
ORIGINAL ARTICLE

Fiction, Fashion, and Function Finale: An Introduction
and Conclusion to the Special Issue on Gendered Body
Image, Part III

Tracy L. Tylka & Rachel M. Calogero

Published online: 26 July 2011
# Springer Science+Business Media, LLC 2011

Abstract Culture specifies standards for women’s and
men’s body appearance and display. In Western cultures,
these standards are both concentrated and ubiquitous in the
media, represented as gendered body ideals for citizens to
aspire toward. Because gendered body ideals are revered,
individuals try to construct and portray their body consis-
tently with these ideals. Furthermore, because gendered
body ideals are narrowly defined and restrictive, individuals
constrict their behavior, relationships, and perceptions of
themselves and others to fall within the parameters of these
ideals. The third and final issue of this series showcases
innovative studies within two streams. The first stream
investigates the many ways individuals invest effort into
constructing and/or portraying their body to fit the gendered
body ideal. The second stream addresses the diverse ways
internalization of these ideals constrict individuals’ relation-
ships, freedoms, and perceptions of others’ bodies and
lifestyles. We discuss the empirical articles alongside points
raised in films by Jhally (2009) and Clark (2009) that
emphasize how media portrayals of gendered body ideals
foster body-related constructions and constrictions in view-
ers. We emphasize intersectionality when presenting the
articles, recognizing that gender combines with multiple
identities (e.g., sexual orientation, race, political affiliation,
and age) as well as individual difference variables to mold
the degree to which individuals construct and constrict
themselves and others to fit gendered body ideals. We end

with a discussion of how these articles can be used to
generate social change by deconstructing and delegitimiz-
ing gendered body ideals.
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By and large, advertisers do not create the ritualized
expressions they employ; they seem to draw upon the
same corpus of displays, the same ritual idiom, that is
the resource of all of us who participate in social
situations, and to the same end: the rendering of
glimpsed action readable. If anything, advertisers
conventionalize our conventions, stylize what is already
a stylization, make frivolous use of what is already
something considerably cut off from contextual con-
trols. Their hype is hyper-ritualization. (Goffman 1979,
p. 84)

Individuals receive a great deal of pressure to display
their gender consistently with what is expected and deemed
appropriate by their culture (Goffman 1979). As suggested
in the above quotation, media portrayals of gendered body
ideals project a concentrated and quite extreme reflection of
expectations for appearance and behavior, which are
already present and reinforced within a culture (Jhally
2009). Media portray women’s ideal body shape as thin
with large breasts (Harrison 2003) and men’s ideal body
shape as muscular, lean, and tall (Ridgeway and Tylka
2005). Media representatives predominantly recruit actors
and models with these characteristics and further photo-edit
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the pictures of actors and models to increase their similarity
to gendered body ideals, so that these ideals appear, but are
not in reality, achievable (Kilbourne and Jhally 2010; Zones
2000). Consequently, these ideals (a) are fictions because
they represent a very narrow depiction of gendered beauty
that is impossible to achieve without airbrushing and
computerized editing, (b) symbolize fashions in that they
set the standard for attractiveness for women and men to be
judged against, and (c) dictate gender-specific functions of
women’s and men’s bodies that are valued and devalued in
society (Calogero and Thompson 2010). Because Western
media portray these ideals as attainable with sustained effort
and use of products (e.g., Muise and Demarais 2010), their
influence can create interpersonal and intrapersonal pres-
sures to achieve a body that aligns in appearance and
function with the gendered body ideal.

In our third and final issue of this series, we continue our
theme of investigating how fictions, fashions, and functions of
gendered body ideals shape women’s and men’s well-being
(Calogero and Tylka 2010; Tylka and Calogero 2010), with
an eye towards exploring how gendered body ideals prompt
individuals to attempt to construct and portray the body
consistently with these ideals and, by doing so, constrict
behavior, relationships, and perceptions of themselves and
others. All articles presented in this issue consider the
perspectives of individuals from nations representing West-
ernized beliefs—such as the United States, Canada, England
and the United Kingdom, Australia, and Italy—that have
extensive access to media featuring gendered body ideals.

Highlights of Part III

Different from our two previous special issues on gendered
body image (Calogero and Tylka 2010; Tylka and Calogero
2010) we share a review of two DVDs that discuss cultural
expectations—for attractiveness and gender display—and
the potential impact these expectations have on individuals’
body image (Tylka and Calogero 2011). Sut Jhally’s (2009)
DVD, The Codes of Gender: Identity and Performance in
Popular Culture, provides a striking message to viewers: in
advertising, portrayals of male and female characters
closely parallel and even exaggerate cultural constructions
of masculinity and femininity, respectively, in their body
type, posture, expressions, and positioning. The fact that
these “codes of gender” often go unnoticed and these
advertisements appear to be quite “normal” reflects how
ingrained cultural norms for gender display are within
individuals. Nicole Clark’s (2009) DVD, Cover Girl
Culture: Awakening the Media Generation, explores the
effects of viewing portrayals of ideal media bodies on girls
and women. Cover Girl Culture alerts viewers to the
motives, messages, and strategies embedded in fashion

magazines marketed to girls and women that serve to
increase product sales and reveals the cost of this practice:
girls and women experience blows to their self-esteem and
body image when they cannot measure up to these
unrealistic ideals. Both of these documentaries showcase
how Westernized cultural systems both create and perpet-
uate specific gender categories that individuals must locate
themselves within and continuously self-police. A clear and
critical message is communicated in these films—there is
nothing natural or inevitable about gendered body ideals.
Therefore, we can do something about them.

At times, we integrate the messages contained in these
DVDs when we present the empirical articles, given that
these messages align well with many studies’ findings. We
also share a review of the artist Linda Stein’s sculpture
collection, the Fluidity of Gender (Thompson 2011), and
reviews of two books, The Politics of Women’s Bodies:
Sexuality, Appearance, and Behavior (3rd edition; Weitz
2010; review by Stolley 2011) and The Body Reader:
Essential Social and Cultural Readings (Moore and Kosut
2010; review by Chrisler and Bessette 2011). All articles
and reviews tie in to our central theme that gender is
inscribed upon the body via culture, which guides us to
construct and portray our body consistent with these ideals
and therefore constricts our behavior, relationships, and
perceptions of others and ourselves.

Collectively, the contents of Part III represent gendered
body experiences of women and men. Media portrayals of
female and male bodies create different gender-related
expectations, which can direct the type of body women
and men strive toward, their mannerisms, how they judge
others’ behavior, and their well-being (Jhally 2009). For
instance, U.S. men and women differ in their frequency and
motives for pubic hair removal (Smolak and Murnen
2011a), cosmetic surgery attitudes (Menzel et al. 2011),
and rates of fat talk (Payne et al. 2010). More rigid gender-
role adherence can explain height exaggeration in Canadian
men (Bogaert and McCreary 2011) and the constriction of
pregnant women’s freedoms among a sample of British
women (Sutton et al. 2010).

Media portrayals of female and male bodies also
construct distinct gender-related experiences with objectifi-
cation. The sexually objectified male body is muscular
which suggests power, while the sexually objectified female
body is thin and easily overpowered (Jhally 2009). In this
issue, media portrayals of women’s bodies, as well as the
diminished power and heightened sexuality associated with
these portrayals, shape how women are viewed in the media
by U.S. boys (Daniels and Wartena 2011) and older-age
Australian women (Hine 2011). U.S. women also are
socialized more than men to connect their self-worth to
their body shape and size, making gendered body ideals
particularly deleterious for women’s well-being (Oney et al.
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2011). Also, there are gender-related differences in rates of
being sexually objectified and how this objectification
manifests in the body image of U.S. women and men of
different sexual orientations (Engeln-Maddox et al. 2011).

Several of the empirical articles in this issue are unprece-
dented in the body image literature, tapping into new areas of
investigation. For instance, Christopher Davids and Melinda
Green (2011) included groups of U.S. bisexual women and
men in their study, investigating predictors of their body
image and disordered eating alongside comparison groups of
U.S. heterosexual women and men, lesbian women, and gay
men. From a positive psychology standpoint, Lisa Rubin and
Julia Steinberg (2011) explored whether awareness and
appreciation of body functionality buffer the negative
impacts of body surveillance on the body image of pregnant
women in the U.S. Linda Smolak and Sarah Murnen (2011a)
examined the rate and frequency of pubic hair removal
among U.S. women and men and their gendered motivations
for doing so. These articles represent foundational pieces that
begin to address important gaps in the body image literature.

The articles presented in this issue honor the intersectional
approach (Cole 2009). This approach recognizes the phe-
nomenological experience of being a member of multiple
social categories and how this collective experience shapes
individuals’ image and treatment of their body. Exploring
gender alongside other social identities provides a more
comprehensive, balanced, and accurate picture of individu-
als’ well-being. Individuals’ unique combination of identities
can shape the extent to which they attempt to construct their
body to fit gendered body ideals as well as serve to enhance
or constrict their well-being (Cole and Sabik 2009). For
instance, Christina Oney et al. (2011) found that African
Americans who hold race as central to their identities tie less
of their self-esteem to their body image, suggesting that a
strong racial identity buffers body dissatisfaction’s ill effects
on self-esteem. In the U.S., body surveillance does not seem
to be connected to heterosexual men’s body shame; yet, these
constructs are closely tied for heterosexual women, lesbian
women, and gay men (Engeln-Maddox et al. 2011). Being
gay or bisexual is linked to higher body dissatisfaction and
eating disorder symptomatology among U.S. college men
(Davids and Green 2011). Interestingly, the picture for
bisexual and lesbian U.S. college women is more complex:
they report similar levels of body dissatisfaction and body
shame but higher levels of eating disorder symptomatology
than heterosexual college women (Davids and Green 2011).
Yet, this trend is reversed for women in the community:
lesbian community women, who tend to be older than
lesbian college women, experience lower levels of eating
disorder symptomatology than heterosexual community
women (Engeln-Maddox et al. 2011), suggesting that age
and college involvement may interact with sexual orientation
to shape women’s disordered eating behaviors.

Next, we discuss each article more thoroughly within
one of two research streams. The first stream of papers
investigates the various ways people attempt to construct
and/or portray their bodies to align with media-portrayed
gendered body ideals. The second stream of papers
addresses the various ways the cultural codes of gender,
including gendered body ideals, constrict individuals
relationships, freedoms, and perceptions of others’ bodies
and lifestyles. Of course, several articles could apply to
both streams; however, they are included in the most
relevant one for ease of presentation.

Stream One: Gendered Body Constructions

The first set of papers highlights women’s and men’s
various attempts to present themselves in a manner
consistent with media-generated gendered body ideals, with
each article discussing individual differences that determine
their drive to construct (and intensity to which they go
about constructing) this ideal for themselves. Specifically,
individual differences in external pressures to have cosmetic
surgery are related to U.S. women’s and men’s favorable
attitudes towards cosmetic surgery (Menzel et al. 2011). The
extent to which girls from England identify with media
models alters the relationship between their exposure to media
images of the ideal female body and appearance dissatisfac-
tion (Bell and Dittmar 2011). The degree to which U.S.
women hold appearance-focused cognitive distortions deter-
mines the strength to which engaging in upward peer and
media appearance comparisons is linked to their body
checking behaviors (Ridolfi et al. 2011). Individual differ-
ences in body surveillance and body shame are related to
normative and sexiness reasons for pubic hair removal for U.
S. women but not U.S. men (Smolak and Murnen 2011a).
Differences in sexual orientation shape (a) the strength of
the links between the objectification theory variables
(Engeln-Maddox et al. 2011) and (b) the specific
predictors of body dissatisfaction and disordered eating
(Davids and Green 2011) among U.S. women and men.
Last, differences in actual height and certain masculine
gender-related characteristics are linked to Canadian men’s
over-reporting of their actual height (Bogaert and
McCreary 2011).

First, individuals who wish to construct their body to be
more consistent with unrealistic media ideals may contem-
plate undergoing cosmetic surgery (Calogero et al. 2010).
Noting the increasing number of women and men electing
to have cosmetic surgery in the U.S., Jessie Menzel and
colleagues (2011) examined potential social and psycho-
logical factors that predict favorable attitudes towards
cosmetic surgery among college women and men from the
Southeast U.S. These authors used the well-established
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tripartite influence model (Thompson et al. 1999) to
organize the potential mediating variables (internalization
of appearance ideals and body dissatisfaction) between
various external pressures (i.e., from media, peers, parents,
and partners) to receive cosmetic surgery and favorable
attitudes towards these procedures. Overall, when com-
pared to men, women reported more pressure to undergo
cosmetic surgery, body dissatisfaction, internalization of
appearance ideals, and favorable attitudes toward cosmetic
procedures. Gender differences were further uncovered in
the strength of several model paths. For women, external
pressure to undergo cosmetic surgery was more strongly
associated with internalization of appearance ideals, which
was, in turn, more strongly associated with favorable
attitudes toward cosmetic surgery. Simply internalizing
appearance ideals may be the driving force for women,
but not men, to pursue cosmetic surgery. In order for men to
hold more favorable attitudes toward receiving cosmetic
surgery, they need to be directly dissatisfied with their
appearance. These gender differences demonstrate the
increased appearance-related pressures that women are
under to achieve the ideal female image portrayed in the
media (Harrison 2003).

Second, in order to pursue the quest to achieve an
appearance consistent with media ideals, individuals likely
would first need to identify with and want to be like the
models and actors they see in the media. Beth Bell and
Helga Dittmar (2011) hypothesized that it is not exposure to
the ideal media body type per se that is detrimental to body
image, but whether individuals identify with and want a
body type similar to who they see in the media. They
examined media model identification (how much girls want
to look like and be like thin media images of women)
among girls from Southeast England and explored whether
this identification was linked to their appearance and body
dissatisfaction when they were exposed to these media
images. In their first study, girls’ identification with media
models predicted dissatisfaction with their body and
appearance, whereas the amount or type of media con-
sumption did not. In their second study, exposure to the thin
ideal body in the media, regardless of the media format (e.
g., music videos, magazines), led to momentary increases in
body and appearance dissatisfaction only among those girls
who identified with media models.

Overall, then, it is not the type or even amount of media
exposure that is important to understand girls’ body
attitudes, but the extent to which girls identify with media
models. Bell and Dittmar’s (2011) findings align with the
content covered in the DVD Cover Girl Culture (Clark
2009), in which viewers listen to girls who identify with
media models and hear the detrimental effects this
identification has on their body image and self-worth. In
contrast to the girls’ declarations about the negative effects

of media models, the fashion editors interviewed in this
DVD assert that identification with models is helpful to
women. One fashion editor noted, “Women project them-
selves into the fantasy pages of what they would like to see
for themselves. The magic of that exercise is very joyful,
fulfilling, and rewarding.” While body image experts
vehemently challenged this interpretation within the DVD,
Bell and Dittmar’s study offers the needed empirical
evidence to squelch the legitimacy of the fashion editor’s
statement and support the body image experts’ conclusion—
that identification with media models is detrimental to girls.

Third, the extent to which individuals hold appearance-
focused cognitive distortions (i.e., beliefs that it is neces-
sary to be attractive to live a fulfilling life) may influence
their efforts to achieve media-generated gendered body
ideals, such as routinely checking their body to evaluate its
consistency with these ideals. Danielle Ridolfi and col-
leagues (2011) investigated whether appearance-focused
cognitive distortions strengthen the link from appearance-
focused body comparisons to body checking behaviors in
women from the Midwestern U.S. They cleverly designed
their study to collect naturalistic data using ecological
momentary assessment technology, which allowed them to
measure the frequency and nature of appearance-focused
body comparisons (peer or media image) and body-
checking at random periods throughout the day for 5 days.
Indeed, appearance-related cognitive distortions strength-
ened the link from both peer and media image body
comparisons to body checking behaviors. As a woman’s
thoughts about appearance become increasingly dysfunc-
tional, her response to a comparison target, whether it was a
peer or a media image, is increased scrutiny of her own
body. Also, appearance-focused comparison to media
images, but not peers, was associated with increased
negative affect. Given the internal and external pressures
for women to achieve the same level of attractiveness as
media images (Clark 2009; Jhally 2009), in conjunction
with the false media messages that these images are
achievable with the right product (Kilbourne and Jhally
2010), women are repeatedly left feeling distressed when
they do not meet these standards.

Fourth, individuals may remove pubic hair to more
closely align themselves with Western cultural attractive-
ness standards. Indeed, media images designed to elicit
male desire and gaze contain minimal or no pubic hair
(Ramsey et al. 2009). The cultural encouragement of this
practice for women, in particular, may be one way to foster
their preoccupation with striving toward an impossible
ideal, as pubic hair removal requires constant surveillance
and maintenance. To investigate this more closely, Smolak
and Murnen (2011a) explored gender differences and
predictors of pubic hair removal in women and men from
the Midwestern U.S. Although similar proportions of men
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and women reported removing pubic hair, women did so
more often, suggesting that women feel that they have to
continuously monitor their pubic hair growth. Women,
more so than men, tended to remove their pubic hair
because they believed it is normative and considered sexy.
Greater endorsement of normative and sexiness reasons was
linked to body surveillance and body shame in women and
drive for muscularity and leanness for men. These findings
suggest that the reasons for pubic hair removal are different
for women and men: for women, they are connected to self-
objectification, whereas for men, they are connected to their
desire to be viewed as strong and dominant—after all, a
mesomorphic male body signifies someone not to be
messed with (Jhally 2009). The trend of these findings
point to pubic hair removal keeping women in a passive,
objectified, and infantilized role, but project men into a
sexually dominant and strong role.

Fifth, sexual orientation may shape individuals’ drive to
achieve media-generated gender body ideals. Western
culture incessantly reminds girls and women to be attractive
for the actual or anticipatory onlooker, who is often
assumed to be a man gazing at their body and evaluating
them based on their appearance (Berger 1972; Clark 2009;
Fredrickson and Roberts 1997). Gaze, which is a direct
form of interpersonal sexual objectification (Fredrickson
and Roberts 1997), may impact women’s and men’s body
image and eating behaviors differently based on their sexual
orientation, and this difference may be more pronounced
for men. Girls, regardless of their sexual orientation, tend to
start receiving messages to be attractive well before their
sexual identity is in place, which may or may not influence
their body image as they mature (Kozee and Tylka 2006).
Gay men also experience male gaze (Wood 2004) and often
feel pressure to achieve the mesomorphic body ideal
because they wish to attract men who also fit this ideal
(Carper et al. 2010; Wiseman and Moradi 2010). In this
issue, two articles reveal that gender and sexual orientation
are important for discerning the connection between body
image and eating disorder symptomatology. These studies
highlight the relevance of the intersectional approach (Cole
and Sabik 2009): only by considering both an individual’s
gender and sexual orientation can the influence of these
variables on body image and disordered eating be appro-
priately conceptualized.

Among a community sample of adults from the U.S.,
Renee Engeln-Maddox and colleagues (2011) found that
heterosexual women and gay men are more likely to engage
in eating disorder symptomatology and have heightened
body surveillance and body shame when compared to
heterosexual men and lesbian women. Interestingly, lesbian
women reported similar levels of interpersonal sexual
objectification as heterosexual women and gay men,
suggesting that they are still susceptible to being objectified

but, overall, may be able to contextualize instead of
internalize this objectification. Engeln-Maddox et al. further
investigated the relationships among the constructs within
objectification theory for each gender × sexual orientation
group. For heterosexual women, all pathways specified by
objectification theory were significant: interpersonal sexual
objectification predicted body surveillance, body surveil-
lance predicted body shame, and body shame predicted
eating disorder symptomatology. Overall, heterosexual
women seem to be at highest risk—they demonstrated
strong links from body surveillance to body shame and the
strongest link of all groups from body shame to eating
disorder symptomatology. For gay men and lesbian women,
most pathways predicted by objectification theory were
upheld; however, interpersonal sexual objectification did
not predict body surveillance, further suggesting that they
may be able to contextualize rather than internalize this
objectification. For heterosexual men, body surveillance did
not seem to be a critical variable linking sexual objectifi-
cation with their body image; yet, they still felt shameful
towards their body when objectified, which then predicted
their eating disorder symptomatology.

What about bisexual individuals? They have been
underrepresented in body image research; when they are
included, bisexual women are grouped with lesbian women
and bisexual men are grouped with gay men without
exploring whether bisexual individuals are indeed similar to
these groups. In this issue, Davids and Green (2011)
explored levels and predictors of body image and disor-
dered eating with groups of bisexual women and bisexual
men from the U.S. Gay men, lesbian women, heterosexual
men, and heterosexual women, also from the U.S., served
as comparison groups. Bisexual men experienced higher
levels of body dissatisfaction compared to heterosexual
men and similar levels compared to gay men. No differ-
ences in body dissatisfaction were noted between the
groups of women, but these three groups reported higher
body dissatisfaction scores than heterosexual men. Bisexual
individuals (both men and women) reported higher levels of
disordered eating than heterosexual individuals but similar
levels to gay or lesbian individuals. Predictors of body
dissatisfaction and disordered eating were different for
bisexual, gay, and heterosexual men. Bisexual and hetero-
sexual women shared similar predictors of body dissatis-
faction and disordered eating—the sole difference was that
gay community involvement was a unique predictor of
disordered eating for bisexual women only. These findings
suggest a complex picture in which sexual orientation (gay,
lesbian, and bisexual) as well as gender need to be
considered as social identity variables when interpreting
research on body dissatisfaction and disordered eating.

Sixth, individuals may manipulate their physical charac-
teristics in order to present themselves in a way that is
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consistent with gendered body ideals. The final article in
this stream reveals that many men feel the need to
exaggerate their height, a body feature that suggests
dominance, and highlights individual differences in their
tendency to do so. Among a sample of college men from
Canada, Anthony Bogaert and Don McCreary (2011)
investigated whether shorter men and men who endorse
traditional masculine gender-role characteristics were more
likely to distort their actual height when completing self-
report assessments. On average, these men overestimated
their self-reported height by 3 cm, demonstrating a very
large effect. Shorter men overestimated their height more so
than taller men, suggesting that men are aware that height is
an important feature of the masculine body ideal and feel
the need to exaggerate this characteristic if they are shorter
than this ideal. Of the masculine gender role characteristics,
unmitigated agency (an extreme focus on the self to the
exclusion of others) and traditionally masculine occupa-
tional interests/preferences each uniquely predicted men’s
over-reporting of height. Therefore, men who adopt these
rigid gender role standards may want to be perceived by
others as dominant and consistent in stature with the
gendered body ideal.

Stream Two: Gendered Body Constrictions

The second set of papers reveals how the presentation and
internalization of gendered body ideals (e.g., beliefs that
women’s bodies are supposed to be decorative, fragile, and
geared toward bearing and raising children, whereas men’s
bodies are supposed to be functional, strong, and less
geared toward raising children) can constrict individuals’
well-being and freedoms in various ways, most notably for
women (Calogero and Jost 2011; Jhally 2009; Jost and
Banaji 1994). These articles discuss how these gendered
body ideals restrict the following: women’s ability to have
deep connections with their friends and partners as they talk
about their bodies in disparaging ways (Payne et al. 2010),
men’s perceptions of female athletes based on their attire
and body positioning (Daniels and Wartena 2011), same-sex
individuals’ perceptions of themselves as parents (Pacilli et
al. 2011), pregnant women’s freedoms (Sutton et al. 2010)
and perceptions of their bodies during pregnancy (Rubin
and Steinberg 2011), African Americans’ body image and
self-esteem (Oney et al. 2011), and older adult women’s
self-image and presence in the media (Hine 2011).

To begin, the Western cultural phenomenon of body talk
is an overt expression of gendered body ideals. Body talk,
such as fat talk, involves individuals expressing their body
concerns through discussions with their friends (e.g., “I
look so fat in this outfit!”) which is meant to elicit
affirmation that they are not fat and body-related dialogue

among the group (Nichter 2000; Nichter and Vuckovic
1994). This conversational mode is very constrictive to
well-being, given that it places individuals’ connections
with others and their self-esteem at a superficial level.
Ironically, individuals are believed to engage in body talk to
be accepted by their peers, even though it prevents them
from achieving deeper connections with their peers (Nichter
2000). Body talk is assumed to be a gendered form of
discourse more often heard among women than men. In this
issue, Lucinda Payne and colleagues (2010) investigated
gender comparisons of fat talk, self-accepting body talk,
and positive body talk among college women and men from
two different geographic areas that hold Westernized
attitudes and beliefs: the U.S. and the U.K. Indeed, both
U.S. and U.K. women reported hearing or perceiving
pressure to engage in fat talk more frequently than U.S.
and U.K. men, suggesting that negative body talk is a more
feminine conversational phenomenon. Also, across gender
and region, fat talk is more common than self-accepting
body talk. Interestingly, though, U.S. women and men were
over six times more likely to report pressure to join in self-
accepting body talk than U.K. women and men, with U.S.
men reporting more pressure than U.S. women. Therefore,
in the U.S., there appears to be a contradictory pressure, at
least in some milieus, for individuals to express that they
accept their body. Payne et al. (2010) suggested that U.S.
women seem to struggle with mixed pressures creating a
conflict between two standards: one that represents a more
traditional feminine role which is self-deprecating and one
that represents a more masculine norm of self-assuredness.
As Jhally (2009) points out in The Codes of Gender, this
conflict is never resolved: even when women behave in a
self-assured manner, they feel tremendous pressure to return
to the more traditional feminine role so they will be
recognized as “real women.”

Gendered body conflict is also apparent for female
athletes, as they perform their sport with strength, energy,
skill, and determination, and then are sexualized in media
images to prove their femininity and heterosexuality (Jhally
2009). This extra step to prove their femininity is costly for
female athletes: they are perceived as less talented and less
heroic, creating a no-win situation (Knight and Giuliano
2001). In this issue, Elizabeth Daniels and Heidi Wartena
(2011) investigated how adolescent males from the Western
U.S. responded to non-sexualized images of female athletes
engaged in their sport and sexualized female athletes. These
boys commented positively about the appearance and
attractiveness of sexualized female athletes (considering
them to be the ideal form of female beauty and attraction
for men) more so than female athletes engaged in their sport.
Yet, the nature of the comments was reversed when
considering athleticism: boys commented positively about
the physical competence of female athletes engaged in their
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sport but questioned the athleticism and integrity of the
sexualized female athletes, criticizing them for allowing
themselves to be sexualized. This could create a catch-22 for
many heterosexual women, not only female athletes: their
male partners may not view them as attractive and desirable
when they are doing something functional, but then devalue
them when they are being sexually provocative. Heterosex-
ual women’s ability to have fulfilling relationships with men
is therefore constricted by gendered body ideals, specifically
portrayals of the ideal female body.

Gendered body ideals also can confine individuals’
perceptions of themselves as parents. Indeed, Westernized
societies assume a gender hierarchy which clearly defines
parenting roles, subordinating heterosexual men to hetero-
sexual women when it comes to determining parenting
skills. According to system justification theory, those
individuals who are likely to endorse dominant ideologies,
such as the belief that heterosexual women’s bodies are
naturally programmed for reproduction and motherhood,
also are more likely to exhibit right-wing conservative,
system justifying attitudes and behaviors (Jost and Banaji
1994; Jost et al. 2004). Gay men and lesbian women who
adopt these types of heterosexist prejudices may conse-
quently devalue the competence of same sex parents.
Devaluation of gay men, in particular, may be especially
likely given that they are most dissimilar to the stereotype
of a heterosexual mother.

In this issue, Maria Pacilli and colleagues (2011)
sampled gay men and lesbian women from Italy in order
to understand the manner and extent to which they
internalized negative views of same sex parents and
whether their views would differ by gender, political
ideology, and internalized homophobia. Overall, gay men
perceived themselves to be less competent as parents than
did lesbian women, supporting gender role expectations
that women are better caregivers for children than are men.
As the authors indicate, “gender appears to trump sexual
orientation” when determining parental competence. Also,
right-wing, high system justifying gay men considered
same sex parents to be less competent than did left-wing,
low system justifying gay men, and this association was
mediated by their level of internalized homophobia. Left-
wing, low system justifying gay men as well as lesbian
women (regardless of their political ideology) instead
exhibited parental pride. Conservative and traditional
gendered body ideals, then, could constrict lesbian and
heterosexual women’s options by pushing them toward the
parent role and constrict gay men’s options by directing
them away from the parent role.

Gendered body ideals are rooted in sexist beliefs, and
there is extensive evidence that sexism directly constricts
women’s freedoms (Calogero and Jost 2011; Napier et al.
2010; Viki and Abrams 2002). For example, when women

become pregnant, it is often assumed that their body is not
theirs anymore and they cannot exercise free choice;
patriarchal ideology requires that pregnant women’s auton-
omy be curtailed (Rothman 1994). Consequently, it is up to
everyone else to monitor and restrict pregnant women’s
behaviors and make decisions for them. This phenomenon
may result, at least in part, from a form of sexism that
emphasizes the perceived fragility of women’s bodies:
benevolent sexism (Glick and Fiske 2001). Benevolent
sexism is an affectionate but patronizing view of women,
consisting of beliefs that women are vulnerable to harm and
in need of protection, thereby motivating concern for the
safety and welfare of women and justifying the need to
intervene on their behalf. A woman’s pregnancy may
heighten benevolent sexist beliefs in others, as others
anticipate a host of dangers to pregnant women and
therefore attempt to restrict their choices in a paternalistic
fashion.

In this issue, Robbie Sutton and colleagues (2010)
explored the role of benevolent sexism, perceptions of
health risks during pregnancy (e.g., exercising, having oral
and vaginal sex, sleeping in a side position, using a
microwave) and willingness to intervene if a pregnant
woman is engaged in a perceived risky behavior (e.g.,
eating blue-veined cheese, drinking tea or coffee, drinking
tap water, working out at a gym, eating seafood) among a
sample of college women from Southeast England. (It is
important to note that many of these behaviors considered
by the public to be risky are not supported by medical
evidence.) Consistent with expectations, benevolent sexism
was associated with perceptions of greater health risks
during pregnancy and predicted participants’ willingness to
intervene in order to keep pregnant women from engaging
in behaviors perceived to be risky. Therefore, benevolent
sexism, reflecting internalized gendered beliefs about
women’s bodies, motivates women to police and restrict
pregnant women’s bodies and choices.

The next article also looks at how gendered body ideals
constrict pregnant women, but different from Sutton et al.
(2010), it explores how these gender ideals impact women’s
views about their own bodies during pregnancy. Women are
socialized to view their body as an object to be evaluated
by others (Fredrickson and Roberts 1997), which may
manifest as continuous body surveillance. If they adhere
rigidly to the thin gendered body ideal, women can become
increasingly dissatisfied with their body as it departs further
away from this ideal throughout the progression of their
pregnancy (Augustus-Horvath and Tylka 2011). On the
other hand, women who do not hold themselves up to this
unrealistically thin standard may focus on and appreciate
their body’s functionality during pregnancy and not
experience diminished body satisfaction (Skouteris et al.
2005). Rubin and Steinberg (2011) investigated the links
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between body surveillance, awareness and appreciation of
body functionality, depressive symptoms, and prenatal
health behaviors among an online sample of pregnant
women from the U.S. Whereas higher body surveillance
was related to more depressive symptoms and marginally
related to engagement in unhealthy prenatal behaviors,
awareness and appreciation of body functionality were each
associated with fewer depressive symptoms and lower
engagement in unhealthy prenatal behaviors. Further, the
authors found that at higher levels of appreciation of body
functionality, the relationship between body surveillance
and engagement in unhealthy behaviors was attenuated. For
pregnant women, then, appreciating the functional aspects
of their body may be protective against negative con-
sequences associated with adhering to the thin gendered
body ideal.

Perhaps maintaining an identity that is inconsistent with
media-promoted gendered body ideals prevents these ideals
from constricting individuals’ body image and self-esteem.
For instance, maintaining a close connection with racial
heritage may help buffer African Americans’ self-esteem
against appearance-related threats that could be generated
when comparing their own bodies with the predominantly
White gendered body ideals. This may be especially true
for African American women who are challenged to
maintain a healthy sense of self within a culture that views
them as deviant from the thin and often White gendered
body ideal (Henrickson et al. 2010; Hesse-Biber 2004;
Zhang et al. 2009). In this issue, Oney et al. (2011)
explored whether gender and multiple dimensions of racial
identity moderated the link between body dissatisfaction
and self-esteem for African American women and men from
three regions of the U.S. They found that the negative
relationship between body dissatisfaction and self-esteem
was stronger for women than for men, supporting assertions
that U.S. women, regardless of ethnicity, are socialized to
equate their overall self-worth with their appearance (Clark
2009; Fredrickson and Roberts 1997).

Importantly, Oney et al. (2011) found that racial centrality
(the extent to which being African American is an important
aspect of identity) buffered the link between body
dissatisfaction and self-esteem, such that body dissatisfaction
was unrelated to self-esteem for African Americans who were
high in racial centrality but negatively related to self-esteem
for those low in racial centrality. Public regard (perceptions
that other racial groups have positive feelings toward African
Americans) buffered this relationship in the same fashion as
racial centrality. Further, high private regard (positive feelings
about their racial group) and low body dissatisfaction were
associated with the highest self-esteem, whereas low private
regard and high body dissatisfaction were associated with the
lowest self-esteem. Therefore, having a positive connection
and association with African American culture, as well as

believing that others feel positively towards African
Americans, can protect African Americans’ self-esteem
when living in a society which encourages body dissatis-
faction via such narrowly-defined gendered body ideals.

Media portrayals of the gendered body ideal for women
are not only thin and sexualized but also youthful (Augustus-
Horvath and Tylka 2011). Older women are often assumed to
be less vulnerable to the effects of these idealized images
because they are “able to step outside of the objectification
limelight” (Roberts and Waters 2004, p. 8). Consequently,
researchers tend to overlook older women when investigat-
ing the link between viewing sexualized images of the
gendered body ideal and well-being. However, older women
may still be impacted by these images. In this issue, Rochelle
Hine (2011) set out to explore how rural Australian women
60 years and older react to sexualized images of the
gendered body ideal.

Hine’s (2011) findings challenge the assumption that
older women are invulnerable to objectification. Emotion-
ally, these women felt sad, angry, and discomfort after
viewing sexualized media images of women. These
emotions were accompanied by thoughts that others were
judging their appearance negatively due to their deviation
from the gendered body ideal. They described being
envious of women in these images and also attempting to
alter their appearance to conform to these sexualized
images. Confronted with these images, they felt disem-
powered, but many attempted to distract themselves by
turning the television off or finding things to do around the
house. They felt marginalized by the fact that women have
a “used by date” in the media and discouraged by the
media’s persistently negative messages about older women
(Hine 2011). They were also disturbed by the narrow
portrayals of young women as sex objects primarily for
men’s gratification and distressed that marketing techniques
are portraying children as sexually available and knowl-
edgeable. Some identified self-preservation strategies to
prevent these sexualized images from influencing their
well-being, such as maintaining a strong sense of self apart
from their appearance, maintaining strong connections with
family and community, ignoring media content, and being
aware that media images are not real or attainable.

Social Change Strategies to Deconstruct
and Delegitimize Gendered Body Ideals

In a keynote address to the National Association of Women
Artists, Stein (2009) remarked that we need to find the
courage and bravery to break the confines of gender
constructions and gender constrictions. This will be
challenging due to to cultural pressures to conform to the
codes of gender. The articles contained in Part III contain
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innovative findings and ideas that can help guide targeted
interventions to prevent or stop individuals from pursuing
the illusive media-portrayed gendered body ideal and
allowing this ideal to constrict their relationships, behav-
iors, and perceptions of themselves and others. These
interventions can be adopted for use by parents, peers,
educators, coaches, counselors, mental health clinicians,
medical specialists, media consultants, and numerous other
professionals to not only deconstruct the impact of
gendered body ideals on women and men, but to
delegitimize them once and for all. Below, we discuss such
interventions. For brevity, we use the label professionals to
refer to any and all users of these interventions.

Increase Awareness of Gendered Body Messages

First, individuals often are unaware that gendered messages
are embedded in media images, providing a model for how
they should appear, act, and interact (Jhally 2009). Inform-
ing individuals of how gender roles confine themselves and
others, posing problems for their identity and relationships,
may start to render these invisible messages and scripts
more visible. For instance, striving to attain the gendered
body ideal requires individuals (especially women) to
constantly monitor and groom their pubic hair, stealing
their valuable time (Smolak and Murnen 2011a) and men to
portray themselves as tall, even if they have to exaggerate
their height (Bogaert and McCreary 2011). Adopting
gendered messages about women’s and men’s bodies can
impact relationships, such as in how individuals infringe on
the rights of pregnant women (Sutton et al. 2010) and
whether they anticipate themselves and others to be good
parents (Pacilli et al. 2011). To help individuals see
gendered messages in media images and how these
messages confine them personally, individuals could be
encouraged to watch The Codes of Gender (Jhally 2009).
Feminist interventions also may be helpful. Consciousness
raising activities that have individuals evaluate the origin of
their gendered behaviors (especially body-based attitudes
and behaviors) and tie their personal experiences with
societal pressures to conform to gendered messages may be
useful. Professionals could help individuals develop skills
to appropriately assert their rights when confronted by
others who pressure them to obey the codes of gender.
These interventions could aid individuals in rejecting
media-generated gendered body ideals, as they are so
closely entangled with gendered messages embedded in
Western cultures.

Individuals who have internalized gendered messages
(and perhaps experience body image distress as a result
from inevitably failing to meet the media-generated
gendered body ideal) may benefit from viewing Stein’s
Fluidity of Gender collection. Her sculptures, which are

abstracted human torsos tightly encased in black leather
skin, make visible how gender is encoded on the body
(Thompson 2011). On the leather skin, zippers, pockets,
and embossing represent how various experiences contrib-
ute to body appearance. These markings allude to ordeals
endured, from which the body emerges healed and stronger,
as well as self-selected marks (e.g., tattoos, piercings,
ornaments) inscribed upon the body. The sculptures are
androgynous, helping viewers become aware of their
expectation that gender will be legible and their implicit
assumptions about gender. They invite viewers to imagine
themselves in relation to bodies other than the gendered
body ideal, perhaps ones that more closely match their
actual body. Professionals could take individuals to a
showing of this artwork if possible; alternatively, they
could explore Stein’s website (www.lindastein.com) together
to view and discuss messages contained within the sculptures.

Further, to help individuals (particularly girls and
women) understand the potential consequences of gendered
media messages and images on their body image and self-
esteem, professionals and their target audience could watch
and discuss Cover Girl Culture (Clark 2009) together. This
DVD emphasizes that, to counter negative media messages,
adults need to help girls understand advertisers’ motives,
and this information could then aid girls in deciphering
advertising images. Given that many girls and women face
external pressures from significant others to appear similar
to media images (Menzel et al. 2011), professionals are
encouraged to construct workshops whereby they show and
discuss the content of this DVD with girls, their peers, and
their families.

Challenge Myths of the Gendered Body Ideal

The many myths and fictions about the gendered body ideal
need to be debunked. Professionals need to emphasize that
the gendered body ideal is not realistic or attainable, even
though it is portrayed as such in Western cultures in order to
sell products and services. Given that cosmetic surgery
procedures are on the rise and are largely considered
acceptable and benign within Western cultures, individuals
need to be aware that these procedures will not transform
them into the gendered body ideal. Menzel et al.’s (2011)
findings clearly indicate that it is important for professio-
nals to work with individuals’ families, partners, and even
friends to help them understand the deleterious impact that
the pressure to obtain cosmetic surgery has on their loved
ones’ well-being. Further, professionals need to work with
young girls to prevent them from identifying with media
models, which determines whether girls who are exposed to
media models report body and appearance dissatisfaction
(Bell and Dittmar 2011). Professionals could engage girls in
media literacy groups that pinpoint and challenge the
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unrealistic nature of media ideals, which could assist girls
and women from identifying with these ideals. These
groups could also foster identification with important real
women in their lives, such as those they admire and respect,
via activities such as the Tree of Strength exercise in
Steiner-Adair and Sjostrom’s (2006) Full of Ourselves
program. One media literacy group composed of girls was
presented in Cover Girl Culture (Clark 2009), and it may be
helpful for other girls to see and hear these girls challenge
media portrayals of the gendered body ideal. Media literacy
groups also could be formed in classrooms led by mental
health professionals, whereby girls can challenge and watch
their friends challenge the thin ideal. This group activity
has been found to be quite effective in decreasing thin-ideal
internalization in girls and college women (Stice et al.
2008). These groups could be expanded to assist individ-
uals, especially girls and women, in forming and maintain-
ing healthy peer connections and interactions, which could
show them how to relate to one another without relying on
the often-used feminine fat talk discourse (Payne et al.
2010; Tylka and Augustus-Horvath 2011).

Another myth that needs to be challenged in clients is
rooted in the benefits of appearance. Although individuals
who are considered attractive by cultural standards do seem to
receive some societal benefits (Fredrickson and Roberts
1997), those who focus on their appearance and hold
appearance-focused cognitive distortions are not happier
and may even be less happy than women who focus on
their personality and other internal characteristics (Avalos,
Tylka, & Wood-Barcalow 2005; Meyer et al. 2007).
Professionals need to dispel the myth that many women
hold (and media perpetuate)—that being happy means being
beautiful—and work with individuals to help them focus on
building their internal characteristics rather than external
appearance. Focusing on appearance also appears to be
related to potentially harmful and ruminative behaviors, such
as constant body checking (Ridolfi et al. 2011), body shame
(Engeln-Maddox et al. 2011), and engaging in unhealthy
prenatal behaviors (Rubin and Steinberg 2011). Ridolfi et
al.’s findings showed that challenging women’s appearance-
focused cognitive distortions (e.g., that a person must be
attractive to be happy), such as via cognitive behavioral
therapy, is necessary to improve their well-being, as constant
body checking is very distracting and time consuming.

Professionals also could help girls and women develop
an appreciative view of their body and its ability to
function, as this appreciation may protect women from the
potentially negative consequences of self-objectification
(Rubin and Steinberg 2011; Wood-Barcalow et al. 2010;
Kozee and Tylka 2006). As Rubin and Steinberg found,
pregnancy, a manifestation of the body’s functionality, is
one opportune period for this intervention. Professionals
further can help girls and women replace negative, private

appearance-focused body talk (e.g., “My arms are so
flabby”) with positive functionality-focused statements (e.
g., “My arms allow me to do all my daily activities”). Hatha
yoga and sensate enhancement exercises, where individuals
focus on how their senses are activated in the moment (e.g.,
smell, sound, warmth, and sight of a crackling fire), may
also help clients appreciate their body’s functionality (Tylka
and Augustus-Horvath 2011). In addition to emphasizing
body functionality and appreciation, professionals should
help individuals discover how they can make more room in
their lives for non-appearance-focused issues and endeav-
ors. Giving less space, time, and energy to the never-ending
appearance construction projects could lead the way to
more authentic, substantive, and satisfying lives.

Assume an Intersectional Approach

While the media-generated gender body ideal for women
has been recognized as a source of heterosexual White
girls’ and young adult women’s body image distress,
professionals need to recognize that other groups may
endure body image distress via the cultural glamorization of
narrowly-defined gender body ideals, especially if they
endorse the norms of Western culture. Indeed, professionals
need to examine how their clients’ social identities merge to
construct their body image. In particular, African Americans
(especially those who do not hold African culture central to
their identity; Oney et al. 2011), older women (Hine 2011),
gay men and lesbian women (Davids and Green 2011;
Engeln-Maddox et al. 2011), and bisexual men and women
(Davids and Green 2011) also have body image concerns,
even though they do not fit the specific identities reflected in
Western gendered body ideals.

Understanding predictors of body shame, body dissatis-
faction, and eating disorder symptomatology for individuals
of different sexual orientations can be used to shape
conceptualization, education, and treatment efforts. For
instance, it is helpful for professionals to understand that
being sexually objectified directly contributes to body
surveillance for heterosexual women and body shame for
heterosexual men (Engeln-Maddox et al. 2011). Body
surveillance does not seem to be as relevant for heterosex-
ual men, so professionals should probe further into
heterosexual men’s body shame and disordered eating
behaviors, even if these men do not habitually monitor
their body. Professionals need to be aware that a history of
sexual objectification among gay men and lesbian women
may not be as relevant to their body surveillance or body
shame; however, their body surveillance, body shame, and
eating disordered behaviors, which are connected, still need
to be considered.

Davids and Green’s (2011) study provided much needed
information about bisexual men’s and women’s body
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image. Whether young adult women are bisexual, hetero-
sexual, or lesbian, they seem to experience similar levels of
body dissatisfaction. Indeed, girls are exposed to and often
internalize the gendered body ideal at an age long before
their sexual identity is developed (Harriger et al. 2010;
Kozee and Tylka 2006), illustrating to professionals that
they should not ignore body image issues for lesbian and
bisexual women. It is important that professionals under-
stand that men who seek out men as romantic partners (i.e.,
gay and bisexual men) may have heightened body
dissatisfaction (Davids and Green 2011; cf, Ålgars and
Santilla 2010).

Researchers have demonstrated that women who view
themselves as discrepant from racially sensitive body ideals
report more body dissatisfaction (Overstreet et al. 2010),
which challenges the notion that Black women are
somehow protected from socio-cultural factors that can
lead to negative body evaluations. Providing opportunities
and encouragements for African Americans to honor their
racial heritage and hold it central to their identity could help
protect their self-esteem in the face of gendered body ideals
(Oney et al. 2011). Regular community activities, such as
workshops for African American caregivers and children,
could be structured to venerate the achievements of African
Americans and the traditions of African culture.

Professionals should not assume that older women are
invulnerable to the sexualized, thin, and feminine gendered
body ideal because they are more obviously deviant—at
least in terms of age—from this ideal. Hine (2011) revealed
that many older women experienced lower well-being and
distress when exposed to this ideal. In working with an
older female audience, professionals could encourage them
to (a) develop and maintain a strong sense of self apart from
their appearance as well as strong social bonds with friends,
family, and community; (b) be aware and remind them-
selves that media images are neither real nor attainable; and
(c) distance themselves from exposure to this content, as
older women have suggested that these strategies helped
protect their well-being when bombarded with these images
(Hine 2011).

Challenge Sexualized Media Images

Professionals also need to take an aggressive stand against
media that sexualize girls and women (American Psycho-
logical Association 2007; Smolak and Murnen 2011b).
Female athletes, in particular, are placed in a catch-22 due
to gender roles directing them to occasionally present
themselves as sexually available in order to reassure the
audience that they are still feminine and adhere to the
feminine code of gender (Jhally 2009). Yet, as a result, their
athletic skill is questioned and they are often ridiculed and
criticized for presenting themselves in a sexualized manner

(Daniels and Wartena 2011). Images of female athletes
performing their sport evoke positive non-appearance
related commentary about their athleticism, which could
be used to advocate for efforts to remove sexualized images
of females. To do this, professionals could release to the
public their findings that sexualizing women is deleterious
for female viewers (e.g., promotes self-objectification, body
shame, and body comparison; impacts their relationships
with women and men) as well as male viewers (e.g., it
constricts how men see women, and therefore the relation-
ships they have with women; Daniels and Wartena 2011;
Tylka and Augustus-Horvath 2011; Tylka and Sabik 2010).

Conclusion

In this issue, we emphasize how cultural codes of gender
direct individuals to construct and portray their body
consistently with gendered body ideals as well as constrict
their behavior, relationships, and perceptions of themselves
and others. We chose to include empirical articles as well as
reviews of educational materials and artwork which elaborate
on these gender constructions and constrictions. We further
provide guidance for professionals to help prevent the codes
of gender from negatively impacting individuals’ body image
and help promote appreciation for their body.

Part III concludes this series on gendered body image.
Whereas it serves as our final special issue, by no means
does it represent the final word on how, what, when, where,
and why gendered messages become inscripted on the body
and how best to counteract these inscriptions. Much
knowledge remains to be garnered from studying gender
constructions and constrictions. For instance, what combi-
nations of individual difference and identity variables
distinguish individuals who resist and actively challenge
the inscription process? How can professionals better
instruct individuals to actively challenge gendered mes-
sages and body ideals to preserve their well-being? Which
particular blend of interventions is most effective for
promoting individuals’ appreciation of their body’s func-
tionality and combating media model identification, the
pursuit of cosmetic surgery, appearance-related cognitions,
and body checking/monitoring behaviors? How can female
athletes (or women who are powerful and popular for
reasons other than their appearance) be prevented from
conceding to cultural pressures to conform to the feminine
code of gender by presenting themselves in sexualized
ways? How can heterosexual men be encouraged to view
powerful and strong women as positive and ideal partners?
How can gay men be convinced that they are as equally
competent to parent as women? How can women be
convinced that benevolent sexism is counterproductive to
their well-being and their freedoms? How can media be
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effectively dissuaded from sexualizing women and present-
ing narrowly-defined and unrealistic body ideals?

One common ingredient in the answer to these questions is
actively resisting the codes of gender, which are deeply
entrenched in Western cultures. The articles contained in this
issue, while certainly incremental to the field of gendered
body image, are merely part of the process of dissecting this
complex construct and using this information to promote
individuals’ authenticity, well-being, and freedoms.
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