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To what extent does the media influence anorexia? 

Introduction 

Anorexia nervosa is a serious mental illness causing sufferers to attempt to keep their body 
weight as low as possible by dieting, excessive exercise and even using laxatives. Anorexia can 
affect anyone, regardless of gender, race and age and is influenced by many factors, including 
trauma, the media and peer pressure. However, 14-25 year olds, particularly women, are 
most affected by eating disorders, with only 11% of sufferers being men. 1.6 million people 
in the UK are affected by an eating disorder, with 10% of these suffering from anorexia. 1 Only 
half of women with anorexia nervosa achieve a full recovery, and an additional 20-30% may 
partially recover. Many sufferers of anorexia do not view themselves as having an illness, but 
see dieting and obsessive exercising as a lifestyle choice. This is, of course, extremely 
dangerous and can be promoted by ‘Pro Anorexia’ websites online.  

Symptoms 

As anorexia is a serious and extremely complicated mental illness, symptoms can greatly vary 
between each sufferer. Anorexia nervosa can be divided into two subtypes; binge-
eating/purging type, and restricting type, meaning each case of anorexia nervosa is 
completely different. The symptoms can be categorised into behavioural, physical and 
psychological. 

Behavioural Symptoms 

Behavioural symptoms include actions taken by the anorexic as a side effect of the intense 
psychological impact the disease has on them. These include obsessive and unusual 
behaviours around food, appearance and exercise. Dieting, along with counting calories, 
skipping meals, fasting and cutting out whole food groups, and deceptive behaviour around 
food, such as throwing food away, hiding food, or simply refusing to eat, are particularly 
common around anorexics. Undernutrition can lead to a preoccupation with, and anxiety 
around, food. This was shown in the Minnesota Starvation Experiment as an effect of 
starvation in normal people2, and is also evident in anorexics. Other obsessive behaviours 
around food include those focused around food preparation, planning and eating food at 
certain times, often very slowly. 
 
Excessive exercise is another behavioural symptom of anorexia nervosa. Many sufferers 
exercise in order to burn off the calories they have eaten, or just feel a compulsion to exercise. 
Anorexics often continue to exercise when injured, sick or if the weather is bad, and may 
avoid social activities or interaction in order to exercise. The calories burnt through exercise 
may be calculated and recorded along with a calorie count. Some sufferers of anorexia 
nervosa exercise in secret, and engage in exercises such as push ups, star jumps and sit ups, 
often in a bedroom or similar setting. In extreme cases of obsessive exercise, some anorexics 

                                                      
1 Priorygroup.com. (n.d.). Eating Disorder Statistics | Anorexia treatment Priory Group. [online] 
Available at: http://www.priorygroup.com/eating-disorders/statistics [Accessed Sep. 2017]. 
2 Starvation Syndrome. (n.d.). [pdf] Centre for Clinical Interventions, p.1. Available at: 
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may be so focused on burning calories that they refuse to sit down for long periods of time, 
or at all. An example of this was presented in the BBC Documentary ‘Talking to Anorexia’3, 
when an anorexia sufferer refused to sit down for even more than a few seconds, and another 
claimed she performed over 1000 star jumps a day, even when admitted to a specialist 
inpatient unit.  
 
Body checking behaviours are also common in sufferers of anorexia nervosa and may include 
repeatedly weighing themselves to ensure the number on the scale is accurate and spending 
extremely long periods of time looking in mirrors or any reflective surface. Many body 
checking behaviours can be linked to other disorders such as body dysmorphic disorder and 
obsessive-compulsive disorder alongside anorexia nervosa, making the illness even more 
complicated and difficult to understand. These behaviours are also often linked to 
perfectionism, and a ‘need for order and symmetry’4 as people with perfectionist traits set 
extremely high standards that are unrealistic and have low self-esteem or self-worth, leading 
to self-defeating thoughts and behaviours. Anorexics may feel the need to have complete 
control over their weight and the food they eat, becoming distressed when this control lacks.  

Physical Symptoms 

Physical symptoms in sufferers include rapid weight loss from a restrictive diet or frequent 
changes in weight from the binge/purge subtype of anorexia, light-headedness, poor 
circulation and loss of or irregular periods in females. Problems can also result from exercising 
too much when a sufferer’s weight is very low. A common symptom of anorexia nervosa is 
fatigue, along with dizziness, fainting and always feeling tired. Sufferers not only become 
physically exhausted due to the lack of calorific intake, low blood sugar levels and excessive 
amounts of exercise, but also become mentally fatigued due to the obsessive thoughts and 
feelings that consume their mind. The exhaustion felt can lead to a number of complications 
such as struggling to concentrate and difficulty carrying out simple tasks, depending on how 
severe the sufferer’s condition is, such as being unable to walk upstairs or lift a kettle.5 
 
Sufferers of anorexia can feel a lot of pain and aching, simply because their hunger is so strong 
it hurts, or because they are so emaciated their bones stick out. In Emily Halban’s novel, 
‘Perfect’, she explains how ‘Pointed joints protruded all over, and sitting for too long gave me 
cramps. Taking baths hurt so much I had to use my arms as props.’ 6 People with anorexia are 
more at risk of developing osteoporosis, which is a disease resulting in the density of bones 
reducing, due to the lack of nutrients which help the bones grow and develop. Loss of periods 
in females is another common symptom and can lead to infertility, along with other hormonal 
changes in both women and men. Problems with circulation and digestion are other common 
physical symptoms of anorexia and often remain even after a full recovery. Many digestive 

                                                      
3 Talking to Anorexia. (2017). [video] Directed by L. Theroux. 
http://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/b09d5nk2: BBC. 
4 En.wikipedia.org. (n.d.). Obsessive–compulsive personality disorder. [online] Available at: 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Obsessive%E2%80%93compulsive_personality_disorder#Diagnosis 
[Accessed Nov. 2017].  
5 Healthtalk.org. (2015). Physical symptoms | Topics, Eating disorders, Young People's Experiences | 
healthtalk.org. [online] Available at: http://www.healthtalk.org/young-peoples-experiences/eating-
disorders/physical-symptoms [Accessed Feb. 2018]. 
6 Halban, E. (2009). Perfect. London: Vermilion. 



problems such as constipation, indigestion, heartburn, feeling bloated and stomach pains also 
occur.  

Psychological Symptoms 

The psychological symptoms of anorexia nervosa have a massive impact on the sufferer, as it 
is the extent of the thoughts and feelings that determines their behaviour. Symptoms and 
warning signs include preoccupation with body shape, weight and appearance, intense fear 
of gaining weight, negative body image, depression or anxiety, heightened sensitivity and 
feelings of life being ‘out of control’. Negative body image and negative thought patterns can 
cause the sufferer to feel they are not worthy enough and as if there is a voice inside their 
head telling them they must restrict food, or that they need to exercise more and more. Some 
sufferers feel they are constantly battling with their thoughts, which can lead to mental 
exhaustion and fatigue. They often feel a range of negative emotions such as anxiety, anger, 
depression and hatred, often linked to malnourishment and low weight as the brain cannot 
function properly due to lack of energy. Even though low weight may feel like an achievement, 
and may result in a feeling of elatedness, this only lasts a short period of time and soon turns 
into numbness and isolation.  

Causes 

The exact causes of anorexia nervosa are unknown, but there are a number of factors and 
risks that may contribute towards its onset, including genetic, environmental and 
psychological factors.  As eating disorders most commonly develop in the teenage years, one 
cause of anorexia is unexpected physical changes in one’s body due to reaching puberty and 
increased peer pressure to look a certain way. Anorexia nervosa may start as a coping strategy 
or way to control an aspect of life, but this control soon becomes chaos as the eating disorder 
begins to control the sufferer without them realising.  

Biological  

Biological/genetic factors of anorexia nervosa may include irregular hormone functions, 
genetics, family history and nutritional deficiencies. If family members have previously had 
anorexia, then it is possible some people may have a genetic tendency towards certain 
anorexia traits, such as perfectionism, sensitivity, low self-esteem, obsession, negative mood 
states and being a high achiever. Parents with food, diet or weight issues are also a possible 
factor in developing anorexia. Studies7 suggest that the heritability rate of anorexia nervosa 
is between a whopping 28 and 58. There is also a suggestion that neurotransmitters in the 
brain have a link to the onset of anorexia nervosa. Dopamine in sufferers may also respond 
differently to seemingly rewarding experiences, and instead of feeling pleasure after eating, 
feelings of guilt and anxiety are felt.8 

                                                      
7 Thornton, L., Mazzeo, S. and Bulik, C. (2010). The Heritability of Eating Disorders: Methods and 
Current Findings. [online] Springer Link. Available at: 
https://link.springer.com/chapter/10.1007/7854_2010_91 [Accessed Feb. 2018]. 
8 Lock, J. and Le Grange, D. (2015). Help Your Teenager Beat an Eating Disorder. 2nd ed. Guilford 
Press. 



The Environment 

The impact of the environment and outside influences are other major causes, such as the 
stereotype of thin models being the ideal, childhood trauma and peer pressure. Media 
influences from models and unrealistic beauty standards play a great part in the cause of 
anorexia, especially in teenagers who are most susceptible to modern culture. The media 
promotes an unhealthy and unrealistic view of the way people should look, suggesting that 
this is the norm, when in fact only a very small number of the population look that way, and 
most of the images portrayed by the media of models have been heavily edited.  

Trauma 

Another factor that may cause anorexia is trauma, particularly childhood trauma. Trauma and 
abuse survivors often feel guilty, ashamed and a lack of control, so gaining control over eating 
and exercise becomes a way of coping with intense emotions and may be self-punishment for 
the trauma. Anorexic behaviours can often provide relief for difficult emotions, but end up 
producing further psychological and physical harm. Peer pressure and issues around work and 
school life may lead to anorexia. Teenagers can be heavily influenced by the way their friends 
see themselves, leading to them questioning the way they look, plus comparing themselves 
to their peers. Other environmental causes of anorexia may be dieting (which becomes 
obsessive and eventually leads to an anorexic mind-set, fear around food etc.), difficult family 
life and stressful life events.  

Psychological 

Psychological causes of anorexia nervosa include low self-esteem, poor body image, rigid 
thinking patterns and dependency. Before becoming anorexic, sufferers may have a pre-
existing psychiatric disorder such as anxiety, depression, obsessive compulsive personality 
disorder and body dysmorphic disorder. Eating problems can also be linked to self-harm or a 
tendency to low self-esteem and self-confidence. Anorexics are often high achievers, meaning 
they are focused on excelling in everything they do, including achieving the ‘perfect’ body 
type, shape or weight.  
 
Pro anorexia websites may also be a cause of anorexia. These websites are internet pages, 
chatrooms or communities in which anorexia, or ‘ana’, is supported and promoted as a 
lifestyle choice. Photos of women or men with unrealistically low body weights are posted on 
the ‘ana’ sites, labelled as ‘thinspiration. Pro anorexia sites often contain information on how 
to avoid treatment, maintain the illness and lose weight easily, suggestions on how to hide 
weight loss and become seriously underweight. People often think pro ana communities 
provide help to recovering anorexics, however they actually help anorexics continue their 
dangerous eating patterns. In some pro anorexia communities, particularly chatrooms and 
forums, topics such as weight, BMI and calorific intake are often discussed. These groups 
make anorexia seem glamorous and help people with low self-esteem feel special.  

Types of Media 

The term media is either associated with communication media, or the communication 
businesses such as print media and the press, photography and advertisement. According to 



‘findyourtruebeauty.com’9, 80% of women say that images of women in the media make 
them feel insecure. A study10 has shown that exposure to the media amongst university 
students can promote disordered eating, a drive for thinness and body dissatisfaction in 
women, and issues surrounding thinness and dieting in men. Similar studies11 12 have 
suggested that body dissatisfaction is more common within teenagers, the highest rate being 
amongst teenage girls, who felt they wanted to weigh less, whereas boys wanted to be more 
muscular and strong.  
  
Body image issues are a particularly great problem in teenagers. The pressures of social media 
make it difficult for teenage girls and boys to feel satisfied with their bodies and the way they 
present themselves. The majority of people do not look like images depicted in the media, 
yet this fact does not change the great amount of pressure placed on teenagers to look a 
certain way. A study13 found that on average, overweight or underweight teenagers were 
only slightly more likely than normal-weight teenagers to have suicidal tendencies based on 
reports of their actual height and weight. However, teenagers who perceived themselves as 
extremely underweight or extremely overweight were found to be more than twice as likely 
as healthy weight teenagers to attempt or consider suicide. 19% of 13,601 participants, who 
were all between the ages of 14 and 18, said they had considered suicide, and 9% claimed 
they had attempted it. Only 54% of the 8841 healthy weight students perceived themselves 
as the ‘right’ weight, whereas the rest believed they were either under or overweight. In 
response to the study, Dr. Alain Joffe of Johns Hopkins University in the United States said it 
is likely that teenagers who are already concerned with their body image will pay more 
attention to images shown in the media, making their problems worse. 

Magazines 

A study by Renee Botta, ‘For Your Health? The Relationship Between Magazine Reading and 
Adolescents’ Body Image and Eating Disturbances’ found that 70% of teenage girls agreed 
that magazines influenced what they thought was the ideal body type. Most body image 
research focuses on how magazines affect girls, but research is beginning to reveal how 
boys are affected by magazine images; magazines aimed at girls tend to focus on losing 
weight and getting the perfect, skinny body, but magazines aimed at boys emphasise 
masculinity, muscle gain and, more recently, weight loss. Botta ‘took roughly 200 boys and 
200 girls in high school and college, looked at their body masses, and asked them about 

                                                      
9 Hitz, S. (2017). Body Image Statistics in this Eye Opening Video. [online] Teen-beauty-tips.com. 
Available at: http://www.teen-beauty-tips.com/body-image-statistics.html [Accessed Jan. 2018]. 
10 NCBI. (2003). The impact of the media on eating disorders in children and adolescents. [online] 
Available at: https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2792687/ [Accessed Jan. 2018]. 
11 Cheung, L., Field, A., Wolf, A., Herzog, D., Gortmaker, S. and Colditz, G. (1999). Exposure to the 
mass media and weight concerns among girls.. [online] Ncbi.nlm.nih.gov. Available at: 
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/10049992 [Accessed Feb. 2018]. 
12 MP, L. (2002). Adolescent boys and the muscular male body ideal. - PubMed - NCBI. [online] 
Ncbi.nlm.nih.gov. Available at: https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/11927235 [Accessed Feb. 
2018]. 
13 Eaton, D., Lowry, R., Brener, N., Galuska, D. and Crosby, A. (2005). Associations of Body Mass Index 
and Perceived Weight With Suicide Ideation and Suicide Attempts Among US High School Students. 
[online] The JAMA Network. Available at: 
https://jamanetwork.com/journals/jamapediatrics/fullarticle/486040 [Accessed Feb. 2018]. 



their magazine reading habits’14. She discovered girls who read fashion magazines had a 
slight tendency to disordered eating, but no correlations between body image and magazine 
reading were found.  
 
According to a study produced by Rader Programs, ‘80% of women are made insecure by 
images they see of women on television and more than 66 percent of women are influenced 
by underweight models in magazines.’ A theory called ‘Social Comparison Theory’ suggests 
people tend to compare themselves to other people, often feeling inferior and emotions 
such as anger, jealously, decreased self-worth and low self-esteem. Body Image research 
found that looking at magazines for just 60 minutes lowers the self-esteem of more than 
80% of girls.15  

Television 

Another form of media that may influence anorexia is television, including reality television, 
television dramas and advertisements. In 2003 a study was conducted focusing on the top 
ten best American fictional reality television programmes, finding 33% of the female and male 
characters were underweight. Only 9.7% of women and 8.8% of men in the world are 
underweight, whereas 26.5% of women are overweight and 38.7% of men are overweight. 16  
 
In studies by the Girl Scout Institute, it was discovered that girls who regularly view reality 
television are more focused on their physical appearance. 38% of reality TV viewers believe 
their value is based on the way they look, in comparison to 28% of non-viewers, and 72% of 
viewers spend a lot of time on their appearance, but only 43% of non-viewers do. In the same 
survey, 28% would rather be recognised for their outer beauty than their inner values (versus 
18% of non-viewers).  17  According to Renee Hobbs, EdD, associate Professor of 
Communications at Temple University in the United States, girls often take drastic measures 
to become like or similar to images they view in the media. The average teenage girl gets, on 
average, 180 minutes of media exposure daily (3 hours), but only 10 minutes of interaction 
with their parents. 
 
Statistics on ‘healthyplace.com’18 suggest that the average woman sees around 400-600 
advertisements daily, and by the time she reaches 17, she will have received over 250,000 
media commercials, most of which emphasise the importance of beauty. Researchers have 

                                                      
14 Scicurious.scientopia.org. (2011). Magazines, Media, and Teen Body Image | Neurotic Physiology. 
[online] Available at: http://scicurious.scientopia.org/2011/04/25/magazines-media-and-teen-body-
image/ [Accessed Nov. 2017]. 
15 Mediasmarts.ca. (2012). Body Image: Introduction | MediaSmarts. [online] Available at: 
http://mediasmarts.ca/body-image/body-image-introduction [Accessed Feb. 2018]. 
16 National Institute of Diabetes and Digestive and Kidney Diseases. (2017). Overweight & Obesity 
Statistics | NIDDK. [online] Available at: https://www.niddk.nih.gov/health-information/health-
statistics/overweight-obesity [Accessed Feb. 2018]. 
17 Girlscouts.org. (2011). Real to Me: Girls and Reality TV. [online] Available at: 
http://www.girlscouts.org/content/dam/girlscouts-gsusa/forms-and-documents/about-girl-
scouts/research/real_to_me_factsheet.pdf [Accessed Feb. 2018]. 
18 Croft, H. (2017). Eating Disorders: Body Image and Advertising - Articles - Eating Disorders | 
HealthyPlace. [online] HealthyPlace. Available at: https://www.healthyplace.com/eating-
disorders/articles/eating-disorders-body-image-and-advertising/ [Accessed Jan. 2018]. 



found that exposure to advertisements containing images of idealised body types decreases 
the satisfaction women feel about their own bodies. Martin and Gentry also found advertising 
can ‘impose a sense of inadequacy on young women's self-concepts’19 as women tend to 
compare their attractiveness to that of models in advertisements. A study conducted by JAMA 
Paediatrics20 found that 18 percent of the 5527 male participants were extremely concerned 
about their appearance and weight, and 7.6 percent were concerned about how muscular 
they were, engaging in disordered behaviours in order to reach a certain body type. 

Models 

In today’s society, fashion models weigh 23% less than the average female, and women 
between the ages of 18-34 have a 7% chance of being as slim as a catwalk model and a 1% 
chance of being as thin as a supermodel.21 Many models use disordered behaviours and 
methods to lose weight, including taking drugs which apparently suppress the appetite. Dawn 
Gartrell, previously a model and sufferer of anorexia, claimed she began smoking 20 
cigarettes a day to supress her appetite22; exercised for hours at the gym and didn’t eat ‘much 
more than a small bag of sweets.22 Gartrell confessed in the same interview that ‘a lot of girls 
took cocaine and ecstasy’, and some girls were sent away from castings because they were 
so ‘high on drugs’, used in order to curb their hunger and continue to lose weight.  
 

Social Media 

Social media is another great media influence in society, perhaps the biggest nowadays. A 
study commissioned by NCS (National Citizen Service) surveyed 1000 teenagers across 
England. They found that 40% of participants said social media was the biggest influence on 
their appearance, yet only 28% believed celebrities were the biggest influence. The 
participants (58%) also claimed that social media made them feel jealous, negative or 
insecure about their bodies, and 32% of girls admitted they were ‘obsessed’23 with getting a 
large amount of likes on social media. The BBC believes that the worst social media platform 
for impacting young people’s mental health is Instagram, based on a poll including 1479 
people aged 14-25. 24 A 2011 study from the University of Haifa examined 248 young women 

                                                      
19 Gentry, J. and Martin, M. (1997). Stuck in the Model Trap: The Effects of Beautiful Models in Ads 
on Female Pre-Adolescents and Adolescents. [online] Taylor & Francis Online. Available at: 
http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/00913367.1997.10673520 [Accessed Feb. 2018]. 
20 Polatis, K. (2014). Extreme body image in media impacts males too. [online] DeseretNews.com. 
Available at: https://www.deseretnews.com/article/865603259/Body-image-in-media-impacts-
males-too.html [Accessed Feb. 2018]. 
21 Cdc.gov. (2017). FastStats. [online] Available at: https://www.cdc.gov/nchs/fastats/body-
measurements.htm [Accessed Feb. 2018]. 
22 Mirror.Co.Uk. (2011). 'I was a size zero, weighed 6½ st.. but I kept getting told: You're TOO FAT for 
the catwalk. Slim down if you want to be a model'. [online] Available at: 
https://www.mirror.co.uk/3am/celebrity-news/i-was-a-size-zero-weighed-6-113169 [Accessed Feb. 
2018]. 
23 Sky News. (2017). Teenage body fears influenced by social media - report. [online] Available at: 
https://news.sky.com/story/teenage-body-fears-influenced-by-social-media-report-10862251 
[Accessed Jan. 2018]. 
24 BBC News. (2017). Instagram 'worst for young mental health'. [online] Available at: 
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/health-39955295 [Accessed Dec. 2017]. 



from the ages of 12 to 19, finding that more exposure to social media contributed to higher 
rates of eating disorders. It also discovered that parental involvement in media exposure 
limits the risk of a negative self-image. 25  

Research Study 

As part of my research for investigating ‘To what extent does the media influence anorexia?’, 
I conducted two of my own studies; one study was aimed specifically at sufferers of anorexia, 
and the other was a questionnaire with no target audience.  

First Questionnaire 

My initial questionnaire, aimed at anorexia sufferers, firstly contained a detailed description 
of why I was investigating the link between anorexia and the media, and reassurance that all 
responses would be kept confidential and anonymous. In order to receive full consent from 
the participants, due to the personal nature of the questionnaire, I included questions such 
as ‘I understand that the information I have provided for this research may be exposed to 
people other than the researcher’ with a ‘yes’ or ‘no’ option. Thankfully 100% of respondents 
completed the appropriate questions with ‘yes’, meaning all completely consented to taking 
part in my research.  
 
As I expected, the vast majority (78.9%, 30) of my 38 participants were female, which supports 
other studies that suggest anorexia is more common in females than males. Two of the 
respondents preferred not to disclose their gender.  
 
 

                                                      
25 Eating Disorder Hope. (2016). Does Social Media Cause Eating Disorders in Children?. [online] 
Available at: https://www.eatingdisorderhope.com/blog/social-media-cause-eating-disorders-
children [Accessed Jan. 2018]. 



55.3% (21) of participants believed that the media influenced the onset of their eating 
disorder.  

 
Out of the 21 respondents who said ‘yes’, only two were male, one preferred not to disclose 
their gender, and the rest were female. Both of the male respondents said they had been 
influenced by photos they had seen, one saying they ‘followed negative accounts’ online, and 
the other saying ‘I was always checking social media & comparing myself to others’. Some 
female responses were ‘There’s a huge pressure from the media to look a certain way’ and 
‘We’re surrounded by people telling you to eat this but not eat that’. As the majority of 
respondents believed the media influenced their anorexia, this suggests that the media is 
responsible for the onset of anorexia to a certain extent; over half of the respondents believe 
that it influenced the onset of their eating disorder and 78.9% of participants believed that 
the media further influences anorexia once the illness has developed.  
 
42.1% (11 females, 4 males and 1 unspecified) of respondents didn’t think the media 
influenced the onset of their anorexia, and one blamed trauma. FIve respondents claimed, at 
the time of their eating disorder, they were too young to be influenced by the media; others 
claimed it was what they ‘mentally thought of [them]selves’ and some said they didn’t take 
much notice of the media until their eating disorder was in place.  

 
In contrast to this, 78.9% of participants believed that the media further influences anorexia 
once the illness has developed. One of the respondents said ‘Media, even if the photograph 
is clearly photoshopped, can make you want to look a certain way’. Six respondents 
mentioned the rise of pro-anorexia websites and the pressures they put on those suffering to 



become as skinny as possible, but others believed there are many factors which influence 
anorexia. 
Most participants (47.2) believed that social media including magazines, television and social 
media) has the biggest influence on anorexia, however many participants stated different 
options to the ones provided:  

Social media is on the rise, so I am not surprised that the majority of people in my study 
believe social media has the biggest impact on anorexia. According to Pew Research Center, 
the greatest number of social media users are between the ages of 18 and 24.26 Using data 
from my spreadsheet, I found the mean age of the 25 people who still have an eating disorder 
was 21. This means they would be very likely to use social media and therefore be at risk of 
being affected negatively by it. The study mentioned previously27 suggests that 88% of 18-24 
year olds in the US use at least one social media platform.  
 
I also found 80.6% (29) of my participants had heard of or used pro-anorexia sites - a form 
of social media commonly used by anorexics. However, even though all participants have or 
had anorexia, most of my survey participants do not agree with pro-anorexia sites, 
describing them with words such as ‘disgraceful’ and ‘disgusting’.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                      
26 Pew Research Center: Internet, Science & Tech. (2018). Social Media Fact Sheet. [online] Available 
at: http://www.pewinternet.org/fact-sheet/social-media/ [Accessed Feb. 2018]. 



 
This result suggests that the media does influence anorexia as some participants said, when 
asked if they feel anything should be changed within the media to help prevent eating 
disorders, that ‘underweight models’ and ‘airbrushed images’ should be banned. One of the 
respondents suggested the age restriction for social media should be 18 years old instead of 
13 with ‘strict controls’. This answer is interesting and correlates with other research 
questions I have included. It suggests social media is damaging to many people, as the 
respondent believes only adults should have access to it due to the impact it can have. 
When asked ‘At what age did you start to suffer from anorexia?’, the most common answer 
was 15 years (21.1%), then 14 (15.8) and then 11 and 13 (both 13.2%). I also found, after 
analysing all responses, that the participants aged between 11 and 15 when becoming 
anorexic, are all still age 20 or under, meaning they have most likely been influenced by 
social media throughout the course of their anorexia. The majority of those who had been 
in the top three age ranges (15, 14, 11 and 13) believed one factor that caused their 
anorexia was the media, including ‘media influences and society’ and ‘part of the cause was 
definitely the media’. This links to the respondent’s answer regarding pro-anorexia as there 
is a clear correlation between the media and the onset of anorexia, and shows that as social 
media is accessible to people of all ages, it can greatly influence younger people (as shown 
by my study it can cause an eating disorder) and a higher age restriction would be a good 
way to prevent this.  

 
 

Second Questionnaire 

The second questionnaire I conducted was less personal and available for anyone, regardless 
of if they had suffered with anorexia. I received a much greater response rate (148 
respondents) with this questionnaire, which is valuable for my research as the results will be 
more accurate.  
 



I firstly discovered that out of the 148 respondents, 81.9% were between the ages of 16 and 
25, so potentially use the media more often, particularly social media, as it is shown in a study 
by Office for National Statistics that 93% of 16-24 year olds use the internet for social 
networking and this statistic decreases with each age category. 27 95.9% of all participants 
used social media on a daily basis, 73% watched television, 29.7% viewed images of models, 
yet only 9.5% read magazines. Some participants added their own media platforms such as 
radio and music. This outcome does not surprise me, as, from my own experience, I know 
how widely social media is used on a daily basis.  

 
I discovered that 120 respondents (81.1%) thought underweight models create unrealistic 
beauty standards, 12.2% disagreed with this and the remainder of responses were mixed. 

When asked why they thought this, the majority of respondents voting ‘yes’ said 
underweight models make underweight look normal which is, for example, ‘damaging and 
false’. However, I also received some long and useful responses explaining why the 
participants answered ‘yes’, ‘no’ or other.  

                                                      
27 Ons.gov.uk. (2017). Internet access - households and individuals - Office for National Statistics. 
[online] Available at: 
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/householdcharacteristics/homeinternetan
dsocialmediausage/datasets/internetaccesshouseholdsandindividualsreferencetables [Accessed Feb. 
2018]. 



 
A similar number of respondents believed that the media is not a healthy image to follow, 
(79.9%) but over 20 participants added their own response instead of ‘yes’ or ‘no’, such as: 
‘Sometimes they are, e.g. in sports magazines, but those high fashion models often look so ill.’ 
and ‘Some are and some aren't.’ These responses suggest media representations change 
depending on the focus (fashion, sport, general) and perhaps I should have been more precise 
with the question. 
 
I also asked some personal questions to see if there is a link between the media and body 
image issues. I asked participants to rate how important their appearance is to them on a 
scale of 1-10, and discovered that 25.5% (38) respondents rated the importance of their 
appearance an 8. Shockingly, 16.1% (24) participants selected 10. 

 
 In the next question, I discovered 83.9% (125) participants often compare their body to those 
of others. This result shocked me at first as it is a vast and clear majority, but it is likely that 
most or all of the respondents who do compare themselves, also said that they use social 
media and/or television. 64.4% of participants have seen an advertisement, photo or 
television programme which affected their self-esteem, which is also a likely cause for the 
number of people comparing their bodies to others. People who had answered ‘yes’ said they 
‘felt worse about the body [they] have’ and some people even felt ‘like a failure’, ‘depressed’, 
and ‘hopeless’. These shocking responses highlight what a devastating effect the media can 
have on body image and self-esteem, which is likely to lead to an eating disorder such as 
anorexia. All respondents who expressed extremely negative feelings, after looking at an 
image in the media, were either under 16 or between the ages of 16 and 25. 
 
 



 I was able to link these statistics together using a spreadsheet containing all my responses.  
Here is an example: 

 
 
For the question ‘who/what do you think the idea of "the perfect body" is more influenced 
by?’, there was a majority of 38.5% (57 respondents) stating that peers of the same gender 
were the biggest influence. As social media was not included in the multiple-choice options, I 
wasn’t surprised to discover that 6 respondents added ‘social media’, most of them 
specifically naming Instagram which, in a study done by the BBC, is said to be the worst social 
media for impacting teenage mental health.24 One of the respondents said Lots of photos on 
social media are about looks rather than about things & activities people enjoyed’ suggesting 
that social media is a big factor in people’s lives nowadays. 
 

I asked participants if they would ever undergo surgery to achieve a certain body type and 
luckily 62.4% of respondents said ‘no’, but 18.8% said ‘yes’ and a similar amount responded 
with ‘maybe’. Respondents saying ‘no’ explained their answer with ‘it is not that important to 
me’ or ‘not my kind of thing’. Some participants were specific about what surgery they would 
have, such as ‘rib removed and boob job’, and ‘lip fillers’. Others gave a more general point of 



view, eg: ‘I believe that we are who we are and we should just make the most of what we 
have’. 
 
My two penultimate questions were ‘What do you feel it is in our society that leaves people 
with a low self-image?’ and ‘Do you feel anything should be changed within the media to help 
prevent eating disorders or low self-image?’ For the first question, I received a variety of 
answers, but social media, peer pressure and diet culture were recurring responses. In the 
second question, many respondents stated that underweight models and airbrushing should 
be banned, or even made illegal, e.g. ‘It should be illegal for models to be 
unhealthy/underweight’.  

 
My final question was ‘do you believe happiness depends on physical appearance’. Luckily, 
53% of respondents said no, but there were 39 who stated their own response, including: ‘It 
shouldn’t do but it does’ and ‘I feel that people can gain happiness from their appearance 
without it being a bad/unhealthy habit’. Most participants believed it depends on who you 
are, particularly how insecure you are about yourself; for some people, happiness may 
completely depend on physical appearance if they do not feel good about themselves in other 
aspects of life. 
 

 



Evaluation 

It is evident through studies I have found online and through my own research that the media 
does influence anorexia to a great degree. My dissertation displays an in-depth overview of 
anorexia. I have included various pieces of research showing the impact of the illness on the 
sufferer and how it greatly takes over their life. I have also included a section on the media, 
including television, social media and magazines, including several research studies which 
provide statistics and material on how the different types of media are used by society and 
how it is affected. When evaluating my own research study, I tried to link my findings back to 
my topic question: ‘To what extent does the media influence anorexia?’ 
 
Firstly, I believe the media is greatly responsible for influencing anorexia because research 
done by professionals and myself indicates this. My research study suggested that the media 
does influence anorexia, because in my first questionnaire, 55.3% of participants – who were 
anorexia sufferers – believe that the media influenced the onset of their eating disorder. A 
further 78.9% of participants believe that the media further influences anorexia once the 
illness is developed. This high statistic is an indicator that the media greatly influences 
anorexia and suggests it makes the illness worse. Over 80% of my participants had heard of 
or used Pro Anorexia sites which suggests another link between the media and influencing 
anorexia as these sites often push the sufferers further into the illness, making them feel even 
worse about the way they look and can often be extremely damaging, making the recovery 
even more difficult. I also found in my second study that 64.4% of 148 participants have seen 
an advertisement, photo or television programme that affected their self-esteem. Low self-
esteem and poor body image are great contributing factors to the onset of anorexia, and my 
study and others (such as Botta’s30 and a study conducted by Rader Programs) also display 
evidence for this.  Clearly, these figures are enough to suggest that the media is one of the 
biggest factors which influences anorexia.  
 
On the other hand, there are many different factors which may influence anorexia, so it is 
almost impossible to target one particular cause or influence. I discovered there are many 
things which may trigger an eating disorder such as trauma, throw away comments, poor 
body image and biological factors. In my own research study, there were a variety of 
responses to the question ‘what do you feel caused your anorexia?’ suggesting there is not 
one particular cause or factor as it depends on the individual’s life experience. In my study, 
answers ranged from peer pressure, no self-confidence, family difficulties, and bullying. 
Although Renee Botta’s study30 suggested that girls who read fashion magazines have a slight 
tendency to disordered eating, there was no correlation found between body image and 
magazine reading found. Some participants in my research study believed the media did not 
influence their eating disorder because they were too young to be affected by the media, or 
it was not something they were interested in.  
 
In conclusion, I strongly believe the media influences anorexia to a great extent. Although 
there are a few cases from my research study against this, as other factors such as childhood 
trauma and bullying were sometimes identified as the main focus in the onset of anorexia, 
there are more studies and facts to suggest the media does have a great impact on anorexia. 
The rise of social media, which I have experienced first-hand along with many others in my 
age group, means Pro Anorexia sites, images of underweight models and advertisements of 



the ‘perfect’ body and how to obtain it, are more accessible, meaning more and more people 
have an image to compare themselves to, leading to a spiral of low self-esteem and wanting 
to diet, which is extremely likely to lead to an eating disorder. Anorexia is the most common 
eating disorder affecting mainly 14-25 year olds, which is also the age group that uses the 
media more than any other. Therefore, the media is a major contributor to influencing 
anorexia.  
 
 

 
 


