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One investigation found that models working in high fashion became taller but 
their weight remained unchanged across most of the 20th century.11 More than 25 
percent of these women between the 1930s and the 1990s met the standard set by 
the American Psychological Association for anorexia nervosa. In stark contrast, 
the typical 18-to -29-year-old American woman became taller and heavier—
thereby widening the discrepancy between what is a real and a quixotic body size.

As adolescent females turn to fashion, many young males may seek out and play 
video games. Such content is the breeding ground for the construction of many 
gals with improbable features, among them Lara Croft from the “Tomb Raider” 
series and Helena from “Dead or Alive 4.” Studies show that females in top-
selling video games are more likely than their male counterparts to be clothing 
challenged, adorned in sexualized attire, and wearing garments inappropriate for 
the task at hand.12 

Unfashionably emaciated. High fashion models with unhealthy bodies are a threat to the young 
women who emulate them. {Ana Laura Castro}
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What impact does repeated exposure to these types of portrayals have on viewers? 
Before answering this question, it is important to underscore that media mes-
sages are factors among many that may contribute with other influences to the 
actual socialization of youth. Research also reveals that not all children and teens 
are affected by the media in the same way. But here we will outline several possi-
ble outcomes that may be associated with viewing skewed, sexy media portrayals 
on the next generation of American women—those who may one day dominate 
the workforce. 

First, the media may affect perceptions of self-worth of girls and teenagers. Sec-
ond, the media may affect girls’ thoughts and feelings about their bodies.13 Third, 
the media may affect how females construct their identities virtually in the public 
sphere. This last point is particularly relevant as girls continue to dominate some 
elements of online content creation, 14 such as blogging and social networking, which 
means they may become attracted to media industries as they enter the workforce.

When girls and young women become their own producers and distributors of 
online content they may look to women in the media to inform their personal 
branding style. Isn’t it ironic, then, that real narratives about women and girls 
are marginalized in fictional media while the sexual conquests, materialism, and 
globetrotting of ingenues and reality stars are deemed newsworthy across print, 
broadcast, and online sources?

These mixed messages could have serious career implications. A recent survey 
of 3,169 professionals revealed that over a fifth have used social networking 
sites to help inform their hiring decisions.15 Among those turning to such sites, 
a third has disqualified potential applicants based on what they saw or read on 
personal profiles. Just after drug/alcohol use (41 percent), the study showed that 
the second highest reported “area of concern” among managers (40 percent) was 
seeing “provocative or inappropriate photographs or information” online about a 
potential employee. 

Models working in high fashion became  
taller but their weight remained unchanged  

across most of the 20th century.
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So, what is to be done? The main hope lies on females working behind the scenes 
across media platforms in production, distribution, and exhibition. Research dem-
onstrates that when women direct films, write/produce TV shows, or even cover the 
news, the way in which females are presented changes dramatically.16 Yet there may 
be a long wait for complex and wide-ranging portrayals of females, as breaking into 
decision-making media positions has proven difficult for many women.

Female decision-makers in the entertainment industry are the exception and 
not the rule. Few executive studio positions have been filled by women and the 
number of females working as directors, writers, and producers of film is low and 
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has not changed meaningfully over the last decade. Fewer than 10 
percent of all films are directed by a female auteur.17 While near 
financial parity exists in television, a substantial wage gap prevails 
for writers of film. This is evidenced by the approximate $40,000 
discrepancy in median salary for men and women screenwriters in 
2005, the last year for which complete data are available.18 

In the digital world, a profusion of stories about girls and women in 
new media may be easier to accomplish over time. This may happen 
despite the fact that only two women reside in the president or CEO 
positions at technology companies—Carol Bartz at Yahoo! Inc. and 
Gina Bianchini at Ning Inc. Perhaps early socialization to technol-
ogy focusing on relationship building and interpersonal connectivity 
will attract more teen- and college-aged females into careers involv-
ing blogging, online newsgathering, reporting and dissemination, 
and webisode construction. 

Future female media content creators may well have the opportu-
nity to tell a multitude of stories about girls and women across the 
lifespan. To achieve this end, we need to sensitize the next genera-
tion of American citizens to current media biases surrounding the 
prevalence and portrayal of females. Such educational efforts could 
also target areas where women may have less direct experience 
than men. For instance, webisodes or fictional narratives address-
ing salary negotiation, management training, and long-term career 
planning could instruct and may help to narrow the wage gap 
between males and females in some professions. 

These types of stories may also help to populate—over time—the 
executive suite of major media and digital corporations with 
females. Surely these attempts could harness the prosocial poten-
tial of new and old media and may even take a step toward inocu-
lating some of the next generation of males and females in the 
workforce from perpetuating what has been the status quo.

Hope for the future. Young women in the fashion business may one day deliver 
more real presentations of women. {Fred R. Conrad, The New York Times}
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