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In this study we examined the influence of normative body ideals in the form of perceived peer preferences
on personal body ideals and body dissatisfaction Participants (N = 146 female college students) were
exposed to the purported preferences of peers representing either relatively thin or heavy body ideals.
Along with the normative body ideal manipulation, the gender of the purported peers was manipulated.
eywords:
ody ideal
ody image
ody dissatisfaction
ormative influence

Participants then selected their ideal for their own body and body dissatisfaction was measured. Women
selected a thinner personal body ideal in the thin norm condition than in the heavy norm condition. This
effect was seen irrespective of the gender of the purported peers. Body dissatisfaction was not influenced
by the manipulation. The malleability of body image and the influence of social factors on ideal body size
are discussed.

© 2014 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.
Introduction

In many cultures worldwide the drive for thinness is a norm
hat guides women’s attitudes toward their bodies (Thompson,
einberg, Altabe, & Tantleff-Dunn, 1999). According to the socio-
ultural theory of body image (Strahan, Wilson, Cressman, & Buote,
006; Sypeck, Gray, Etu, Ahrens, Mosiman, & Wiseman, 2006) “nor-
ative body ideals” (i.e., what other people think is most attractive

r desirable) are communicated through the mass media (Grabe,
ard, & Hyde, 2008; Owen & Laurel-Seller, 2000) and are fre-

uently reinforced by peers and family (Thompson et al., 1999)
long with the implicit message that meeting these standards will
ead to acceptance and success (Heinberg, 1996). The ideal female
ody represented in the media, while generally unattainable for
ost women (Wiseman, Gray, Mosiman, & Ahrens, 1992), can

ecome internalized (Yamamiya, Cash, Melnyk, Posovac, & Posovac,

005), leading women to aspire to body ideals that are unrealis-
ic, and ultimately contributing to women’s body dissatisfaction
Durkin & Paxton, 2002; Strahan et al., 2006). Indeed, research has
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uthor.
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shown that North American women’s ideal body weight is, on aver-
age, between thirteen and nineteen percent below their “normal” or
medically ideal weight, suggesting that women’s body ideals do not
seem to be determined by medical recommendations for maximiz-
ing health (Owen & Laurel-Seller, 2000) as much as by perceptions
of what is socially desirable.

The discrepancy between the body ideal to which women aspire
and their actual body is a source of emotional and physical distress
for many women and this body dissatisfaction can lead to attitudes
and behaviors which diminish women’s health and quality of life
(Mills, McCabe, & Polivy, 1999; Stice & Shaw, 2002). It is impor-
tant therefore that we seek methods to reduce this discrepancy.
One such method is to change body ideals. If external socio-cultural
influences guide body ideals, then changing social factors could lead
to healthier body ideals (Jones, 2004; Stice & Whitenton, 2002).
On the other hand, body ideals may have an evolutionary origin
along with a biological function and therefore be resistant to change
(Singh, Dixson, Jessop, Morgan, & Dixson, 2010).

Are Body Ideals Malleable?

There is evidence to suggest that body image is malleable rather

than static (Mills, Roosen, & Vella-Zarb, 2011; Mussap & Salton,
2006). For instance, short term exposure to an image of a thin
body (versus a heavy body) resulted in women selecting a thin-
ner personal body ideal (Glauert, Rhodes, Byrne, Fink, & Grammer,

dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.bodyim.2014.04.004
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009) and personal body ideals also shifted toward a thinner ideal
n the context of thin (versus heavy) body cues (Wedell, Santoyo,

Pettibone, 2005). Owen and Spencer (2013) similarly found that
articipants chose a larger female body ideal after viewing average
eight versus thin models. More recently, the influence of social

ontext on body ideals has begun to be examined. Mills, Jadd, and
ey (2012) found that when personal body ideals were influenced

n the direction of a manipulated (thin versus heavy) “population
verage”; women wanted to be thinner when they believed that
ost other women were thinner.
In sum, evidence supports the socio-cultural theory of body

mage and demonstrates that exposure to very thin female body
mages in the media may influence women’s personal body ide-
ls either through perceptual exposure, contextual cues, implicit
ndorsement of a thin ideal, or perceptions of normative body size
verages. These shifts in body ideals, rather than being a percep-
ual phenomenon (see Mills, Polivy, Herman, & Tiggemann, 2002),

ay be due to the role of body image in our social context and the
mplicit social message that a thin body is attractive to other people.
he current study addresses this possibility directly by examining
he effect of peers’ purported normative body ideals on women’s
elf-reported ideals for their own bodies.

he Influence of Peers on Body Image and Body
issatisfaction

Along with media exposure, the influence of family and peers
as also been implicated in the development of body dissatis-

action (Jones, 2004; Stice & Whitenton, 2002). Past research has
emonstrated that the attitudes of peers toward appearance and
eight influence body dissatisfaction and weight related behav-

ors (Gerner & Wilson, 2005; Hildebrandt, Shiovitz, Alfano, & Greif,
008; Jones, 2004; Paxton, Schutz, Wertheim, & Muir, 1999; Paxton,
isenberg, & Neumark-Sztainer, 2006; Stice, Maxfield, & Wells,
003). Interpersonal relationships experienced during adolescence
nd early adulthood, are important in the development of body
issatisfaction (Holson, Jones, & Birkel, 2012) with internalization
f thin ideals and social comparison acting as the mechanisms
hrough which this influence occurs (Matera, Nerini, & Stefanile,
013). Taken together, these findings provide strong evidence that
eer groups act as enforcers of body ideals, focusing women on their
odies and the extent to which they deviate from group norms. In
pite of this apparent link between peer influence and body ideals,
o research to date has directly examined whether perceived peer
references influence women’s body ideals. The current research
ttempts to fill this gap.

ormative Social Influence and Body Ideals

Although the effect of normative body ideals on personal
ody ideals has not been previously experimentally manipulated,
esearch has examined whether women’s ideals for their own bod-
es are a reflection of the body ideals of others. In the case of
ame-sex preferences, women’s personal body ideals have been
ound to diverge somewhat from other women’s actual preferences
nd converge instead with what they perceived to be preferred by
ther women, suggesting that women’s body ideals may represent
n attempt to conform to the perceived preference of other women
Cohn & Adler, 1992; Jacobi & Cash, 1994). In the case of opposite-
ex peers a similar pattern emerged (Cohn & Adler, 1992; Fallon

Rozin, 1985; Jacobi & Cash, 1994). Women’s personal body ide-

ls converged with their perception of the female body men would
refer, suggesting that women may also adjust their body ideals to
onform to the perceived preference of the opposite-sex (Cohn &
dler, 1992; Fallon & Rozin, 1985; Jacobi & Cash, 1994).
11 (2014) 275–281

Cohn and Adler (1992) also found that women regarded thin
figures as ideal almost unanimously and concluded that women
perceived the female body ideal to be shared by both same-
and opposite-sex peers. In support of this conclusion, Crossley,
Cornelissen, and Tovee (2012), found that women and men’s ideal
female body preferences converged, with both preferring a low BMI
and a relatively curvy shape. These findings raise the question of
whether female or male peer preferences have a greater impact on
women’s body ideals.

There is indirect evidence that perceived opposite-sex prefer-
ences are an important source of influence on women’s personal
body ideals (Molloy & Herzberger, 1998; Parker, Nichter, Nichter,
Vukovic, Sims, & Ritenbaugh). Research has shown that Black men’s
ideal female body is larger and more curvaceous than that of White
men (Glasser, Robnett, & Feliciano, 2009; Jackson & McGill, 1996;
Overstreet, Quinn, & Agocha, 2010; Thompson, Sargent, & Kemper,
1996), and this difference is reflected in Black and White women’s
ideals for their own bodies and their differing levels of body satis-
faction (Overstreet et al., 2010; Roberts, Cash, Feingold, & Johnson,
2006). Similarly, Franko et al. (2012) reported that Latino men have
a larger female body ideal than White men and that Latino women
felt their own bodies were more appreciated by Latino men. Based
on these findings, the current study examined the influence of the
purported preferences of both sexes on women’s body ideals.

Normative Body Ideals and Body Dissatisfaction

Because very thin body ideals have been associated with body
dissatisfaction, one might expect that a manipulation that influ-
ences women toward a more realistic body ideal might also reduce
body dissatisfaction. Research by Halliwell and Dittmar (2004)
supports this possibility. They found that after exposure to adver-
tisements with thin models, women reported higher levels of
body dissatisfaction than those exposed to average-sized models
(Halliwell & Dittmar, 2004). It is also possible that higher levels of
body dissatisfaction lead to the endorsement of smaller body ideals
and that these ideals, in turn, are more difficult to challenge because
of the existing high levels of body dissatisfaction and internaliza-
tion of Western thinness ideals. The findings of both Glauert and
colleagues (2009) and Wedell and colleagues (2005) support this
possibility. In both studies, participants with high levels of body dis-
satisfaction and internalization of socio-cultural norms were less
susceptible to the influence of the manipulated contextual and per-
ceptual cues relating to body size. In the current study we test both
of these possibilities.

The Present Research

The first goal of the current research was to examine whether
women’s personal body ideals are influenced by normative body
ideals in the form of the purported preferences of peers. Based on
the previous literature, women exposed to a thinner peer prefer-
ence were predicted to report a thinner ideal than those exposed
to a heavier peer preference. The second goal was to examine
whether the gender of the source of the body preference has any
differential influence on personal body ideals. Based on previous
research (Cohn & Adler, 1992; Crossley et al., 2012; Jacobi & Cash,
1994) we hypothesized that both male and female peer preferences
would influence personal body ideals. Finally, the third goal was to
examine the influence of normative body ideals on women’s body
dissatisfaction and to examine whether higher levels of body dissat-

isfaction could inhibit the influence of peer preference on women’s
body ideals. Consistent with previous findings (Glauert et al., 2009;
Wedell et al., 2005) we hypothesized that the personal body ideals
of women with higher levels of body dissatisfaction would be less
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usceptible to the influence of manipulated cues relating to body
ize.

Method

articipants

A total of 162 female undergraduate students at York University
articipated in the study for course credit. Data from 16 participants
ere excluded either because they identified as being lesbian or

isexual (n = 4) or they accurately guessed the true purpose of the
tudy (n = 12). Of the remaining 146 participants, 119 were ran-
omly assigned to one of four conditions in a 2 (Normative Body

deal Provider: Male, Female) × 2 (Normative Body Ideal Weight:
hin, Heavy) design. An additional 27 participants were randomly
ssigned to a control condition wherein they received no normative
ody ideal information. The ethnic breakdown of participants in the
ample included 32% “White,” 22% “South Asian,” 14% “Black,” 13%
East Asian”, 9% “Middle Eastern,” 3% “Hispanic” and 7% “Other”.
he age range for participants was 18 to 47, with a mean age of
0.66 (SD = 3.87).

rocedure and Measures
Participants completed an online survey on “body type pref-
rence.” After giving informed consent, they were shown a screen
epicting nine silhouette drawings of bodies taken from the Thomp-
on & Gray Contour Drawing Scale (Thompson & Gray, 1995), a

Fig. 1. Graphical representation (Thompson & Gray, 1995)
11 (2014) 275–281 277

commonly used questionnaire featuring female body silhouettes
ranging from extremely thin to extremely heavy (see Fig. 1). To
manipulate normative body ideals, participants were shown a
graphic representation of the number of bogus “votes” each body
size had received from “previous participants” for being the most
attractive body type. Although not explicitly stated, the nature
of the recruitment process implied that participants in this study
would be peers enrolled in the introduction to psychology course.

To manipulate normative body ideals, participants were
exposed to one of three conditions. In the thin condition, the
votes presented gave the impression that participants had selected
relatively thin body types and in the heavy condition the votes
presented created the impression that participants had selected
relatively larger body types (see Fig. 1). Specifically, in the thin con-
dition, the votes were distributed between Drawings 2 through 5
with the majority preferring Drawing 3. In the heavy condition, the
votes were distributed between Drawings 5 through 8, with Draw-
ing 7 being the majority preference. In the control condition, no
normative body ideals were presented. The bogus ranges in body
size preference were chosen because they allowed for maximum
divergence between conditions while remaining within a range
that participants might still find believable as representations of
peer norms.

We also manipulated the gender of the purported normat-

ive body ideal provider. In the female normative body ideal
provider condition, participants were told that the preferred body
types represented the votes of female students who had partic-
ipated in the study. In the male normative body ideal provider

of peer preferences in the experimental conditions.
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ig. 2. Mean ideal body rating by weight condition and gender of normative body
deal provider. Error bars represent 95% confidence intervals.

ondition, participants were told that they represented the votes
f male students who had participated in the study. In the con-
rol condition, no normative body ideal information was presented.
articipants were instructed to indicate the silhouette that corre-
ponded to the body size that they preferred for themselves. In
ther words, women selected the female body that they would
refer to have.

Following the vote, participants were asked about their per-
eption of the purpose of the study so that those who suspected
he true purpose could be excluded from the analyses. Participants
hen completed the State Self-Esteem Scale (Heatherton & Polivy,
991), which includes a state appearance self-esteem subscale.
his subscale includes items such as “I am dissatisfied with my
eight” and “I feel satisfied with the way my body looks right now”

reverse-scored) rated on a 5-point Likert type scale (1 = not at all to
= extremely: Cronbach’s alpha = .85). Participants also completed
demographics questionnaire including, age, race, and sexual ori-
ntation. A manipulation check that asked participants to recall the
ender of the normative body ideal provider and the preferred body
ize presented, was also included. Upon completion of the study
articipants read an online debriefing. This study was approved by
n institutional ethics review board.

Results

The manipulation check conducted at the end of the experiment
as intended to see whether participants had been aware of the

ender of the normative body ideal provider and the weight pref-
rence in the weight manipulation. The results revealed that many
f the participants were not able to subsequently recall either the
ender of the source of the normative body ideal “votes” (n = 35) or
he weight preference that had been presented (n = 35). The results
f the analyses with and without these participants are presented
elow.

To examine how exposure to same-sex and opposite-sex body
references influenced women’s personal body ideals, a 2 (Normat-

ve Body Ideal Provider: Male, Female) × 2 (Normative Body Ideal

eight: Thin, Heavy) between-subjects ANOVA was conducted on

he entire sample, using participants’ personal ideal body ratings
s the dependent measure. Results are depicted in Fig. 2. In line
ith our first hypothesis, a main effect of the weight manipulation
11 (2014) 275–281

emerged, F(1, 115) = 8.16, p = .005, with a preference for larger tar-
gets being found in the heavy (M = 5.16, SD = 1.18), compared to the
thin (M = 4.54, SD = 1.13), condition. The effect size was moderate
(�2

p = .07). In line with our hypothesis regarding the effect of the
gender of the normative body ideal provider, there was no reli-
able main effect of normative body ideal provider, F(1, 115) = 0.45,
p = .50, and no interaction was found, F(1, 115) = 0.005, p = .94.

The sample that excluded participants who did not correctly
identify the gender or body ideal norm presented produced very
similar results. A main effect of the weight manipulation emerged,
(F(1, 56) = 11.71, p = .001), with a preference for larger targets being
found in the heavy (M = 5.37, SD = 1.21), compared to the thin
(M = 4.27, SD = 1.00) condition. The effect size was large (�2

p = .17).
There was, again, no main effect of normative body ideal provider
(F(1, 55) = 2.54, p = .12), and no interaction was found, F(1, 55) = 0.45,
p = .50. Because the results with and without the participants who
did not recall their experimental condition were comparable, the
entire sample was retained for subsequent analyses in order to
maximize statistical power.

To examine the nature of the main effect of the normative
body ideal manipulation, independent samples t-tests examin-
ing differences in personal body ideals between the control and
experimental groups were conducted (see Fig. 2). A significant
difference emerged between the heavy and the thin (M = 4.54,
SD = 1.13) conditions, t(117) = 2.89, p = .005. The difference between
the heavy (M = 5.16, SD = 1.18) and control (M = 4.70, SD = 0.82)
conditions approached significance, t(70.28) = 2.04, p = .05. The dif-
ference between the thin and control conditions, however, was not
statistically significant, t(67.39) = 0.76, p = .45.

To examine how exposure to same-sex and opposite-sex body
preferences influenced women’s body dissatisfaction, a 2 (Normat-
ive Body Ideal Provider: Male/Female) × 2 (Normative Body Ideal
Weight: Thin/Heavy) between-subjects ANOVA was conducted,
using participants’ body dissatisfaction scores as the dependent
measure. No main effects or interactions emerged (all Fs < 0.35,
all ps > .56), suggesting that women’s appearance state self-esteem
was not directly influenced by either manipulation.

To test the hypothesis that the personal body ideals of women
with higher levels of body dissatisfaction were less susceptible to
the influence of manipulated cues relating to body size, we divided
participants into three groups (high, average and low) based on
their self-reported body dissatisfaction scores. We then conducted
a one-way (Normative Body Ideal Weight: Thin/Heavy) ANOVA
using participants’ personal ideal body weight as the dependent
measure separately for each of the three groups. In the case of
participants with both low and average scores in body dissat-
isfaction, there was a main effect of the normative body ideal
weight manipulation, (Flow dissatisfaction(1, 34) = 4.55, p = .04, �2

p = .12
and Favg dissatisfaction(1, 42) = 5.62, p = .02, �2

p = .11), with participants
selecting larger personal ideals in the heavy versus thin condi-
tion. No effect of the normative body ideal weight manipulation
emerged, however, among the participants high in body dissatis-
faction, Fhigh dissatisfaction(1, 37) = 0.53, p = .47.

Discussion

This study provides the first empirical evidence that women’s
personal body ideals can be changed by shifting normative body
ideals in the form of the perceived preferences of peers. This
influence occurred following a mild one-time normative body
ideal manipulation. Consistent with our first hypothesis, women

exposed to thinner peer preferences had a thinner ideal than did
those exposed to heavier peer preferences. Additionally, women
exposed to a heavier norm showed a trend toward choosing a
heavier ideal for themselves than did those for whom no normative
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references were shown. There was, however, no trend toward
omen exposed to the thinner norm choosing a thinner ideal than

hose in the control condition. This finding provides compelling
vidence that women can be influenced by the preferences of their
eers to prefer a heavier, but not a thinner, body ideal for them-
elves, likely due to the extremely thin current body ideal.

In line with our second hypothesis, we found no effect of the
ender of the normative body ideal provider on ideal body size, sug-
esting that women can be equally influenced by the preferences of
heir male and female peers. The manipulation check revealed that

any participants were unable to correctly recall the gender of the
ormative body ideal provider. However, the results were compa-
able with and without those participants, leading us to conclude
hat in this study, information about other women’s preferred body
ize was just as influential as information about men’s preferred
ody size.

In addition, we found no direct effect of the experimental manip-
lation of purported peer preferences on body dissatisfaction. This
uggests that although women’s personal body ideals are influ-
nced by the preferences of their peers, this does not directly impact
heir body dissatisfaction, at least in the immediate short term.
t is important to note, however, that this was a one-time inter-
ention. Because body dissatisfaction likely develops over time in
esponse to repeated exposures to unrealistic body ideals, it may
e less susceptible to a one time manipulation.

Finally, we examined whether higher levels of body dissatisfac-
ion might inhibit the influence of peer preferences on women’s
ody ideals. This possibility was supported, with participants with
verage or low levels of body dissatisfaction showing an influence
f peer preferences on personal body ideals, but those high in body
issatisfaction showing no such effect. This finding is consistent
ith past research that found changing body ideals by manipu-

ating thin or large perceptual or contextual cues relating to body
ize was possible; however, those participants with higher body
issatisfaction and more internalization of socio-cultural norms of
hinness were more resistant to change as a result of these manip-
lations (Glauert et al., 2009; Wedell et al., 2005). This finding is

mportant in that it suggests that for most women, exposure to
anipulated peer preferences is an effective method for chang-

ng body ideals. For the women most vulnerable to the negative
ffects of body dissatisfaction, however, this manipulation may be
f little value. If this is the case, perhaps addressing the issue of
omen’s body ideals early, before socio-cultural ideals are internal-

zed and body dissatisfaction is entrenched, may be a more effective
reventative measure.

Overall, these results add to the body-image literature by high-
ighting the malleable nature of body image and, particularly, ideal
ody size. The accumulated research on the various socio-cultural

nfluences on women’s ideal body size seems to show that the
ody that women think they want to have incorporates their beliefs
bout how they will be perceived by others. If women’s body ide-
ls are shaped by normative social influences, then body-image
ssues and body dissatisfaction may have less to do with women’s
ctual appearance than has been previously hypothesized (Gerner
Wilson, 2005).
Research has shown that greater differences between a woman’s

ctual and ideal body result in greater body dissatisfaction (Durkin
Paxton, 2002; Thompson et al., 1999), and that the more women

nternalize normative socio-cultural body ideals, the more body
issatisfaction they report (Glauert et al., 2009; Knauss, Paxton,
Alsaker, 2007). These findings suggest that body dissatisfaction

s influenced by the internalization of normative body ideals. Our

nding that normative body ideals influence personal body ideals

s important because it suggests a novel direction for interven-
ions designed to challenge extremely thin body ideals: changing
omen’s perceptions of normative body ideals.
11 (2014) 275–281 279

It is interesting to consider these findings from the perspec-
tive of objectification theory (Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997), which
posits that women are exposed to a conceptualization of them-
selves as a collection of body parts or functions that is experienced
as separate from their actual selves. This exposure may be so
frequent and pervasive that women may begin to self-objectify,
thinking of themselves as objects whose value is based on appear-
ance and is subject to the approval of others (Moradi & Huang,
2008). In the current study women select an ideal body from a range
of bodies that vary in weight after having been exposed to what they
perceive to be the majority preference of their peers. This manip-
ulation may influence the participant’s urge to self-objectify by
varying the extent to which they incorporate the approval of others
into their own ideal (control versus experimental conditions). It can
also reveal whether the urge to self-objectify might be more pro-
nounced depending on the gender of the “others” whose approval
one may be seeking. The women in our study appeared to incorpo-
rate the approval of others into their own body ideals when the ideal
was heavier, as if to suggest that when given external permission to
appreciate a larger female body for themselves, women took it. In
the thin condition, no such effect emerged even though the circum-
stance (the weight manipulation in each experimental condition)
was equally objectifying. This suggests that perhaps objectification
can be used to women’s advantage if we manipulate the nature of
the perceived ideal. Further, although body shame has been pro-
posed as one of the mechanisms through which objectification
influences women’s body image, it is possible that the direction
of this influence could be turned around and objectification could
potentially be used to promote body pride.

Our finding that the gender of the normative body ideal provider
did not interact with the weight manipulation suggests that oppo-
site sex preferences are not required in order for self-objectification
to occur. This finding is consistent with research showing that the
phenomenon behaves in a manner similar to the internalization
of cultural beauty standards which are perceived to be shared by
both genders (Myers & Crowther, 2007). Although firm conclusions
regarding the significance of the current findings to objectification
research are beyond the scope of this paper, this discussion pro-
vides an interesting potential direction for future research in this
area.

General Limitations and Future Directions

There were some methodological limitations to this research.
One limitation is that we used the Thompson Gray Contour Drawing
Scale (1995) to represent female body ideals. This measure was used
for convenience and in order to establish the presence of an effect
in a commonly used body image assessment instrument. Our study
shows that the effect is sufficiently robust to emerge in spite of
the comparatively primitive nature of this scale. That being said,
body image assessment now allows for the simulation of realistic
3D images of female bodies, wherein both body size and body shape
can be manipulated in very small gradients (Crossley et al., 2012).
The use of novel and innovative body image assessment techniques
is an area for future research.

Our manipulation check showed that many participants could
not remember either the gender of the social norm provider and/or
the preferred body size presented in the manipulation. While our
results show that this issue had little impact on the results, the
use of stimuli which more effectively highlight the importance
of these factors would be of value in the future. It is also worth
noting that our sample consisted exclusively of self-identified het-

erosexual young adults, a group for whom body image and peer
acceptance are particularly salient issues (Holson et al., 2012). Our
findings, therefore, might not generalize to a broader sample. This
limitation should be examined in future research.
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Finally, while we demonstrated that a one-time exposure to
references for heavier bodies had an impact on women’s body

deals, we were not able to show a corresponding decrease in body
issatisfaction. Because internalization of normative body ideals
eems to be a key factor in the perpetuation of body dissatisfac-
ion, it stands to reason that internalization of the “new” normative
ody ideal would be required before body dissatisfaction could
e reduced (McCabe & Ricciardelli, 2004). Whether repeated or
rolonged exposure to manipulated normative body ideals can
ltimately influence body dissatisfaction is an interesting avenue
or future research. Further, longitudinal research examining the
ffects of early interventions with manipulated peer preferences
n female adolescents’ personal body ideals should be conducted
o test whether this will ultimately reduce the incidence of internal-
zed socio-cultural norms for extreme thinness and their associated
ll-effects among women.

Despite these limitations, the current research provides direct
mpirical support for the assertion that women’s personal body
deals are both malleable and influenced by social factors, such
s beliefs about the body preferences of others. The preferences
f either male or female peers can be a source of such influence,
nd although exposure to larger peer preferences in body size can
nfluence personal body ideals, it does not appear to directly influ-
nce body satisfaction. Further, women with higher levels of body
issatisfaction seem to be more resistant to the influence of peer
references than those with lower levels of body dissatisfaction.

Taken together, these findings suggest that changing women’s
erception of normative body ideals may be a fruitful avenue to
xplore to reduce the disparity between women’s actual and ideal
ody size. This is a novel approach that takes pressure off of the

ndividual woman to focus on health while disregarding existing
eauty norms. Instead it allows women to reevaluate their percep-
ion of what is considered attractive or desirable by others. If the
rive for thinness is equally if not more motivated by social factors
uch as needs for belonging and acceptance than health factors, it
ay prove more effective in the long-run.
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