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I. Research Problem


Adolescence is a critical period of growth and emotional turmoil. Adolescence is typically defined as the period beginning about 10-12 years of age and ending around 21-22 years of age (Ashford, Lecroy & Lortie 2001). During adolescence acceptance and appearance are important to the development of self-identity. During puberty males and females experience physical changes that may cause them to have both positive and negative attitudes. There are many factors that influence adolescents’ self esteem, one of them being body image. Researchers have found that physical appearance correlates positively with adolescent self-esteem (Abell & Richards, 1996). 


The significance for exploring body image and self esteem is that many adolescent girls have become obsessed about their weight. According to Ashford et al., (2001), girls reported to have higher rates of depression than boys because girls are significantly unhappy with their body image. “Girls have interpreted their maturing bodies negatively because they desire to be thinner than they have been in the past” (Ashford et al., 2001, p.390). The exposure to idealized body images via magazines, popular television shows, advertisement ads and billboards may encourage teenagers to imitate these looks. However, the problem that arises is that not every adolescent is a mirror image of the models and actresses they view through the media. As a result, some teenagers may take drastic measures to acquire those ideal body images.  Some of these drastic measures could include dieting, excessive exercising and cosmetic surgery. To achieve ideal thinness adolescent girls may begin to limit their food intake. If this persists for an extended time it may lead them to develop eating disorders.

“According to the socio-biological view, female adolescents appear to be pre-disposed to lower self-esteem, negative body image concepts and eating dysfunction because of biological changes” (Gerrish, 1999).  The media may exacerbate this predisposition, but not be the sole cause of adolescent low self-esteem.  Further, the onset of puberty and the development of secondary sex characteristics increases young girls’ needs to be attractive and beautiful. These young women internalize what constitutes beauty, popularity and femininity according to the media’s standards.  

The research question to be addressed is the following: Is there a relationship between media internalization and its influence on Latina and African American girls’ body image and self esteem? The dependent variable for this research study is self-esteem, body image is a intervening variable, and media internalization is the independent variable. 

The significance of exploring Latina and African American girls body image and self-esteem is that little research focuses on ethnic minorities’ self esteem in regards to media internalization. Prior literature focuses predominately on white girls’ self esteem and body image. Researchers have also been interested in gender differences, and how the media may affect boys’ and girls’ self esteem. Little research studies exist that compares Black girls’ self esteem with that of white girls. However, research has neglected to focus on the internalization of media ideals by Latina and African American girls and the impact these images have on their satisfaction with their physical appearance. Also mainstream pop media advertises and promotes the ideals of “white” beauty as being tall, lean and fair. However, Latina and African American girls rarely fit these ideals, therefore it is significant to explore how the media impacts their body image ideals and self-esteem.  In addition, the purposed research question will explore the relationship between the intervening variable body image and its effect on self esteem. 

The need to explore this research question in our social work profession is that many adolescent girls are suffering from low self-esteem, due to their dissatisfaction with their appearance. Low self esteem and dissatisfaction may lead to depression and other risk factors. If the research suggests that the media is a contributing factor to lowering girls’ self esteem, then this may imply that as a society we need to modify the media industry. Further, we would need to get the parents as well as the educational system involved in educating these youth to reject and question the images they see in the media. Mental health professionals will need to provide these families with emotional support and educate them about the consequences that may arise if their daughters become too obsessed about imitating thinness and beauty. It is important that as social workers we pay attention to the subliminal messages that adolescent are being bombarded with on a daily basis while not bothering to question these messages. Instead of emphasizing thinness it is more important to educate the youth about nutrition and healthy ways of getting into shape such as exercising or monitoring their food intake. We can empower adolescents by emphasizing their skills and talents, and focusing less on their physical appearance. 

Literature Review

 The literature supports the idea that media does influence adolescent self-esteem. Research indicates that the mass media is accessible and part of adolescents’ daily activities. “On average teenagers spend approximately 22-28 hours per week in front of the television” (Gerrish, 1999, p.1). Exposure to television has the greatest influence on adolescent girl's self esteem.  Other pop media such as magazines and movies promote images of ideal body shapes. According to USA Today (1998) poll suggested that 23% of girls between the ages of 12-17 were influenced by magazines in their fashion choices (Jambor, 2001, p.180). However, the problem arises when these young girls are unable to fit into these fashionable clothes, causing adolescent girls to have lower self-esteem and higher dissatisfaction with their body image. Further, the onset of puberty and the development of secondary sex characteristics increases young girls need to be attractive and beautiful (Ashford, 2001). Therefore these young women will internalize what constitutes beauty, popularity and femininity according to the media’s standards. 

The media emphasizes the external pressures of what are the ideal masculine and feminine physical appearances for boys and girls. Further research indicates that younger girls and late adolescent boys report the most vulnerability to the media that may result from less conscious raising in school. It has been suggested that cultural gender images as communicated through television, movies and advertisements, appear to be linked to the way these adolescents evaluate their physical appearances and themselves. The findings suggest that adolescents might benefit from being taught how to deconstruct media images at home and in school.  Further, body image acted as a filter between media influence and self-esteem for girls, therefore suggesting that the relationship between self-esteem and media may be more embedded in physical appearance for adolescent girls than for boys.  In addition, the data findings supported the idea that girls who perceived themselves as living up to cultural ideals of beauty felt better about themselves (Polce-Lynch, Myers, Kliewer & Kilmartin, 2001).

Frazier & Lisonbee (1960) indicated that boys focus on size and strength, which is an indicator of power, while girls focus on appearance (cited in Freedman, 1984).  The media reinforces society’s view that women need to be beautiful and attractive.  Further, women are socialized to believe that feeling worthy and beautiful depends on male attention.  Therefore in order to acquire male attention women have to compete with one another to look their best, as well as live up to mainstream media images of femininity.  


Some of the literature indicates that exposure to television increases eating habits among adolescents, including snacking, drinking high calorie soft drinks and smoking. Research estimates that about 83% of adolescents say they usually eat while watching television (Van den Bulck, 2000). However, the research indicates that adolescents would prefer to be out than to stay home and watch television. Television is one of the leading entertainment networks for the youth. The result of high television viewing and snacking may cause obesity. Obesity can lead to lower self-esteem and negative body image. 

Several theories have tried to explain the development and maintenance of body image disturbance. “The most empirically supported approach is the socio-cultural model, which identifies social pressure as the impetus behind an individual’s need to conform to body shape standards” (Cusumano & Thompson, 1997, p.701). This study found that when adolescent females internalize the media’s representations of beauty, it has a direct effect upon body dissatisfaction. Their findings indicated that frequent and high levels of viewing commercials containing beauty, fitness, and weight information caused female body dissatisfaction, as well as disturbed eating patterns. As a result, Cusumano and Thompson hypothesized from their 1997 study that female adolescents internalize the symbolism of the media; however, as they age and become women, the initial effects of exposure on awareness no longer become detectable. For instance, years of exposure to ideal representations of beauty, thinness and perfection leads to numbing by viewers, therefore not effecting body dissatisfaction as in adolescence. 

 Heinberg and Thompson’s (1995) research supports the idea that television commercials directly affect adolescents’ body image. Their findings suggested that the media negatively affects body satisfaction and that females exposed to appearance-related commercials were less satisfied with their body shape than those females exposed to nonappearance-related images(cited in Cusumano & Thompson, p.704). 

 “According to Mills (1963), people do not simply internalize dominant ideological messages, but sometimes resist them. He argued that people can resist by comparing alternative messages in different media, comparing media messages with their own life, or comparing these messages with the beliefs and behaviors of people in their social networks”(cited in Milkie, 1999, p.192).  Milkie’s research findings concluded that magazines and the images they contain are part of white girls’ culture, but that black girls reject these images as part of their reference group.  She found that black girls rarely read mainstream magazines such as Vogue or Teen, both individually and as a collective group.  In comparison white girls read popular magazines, quite often during school hours, and have discussions regarding the content of the articles.  

Milkie found that even though the black girls in her study were also concerned about appearance they reported feeling more satisfied with their appearance than the white girls.  In fact, the black girls compared themselves favorably with the mainstream media images than the white girls, even though they don’t fit mainstream ideals of beauty. 

 “Lakoff and Scherr’s (1984) study suggests that ethnic minority women, although evaluated by whites as inferior in relation to a model of white beauty which is impossible for them to achieve, currently may consider a wider range of looks as beautiful and normal within their subcultures” (cited in Milkie, p.202). Black magazines such as Essence and Ebony depict more ideal images of African American females in comparison to other mainstream magazines.  Therefore, black girls can reject the images they view in other magazines that show minimal representations of minorities.  “In fact, Essence magazine received a media award for its more realistic portrayal of females, including its depiction of a wider variety of body shapes” (p.202). However, the research findings indicated that black girls were concerned about their hair and desire to alter it from its natural state to look more beautiful.  Even though black magazines might depict more real body images of females these magazines are still delivering the message that straight hair is beautiful.  This suggests that pop media does plays a significant role in influencing beauty for other ethnic cultures.  

It is important to consider that the media reinforces social values, beliefs and behaviors that become internalized by the viewers. I expect that African American adolescent girls will have higher self-esteems than Latina girls. The reason being in that Latina girls may consider themselves closer to meeting the media ideals of white beauty, whereas Black girls reject mainstream society’s ideals of beauty. I expect to discover that body image satisfaction or dissatisfaction is contributed by the media. If girls feel satisfied with their physical appearance they will have higher self esteems than those girls who are far from mirroring the women they see in the media.  

II. Research Design and Sampling Plan

Research design
 A quantitative research design will be used for this study. The advantages of using a quantitative approach is that variables will be easy to measure and analyze. The variables will be measured using scales that were designed for prior research studies with adolescents. The Quantitative measures offer reliability in research studies. Further, my results may be applied to typical Latina and African American adolescents living in a large urban area. The disadvantage of using quantitative measures is that the responses from subject are supplied in the questionnaire. Whereas in a qualitative research design subjects will be able to express how they feel about the topic being explored. Another disadvantage is that the scales may not measure exactly what is proposed in the research study. Further, the validity of the study can’t be guaranteed. 

Sampling Plan

My target population will be undergraduate young women that attend Calstate Los Angeles. I will choose at least three undergraduate classrooms from various fields such as Sociology or Psychology, Composition class and Latin American studies class. The reason for choosing these classrooms is that I might a greater probability of finding young women between the age range needed 18-22 years of age. I will need to get verbal permission from the Professors teaching the courses. I will conduct my study at the beginning of the quarter in order to avoid disrupting the Professor’s lectures later in the quarter. Even though my study is focusing on Latina and African American females I will administer the questionnaire to all the females in the classroom. I will have a question on the first page of my questionnaire packet that will allow them to write down their ethnicity/race. The reason for not informing the students that I want only Latina and African American students to complete the questionnaire is that I don’t want anyone to feel discriminated or rejected. I will collect all the questionnaires and when I analyze the data I will separate the females according to their ethnicity/race. I will run my statistical tests for the group of Latina and African American females and if I get a large number of females that are White or Asian I will include them in my study. 

Operationalization of variables

For the purpose of this study I will define the following variables media internalization, self-esteem and body image. The Rosenberg self-esteem Inventory (RSI) will be used to measure the dependent variable, self-esteem. Media internalization which is the independent variable will be measured using the media influence scale (MIS) designed by Polce-Lynch et al. (1994), for their pilot study. In order to explore body image satisfaction five questions will be used from the self image questionnaire for young adolescents (SIQYA). 

Rosenberg’s 1965 self-esteem inventory (RSI) was created to measure global self-esteem. The (RSI) questionnaire is a ten-item questionnaire with Likert-type responses. The scale contains five questions that measure high self-esteem and five questions that measure lower self-esteem. The responses range from strongly agrees, agree, disagree and strongly disagree. Positive responses are indicated by asterisks in front of the numbered responses. 

According to Rosenberg 1965, self-esteem implies self-acceptance, self-respect, and having feelings of self worth. Also self-esteem can have either a positive or negative attitude toward a particular object, namely the self. High self-esteem is defined as a person expressing the feeling that one is “good enough. The person considers his/her worth, not necessarily better than others, nor worse than someone else. However, he/she recognizes their limitations and expects to grow or improve them. On the other hand negative self-esteem implies self-rejection, self-dissatisfaction, and self-contempt. The individual lacks respect for the self he/she observes and wishes it would be different (Rosenberg, p.31).

The Media Influence Scale was created to examine how adolescents’ thoughts and feelings about their physical appearance may be influenced by advertisements, magazines, movies and television. For the purpose of this study body image will relate to how adolescents’ think and feel about their physical appearance.

III.  Data Collection & Analysis

I will be using a standardized questionnaire constructed using three previous scales that have been designed by previous researchers to measure self-esteem, satisfaction with body image, and media internalization. These scales have been modified to clarify the questions and to suit the reading levels of the subject sample. In addition the scales have been condensed from their original form in order to maintain subjects attention span and interest.  

Prior to distributing the questionnaire I will explain the criteria that subjects need to be female and be at least 18 years old. Subjects will be asked to read the informational cover letter. I will explain the purpose of the research and explain to the subjects that the survey is anonymous. I will leave them with my contact information in case they have any questions or concerns. My projected sample size will be 50 students. My target population is a convenient sample because its on campus and I will have access to a large number of young women in a classroom setting.

To ensure subjects anonymity I will not be asking them to identify themselves by name in the survey. I will only ask their age and ethnicity/race. Prior to administering the questionnaire I will give the students an opportunity to withdraw from the research study without asking questions. If no one opposes I will give instructions, pass out the questionnaire and observe the participants. Further, the teacher will remain in the classroom to lower anxiety levels and/or fears that may surface from being left alone with a stranger in the classroom. 
The (RSI) questionnaire is a ten-item questionnaire with Likert-type responses. The scale contains five questions that measure high self-esteem and five questions that measure lower self-esteem. 

This instrument measures global self-esteem; it is highly accepted, validated and reliable when used with adolescents. This instrument has been used with various ethnic and racial groups, boys and girls and subjects from different socio-economic class. These studies have concluded that socio-economic class; ethnicity/race and gender independently have no strong relationships to self-esteem. The results from these studies have suggested that subjects from high social classes are more likely than those from lower social class to have high self-esteem. However, the differences are not that significant. 

(RSI) has a reproducibility of 93% and scalability of items is 73%, suggesting that the items have satisfactory internal reliability. Prior research has found the (RSI) to have an internal consistency reliability (Cronbach alpha) of .88 (Polce-Lynch, Myers, Kliewer, and Kilmartin, 2001). 

Sample items from the (RSI) that measure positive self esteem are the following: “I feel that I have good number of qualities”, “I am able to do things as well as most other people”, and “I take a positive attitude toward myself”.  The responses for these questions range from strongly agree, agree, disagree, or strongly disagree (Rosenberg, 1979, p.291). 

In order to measure media internalization I will use the Media Influence Scale (MIS) designed by Polce-Lynch et al. (1994), for their pilot study. The Media Influence Scale was created to examine how adolescents’ thoughts and feelings about their physical appearance may be influenced by advertisements, magazines, movies and television. The (MIS) is a 12 item questionnaire with Likert-type responses. The responses range from 1 (never) to 4(always). Sample questions are the following: “When I compare myself to movie stars on TV or in the movies, I feel disappointed with how I look”, “When I look at the body shapes of models and movie stars, I think they have a better body shape than me”. This instrument hasn’t been standardized therefore its reliability and validity aren’t guaranteed. However, the questions were designed to measure how the media influences adolescents and children. In order for this scale to be standardized it must be replicated numerous times to acquire high validity and reliability have modified this scale by changing the responses to be strongly agree, agree, disagree and strongly disagree. Only six of the twelve questions from this scale will be used to measure internalization. 

In order to measure the intervening variable body image satisfaction I will use five questions from the self-image questionnaire for young adolescents (SIQYA). For the purpose of this study body image will relate to how adolescents’ think and feel about their physical appearance. The SIQYA consists of eleven items related to thoughts and feelings about the body. Five items indicate positive body image and six items indicate negative body image. Sample items are: “I am not satisfied with my weight,” “I am proud of my body” and “I frequently feel ugly and unattractive”. The questionnaire contains Likert-type responses with 1(describes me very well) to 6(does not describe me at all). The SIQYA is  reliable and valid having a internal consistency reliability of (Cronbach) was .85 for Polce-Lynch, Myers, Kliewer and Kilmartin (2001) research study. I have modified the SIQYA to fit my research study by asking only five questions from the eleven item scale. The five questions contain three negative statements on body image and two positive statements. The Likert-type scale has been changed to fit the prior questions. The responses are strongly agree, agree, disagree, and strongly disagree. 

Data Analysis

For this research study I will use a bi-variate statistical analysis to compare Latina and African American girls’ media internalization and its relationship to body image satisfaction and self esteem. The reason for choosing a bi-variate analysis is that any observed differences between these two groups can be interpreted as an association between the independent and dependent variables (Rubin & Babbie, 2001, p.509,).

IV. Barriers to Implementation

In order to conduct this research proposal I anticipate several obstacles. One of the barriers will be accessing a large number of Latina and African American adolescent girls. I may not get permission from some of the university professors to administer the surveys during their lecture time. Coordinating times and days with the professors may be a huge obstacle. The subjects may be resistant to filling out the questionnaire; they may be skeptical about the content. Privacy and limited distractions may be a problem in the classroom; therefore the subjects may not pay close attention to the questions. Another problem will be to coordinate with the professors what to do about the young men in the classroom they may be a distraction.

Another problem I may encounter will be with the questionnaires. The questions may not be applicable to all the subjects. Lastly, time may become a factor in carrying out the research design because I may be inconveniencing the professors with my presence so I need to complete my survey as soon as possible. However, I may not have enough subjects from one ethnic group and have to many subjects for the other ethnic group. 

In order to minimize the barrier of time I would need to coordinate with the professor a time and day that works best for him/her to take at least 20-25 minutes of their lecture time. I can ask the professor to inform the class of my presence prior to the scheduled day and time to keep some of the disruption down. More importantly, I will seek out professors, which are supportive of my research and willing to be flexible. 

