ESP-450
YDI Research Brief Number 13 - 2011

B youth
development
initiative

YD

Issues of Body Image Affecting
Female Adolescents

Annie Haymond

INTRODUCTION

Adolescence is a turbulent time of life, and teenage girls especially can be stressed over concerns about body image. Not
only is the media is full of images of thin women, but peers often encourage the focus on thin body ideals (Botta, 2000;
Jones and Crawford, 2006). In fact, girls become aware of thin image ideals and dieting as a way to achieve those ide-

als as early 5 to 8 years of age (Dohnt and Tiggemann, 2006). Parents can intervene and promote a healthy body image
through healthy eating habits and an active lifestyle (Flynn and Fitzgibbon, 1995; Savage et al., 2009; Sinton and Birch,
2006; Usmiani and Daniluk, 1996; Yanez et al., 2007). This is vital because poor body image is linked to depression in ado-
lescent females (Rierdan and Koff, 1997; Sinton and Birch, 2006; Stice et al., 2000). Youth development practitioners can
help young people instill self-esteem linked to a positive body image (Usmiani and Daniluk, 1996). Cultural differences in
ideal weight and body dissatisfaction between African American and Caucasian girls can affect educational programs on
healthy body image development (Nollen et al., 2006).

RESEARCH TO PRACTICE POINTS
1. Parents’ attitude affects female adolescent body image satisfaction and eating habits.
2. Ideal body images are different for Caucasian and African American teenage girls.
3. The media influences body image satisfaction among teenage girls.
4. Body dissatisfaction is linked to depression in teenage girls.

DETAILS ON RESEARCH TO PRACTICE POINTS

Parents’ attitude affects female adolescent body image satisfaction and eating habits.

When mothers have positive body images for themselves, their daughters tend to have more positive body images (Us-
miani and Daniluk, 1996). Conversely, if a mother has abnormal eating habits, this may influence the eating habits of her
daughter (Yanez et al., 2007). Daughters may view their heavier mothers as role models and wish to gain weight to show
others that they are grownups too (Flynn and Fitzgibbon, 1995). In addition, fathers have a strong influence on their chil-
dren’s physical activity habits; for example, through encouraging their children to be involved in physical activity (Savage,
DiNallo, and Downs, 2009).

Ideal body images are different for Caucasian and African American teenage girls.

While both African American and Caucasian girls say they want to be thinner, African American girls are more likely to
discuss positive aspects of their bodies and adopt heavier body image ideals (Botta, 2000; Neumark-Sztainer et al., 1999;
Nollen et al., 2006; Rucker and Cash, 1992). Caucasian girls are at a greater risk of developing eating disorders because of
thinner body ideals in childhood and adolescence (Rucker and Cash, 1992). Mothers of preadolescent African American
girls are more accepting of heavier body weights, suggesting that heavier body images are culturally valued (Flynn and
Fitzgibbon, 1995). As a result, African American girls and women may be less motivated to practice healthy behaviors
that prevent obesity (Flynn and Fitzgibbon, 1995).
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The media influences body image satisfaction among teenage girls.

Adolescents turn to the media to find ideal body sizes. The more girls compare themselves and their friends to thin
women they see on television, the more likely they are to be dissatisfied with their bodies and develop unhealthy eating
habits (Botta, 2000). In addition, watching appearance-focused TV shows and reading celebrity magazines are predictors
of dieting awareness (Dohnt and Tiggemann, 2006), with TV a stronger predictor of girls’ body ideals than magazines
(Harrison and Hefner, 2006). An ethnic group’s ideal body image may be encouraged by media portrayals of what consti-
tutes normal weight (Nishina et al., 2006).

Body dissatisfaction is linked to depression in teenage girls.

Research shows that girls who place a greater importance on appearance tend to have higher rates of depression (Sinton
and Birch, 2006). Weight concerns and dissatisfaction have been associated with increased symptoms of depression in
early adolescent girls (Rierdan and Koff, 1997). In addition, body dissatisfaction, dietary restraint, and bulimic symptoms
have been shown to predict depression among initially non-depressed female teenagers (Stice et al., 2000). General body
dissatisfaction is more predictive of depressive symptoms in girls than is being overweight (Nishina et al., 2006).

CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS FOR PRACTICE

Parents, peers, the media, and cultural background are some of the factors affecting the development of a healthy body

image for adolescent females. Youth development practitioners can use several strategies to discourage body dissatisfac-

tion and promote healthy body images:

* Practitioners, health providers, and educators should stress to parents the importance of their influence on
their daughters’ development.

* Practitioners should incorporate cultural differences in body image ideals and body satisfaction in health
education programs.

* Practitioners should teach adolescent girls how airbrushing makes the images of thin women they see in
the media appear perfect.

* Practitioners should emphasize girls’ talents and abilities in promoting healthy self-esteem independent of
body image issues.

Understanding factors that contribute to body image will help practitioners mitigate the negative effects. Promoting

healthy lifestyles and positive body images in girls is essential to building self-esteem and combating body dissatisfac-

tion. If practitioners can develop programs that help reduce body dissatisfaction, depression among teenage girls may be

reduced significantly (Stice et al., 2000).

AREAS WHERE ADDITIONAL RESEARCH IS NEEDED

Although research has been conducted on adolescent body image, some areas still need to be studied. More research
has been done on mothers’ influence on daughters’ body image than has been done on fathers’ influence; thus, research
should be conducted on paternal influence on healthy body ideals. Additional research on the relationship between
media effects, the desire to be thin, and eating disorders in adolescent females is required. Further, a better understand-
ing of the role of culture in girls’ body images is needed. And research should be conducted to determine the point in
development at which girls become overly concerned with diet and exercise to achieve an idealized body.
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Please share your thoughts about this research brief at http://bit.ly/YDlresources

Thanks!

Dr. Peter Witt serves as Editor for the YDI Research Brief Series.
Check out additional resources at ydi.tamu.edu.

More briefs are currently in development. If you have a particular topic that you would like the YDI to address
feel free to email us at ydi@ag.tamu.edu

Visit the Texas AgriLife Extension Service at AgriLifeExtension.tamu.edu

Educational programs of the Texas AgriLife Extension Service are open to all people without regard to race, color, sex, disability, religion, age, or national origin.

Issued in furtherance of Cooperative Extension Work in Agriculture and Home Economics, Acts of Congress of May 8, 1914, as amended, and June 30, 1914, in cooperation
with the United States Department of Agriculture. Edward G. Smith, Director, Texas AgriLife Extension Service, The Texas A&M System.
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