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ABSTRACT 

Previous research and conjecture presumes that because women are objectified and portrayed as 
sex-objects on screen, girls and women alike are under a social pressure to mold themselves to fit 
something referred to as “the thin-ideal.”  This ideal woman is incredibly skinny with big breasts 
and buttocks, straight white teeth, long, straight hair, clear skin, blue eyes, tall, and is sexually 
appealing to men.  This ideal woman is also impossible to be.  This project will look at how girls 
are portrayed in teenage television programs so as to better reflect reality when representing 
women in the media, improving the message that it sends to young girls as well as to boys.  The 
research that follows will identify the envy or desire that television shows such as Pretty Little 
Liars and The Bachelorette create in teenage girls that encourages them to pursue this dangerous 
and unhealthy thin-ideal in order to prevent television from harming the next generation while 
maintaining their viewership and income.   
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Introduction 
Problem Statement 

The purpose of this study is to explore the ways in which elements of teenage television shows 
(such as Pretty Little Liars and The Bachelorette) need to change in order to more effectively 
represent the “healthy” rather than the “thin” ideal.  Mass media currently faces the challenge of 
balancing the attractive representation of abnormally buff/thin men and women that sells well 
and the attainable healthy representation of their characters that risks a lower audience appeal.    

Many studies have noted the dangerous effects that media has on the public’s body satisfaction, 
particularly with regard to girls and young women who are most often presented on screen with 
often unattainable body shapes that have led us to pursue something that is identified as the “thin 
ideal.”  Although numerous counter-efforts such as The Body Project and media literacy training 
have sprouted up all over the country, teenage girls continue to struggle with body dissatisfaction 
which leads to eating disorders, emotional distress, and unnecessary cosmetic surgery (Stice and 
Whitenton).  Television, now sometimes referred to as “a parallel school system” (Davies), 
broaches a lot of hot topics such as sexual abuse, underage drinking, police brutality, etc.  
Unfortunately it does so in a way that sells: with beautiful people.  In this study I will examine 
the most effective steps for mass media institutions to take in order to both contribute to a 
happier, healthier society as well as retain their viewers and maintain their income.   

Literature Review 

Eric Stice and Kathryn Whitenton in their 2002 article “Risk Factors for Body Dissatisfaction in 
Adolescent Girls: A Longitudinal Investigation” identify three potential causes of body 
dissatisfaction and examine their relationship to the thin-ideal.  The authors provide insight into 
why girls feel insecure about their bodies— primarily “because most girls cannot achieve the 
level of emaciation promoted in Western Culture,” as well as substantiate the claims that the 
internalization of the thin-ideal increases body dissatisfaction with evidence from Stice and 
Bowman 2001.  Another article by Stice alongside Mazotti, Weibel, and Agrad from 2000 was 
cited for it suggested that interventions decrease the internalization of the thin-ideal and yield 
lower body dissatisfaction (Stice and Whitenton 2002).  This article is limited because although 
it talks about the causes and effects that the thin-ideal has on girls in this generation, it does not 
talk as much about media’s role in this occurrence and thereby is far less supportive in terms of 
this research topic.   
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In her journal article “Research Directions in Social Media and Body Image” published in Sex 
Roles vol. 71 in December of 2014, Julie Andsager discusses the relationship between Perloff’s 
transactional model of social media and body image. She highlights the difference between 
social media and other forms of media: namely that social media content is generated by the 
individuals that receive it.  This leads to a higher likelihood of coming across things that was not 
meant to be seen, gives social media the potential to represent the incredible diversity of our 
country or of an area, and provides opportunities to reach at-risk groups.  Andsager mentions a 
tactic described as media literacy training, which is essentially an education on the intent of 
messages that are released, which consequently dulls their effects on the person receiving the 
message (2014).  In other words, it lifts the veil of suspended disbelief that clouds the original 
interpretation of a potentially harmful message.  Because this article does not cover the scope of 
television shows it is limited in its ability to directly support or contradict the claims made in this 
study.   

Lynn Spigel’s article “Theorizing the Bachelorette: “Waves” of Feminist Media Studies” 
published by the University of Chicago Press in Autumn of 2004, directly addresses both the 
waves of feminism as well as relation of the television program “The Bachelorette” to feminism.  
Spigel brings to attention the term “narrowcasting,” which is defined as television programs and 
ads that are designed to appeal to very limited (narrow) demographics.  She explains that “[The 
Bachelorette] is marketed according to a post-feminist logic that embraces femininity and 
‘girliness’ in the name of enlightenment and female empowerment” (2004).  Keeping its 
incredible value in mind, the article does not address the specific elements of The Bachelorette 
that help or hinder women’s views of themselves, others around them, or feminism.  Rather this 
article discusses the lack of women’s place in the production of culture and the discursive 
formation of feminist media.   

“Marketing Post-Feminism Through Social Media: Fan Identification and Fashion on Pretty 
Little Liars” by Anna Donatelle identifies the post-feminist themes that occur repeatedly in 
television shows that are marketed to young women as: “self-sexualization, self-branding, 
consumerism, female empowerment through the body, and the ‘good’ girl.”  She examines the 
methods by which the network makes itself available to their target demographic through social 
media, the internet, and magazines such as Seventeen and Teen Vogue.  “ABC Family…[teaches] 
young women the importance of a highly feminized body and style” which is exactly what this 
study will attempt to counter through revamped marketing strategies (2014).  The merits of this 
article aside, it focuses more on addressing the aspects of Pretty Little Liars that lead girls to 
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consumerism and self-branding than to the thin-ideal or to any other discussion pertaining to 
body dissatisfaction.   

Ofir Levy’s post of the informative documentary “Miss Representation” on YouTube in 2011 
provides quantifiable insights into the amount of time teenagers spend in front of a screen (and 
therefore susceptible to the grips of advertising) every week and the way girls are taught to think 
and act based on the way women are portrayed in these ads and programs.  It is well put in this 
video that “self-objectification has become a national epidemic.”  It was also reasonably 
addressed that often women find it harder to impress other women than men do, or else more 
difficult to impress other women than it is to impress men.  Essentially the video addresses 
struggles women face in front of and behind the camera in situations including entertainment 
production and filming, politics, and music and music videos (OfirL3 2015).  Surprisingly one of 
the major limitations of this video is that it fails to take significant time to address the progress 
women have made in these fields and therefore seems to reinforce the concept that women are 
less capable and consistently regarded solely as sexual objects.  

Jean Kilbourne, mastermind of “Killing Us Softly,” “Still Killing Us Softly,” and “Killing Us 
Softly 3 (and 4)” discusses the regression that we have made in the representation of women in 
advertising over the past 40 years.  Where as women used to illustrate sexual appeal, they now 
are used both to sexualize the ad and make themselves scarce— for example one ad features a 
naked man and woman in bed, although the woman’s face is replaced or covered with a 
magazine featuring a two-page spread image of a sports car.  Other examples of derogatory ads 
include women literally turned into objects such as beer cans, suggesting that they solely exist 
for male pleasure.  On the subject of the line between skinny and strong, Kilbourne says that the 
problem of obesity and the obsession with thinness “involve our need to transform our attitudes 
as a culture about the things we eat” (homebell 2012).  However this article focuses far more on 
women’s portrayal in advertising rather than in television which is something of a disconnect to 
this study.  

Peter Slade, Michael Dewey, Tim Newton, David Broodie, and Gundie Kiemle created a Body 
Satisfaction Scale (BSS) based on the body-cathexis scale of Secord and Jourard (1953).  This 
scale has been used in a number of scholarly articles and works to identify the body satisfaction/
dissatisfaction with a number of female comparison groups, eating-disorder patients, and 
overweight subjects.  The scale identifies sixteen parts of the body and allows the person taking 
the assessment to rate their confidence with regard to each particular part of their body.   
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Research Question 

Key Points from the Literature 

Though none of the literature is directly in support or contradiction of the research question 
posed in this study, it contains many key points that relate to the significance of identifying 
the roles that women play on television and the effects that these characters have on young 
girls: to include objectification (self and otherwise), the thin-ideal, and body dissatisfaction.  
Stice and Whitenton examine the relationship between body dissatisfaction and the thin-
ideal.  As their research states, the more girls that present signs of body dissatisfaction are 
more highly susceptible to the pressures of the thin-ideal as it is presented to them from all 
sides in our culture.  The pressures that young girls feel to attain a certain body image— 
often a body structure that is quite different from their own, and therefore often unattainable
— can send them into states of depression, body shaming, and occasionally even unnecessary 
plastic surgery (2002).   
  
While Andsager’s work does not directly discuss the thin-ideal, the topic of media literacy 
training is incredibly important in the steps this study hopes to take in order to reform the 
message that television shows send to teenage girls and boys.  With careful attention to the 
strategic efforts put into marketing through television, it is likely possible to change the 
image of what is being marketed from a skinny girl to a fit, healthy, happy girl (2014).  If 
media literacy training is addressed in the public education system from an early age, it is 
likely that the appeal of network television shows such as these will lose something of an 
appeal with their target audience since it helps to lift their suspended disbelief.  

Producers and television networks argue that they produce this type of television show 
because they are giving the audience what they want.  However it is possible that they are 
simply convincing the audience that this is what they would like to see on TV.  In the 
narrowcasting that encompasses Pretty Little Liars and The Bachelorette, women are 
objectified on camera.  Most specifically in The Bachelorette, the woman who appears to be 
the star of the show is essentially the prize for the man who is lucky enough to be the most 
impressive (read: attractive).  The logic of this post-feminism movement seems somewhat 
flawed— for by embracing girliness and femininity, the bachelorette of the season has 
created herself into an object of male pleasure and intense female discussion (Spigel 2004).      
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Main characters Hanna, Spencer, Aria, and Emily cover a lot of information and broach a lot 
of difficult issues in the Pretty Little Liars ABC Family (Freeform) network television show.  
The producer and costume designer work together to create very distinct identities for each 
one of the girls that girls in their target audience can relate to (Donatelle 2014).  A huge 
factor of these identities is that each of the girls is absolutely stunning: even Hanna overcame 
obesity through an eating disorder which, as the show states, drew her out of the depths of 
unpopularity and placed her with her friend Ali DiLaurentis in the far more popular crowd.  
Although the show discusses the harmful effects of Hanna’s disorder, her thin body and 
popularity are revered— therefore still promoting the thin ideal. 

Teenagers spend an approximate 64 hours per week in front of some sort of screen, which 
also places them in front of advertising.  Most television programs these days are “all about 
the body, not the brain.”  As they continue to watch television and therefore subscribe to 
these thoughts, body dissatisfaction increases from 53% to 78% between ages of 13 and 17.  
Again, all for the same body types that are shown on screen over and over again because they 
are attractive and therefore bring in huge revenue for producers.  As Jennifer Siebel Newsom 
says in the 2011 film Miss Representation, when she got in to acting her agent told her to 
remove her Stanford MBA from her resume because it might be threatening.  Though she did 
not, the mere concept that she need to reduce herself and hide her achievements to succeed in 
Hollywood speaks volumes to women’s objectification (OfirL3 2015).  

Kilbourne’s “Killing Us Softly 4” addresses all three key points: objectification, the thin-
ideal, and body dissatisfaction.  The representation of women in these ads contributes to both 
objectification (self and otherwise) as well as to the thin-ideal.  Often these ads show men 
and women intertwined— such as the previously mentioned image of the men and woman in 
bed together with the image of the car over the woman’s face— and therefore say to women 
that in order for men to like them they have to be thin, sexy, and attractive, but at the same 
time says that men are more interested in cars and sex, not the woman herself.  Ads like these 
are even found in the food industry, with companies such as Hardee’s and Budweiser 
drawing extreme connections between women’s sexuality and food (homebell 2012).  Of 
course these ads are promoting incredibly unhealthy options, and as we crave what is bring 
advertised, we are once again led back to body dissatisfaction and pressures to be thin.  

The Body Satisfaction Scale will allow for a tested and tried method of of evaluating body 
dissatisfaction be employed in the following study.  No new scale will need to be created as it 
has been used in previous studies (Slade, Dewey, Newton, Brodie, Kiemle 1990).   
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Conceptual Framework 

In order to construct a reliable list of factors that need to be altered with the hopes of 
increasing girls body satisfaction and eliminating the thin-ideal, it is important to first 
identify what it is that producers include in the shows that keeps their viewers coming back
— this is something they will not easily eliminate or change.  The next step will be to 
compile a list of possible contributors to body dissatisfaction and the thin ideal that can be 
tested for their validity in the study.  From there, recommendations will be made to the 
television networks on ways to best incrementally make these changes so as to retain 
viewership and income as well as represent a healthy lifestyle.   

Because both of the shows in discussion are marketed towards teenage girls, the appeal 
factors that are included for the sake of retaining the intended audience most likely overlap.  
Based on information from the literature review, the likely appeal factors include: 
A. Attractive people— both men and women 
B. Multiple elements of drama 

A. Some of these will revolve around boys 
B. Others will pertain to personal or friendship related issues 

C. Beautiful costuming 
D. An enviable environment 
E. Perceived status or power of the main female characters 
These appeal factors can also be found in other popular teenage television shows such as 
Gossip Girl, One Tree Hill, Keeping Up With the Kardashians, and more.  This suggests that 
they are quite universal in terms of this type of narrowcasting (Spigel 2004).   

A sample of 400 girls between ages 13 and 35 will be needed to conduct the research.  They 
will be split in to two test-groups, one to begin viewing an episode of Pretty Little Liars and 
the other to begin an episode of The Bachelorette.  The test-groups will be split up several 
weeks before the girls arrive for the study so that they can be given a survey on their current 
levels of body satisfaction.  This way the results will be most honest and not skewed based 
on the information they will gain simply from being made aware of the process.  It also 
proves beneficial so that when the participants are asked to complete the survey once again 
they are not likely to remember the responses they listed the first time around.  The survey 
will be the Body Satisfaction Scale (BSS) constructed and tested by researchers Slade, 
Dewie, Newton, Brodie, and Keimle to identify the participants’ satisfaction with sixteen 
body parts before beginning (1990).   
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During the television program, the participants will be asked to identify their reactions to the 
attractiveness of the characters, the elements of drama that are included, the costuming, the 
environment, and the perceived social status or power of the main character in question.   

After the television program, participants will once again complete the BSS Survey to note 
any changes in body perception after viewing the television program (Slade, Dewey, Newton, 
Brodie, Kiemle 1990).  Then the participants will watch the other television show, once again 
noting their reactions.  After the second television program girls will once again complete a 
body satisfaction survey.  

The results will identify the cross between girls’ perceptions of their own bodies and how 
they react to the likely appeal factors in this form of media.  These will then be applied to a 
television show of choice most likely on Lifetime or Freeform (Donatelle 2014)— as these 
are seen as television networks that are more specifically for women(OfirL3 2015)— that 
will gradually change the necessary factors to produce a television show that promotes a 
healthy and happy lifestyle while still bringing in the revenue on which the television 
networks rely.   

Restatement of the Research Problem 

Once again, the purpose of this study is to explore the ways in which elements of teenage 
television shows (such as Pretty Little Liars and The Bachelorette) need to change in order to 
more effectively represent the “healthy” rather than the “thin” ideal.  This study lies on the 
contingency that the thin ideal is overrepresented in teenagers media.  As the presented 
literature has made clear, many teenage girls in the present media age feel an immense 
amount of pressure to be thin from the way women are portrayed on television.  Modern 
television shows embrace something they are referring to as post-feminism, where women on 
screen are encouraged to embrace their femininity and girliness (Spigel 2004), which winds 
up encouraging young girls to act, think, and represent themselves in a certain way 
(Donatelle 2014).  This desire to fulfill the thin-ideal can lead down any number of 
dangerous paths including eating disorders, states of depression, and even plastic surgery 
(Stice and Whitman 2002).  Something called media literacy, essentially a better 
understanding of the messages being produced, could produce a different result in teenagers 
(Andsager 2014).  Teenagers spend an abnormal amount of time in front of screens— 
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sexualized ads and misrepresentation of women— every day.  About 10 hours and 45 
minutes to be exact (OfirL3 2015).  Because of this, Jean Kilbourne has found that over the 
past 40 years, the representation of women in the media has unfortunately regressed 
(homebell 2012).  This result illustrates the need for a reform in the media that children and 
teens are viewing so that perhaps they might— at least eventually— receive a different 
message. 

While this study initially seems quite similar to that of Anna Donatelle’s “Marketing Post-
Feminism Through Social Media: Fan Identification and Fashion on Pretty Little Liars,” the 
goals of these two research papers are entirely different.  Whereas Donatelle argues that ABC 
Family has “branded itself as the place for millennial programming,” and that the television 
show Pretty Little Liars encourages the construction of self-identity and “online self-brands,” 
my paper employs this research to better understand the shortcomings of teenage television 
programs and the ways in which they ought to change so that some day, children and 
teenagers will be given a message of health and happiness, rather than that they must strive to 
be, think, and act perfectly (2014).  As Miss Representation put it, “look like Miss USA, have 
sex like Samantha from Sex and the City and think like Jim Cleaver” (OfirL3 2015). 

!11



References 

Andsager, Julie L. 2014. “Research Directions in Social Media and Body Image.” Sex Roles 
71(11-12):407–13. 

Donatelle, Anna. 2014. “Marketing Post-Feminism Through Social Media: Fan Identification 
and Fashion on Pretty Little Liars.” thesis, University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee. 
Retrieved (http://dc.uwm.edu/etd/524/). 

homebell2. 2012. “Women and Advertising.” YouTube. Retrieved (https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=n-08qnl_okw). 

OfirL3. 2015. “Miss Representation 2011.” YouTube. Retrieved (https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=alogb8k9u_8). 

Slade, Peter D., Michael E. Dewey, Tim Newton, David Brodie, and Gundi Kiemle. 1990. 
“Development and Preliminary Validation of the Body Satisfaction Scale (BSS).” 
Psychology & Health 4(3):213–20. 

Slade, Peter D., Michael E. Dewey, Tim Newton, David Brodie, and Gundi Kiemle. 1990. 
“Development and Preliminary Validation of the Body Satisfaction Scale (BSS).” 
Psychology & Health 4(3):213–20. 

Stice, Eric and Kathryn Whitenton. 2002. “Risk Factors for Body Dissatisfaction in Adolescent 
Girls: A Longitudinal Investigation.” Developmental Psychology 38(5):669–78.

!12

http://dc.uwm.edu/etd/524/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=alogb8k9u_8

