downward comparisons, as detailed below. However, if idealized body images are embedded in editorial content suggesting attainability of these ideals, recipients spent more time viewing them and thus likely compare more with them (Knobloch-Westerwick & Romero, 2011). The more comparisons individuals make with idealized body images, the less satisfied they are with their bodies, the more they engage in disordered-eating behaviors, and the stronger their drive to be thin (e.g., Dittmar & Howard, 2004; Hargreaves & Tiggemann, 2009).
Social Cognitive Theory and Body Shaping Portrayed in the Media

As part of social cognitive theory, Bandura (2001, p. 271) noted that “virtually all behavioral, cognitive, and affective learning […] can be achieved vicariously by observing people’s actions and its consequences for them […] a vast amount of information about human values […] and behavior patterns is gained from the extensive modeling in the symbolic environment of the mass media” (emphasis added). Pertaining to values, he stated “through abstract modeling, people acquire, among other things, […] personal standards for regulating one’s motivation and conduct” (Bandura, 2001, p. 275). Thus, self-regulation is guided by standards of motivation and conduct derived from observing behavior models in the media. As such, motivation and conduct standards for body shaping and weight portrayed in the media likely affect recipients’ standards for own body shaping (Grabe et al., 2008). These portrayals of standards may emphasize either appearance or health (Aubrey, 2010), which has important implications for physical and mental health: Women who diet to improve appearance rather than health more likely use drastic diets, experience distress, and decline in eating restraint (Putterman & Linden, 2004). While this motivational impact on health behavior was found for normal-weight women (ibid.), it also applies to overweight individuals (Schelling, Munsch, Meyer, & Margraf, 2011). Exercise motivations such as pleasure or fitness are associated with higher body esteem, whereas exercising for weight control and attractiveness report more body dissatisfaction and disturbed eating (Furnham, Moutafi, Baguma, 2002; Strelan, Mehaffey, & Tiggemann, 2003; Tiggemann & Williamson, 2000).
With regard to behavior patterns, Bandura (2001, p. 288) proposed “Modeling influences must, therefore, be designed to build self-efficacy as well as convey knowledge and rules of behavior.” This proposition relates to the media’s role as an essential source of nutrition information relative to knowledge and rules for body shaping and weight management behavior. Self-efficacy is the perception of one’s capabilities to perform an action or behavior (Bandura, 1977) and is more likely to be affected if a behavior model is considered similar. While Bandura (1982) noted several types of information sources for self-efficacy, vicarious experiences and verbal persuasion are most relevant as sources of self-efficacy arising from health communication. Thus, the present study considers both visual portrayals of individuals  and verbal messages that convey standards and model behavior. 
Lastly, outcome expectancies for meeting standards are thought to be important for self-regulation and for motivating behavior. “Vicarious motivators are rooted in outcome expectations formed from information conveyed by the rewarding and punishing outcomes of modeled courses of action. Seeing others gain desired outcomes by their actions can create outcome expectancies that function as positive incentives” (Bandura, 2001, p. 276). For example, a headline such as “Shed 12 pounds and be happy” links weight loss to happiness as an outcome, which could in turn motivate weight loss behavior. 
Magazines’ Portrayals of Body Shaping Standards
Content analyses of media imagery concluded strong emphasis on idealized, lean female body shape standards and that models have become increasingly thinner over time  (Silverstein, Perdue, Peterson, & Kelly, 1986; Sypeck, Gray, & Ahrens, 2004). A recent content analysis of imagery in women’s magazines showed almost all models in fashion magazines were lean; in fitness magazines, 55% were lean and 36% were muscular—only 6% of the models in either magazine type had a soft, round body type (Wasylkiw, Emms, Meuse, & Poirier, 2009). 
Content analyses of verbal media content related to body shaping and weight loss detected that coverage of obesity/weight loss in various channels has increased continuously in the past four decades (e.g., see Garner, Garfinkel, Schwartz, & Thompson, 1980, for magazines 1959-1978, Saraceni & Russell, Mayhew, 2007, for magazines from 1989-2007, and Shiffman et al., 2006, for monthly print and broadcast media coverage from 1995 to 2003). Aubrey (2010) recently analyzed cover headlines of women’s health magazines and found an appearance frame to be as common as a health frame, while a weight loss frame pertained to both and was less frequent. With a focus on body shaping and weight loss messages in particular, we anticipate an even greater emphasis on appearance for this context.

H1: Pages with body shaping and weight loss messages in popular women’s health and fitness magazines reference appearance more frequently than health in their headlines.


Magazines’ Portrayals of Body Shaping Behaviors

Magazine coverage about body shaping and weight loss behaviors is likely extensive. For instance, Graham et al. (1997) examined health articles in six popular magazines and found that articles on diets and exercise were among the most common topics. For “diet and exercise” magazines specifically, Parham, King, Bedell, and Martersteck (1986) concluded that 13% of the magazine space was devoted to weight loss, compared to 2-6% in other women’s magazine genres. Yet, no statistics are at hand for current coverage. 

Several studies examined the quality of weight loss advice specifically. Parham, Frigo, and Perkins (1982) as well as Parham et al. (1986) judged the accuracy of the articles’ weight control advice from 67 articles on weight control from popular women’s magazines. This work yielded the most favorable conclusions on magazine advice quality, as weight loss content was seen as largely accurate; only 15% was considered somewhat dubious. This sample also showed that the magazines suggested that weight loss requires continuous effort and behavioral modification. Guillen and Barr (1994)  ADDIN REFMGR.CITE <Refman><Cite><Author>Guillen</Author><Year>1994</Year><RecNum>29</RecNum><IDText>Nutrition, dieting, and fitness messages in a magazine for adolescent women, 1970-1990</IDText><MDL Ref_Type="Journal"><Ref_Type>Journal</Ref_Type><Ref_ID>29</Ref_ID><Title_Primary>Nutrition, dieting, and fitness messages in a magazine for adolescent women, 1970-1990</Title_Primary><Authors_Primary>Guillen,E.O.</Authors_Primary><Authors_Primary>Barr,S.I.</Authors_Primary><Date_Primary>1994/9</Date_Primary><Keywords>Adolescent</Keywords><Keywords>Adult</Keywords><Keywords>Advertising as Topic</Keywords><Keywords>Attitude to Health</Keywords><Keywords>Body Image</Keywords><Keywords>Cultural Characteristics</Keywords><Keywords>Diet</Keywords><Keywords>Female</Keywords><Keywords>Health Promotion</Keywords><Keywords>Humans</Keywords><Keywords>methods</Keywords><Keywords>Nutritional Physiological Phenomena</Keywords><Keywords>Periodicals as Topic</Keywords><Keywords>Physical Fitness</Keywords><Keywords>Social Perception</Keywords><Keywords>Thinness</Keywords><Keywords>trends</Keywords><Keywords>Weight Loss</Keywords><Keywords>Women&apos;s Health</Keywords><Reprint>Not in File</Reprint><Start_Page>464</Start_Page><End_Page>472</End_Page><Periodical>J Adolesc.Health</Periodical><Volume>15</Volume><Issue>6</Issue><Address>University of British Columbia, Vancouver, Canada</Address><Web_URL>PM:7811678</Web_URL><ZZ_JournalFull><f name="System">J Adolesc.Health</f></ZZ_JournalFull><ZZ_WorkformID>1</ZZ_WorkformID></MDL></Cite></Refman>analyzed 24 articles on nutrition/dieting in Seventeen magazine and concluded that they did not fully align with current health recommendations. 
Campo and Mastin (2007) examined coverage from 1984-2004, analyzing 229 obesity-related articles in mainstream magazines and 177 in African American magazines. They found exercise and lower calorie intake as the most common recommendations, but techniques such as self-monitoring or eating breakfast that are emphasized in public health campaigns (e.g., Dietary Guidelines for Americans, 2010) were rarely mentioned. Ellison, White, and McElhone (2011) compared diet plans from 10 issues of best-selling British health and fitness magazines to nutrition composition recommendations; they found a lack of evidenced-based and balanced dietary information and contradicting government health promotion strategies. In sum, much of the evidence on recommended body shaping and weight loss behaviors in the media is from relatively dated samples; while the advice seemed mostly appropriate about 30 years ago (Parham et al., 1982, 1986), recent work suggests that current magazines’ advice does not align with public health recommendations (e.g., Campo & Mastin, 2007; Ellison et al., 2011).
Regarding recommended body shaping behaviors, Wiseman, Gray, Mosimann, and Ahrens (1992) reported interesting developments: During 1959-1988, popular magazine articles focusing on either dieting or exercising increased, with articles on dieting only leveling off after 1981. According to Wiseman et al. (1992), weight loss articles about exercising only were twice as frequent as articles about dieting only or a combination of both. However, articles that emphasized the combination of exercising and dieting, as recommended by current public health initiatives (e.g., NHLBI, 1998), began to increase around 1981. Saraceni and Russell-Mayhew (2007) extended Wiseman et al.’s (1992) work by examining dieting and exercising articles in the same six women’s magazines (Good Housekeeping, Harper’s Bazaar, Ladies Home Journal, McCall’s, Vogue, and Woman’s Day) for the period 1989 to 2007. They found that the extent of diet coverage fluctuated somewhat, while exercise articles decreased. During the time period that these two authors examined, a number of women’s health and fitness magazines were launched or flourished (e.g., Rodale, Inc. launched Women’s Health in 2005 with much success), which may have led magazines such as Good Housekeeping to concentrate more on their core topics beyond diet and exercise. Most likely, the bulk of diet and exercise coverage in women’s magazines is now found in magazines specializing in this niche, which calls for a different selection of magazines than what Wiseman et al. (1992) and Saraceni and Russell-Mayhew (2007) used. We will thus test with the second hypothesis whether the trend to more exercise coverage that Wiseman et al. (1992) found also applies to recent related coverage.
H2: Pages with body shaping and weight loss messages in popular women’s health and fitness magazines’ reference exercise behaviors more often than caloric reduction behaviors in their headlines. 
Current Research
Research on impacts of body shaping behavior messages has repeatedly shown a relationship between magazine readership and unhealthy weight control behaviors (Thomsen, Weber, & Brown, 2002; Utter, Neumark-Sztainer, Wall, & Story, 2003; Van der Berg, Neumark-Sztainer, Hanna, & Haines, 2007). Thus, these messages appear to make a relevant difference and will be examined to test our two hypotheses. Currently, it is difficult to speak to the scope and nature of weight loss and body shaping messages in magazines that women likely turn to for such information, as the majority of the content analyses are over a decade old and even more recent publications have not necessarily drawn on recent media content (e.g., Campo & Mastin, 2007). The latest content analyses examined diet plans only in British magazines (Ellison et al., 2011), offered basic tabulations of diet and exercise articles in broad-topics magazine (Saraceni & Russell-Mayhew (2007),  or focused on the framing and general topic of the message without examining detailed message characteristics (Aubrey, 2010). Another important consideration includes the approaches that prior content analyses used for selecting media message. Aubrey (2010) examined covers; Campo and Mastin (2007) used a database and applied search terms such as ‘obesity’ and ‘overweight’ to headlines in popular magazine headlines, which would miss articles with headlines such as “Whittle your middle” despite its relevance. The present study analyzes body shaping  and weight loss messages in headlines as well as body texts from a more recent and larger sample from U.S. media, compiled by careful examination of 28 full copies of women’s health and fitness magazines.
Categories in the present analysis draw specifically on self-regulation concepts from Bandura’s (2007) social cognitive framework. Campo and Mastin (2007) used social cognitive theory as well, differentiating between personal and environmental factors influencing weight management. Further, much weight management intervention research utilized this framework to conceptualize relevant self-regulation processes (e.g., Anderson-Bill, Winett, & Wojcik, 2011). Presently, we build on Bandura’s (2007) categories of standards and behaviors, conveyed through social modeling, verbal messages, and outcome-expectancies. Yet, given the scarce related prior work, the following research questions guide the analyses.
RQ1: To what extent does editorial content in women’s health and fitness magazines offer messages on body shaping and weight loss?

RQ2: What motivation and conduct standards for body shaping are conveyed in editorial content in women’s health and fitness magazines?

RQ3: What behaviors for achieving body shape standards are promoted in editorial content in women’s health and fitness magazines?

RQ4: What outcome-expectancies for achieving body shape standards are suggested in editorial content in women’s health and fitness magazines?
RQ5: With regards to the characteristics of ethnicity, celebrity status, and body type that may induce perceptions of similarity to behavior models, what behavior model types are displayed in women’s health and fitness magazines?
Method
Sample
Twenty-eight issues published during May-October 2010 of Fitness, Health, Prevention, Self, and Shape were coded1. All five magazines were top-selling in 2009 and fall into the category monthly ‘women’s health and fitness magazines’ based on editorial content (GfKMediamark Research & Intelligence, 2010)2. The covered time span (May-October 2010) resulted from library availability of the magazines; however, it includes one of two high points and one of two low points in seasonal trends related to magazine coverage of weight loss issues (Shiffman et al., 2006). Overall, the magazines featured 5,075 pages, with roughly half presenting solely editorial content (49.1%), 45.8% only advertising content, and 5.1% both ads and editorial content. Editorial content with body shaping and weight loss messages were examined for the present study.
Data Collection and Unit of Analysis
The magazines were coded by two coders who received coding training from the primary investigator. Coders were trained using issues of the magazines from outside the May-October 2010 time period.  Training included practice coding sessions in which the coders would individually code pages from the practice magazines and then meet to discuss coding and disagreements. Once coder training was complete, 10.71% of the actual sample was used to test inter-rater reliability. The material for the coding reliability test included three magazine issues (Prevention, July 2010 issue with 140 pages; Self, Sept. 2010 with 168 pages; Shape, June 2010 issue 236 pages) and was based on library availability of the magazines. Using this sub-sample, the coders reached acceptable levels of inter-rater reliability, a Krippendorf’s alpha of .80 or above, for all of the coding categories3. The rest of the sample was then divided equally between the two coders. With the page as the unit of analysis, the coding scheme was established to capture the importance that was conveyed through space allocation.  A message (i.e., one page) could be coded as featuring multiple standards, behaviors, and outcomes.
Coding Categories 
Amount of body shaping and weight loss messages. The amount of body shaping messages was coded in pages which featured body shaping and weight loss messages (α = .97). Further, it was coded whether a page belonged to an article spanning several pages and how many pages the article included (α = .99). For each page, the coders determined how many quarters contained body shaping and weight loss messages (for instance, a full-page article received ‘4’ as code and a small article text box received ‘1’). 
Standards. Eight different standards, listed in Table 1, were coded when they were explicitly expressed through verbal statements or implicitly expressed where the standard could be easily inferred from the text. For example, when coding for the standards, messages including “slim,” “skinny,” or “slender,” were  included in the standard of thinness. Also, the standard of eating right/healthy would have been inferred from a recipe labeled as “healthy” even if the text did not directly state that one should eat healthy. Acceptable reliability was achieved for all standards, with Krippendorf’s alpha ranging between .85-.98. As shown in Table 1, the standards were then categorized as related to appearance, health, or other. Given the ambiguity of the standards of ‘being fit’ and of ‘eating right/healthy,’ we drew on other codes that appeared in conjunction with this standard to clarify the meaning based on context. If the standards appeared together with either being thin, sexy, or beautiful, they were counted as appearance-related. If they appeared together with being healthy/exercising, they were counted as health-related. 
Promoted body shaping behaviors. The behaviors included body shaping through: clothing/dress, a specific diet plan, reducing caloric intake without a specific diet, exercising to improve shape, exercising to lose weight, exercising to improve overall health, exercising to improve looks (more generally than body shaping), and consuming diet pills or vitamins. Acceptable reliability was achieved for all standards, with Krippendorf’s alpha ranging between .82-.99. As shown in Table 2, the behaviors were then categorized as related to appearance, health, or other. Given the ambiguity of the behaviors of ‘exercising to lose weight,’ using a ‘diet plan,’ and ‘reducing caloric intake,’ we drew on other codes that appeared in conjunction with this standard to clarify the meaning based on context. If these behaviors appeared together with either the being thin, sexy or beautiful standard, they were counted as appearance-related. If they appeared together with the being healthy standard, they were counted as health-related. 
Outcome expectancies of achieving standards. Outcomes of achieving the standards were also captured, including feeling good about oneself (α = .93), being happy (α = .92), being attractive (α = .99), and finding/maintain a successful romance (α = .80). 
Features of displayed models. Ethnicity (White, Black, Asian, Latina, other, ambiguous, and multiple people of different ethnicities) (α =.98), body type (thin, curvy, muscular/toned, or overweight) (α =.98), and celebrity status of women shown in connection to body shaping and weight loss messages (α =.98) were coded. 
Results
Hypotheses Testing

Appearance versus Health Frame (H1). H1 was tested in relation to (a) the standards and (b) the promoted behaviors expressed in the headlines on all pages that featured body shaping and weight loss content. Sums of the dichotomous variables were produced for the different categories of standards and behaviors and utilized to test the hypothesis through pairwise comparisons. No significant difference in number of references to appearance-related standards (M = 0.50, SD = 0.48) and health-related standards (M = 0.55, SD = 0.47) emerged (ns). However, messages referenced appearance-related behaviors in headlines (M = 0.58, SD = 0.49) significantly more frequently than health-related behaviors, (M = 0.17, SD = 0.38), t(1063) = 24.46, p < .001, supporting H1.

Exercise versus Caloric Reduction Behaviors (H2). H2 was tested in relation to the exercising and calorie reduction/dieting behaviors expressed in the headlines on all pages that featured body shaping and weight loss content. A sum of the dichotomous variables was produced for the different standards and behaviors to test the hypothesis through pairwise comparison. Exercise-related behaviors were referenced significantly more often (M = 0.61, SD = 0.45 ) than caloric reduction-related behaviors (M = 0.47, SD = 0.37), t(1063) = 6.35, p < .001, supporting H2. 
Addressing Research Questions

Frequency of Body Shaping Messages (RQ1). 21.0%  (1,064) of all the pages featured editorial content about body shaping or weight loss. The majority (78.9%) devoted the entire page to these matters. About half (50.8%) were featured on a single page, 31.5% on two and 24.0% on three pages.
Body Shaping Behavior Standards (RQ2). The most commonly expressed standard in the editorial body shaping and weight loss messages was to exercise (70.9%), followed by being thin (68.9%) and being fit (67.1%). Table 1 reports further details. 
Promoted Body Shaping Behaviors (RQ3). The most commonly suggested behaviors for obtaining the standards presented in the body shaping messages were exercising to improve shape (56.7%), exercising to lose weight (38.6%), reducing caloric intake (29.4%) and dieting (28.7%). Table 2 provides frequency information related to the promoted behaviors in more detail. 
Outcomes Suggested for Achieving Standards (RQ4). Outcomes of meeting or failing to meet the standards were rarely expressed in the messages. When present, the standards that most frequently appeared were feeling good about oneself and being generally happy, both of which appeared in less than one-tenth of all editorial body shaping and weight loss messages (8.8% and 7.2%, respectively).
Displayed Behavior Models (RQ5). Three-quarters of body shaping messages were accompanied by an image of at least one woman (74.6%). When images were included, the women were more frequently non-celebrities (81.2%) than celebrities. Over half (69.4%) of the women featured were white. Models of an ambiguous ethnicity were the next “ethnic group” most frequently shown (11.1%); however, it was more common that women of multiple ethnicities would be featured (13.7%). Usually the same person was not shown more than once (70.7%); when this did occur, 30.8% were presented in before and after pictures, displaying weight loss or a makeover.
Discussion
With most Americans trying to lose weight, and magazines serving as primary source for nutrition information, it is pertinent to assess the landscape of popular women’s health and fitness magazines. Examining messages surrounding idealized body images may also help to understand the paradox of why women attend to these images commonly found to undermine their body satisfaction (e.g., Grabe et al., 2008). Furthermore, these messages may be key in resolving inconsistent results in which most research demonstrates that exposure to idealized body images undermines body satisfaction, but others find the opposite (see Knobloch-Westerwick & Crane). Drawing on concepts of self-regulation in social cognitive theory, the current study contributes to existing literature on the subject by examining the type of information presented and the framing of body shaping and weight loss in the editorial content of contemporary women’s magazines. 
Regarding RQ1, about one-fifth of all pages featured editorial content with a body shaping or weight loss-related message. Of those, roughly four-fifths devoted the entire page to this message. With such a large portion of the magazine content dedicated to weight loss and body shaping, the tremendous importance attached to this topic in these magazines is apparent.  

Appearance-related behaviors were referenced in headlines more often than health-related behaviors, supporting H1. Regarding standards conveyed in these messages (RQ2), to exercise, to be thin, and to be fit were most common. If readers adopt these motivation standards, the consequences are likely harmful. Previous research found that women who diet and exercise for appearance-related reasons more likely use unhealthy, drastic body shaping and weight loss behaviors and experience emotional distress and lower body image, making this finding especially concerning.

Exercise-related behaviors were referenced in the headlines more often than caloric reduction-related behaviors, supporting H2. The most common body shaping behaviors were exercising to improve shape and to lose weight (RQ3). The strong emphasis on exercise is alarming because the combination of exercising and calorie-intake reduction is recommended by current public health initiatives (e.g., NHLBI, 1998). For magazines, advertisers’ considerations may be more important—and exercising probably means greater consumption, including fitness apparel, while reducing calorie intake is ultimately likely to lower advertisers’ revenues, even though some dieting products could benefit from these efforts.
Outcome expectancies were rare in the body shaping and weight loss messages (RQ4). This finding is at odds with what would be expected by social cognitive theory which posits that outcome expectancies for meeting performance standards are important for self-regulation and for motivating behavior. However, it is possible that achieving the standard is itself the desired outcome expectancy, and the benefits literally “go without saying.”

Considering the importance that both social cognitive theory and social comparison theory attach to perceived similarity of observer with behavior model, RQ5 pertained to the models displayed with body shaping messages. In regards to race and ethnicity, the readership of magazines examined is roughly reflected in the model representation4.   As the most commonly featured models were non-celebrity, White women, insights from the similarity assumption would suggest that comparison would be most likely for White female readers and that the modeled behavior affects them more. The vast majority of models shown were thin or fit/muscular. In line with previous research (Botta, 2006; Knobloch-Westerwick & Crane, 2012), this finding suggests that the motive for comparison is most likely self-improvement through upward or lateral comparison because the messages offer little opportunity for downward comparison. 
Future research should address some limitations of the present work and extend the present insights by considering other aspects within social cognitive theory, such as self-efficacy, which may be especially relevant when discussing body shaping and weight loss messages. For instance, what specific efficacy messages regarding ease, speed, and permanence of weight loss are provided? Examining a longer time span would allow to study seasonal changes and developments across time. Moreover, it would be advantageous to differentiate between magazines, as the characteristics of the body shaping and weight loss messages may differ by magazine. While all examined magazines were top-selling women’s health and fitness magazines, the specific audiences for the separate magazines differ (i.e., Prevention readers tend to be older than readers of the other four magazines examined here), which may influence the body shaping and weight loss messages presented in their editorial content. Future research should also consider the ways body shaping and weight loss messages are featured in the advertising content of women’s health and fitness magazines to examine the emphasis on calorie-reduction and exercising in ads pertaining to weight management. Further, it would be valuable to investigate how these messages are conveyed in men’s health and fitness magazines as well as in online messages. Yet, it appears that women’s health and fitness magazines remain an extremely important source for body shaping information for women, as an additional magazine title was recently launched and caught up with the circulation of the established titles used in the present study in 2011 (Women’s Health, n.d.).
In light of the ample evidence that magazine imagery leads to body dissatisfaction among women (Grabe et al., 2008), the present work may provide some ideas on why women nonetheless expose themselves to these magazines. As naturally-occurring stimuli, these images are often embedded in messages that signal to readers that they, too, can achieve those idealized body shapes. Yet at the same time, the proposed behaviors may be questionable or at least not in proportion to public health recommendations. If the advice provided in magazines creates “thinness fantasies” (Myers & Biocca, 1992), but at the same time does not feature recommendations for healthy, long-term weight management, then readers may be coming back for more questionable guidance and motivation after repeated weight loss relapses and yo-yo dieting, ultimately undermining their health and self-esteem (Heatherton & Polivy, 1992). 

Thus, readers who turn and subscribe to these women’s health magazines to motivate themselves for weight loss may acquire or reinforce appearance-driven motivations that likely foster harmful, ineffective weight loss attempts. Health professionals should warn patients of this source of guidance, as it may foster false beliefs that exercising will address weight issues while making systematic calorie-reduction seem far less important. Journalists who work for women’s health magazines and take their role for healthful behavior in the audience seriously should emphasize health reasons for weight loss and the importance of diet and calorie-reduction more than they currently do. On the other hand, the questions of what type of content their readers want from them, what they enjoy, and what keeps them coming back for more can be raised. It may well be that readers feel much better about themselves and their behavior with what they gather from the women’s health magazine, as opposed to hearing evidence-based advice from health professionals that they should continuously track their food intake and lower it long-term. In other words, women’s health magazines may have their readers in a ‘sweet spot’ where consuming these magazines makes them temporarily feel better about themselves and their health behavior without actually solving any weight problems, if they truly are overweight. Yet the magazines may reinforce the salience and importance of body weight reduction for women such that these readers stay loyal customers, generating ample advertising revenue from the weight loss and beauty industry. This business model is extremely ‘costly’ for women’s physical and mental health.
References
Anderson-Bill E. S., Winett R. A., & Wojcik J. R. (2011). Social cognitive determinants of nutrition and physical activity among web-health users enrolling in an online intervention: The influence of social support, self-efficacy, outcome expectations, and self-regulation. Journal of Medical Internet Research, 13, e28.

Aubrey, J. S. (2010). Looking good versus feeling good: An investigation of media frames of health advice and their effects on women’s body-related self-perceptions. Sex Roles, 63, 50-63. 

Bandura, A. (1977). Self-efficacy: Toward a unifying theory of behavioral change. Psychological Review, 84(2), 191-215.

Bandura, A. (1982). Self-efficacy mechanism in human agency. American Psychologist, 37(2), 122-147.

Bandura, A. (2001). Social cognitive theory: An agentic perspective. Annual Review of Psychology, 52(1), 1-26.

Bandura, A. (2007). Much ado over a faulty conception of perceived self-efficacy grounded in faulty experimentation. Journal of Social and Clinical Psychology, 26(6), 641-658.

Botta, R. A. (2006). Television images and adolescent girls’ body image disturbance. Journal of Communication, 49(2), 22-41.

Campo, S., & Mastin, T. (2007). Placing the burden on the individual: Overweight and obesity in African American and mainstream women’s magazines. Health Communication, 22(3), 229-240.

Dittmar, H., & Howard, S. (2004). Thin-ideal internalization and social comparison theory as moderators of media models’ impact on women’s body-focused anxiety. Journal of Social and Clinical Psychology, 23(6), 768-791.

Dutta-Bergman, M. J. (2004) Primary sources of health information: Comparisons in the domain of health attitudes, health cognitions and health behaviors. Health Communication, 16(3), 273-288.

Ellison, C., White, H., & McElhone, S. (2011). A content analysis of magazine diets in relation to the Eatwell plate. Journal of Human Nutrition and Dietetics, 24(4), 386-387.

Festinger, L. (1954). A theory of social comparison processes. Human Relations, 7(2), 117-140.
Flegal, K. M., Carroll, M. D., Kit, B. K., & Ogden, C. L. (2012).  Prevalence of obesity and trends in the distribution of body mass index among US adults, 1999-2010. Journal of the American Medical Association [Published online January 17, 2012. doi:10.1001/jama.2012.39]

Furnham, A., Moutafi, J., & Baguma, P. (2002). A cross-cultural study on the role of weight and waist-to-hip ratio on female attractiveness. Personality and individual differences, 32(4), 729-745.

Garner, D. M., Garfinkel, P. E., Schwartz, D., & Thompson, M. (1980). Cultural expectations of thinness in women. Psychological Reports, 47, 483-491.

GfKMediamark Research & Intelligence. (2010). MRI+: Welcome. Retrieved from http://www.mriplus.com/site/index.aspx?ReturnUrl=%2fabout%2fmediamark.aspx
Grabe, S., Hyde, J. S., & Ward, L. M. (2008). The role of the media in body image concerns among women: A meta-analysis of experimental and correlational studies. Psychological Bulletin, 134(3), 460-476.

Graham, S.-C.,  Bawden, D., & Nicholas, D. (1997). Health information provision in men and women's magazines. Aslib Proceedings, 49(5), 117-148.

Guillen, E. O., & Barr, S. I. (1994). Nutrition, dieting, and fitness messages in a magazine for adolescent women. Journal of Adolescent Health, 15, 464-472.

Halliwell, E., & Dittmar, H. (2005). The role of self-improvement and self-evaluation motives in social comparisons with idealised female bodies in the media. Body Image, 2(3), 249-261. 

Hargreaves, D., & Tiggemann, M. (2003). The effect of “thin ideal” television commercials on body dissatisfaction and schema activation during early adolescence. Journal of Youth and Adolescence, 32(5), 367-373.

Heatherton, T. F., & Polivy, J. (1992). Chronic dieting and eating disorders: A spiral model. In J. H. Crowther, S. E. Hobfall, M. A. P. Stephens, & D. L. Tennebaum (Eds.), The etiology of bulimia: The individual and familial context (pp. 133-155). Washington, DC: Hemisphere.

Helgeson, V. S., & Mickelson, K. D. (1995). Motives for social comparison.  Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 21(11), 1200-1209.
Hinnant, A., Len-Ríos, M. E., & Oh, H. J. (2012). Are health journalists' practices tied to their perceptions of audience? An attribution and expectancy-value approach. Health Communication, 27, 234-243

Hinnant, A., Oh, H. J., Caburnay, C. A., & Kreuter, M. W. (2011).What makes African American health disparities newsworthy? An experiment among journalists about story framing. Health Education Research, 26, 937-947.
IFIC International Food Information Council. (2009). 2009 food and health survey: Consumer attitudes toward food, nutrition, and health. Retrieved from http://www.ific.org/research/upload/FINAL-DRAFT-F-H-OPINION-LEADER-WEBCAST-05-20-09.pdf
Knobloch-Westerwick, S., & Crane, J. (2012). A losing battle: Effects of prolonged exposure to thin-ideal images on dieting and body satisfaction. Communication Research, 39, 79-102.

Knobloch-Westerwick, S., & Romero, J.P. (2011). Body ideals in the media: Perceived attainability and social comparison choices. Media Psychology, 14(1), 27-48.Myers, P. N., & Biocca, F. A. (1992). The elastic body image: The effect of television advertising and programming on body image distortions in young women. Journal of Communication, 42(3), 108-133.

National Heart Lung and Blood Institute, National Institute of Diabetes and Digestive and Kidney Diseases. (1998). Clinical guidelines on the identification, evaluation, and treatment of overweight and obesity in adults: the evidence report. Bethesda/MD: National Institutes of Health: National Heart, Lung, and Blood Institute.
Parham, E. S., Frigo, V. L., & Perkins, A. H. (1982). Weight control as portrayed in popular magazines. Journal of Nutrition Education, 14(4), 153-156.

Parham, E. S., King, S. L., Bedell, M. L., & Martersteck, S. (1986). Weight control content of women’s magazines: Bias and accuracy. International Journal of Obesity, 10, 19-27.

Putterman, E., & Linden, W. (2004). Appearance versus health: Does the reason for dieting affect dieting behavior? Journal of Behavioral Medicine, 27(2), 185-204.

Reba-Harrelson, L., Von Holle, A., Hamer, R. M., Reyes, M. L., Bulik, C. M., & Swann, R. (2009). Patterns and prevalence of disordered eating and weight control behaviors in women ages 25-45. Eating and Weight Disorders, 14(4), 190-198.

Saraceni, R., & Russell-Mayhew, S. (2007). Cultural expectations of thinness in women: a partial replication and update of magazine content. Eating and weight disorders, 12(3), e68-74.
Schelling, S., Munsch, S., Meyer, A. H., , & Margraf, J. (2011). Relationship Between Motivation for Weight Loss and Dieting and Binge Eating in a Representative Population Survey. International Journal of Eating Disorders, 44(1), 39-43.

Shiffman, S., Sweeney, C. T., Ertischek, M. D., Kyle, T. K., Rohay, J. M., & Burton, S. L., (2006). Tobacco cessation and weight loss: trends in media coverage. American Journal of Health Behavior, 30(4), 363–374.
Silverstein, B., Perdue, L., Peterson, B., & Kelly, E. (1986). The role of the mass media in promoting a thin standard of bodily attractiveness for women. Sex Roles, 14, 519-532.

Strelan, P., Mehaffey, S. J., & Tiggemann, M. (2003). Self-objection and esteem in young women: The mediating role of reasons for exercise. Sex Roles, 48, 89-95.

Suls, J., & Wheeler, L. (2000). A selective history of classic and neo-social comparison theory. In J. Suls & L. Wheeler (Eds.), Handbook of Social Comparison (pp. 3-22). New York, NY: Plenum Publishers.

Sypeck, M. F., Gray, J. J., & Ahrens, A. H. (2004). No longer just a pretty face:  Fashion magazines’ depictions of ideal female beauty from 1959 to 1999. International Journal of Eating Disorders, 36(3), 342-347.
Thomsen, S. R., Weber, M. M., & Brown, L. B. (2002). The relationship between reading beauty and fashion magazines and the use of pathogenic dieting methods among adolescent females. Adolescence, 37(145), 1-18.

Tiggemann, M., & Williamson, S. (2000). The effect of exercise on body satisfaction and self-esteem as a function of gender and age. Sex Roles, 43, 119-127.
U.S. Department of Agriculture, & U.S. Department of Health and Human Services. (2010). Dietary guidelines 2010. Retrieved from http://health.gov/dietaryguidelines/dga2010/DietaryGuidelines2010.pdf

Utter, J., Neumark-Sztainer, D., Wall, M., & Story, M. (2003).  Reading magazine articles about dieting and associated weight control behaviors among adolescents. Journal of Adolescent Health, 32, 78-82.

Van der Berg, P., Neumark-Sztainer, D., Hanna, P. J., & Haines, J. (2007). Is dieting advice from magazines helpful or harmful? Five-year associations with weight-control behaviors and psychological outcomes in adolescents. Pediatrics, 199, 30-37.

Wasylkiw, L., Emms, A. A., Meuse, R., Poirer, K. F. (2009). Are all models created equal?  A content analysis of women in advertisements of fitness versus fashion magazines. Body Image, 6(2), 137-140.

Wiseman, C. V., Gray, J. J., Mosimann, J. E., & Ahrens, A. H. (1992). Cultural expectations of thinness in women: An update. International Journal of Eating Disorders, 11(1), 85-89.
Wright, C. R. (1960). Functional analysis of mass communication. Public Opinion Quarterly, 24(4), 605-620. 
Women’s Health (n.d.). Circulation summary 2012. Retrieved November 19, 2012, from http://www.womenshealthmag.com/files/mediakit/WH-MediaKit-CircSummary.pdf
Notes

1  Further information on the examined magazines regarding their readership in 2010 is available from the authors upon request. We wish to thank Adriane Heimann, GfK Mediamark Research & Intelligence, LLC, for providing us with this information.
2  Five of the top ten magazines were not included in the sample: MediZine's Healthy Living and Vim & Vigor are both associated with the medical industry and do not follow the same pattern of consumer-driven circulation; Weight Watchers Magazine is only printed bi-monthly, while Women's Health is released only ten times a year.

3
Specific information on the coding reliability for all individual variables is available from the authors upon request.
4  Information on the examined magazines regarding their readership in 2010 is available from the authors upon request. 

Table 1 
Standards Related to Body Shaping in Editorial Magazine Content (%)
	
	In Heading Only
	In Body Text Only
	  In Both
	Total

	Appearance-related Standards
	
	
	
	
	

	To be thin
	5.5
	42.8
	20.6
	68.9

	To be fit (in conjunction with being thin/sexy/beautiful)
	3.7
	23.1
	8.9
	35.7

	To eat right/healthy (in conjunction with being thin/sexy/beautiful)
	2.7
	21.1
	3.2
	27

	To be sexy
	2.5
	3.0
	0.9
	6.4

	To be beautiful
	1.9
	2.2
	1.7
	5.8

	Health-related Standards
	
	
	
	
	

	To exercise
	3.7
	39.0
	26.8
	69.5

	To be fit (in conjunction with being healthy/exercising)
	3.5
	35.1
	14.0
	52.6

	To eat right/healthy (in conjunction with being healthy/exercising)
	2.4
	20.7
	3.3
	26.4

	To be healthy
	1.6
	21.9
	2.2
	25.7

	Other Standards
	
	
	
	
	

	To be confident
	1.9
	10.0
	0.9
	12.8


Table 2
Behaviors for Body Shaping Promoted in Editorial Magazine Content (%)
	 
	In Heading Only
	In Body Text Only
	In Both
 
	Total 
	 

	Appearance-related
	 
	 
	 
	 
	
	

	 
	Exercise to Improve Shape
	53.4
	1.0
	2.3
	56.7
	 

	 
	Exercise to Lose Weight (in conjunction with being thin/sexy/beautiful standards)
	28.5
	0.6
	0.8
	29.9
	 

	
	Diet plan (in conjunction with being thin/sexy/beautiful standards)
	21.7
	0.9
	0.6
	23.2
	

	
	Reduce Caloric Intake (in conjunction with being thin/sexy/beautiful standards)
	19.8
	0.7
	1.7
	22.2
	

	 
	Exercise to Look Good
	11.3
	0.1
	0.1
	11.5
	 

	Health-related
	 
	 
	 
	 
	
	

	 
	Exercise to Improve Health
	16.1
	0.7
	1.0
	17.8
	 

	
	Reduce Caloric Intake (in conjunction with being healthy standard)
	9.2
	0.1
	1.7
	11.0
	

	
	Exercise to Lose Weight (in conjunction with being healthy standard)
	9.5
	0.4
	0.5
	10.4
	

	
	Diet plan (in conjunction with being healthy standard)
	6.8
	0.1
	0.3
	7.2
	

	Other
	 
	 
	 
	 
	
	

	 
	Dress/Clothing
	4.9
	1.1
	0.8
	6.8

	 
	Diet Pills/Vitamins
	0
	0.2
	0
	0.2
	 

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	


 
