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Self-esteem is an impactful component in a person’s life that can fluctuate regularly. The current study analyzed 

the impact of media image content on female viewers’ self-esteem. We hypothesized that women who viewed 

advertisements containing an attractive celebrity face would experience a greater decline in self-esteem levels than 

those who viewed comparable media images without a face. Our hypothesis was not supported; we did not find a 

significant relationship between image content and change in self-esteem. Regardless, it is important to continue 

investigating how exposure to media images can affect one’s self-esteem, as low self-esteem levels have been 

linked to the development of eating disorders and mental illness. 
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Between billboards, magazines, and the internet, a 

person may feel bombarded by advertisements on a daily basis. 

When these advertisements contain pictures of attractive 

people, such as celebrities and models, what effect does this 

have on the viewer’s self-esteem? Given the associations 

between low self-esteem and depression, negative affect (Stice 

and Shaw, 1994), body dissatisfaction, and bulimic 

symptomology (van Furth, 2016), it is essential to understand 

the impact of media advertising on self-esteem.  

According to Kenealy, Gleeson, Frude, and Shaw 

(1991), the relationship between self-esteem and self-perceived 

levels of attractiveness begins in childhood. In the study, 

children completed a self-esteem measure and then rated their 

own attractiveness. The researchers found that children with 

lower self-esteem ratings believed themselves to be less 

attractive than the objective raters found them. The results of 

this study demonstrate that self-esteem and self-perceptions of 

attractiveness are positively correlated and that people can 

begin experiencing lowered self-esteem at a young age. 

Researchers have expanded upon this finding by 

attempting to manipulate people’s self-esteem using media 

images  of  attractive  models.  For example, Knee, Neighbors,  
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and Patrick (2003) studied how women’s perceived levels of 

self-attractiveness impacted the likelihood of them comparing 

their bodies to those of thin models, and how that altered their 

self-esteem. The researchers found that women experienced 

negative affect (i.e., negative emotions) and reduced self-

esteem if they engaged in upward comparison (i.e., comparing 

themselves to someone more attractive). This was especially 

true for women who had low levels of self-perceived 

attractiveness before exposure to the images. This study 

suggests that media images could have a negative impact on the 

viewer’s emotions and self-esteem. 

Tiggemann and McGill (2004) studied whether 

advertisements containing a picture of either a model’s entire 

body or part of a model’s body resulted in greater negative 

affect in female subjects. The researchers found that viewing 

pictures containing a model’s full body and those with only 

parts of the body had equivalent detrimental impacts on mood 

and body satisfaction. Finally, the study found that women who 

reported engaging in more self-comparison reported lower 

mood and body satisfaction than women who reported engaging 

in less self-comparison. These results support the hypothesis 

that viewing media images containing only parts of a model’s 

body can negatively impact women’s affect and self-perceptions 

of attractiveness. 

Similarly, Balcetis and Zell (2012) investigated the 

effect of social comparison on self-evaluated attractiveness. 

Subjects were given surveys to analyze their self-esteem and 

overall level of satisfaction with their appearance. The 

participants were then shown pictures of either the faces of 

attractive   models,   faces   of   average   looking   people,   or  
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FIGURE 1.  Advertisements containing celebrity faces. 

 

 

landscapes (control). Next, subjects were placed in front of a 

mirror and asked to pick out their real picture from a collection 

of images that had been morphed to make them look varyingly 

more or less attractive. It was found that subjects exposed to 

more attractive faces tended to pick a less attractive picture of 

themselves, and those exposed to less attractive people in 

pictures picked out a more attractive picture of themselves. 

This study provides evidence that exposure to attractive faces in 

the media alters the viewer’s perceptions of their own facial 

attractiveness. 

Researchers have made great strides in studying the 

impact of images containing attractive people on women’s self-

perceived levels of attractiveness. Nevertheless, whether 

viewing attractive faces, such as those of celebrities, has a 

significant impact on women’s self-esteem has not been 

thoroughly studied. This study attempts to address this gap in 

research by measuring female participants’ self-esteem levels 

before and after exposure to advertisements with or without the 

faces of attractive female celebrities. We predicted that subjects 

viewing pictures with celebrity faces would experience a larger 

decline in self-esteem than those shown neutral advertisements.  

 

METHOD 

 

Participants 

Twenty-three young (mean age = 20, SD = 1.36) 

female participants from an undergraduate psychology course 

participated in the study. Of the subjects, 65% identified 

themselves as Caucasian, 4% as Latino or Hispanic, 26% as 

Asian or Pacific Islander, and 4% as other. The participants 

were not compensated for their participation. 

 

Materials 

The present study used paper surveys to record 

subjects’ demographic information. Different questions from a 

self-esteem scale created by Rosenberg (1965) were used to 

create paper surveys that measured subjects’ self-esteem levels 

before  and  after  treatment  (see  Appendices  A  and B).  The  

                      

                          

                     

                            
 

FIGURE 2.  Advertisements without celebrity faces. 

 

 
questions created by Rosenberg can be identified in bold in the 

appendices. A few of the questions on the forms were used to 

disguise the nature of the study and were not analyzed upon 

completion of the study. The researchers created the irrelevant 

questions by trying to match the wording of the prompts 

created by Rosenberg. Paper forms were also used for subjects 

to rank how attractive they found each face (see Appendix C), 

or overall image (see Appendix D) using a Likert scale.  

Google Slides was used to create the two slideshows of 

advertisement images. The images were obtained from a 

Google Image search using the phrase “celebrity endorsement 

advertisements” (see Figure 1). Google Image searches were 

made to find advertisements for the control group that 

corresponded with the brands of the products in the 

experimental images (see Figure 2). For example, one set of 

images used were advertisements for L’Oreal makeup, where 

the image in the experimental condition contained the face of 

Beyoncé Knowles, while the control advertisement showed only 

their packaged makeup. 

 

Procedure 

Four subjects at a time were brought into a room and 

were asked to sit at a computer. Two women sat at computers 

designated for the experimental group, and two sat at 

computers for the control group. Assignment to conditions was 

random. The participants were given an informed consent form 

and were told to complete a survey to record demographic 

information and their baseline self-esteem levels (Appendix A). 

The subjects were told to begin the slideshow and complete the 

appropriate rating form. If the women were in the experimental 

group, they were shown ten advertisements, each containing a 

different female celebrity face. After looking at an image, they 

used a form to rate how attractive they found the celebrity’s 
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face (Appendix C). If they were assigned to the control group, 

they were shown ten advertisements that corresponded to the 

brands in the experimental group (e.g., both advertising 

L’Oreal makeup), but the advertisements did not contain a 

celebrity face. These participants used the form to rank each 

advertisement based on how attractive they found each picture 

holistically (Appendix D). Next, all subjects were told to 

complete the final questionnaire, which reassessed their self-

esteem levels (Appendix B). The participants were then 

debriefed together inside of the testing room.  

 

RESULTS 

 

The data were separated into experimental and control 

groups, and the mean change in self-esteem scores was 

calculated for each group using the Rosenberg self-esteem 

questions. The form in Appendix A was scored with “Strongly 

Agree” equaling 3, “Agree” 2, “Disagree”1, and “Strongly 

Disagree” equaling 0. The form shown in Appendix B was 

reverse scored, with “Strongly Agree” equaling 0, “Agree” 1, 

“Disagree” 2, and “Strongly Disagree” 3. A directional 

independent-groups t-test was performed to determine whether 

the changes in self-esteem scores declined significantly more 

after viewing advertisements with attractive female celebrity’s 

faces than after viewing advertisements containing only 

products. Analyses showed that the women who viewed 

advertisements containing attractive celebrity faces (M = -

1.50, SD = 3.99) did not have significantly larger decreases in 

self-esteem scores than those who viewed media images 

without a face (M = -1.09, SD = 1.45; t(21) = 0.32, p = 

0.376). 

 

DISCUSSION 

 

The results of this study did not support the hypothesis 

that women exposed to attractive faces in advertisements would 

experience a significantly larger decline in self-esteem scores 

than women shown comparable advertisements without a face. 

This finding differs from past research, such as the study done 

by Knee, Neighbors, and Patrick (2003), who found that 

women who viewed images containing beautiful models 

experienced a greater increase in negative affect compared to 

women who were shown neutral pictures.  

Due to an abundance of past research, it is likely that 

when women view media images containing an attractive face, 

it has an impact on their self-esteem levels. The present study 

may not support this conclusion due to the small sample size of 

23 subjects. The participants were all psychology majors at the 

University of Minnesota, which limits the external validity of 

this study. Moreover, the celebrities in the photographs may 

not have been seen as attractive by the participants, as 

screening was not done beforehand to determine how 

universally attractive the celebrities were found to be. 

Therefore, participants who saw the celebrities in the 

advertisements as unattractive may not show a decline in self-

esteem. It is also possible participants were aware of the 

purpose of the study and could have answered similarly on the 

before and after slideshow surveys, resulting in a lack of 

significant changes in self-esteem scores. Splitting the 

Rosenberg self-esteem scale in half may have resulted in 

inequivalent measures of changing self-esteem. If the pre- and 

posttest did not equivalently measure subjects’ self-esteem, then 

comparing the two scores would be erroneous. Finally, the 

participant may not have been exposed to enough 

advertisements for a diminution in self-esteem to occur. 

Future research could address the issues in this study 

by using a larger sample size of randomly chosen women to 

increase the power of the study and allow for greater external 

validity. An established procedure could be used to choose 

advertisements based on how attractive people find various 

celebrities, increasing the likelihood of participants engaging in 

upward comparison during the study. To reduce differences 

between the control and experimental advertisements, the same 

advertisement could be used for both groups with the attractive 

face edited out for the control group. Counterbalancing could 

be used for the self-esteem surveys to minimize the effects of 

inequalities in the measurement scales. Having more items on 

the self-esteem measurements would better evaluate subjects’ 

self-esteem levels, as well as increase the likelihood of 

detecting an effect. More advertisements could be shown to 

participants, also increasing the possibility of finding an effect. 

Moreover, further research is needed to evaluate how race and 

gender impact viewers’ self-comparison to media images. 

This study compared the impact of media images 

containing an attractive female celebrity face on women’s self-

esteem levels. Upon analysis, the self-esteem levels of 

participants did not decline by a larger amount when presented 

with advertisements with attractive faces than neutral 

advertisements. Since people are exposed to advertisements on 

a daily basis, it is crucial for researchers to continue studying 

the media’s impact on viewers’ self-esteem. 

 

APPENDIX A 
 

 Strongly 

Agree 

(3) 

Agree 

 

(2) 

Disagree 

 

(1) 

Strongly 

Disagree 

(0) 

I feel that I am a person of worth, at 

least on an equal plane with others. 

    

I feel that I am physically attractive.      

I feel that I have a number of good 

qualities 

    

I feel that I have a personality that 

attracts other people.  

    

I am able to do things as well as most 

other people 

    

I am able to accept changes in life.      

I take a positive attitude toward 

myself. 

    

I feel that I am successful.      

On the whole, I am satisfied with 

myself. 
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APPENDIX B 

 

 Strongly 

Agree 

(0) 

Agree 

 

(1) 

Disagree 

 

(2) 

Strongly 

Disagree 

(3) 

I consider myself outgoing.      

I feel I do not have much to be proud of.     

I am proud of my accomplishments.     

I wish I could have more respect for 

myself. 

    

I’d rather work alone than in a group.     

I certainly feel useless at times.     

I feel I am worthy of love.      

At times I think I am no good at all.     

 

APPENDIX C 
 

Now, we would like you to rate the celebrity faces on each of the 10 advertisements 

you see on a scale from 1 to 10, where 1 is not at all attractive and 10 is extremely 

attractive. 
 

   Not attractive at all             Neutral             Extremely attractive 

1.       1        2        3        4        5        6        7        8        9        10         

2.       1        2        3        4        5        6        7        8        9        10 

3.       1        2        3        4        5        6        7        8        9        10 

4.       1        2        3        4        5        6        7        8        9        10 

5.       1        2        3        4        5        6        7        8        9        10 

6.       1        2        3        4        5        6        7        8        9        10 

7.       1        2        3        4        5        6        7        8        9        10 

8.       1        2        3        4        5        6        7        8        9        10 

9.       1        2        3        4        5        6        7        8        9        10 

10.       1        2        3        4        5        6        7        8        9        10 
 

APPENDIX D 
 

Now, we would like you to rate each of the 10 advertisements you see on a scale 

from 1 to 10, where 1 is not at all attractive and 10 is extremely attractive. 
 

     Not attractive at all             Neutral             Extremely attractive 

1.       1        2        3        4        5        6        7        8        9        10 

2.       1        2        3        4        5        6        7        8        9        10 

3.       1        2        3        4        5        6        7        8        9        10 

4.       1        2        3        4        5        6        7        8        9        10 

5.       1        2        3        4        5        6        7        8        9        10 

6.       1        2        3        4        5        6        7        8        9        10 

7.       1        2        3        4        5        6        7        8        9        10 

8.       1        2        3        4        5        6        7        8        9        10 

9.       1        2        3        4        5        6        7        8        9        10 

10.       1        2        3        4        5        6        7        8        9        10 
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