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Research conducted in the past has suggested that viewing images of attractive individuals can affect one’s self-
esteem. The purpose of this study was to determine whether individuals viewing attractive images of the same sex 
would report a lower self-esteem than individuals who viewed neutral images. Participants were to either view 
images of physically attractive people or outdoor scenery and to then take a brief self-esteem scale with ten 
statements in regards to self-esteem. There were no significant differences between the individuals that viewed the 
attractive images and those that viewed the neutral images. These results may indicate that both attractive and 
neutral images may not actually have an effect on one’s self-esteem. 
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Mass media and societal pressures can have a great 
impact on one’s self-esteem. Everyday life circumstances such 
as watching television, looking through magazines, and 
browsing through numerous social media platforms can give 
both males and females an unrealistic and dissatisfying 
impression of themselves. In these particular platforms people 
are exposed to images of highly attractive individual’s on a 
regular basis. The influence of exposure to attractive 
individuals in media can be associated with individuals wanting 
to alter their body (Fernandez & Pritchard, 2012). It is 
important, therefore, to understand the effect that images of 
attractive individuals from mass media can have on self-esteem. 

Previous studies have shown that viewing images of 
physically attractive individuals can decrease one’s perception 
of his or her own attractiveness. Little and Mannion (2006) 
conducted an experiment in which heterosexual women rated 
images of attractive and unattractive women. The researchers 
found that viewing attractive images decreased participants’ 

perceptions of the attractiveness of their own faces and bodies, 
whereas viewing unattractive images increased participants’ 
self-perceived facial and body attractiveness. Although this 
study examined effects on body image, it is possible that low 
body image will have a negative influence on self-esteem.  

A similar study conducted by Grogan, Williams, and 
Conner (1995) had male and female participants complete a 
body   image   questionnaire.     The   participants   then   rated 
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photographs of male models (experimental group men), female 
models (experimental group women), or landscapes (control 
group men and women). After rating the photographs, the 
participants again completed a body image questionnaire. The 
researchers found that both males’ and females’ body-esteem 
decreased after viewing the images of the models, whereas the 
control group did not change in this respect. These findings 
indicate that both males and females make negative assessments 
of their body when viewing images of attractive individuals.  

Other studies have suggested that viewing images of 
models does not have a negative effect on body image. For 
example, Richins (1991) found that participants who viewed 
ads with attractive models did not have significantly lower body 
image than participants who viewed ads with no models. 
However, Myers and Biocca (1992) found that young women 
felt thinner than they normally would when viewing body 
image commercials, but not when viewing neutral image 
commercials. Perhaps this was because the commercials’ 

message has led women to have a higher sense of self-control 
and to idealize their body as perceived in the commercials.  

A potential weakness of Richins’ (1991) and Myers 
and Biocca’s (1992) studies is that attractive images were 
embedded in the advertisements. These advertisements may 
have included specific messages that could have affected the 
participants’ perceived body image and obscure the effects of 
the attractive models in the commercials. In contrast, the 
studies of Little and Mannion (2006) and Grogan, Williams, 
and Conner (1995) used stimuli that were solely images of 
individuals. Therefore, besides the images shown there was no 
other obvious source for the effects on body image. 
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The research cited above examined the effects of 

viewing attractive individuals on one’s own body image.  If a 
person experiences decreased body image, that may translate to 
decreased self-esteem.  To examine this possibility, I explored 
the relationship between viewing images of attractive 
individuals and self-esteem. Participants were randomly 
assigned to two groups. One group viewed a series of neutral 
images, whereas the other group viewed a series of images of 
physically attractive individuals of the same sex as the 
participant. After viewing the images, both groups filled out a 
self-esteem questionnaire. I hypothesized that participants who 
viewed images of attractive individuals would report a lower 
self-esteem than individuals who viewed neutral images.  
 

METHOD 

 
Participants 

 A convenience sample of 29 participants, 23 female 
and six male, was obtained by handing out surveys to students 
in an introductory research methods class at the University of 
Minnesota. The ages of the participants ranged from 19 to 50 
(M = 22, SD = 5.57). In terms of race, 83% of the 
participants were Caucasian, 10% Asian/Pacific Islander, 3% 
African American, and 3% were listed as Other. The 
participants were not compensated for the experiment.  
 

Materials 

In order to manipulate the independent variable, nine 
images were obtained from magazines:  three images of 
physically attractive females, three images of physically 
attractive males, and three neutral images. A physically 
attractive image was defined as any image of a model in a 
magazine, while a neutral image was defined as outdoor 
scenery.  For both sets of physically attractive images, two 
black and white images and one color image were chosen. The 
physically attractive female images consisted of two body shots 
and one head shot. The images of physically attractive males 
consisted of one body shot and two head shots. The images of 
outdoor scenery were solely color pictures. I intentionally 
chose images without words so that the phrases would not 
affect the participants’ ratings. 
 To measure the participants’ self-esteem, I used the 
Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale (Rosenberg, 1965). The RSES is 
a brief ten-item scale with ten statements, five statements are 
worded positively and five statements are worded negatively 
(see Appendix). “I feel that I have a number of good qualities,” 
is an example of a positively worded statement included in the 
RSES. “I feel I do not have much to be proud of,” is a 
negatively worded statement from the RSES. Participants 
responded to each statement on a 4-point Likert scale by 
indicating if they strongly agree, agree, disagree, or strongly 
disagree. The RSES was administered as a paper and pencil 
questionnaire. 
 

 

 

Procedure 

After giving informed consent, participants reached in 
a Ziploc bag and retrieved a sticky-note to see whether they 
would be in the experimental group or the control group of the 
study. Each participant in the experimental group viewed three 
images of models that were the same sex as the participant and 
participants in the control group viewed images of outdoor 
scenery. Participants viewed their corresponding three images 
for up to one minute. Once participants were done viewing the 
images they then completed the RSES. When a participant 
completed the RSES and turned it in, I debriefed the participant 
by verbally explaining the purpose of the study.  
 

RESULTS 

 
To score the RSES, each of the positively-worded 

statements (1, 2, 4, 6, and 7) were scored from 0 to 3 
according to the level of agreement and each of the negatively-
worded statements (3, 5, 8, 9, and 10) were scored in reverse. 
Then, all 10 items were summed to create a summary score 
ranging from zero to thirty. Higher scores represented greater 
self-esteem.  

An independent samples t-test showed that participants 
who viewed attractive images (M = 21.00, SD = 4.04) and 
participants who viewed neutral images (M = 22.80, SD = 
5.09) did not differ significantly on self-esteem scores, t(27) = 
-1.05, p = 0.303.  

 
DISCUSSION 

 
The results of this experiment did not support the 

hypothesis that participants who viewed images of attractive 
individuals would report lower self-esteem than individuals 
who viewed neutral images. There were no significant 
differences between the two groups. 

The results are not consistent with previous research. 
For example, the study by Grogan et al. (1995) found that 
participants’ body-esteem decreased after viewing the images of 
models, whereas the control group did not change in the same 
respect. The present study did not control for the participants’ 
initial self-esteem before viewing the images. By including a 
self-esteem questionnaire similar to that of Grogan et al.’s 
(1995) body-image questionnaire before the participants viewed 
the images, I could have determined if the images contribute to 
an increase or decrease in self-esteem, and control for initial 
differences in self-esteem and body-esteem. This limitation may 
have contributed to the non-significant findings.  However, it 
should be noted that the prior research cited in the introduction 
measured “body image”, which may differ from “self-esteem”.  
It is possible that body image is negatively affected by viewing 

photos of others while self-esteem is unaffected.  
Additionally, a number of limitations and problems in 

the present study  may explain why  significant results were not  
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obtained. Perhaps the differing results are because of the low 
number of images that were used. Grogan et al. (1995) used 
sixteen images for each category of images (female models, 
male models, and landscapes), whereas I used three images for 
each category. Using a greater amount of images per category 
may have resulted in a stronger effect as the participants would 
have been exposed to more images for a greater amount of 
time. Also, Grogan et al. (1995) included images that were 
matched for attractiveness based on 12 independent judges for 
emphasized body part, pose, and attractiveness. This would 
have been useful to do in the present study as ratings from 
three members of our research team may have had more bias 
than having 12 individuals outside of the experiment rate the 
images. The three members of our team may have had similar 
perceptions of attractiveness, but 12 individuals are more likely 
to converge on representative perceptions of attractiveness. 
More importantly, a manipulation check was not conducted to 
determine whether people perceive the people in the photos to 
be attractive.  It is possible that the photos were not particularly 
attractive to participants. 

Future research about this topic would need to show 
an extensive number of images for each category of male 
models, female models, and neutral images. Participants would 
then be exposed to the images for a longer period of time 
which could potentially alter their self-esteem. Also, showing 
each image separately for the same amount of time rather than 
showing all the images concurrently would be advisable in 

order for particular images to not be emphasized more than 
others.  

Future research might take into consideration other 
factors that might also influence a person’s self-esteem and 
perception of others, such as whether or not the person is 
currently in a romantic relationship. It is plausible that 
individuals in a relationship may find the attractive images to 
increase their self-esteem, while individuals that are not in a 
relationship may have a decrease in self-esteem. Although this 
particular study did not find significant results, the effect was 
in the right direction. Being able to recognize the implications 
and limitations of this study can help future studies in 
identifying the effect of viewing physically attractive people on 
self-esteem. 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

APPENDIX 
 

Instructions: After viewing the images please check the appropriate box that 
most closely identifies with how accurate each statement is about you. 
 

 
 

What is your age?  ____________ 
 

What is your gender? 
a. Male 
b. Female    

  

What is your ethnicity? 
a. Caucasian 
b. African American 
c. Hispanic 
d. Asian/Pacific Islander 
e. Native American 
f. Other (Please specify.)  ____________ 
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