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Mean body mass indices (BMIs, kg/m 2) of North Americans aged 18 to 24
collected from 11 national health surveys were compared to: Playboy center-
fold models, Miss America Pageant winners, and Playgirl models. The survey
samples were representative of the mix of d ifferent ethnic and racial groups
in Canada and the USA. No racial or ethnic information was availab le for
either the Playboy women or the Miss America Pageant winners. Ninety
percent of the Playgirl men were white; 10%, black; 1.5%, Hispanic black;
and .8%, American Sam oan. From the 1950s to the present, while the body
sizes of Miss America Pageant winners decreased sign i® cantly and the body
sizes of Playboy centerfold models remained below normal body weight, the
body sizes of Playgirl models and young adult North American women and
men increased sign i® cantly. The increase in body size of Playgirl models
appears to be due to an increase in muscularity, whereas the increase in body
size of young North American men and women is more likely due to an
increase in body fat. Thus, in the 1990s, the body size and shape of the
average young adult North American became increasingly different from the
ideal being promoted by the media. Furthermore the difference in male and
female body sizes depicted by the media in the 1990s was huge, whereas the
difference between the body sizes of 18- to 24-year-o ld North American
women and men was actually quite small. These discrepancies are discussed
in relation to the different sociocultural expectations for the two genders and
the increasing prevalence of body dissatisfactio n reported by both women
and men.
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There has been growing concern about body dissatisfaction, particularly in

young women. Studie s have reported body dissatisfaction prevalence

greater than 60 percent for high school aged females (Garner, 1997; Paxton

et al., 1991; Rosen & Gross, 1987) and higher than 80 percent for women in

unive rsity (Drewnowski & Yee, 1987; Silbe rstein, Striegel-Moore , Timko, &

Rodin, 1998) . A Canadian study reported that a large percentage of younge r

women feel that the ir body weight is too high and are trying to lose weight

even when the ir weights are within, or be low, the range that is conside red

healthy (Green et al., 1997) .

A dramatic increase in the prevalence of eating disorde rs has paralle led

the increased prevalence of body dissatisfaction. The sociocultural pressures

that lead women to diet and increase the ir vulne rability to deve loping an

eating disorde r (Coope r, 1995; Mazur, 1986) appear to be the best explana-

tion for the recent increase in body dissatisfaction and the increased preva-

lence of eating disorde rs (Raphae l & Lacey, 1992; Walle r & Shaw, 1994;

White , 1992) . In particular, the role of the media and the thin standard of

attractive ness for women promoted by the media has been shown to lead

women to rate the ir bodie s more negative ly (Hamilton & Walle r, 1993) ,

which, in turn, leads to an increase in eating disorder symptoms (Irving,

1990; Stice & Shaw, 1994) .

In the ir classic study, Garner, Gar® nke l, Schwartz and Thompson

(1980) analyze d the change s in weights of Playboy centerfold mode ls and

Miss America Pagean t conte stants from 1959 to 1978. They found a signi® -

cant decrease in the weights of centerfold mode ls and pageant conte stants

as a percent of their expected weight based on Socie ty of Actuaries norms

for 1959. Contrary to the Playboy and Miss America women, a comparison

of actuarial data from those same years, 1959 to 1979, revealed that the

weight of women and men aged 17 to 24 increased rather than decreased.

The Garner et al. (1980) study was extended by Wiseman, Gray, Mosimann,

and Ahrens (1992) to the period 1979 to 1988. Wiseman et al. (1992)

reported that Miss America conte stants continued to decrease in weight

while Playboy centerfold mode ls maintaine d the low weight reported by

Garner et al. (1980) . (It is inte resting to note that Miss America conte stants

work out an average of 14 hours a week, some, as many as 35 hours a

week, in order to achieve the current body ideal {Wil¯ ey & Rodin, 1995}).

Other researchers have documented corresponding trends towards thinne r

body sizes for female fashion models (Morris, Cooper, & Coope r, 1989)

and women in movie s (Silve rste in, Perdue , Peterson, & Kelly, 1986) . And,

compared to the most popular men’ s magazine s, women’ s magazine s con-

tain 10 times the number of die t-promoting article s and adve rtisements

(Andersen & DiDomenico, 1992) , furthe r promoting a thin body ideal

for women.
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Eating disorde rs and body dissatisfaction have not been studied as

extensive ly in men as in women (Nemeroff, Stein, Diehl, & Smilack, 1993) .

Most like ly because the incide nce of anorexia nervosa in male s is low and

when it does occur, it appears to be related to health and ® tness, rather

than the desire to attain an ideal body shape . Among young adults, only

one male to ten female s is diagnose d with anorexia nervosa (Andersen,

1995) . Some subgroups of adult male s, such as male wrestlers and homosex-

ual male s, are more like ly to develop an eating disorde r, but the incide nce

of eating disorders even within these special subgroups is still much less

than among heterosexual females (Andersen, 1995) . As in young boys

(Bryant-Waugh , 1994) , adult male s who develop eating disorde rs are more

like ly to be concerned with the ir health. Most have experienced actual,

medically de ® ned premorbid obesity (Andersen, 1995) .

Yet a cultural preference for a large , muscular, and mesomorphic body

type clearly exists for male s. The preference for the mesomorphic body

type deve lops sometime between the ages of six and seven (Staf® eri, 1967;

Wright & Bradbard, 1980) and increases markedly with age (Lerner,

R. M., 1972; Lerner, R. M. & Korn, 1972) . At the same time, attitude s

toward the thinne r, ectomorphic and fatter, endomorphic body types be-

come increasingly unfavorable (Collins, & Plahn, 1988; Lerner, R. M., 1972;

Lerner, R. M. & Korn, 1972) . These attitude s prevail across diffe rences in

inte llectual ability (Staf® eri, 1968) , educational leve l (Brodsky, 1954) , cul-

ture (Lerner, R. C. & Jovanovic, 1990; Lerner, R. M., & Pool, 1972) , race

(Brodsky, 1954) , socio-e conomic class (Brodsky, 1954) , and gender (Lerner,

R. M., 1969; Lerner, R. C. & Jovanovic, 1990; Staf® eri, 1967) . The preference

for the mesomorphic body type appears to reach its peak during early

adole scence (Lerner, R. M., 1969; 1972) and early adulthood (Brodsky,

1954; Collins & Plahn, 1988; Dibiase & Hjelle , 1968) . Astonishingly, 100

percent of the male participants in the Dibiase and Hjelle study (1968)

desired to look like the mesomorphic body type .

Yet younge r men are generally not as dissatis® ed with the ir weight or

appearance as women are (Fallon, 1990) . It is not until they are in the ir

40s and 50s that men become as dissatis® ed with the ir body shape as women

(Rozin & Fallon, 1988) . The change in attitude appears to result from olde r

male s holding body image ideals identical to those of younge r male s as

the ir own bodie s become heavie r with age (Fallon, 1990) . Even so, they,

like the ir younge r male counte rparts, are much less like ly than women to

die t or be concerned about their weight (Fallon, 1990; 1994) . In contrast

to women who do not feel thin until the ir weight is be low 90 percent of

the ir ideal body weight, men feel thin until their weight is as high as 105%

of the ir ideal body weight (Andersen, 1995) .

However, appare ntly as a result of the mesomorphic ideal, between a
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® fth and a third of preadole scent (Collins, 1991) , adole scent (Cohn et al.,

1987) , and college-age males (Calden, 1959; Cohn & Adler, 1992) would

like to be heavie r. Approximate ly one -half of high school boys desire larger

biceps, wrists, shoulde rs, and chests (Huenemann, Shapiro, Hampton, &

Shapiro, 1966) ; and college age men, large r chests and arms (Calden, 1959) .

Although both over- and unde rweight males report high body dissatisfac-

tion (Drewnowski & Yee, 1987; Tucker, 1982) , the greatest body dissatisfac-

tion appears to occur in thin male s (Abell & Richards, 1996; Rosen & Gross,

1987) . Underweight colle ge age men are as dissatis® ed with themselves as

overweight colle ge women (Harmatz, Gronendyke , & Thomas, 1985) .

The desire for a large r, more muscular body has been associate d with

anabolic steroid use (Brower, Blow, & Hill, 1994) which is on the increase

in adole scents and among non-body builde rs (Wroble wska, 1997) . Seven

percent of 12th grade boys have reported using anabolic steroids to increase

the ir body size (Buckley et al., 1988) . This is highe r than the estimated

incide nce of anorexia nervosa among high school girls (Andersen, 1983)

and similar to the reported incidence of bulimia nervosa (Mizes, 1985) .

Body dissatisfaction in male s has also been associate d with a phenomenon

labe led `̀ reverse anorexia,’ ’ an intense fear of thinness which can potentially

lead to harmful behaviors (Pope, Katz, & Hudson, 1993) .

Like that in females, the current increase in body dissatisfaction, partic-

ularly among thin younge r males and perhaps among even heavie r older

male s, may be related to the body ideal be ing promoted by the media. One

author note s that male icons have become increasingly muscular over the

last 50 years, corresponding to a rise in the ``gym culture ’ ’ and may be

leading men to focus on the discrepancie s between the media body ideal

and their own bodie s (Wroble wska, 1997) . Others have noted that the

media greatly exagge rates gender diffe rences (West & Zimmerman, 1987)

and that the body ideal currently being promoted by the media for men is

muscular (Mishkind, Rodin, Silbe rste in, & Striegel-Moore , 1986) . Several

authors (Davis, Brewer, & Weinstein, 1993; Gross, 1985; Salusso-Deonie r,

Markee, & Pedersen, 1993) have offered anecdotal evidence of the current

muscular male ideal, but there are no studie s to date that have quanti® ed

this trend.

The present study quanti® es current trends in body sizes of men in

the media, determines whether body size differences portraye d in the media

re¯ ect actual gender diffe rences in the population, and addre sses some

limitations of the previous research that examined body size trends of

women in the media. In their comparison of Playboy centerfold mode ls

and Miss America Pagean t conte stants with population body size norms,

Garner et al. (1980) utilize d actuarial data reported in 1959. These data

actually represented population body size means from the years 1934 to
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1953, two diffe rent and non-ove rlapping time periods. The follow-up by

Wiseman et al. (1992) employe d the same method, comparing centerfold

and pageant conte stant body sizes from 1979 to 1988 with the actuarial

body size statistics publishe d in 1979, corresponding to mean population

body sizes from 1950 to 1971. Additionally, the studie s compared the mod-

els’ and conte stants’ weights as a percent of the ir `expected’ weight over

time. This method yields no information about absolute change s in the

body weights of the centerfold mode ls and Miss America conte stants. Thus,

it is not clear, if in relation to each other, the weights of the population

comparison group had increased or the weights of the centerfold mode ls

and Miss America contestants had decreased.

The present study (a) determines the body size change s that have

occurred in average 18- to 24-ye ar-old Canadian and American men and

women and persons in the media over the last 40 years, (b) examines gender

differences in media-promote d body ideals, (c) compares the ideal standards

of attractive ness, as promoted by the media, with the measurements of

ave rage women and men, and (d) compare s population and media body

sizes with government health of® cials’ recommendations.

METHOD

Data Sources

The present study compare s the body sizes of individuals in the media

to reported population body sizes, and each of these is then compared

against a government recommended standard. The population sample con-

sists of women and men aged 18 to 24 who participate d in eleven national

health surveys in Canada and the United States from the 1950s to the 1990s

(see Table I). In each of the surveys the sample s were designed to be

representative of the mix of diffe rent ethnic and racial groups in Canada

and the USA at the time of the survey.

The media sample consists of: (a) women who appeared in Playboy

centerfolds from 1977 to 1996, (b) Miss America Pagean t winne rs from

1953 to 1985, and (c) men who mode led in selected Playgirl magazine s

from 1986 to 1997. Information about race and/or ethnic group was not

available for eithe r the Playboy centerfold women or the Miss America

Pagean t winne rs. Of the 130 Playgirl men, 117 (90%) were white, 10 (7.6%)

were black, 2 (1.5%) were Hispanic black, and 1 (.8%) was American

Samoan.

Body Size Data of Health Survey Participants. Average body sizes from

the Canadian health surveys were obtaine d as follows: he ight and weight
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Tab le I. North American National Health Surveys Included in Study

Method of Obtaining He ights and
Health Survey Weights

Canada

The 1953 Canadian Survey on Average Weights, Measured by trained health of® cials
He ights and Skinfolds

The 1970± 72 Nutrition Canada Survey Measured by trained health of® cials
The 1981 Canada Fitness Survey Measured by trained health of® cials
The 1985 Canada Health Promotion Survey Written se lf-report

The 1990 Canada Health Promotion Survey Written se lf-report
The 1994± 95 National Population Health Survey Verbal se lf-report over telephone

United States

The 1955 Household Food Consumption Survey Measured by trained health of® cials
The 1960± 62 National Health Survey (NHES I) Measured by trained health of® cials
The 1971± 74 National Health and Nutrition Ex- Measured by trained health of® cials

amination Survey (NHA NES I)
The 1976± 80 National Health and Nutrition Ex- Measured by trained health of® cials

amination Survey (NHA NES II)

The 1988± 91 Health and Nutrition Examination Measured by trained health of® cials
Survey (NHA NES III)

data for the 1953, 1970 ± 72 and 1981 health surveys were obtained from

publishe d reports (Canada Fitness Survey, 1983; Nutrition Division, Depart-

ment of National Health and Welfare , 1957; Health and Welfare Canada,

1973) . Height and weight data for the 1985 health survey, and body mass

index (BMI, kg/m2) data for the 1990 health survey were obtained through

the Statistics Canada Data Liberation Initiative (Statistics Canada, 1985;

Statistics Canada, 1990) . Body mass index data for the 1994 ± 95 health

survey were purchase d from Statistics Canada (Statistics Canada, 1995) .

The average body measurements of the persons who participate d in

the 1960 ± 62, 1971± 74, and 1976 ± 80 U.S. health surveys were obtaine d

from Vital and Health Statistics (U.S. Department of Health and Human

Service s, 1976 ± 80; U.S. Department of Health Education and Welfare ,

1960 ± 62; U.S. Department of Health Education and Welfare , 1971 ± 74) .

The 1955 survey results were obtaine d from a publishe d report (Hatha-

way & Foard, 1960) , and data from the 1988± 91 survey were obtaine d from

the U.S. National Center for Health Statistics (Data from NHANES III

Phase 1: 1988 ± 91, 1995) . Not all of the health surveys featured age groups

corresponding exactly to the 18 to 24 age group. Where age groups diffe red

from this targe t group, the close st age groups were chosen for comparison

(see Table II).

Table I reveals how body measurements were obtaine d for each health

survey. Some surveys featuring self-reported body measurements were in-

cluded in the present study. Previous studie s have shown that self-reported
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Tab le II. Age Groups Combined as Substitutes for Health Surveys That Did Not Speci ® cally
Feature an 18- to 24-Year-O ld Age Group

Age Groups

Survey 17± 19 18 19 20± 21 20± 24 20 ± 29 22± 23

The 1955 Household Food X
Consumption Survey

The 1970± 72 Nutrition X X X X

Canada Survey
The 1981 Canada Fitness X X X

Survey
The 1985 Canada Health X X

Promotion Survey

The 1990 Canada Health X X
Promotion Survey

The 1994 ± 95 National Pop- X

ulation Health Survey

body measurements do not diffe r greatly from those obtaine d from mea-

surement by health of® cials, particularly for low and average body weights

(Stewart, Jackson, Ford, & Beaglehole , 1987) .

Body Size Data of Men and Women in the Media. Heights and weights

for Playboy centerfolds were obtained from an Internet on-line ® le (Dean,

Corvin, & Ewell, 1997) for the period September 1977 to November 1996.

Playboy centerfold data prior to this time period was not available on-line

or from Playboy magazine . Heights and weights of Miss America Pagean t

winne rs for the years 1953 to 1978 were obtaine d from the book There she

is: The life and times of Miss America (Deford, 1978) . Heights and weights

of Miss America Pagean t winne rs for the years 1980 to 1985 were obtained

from the Atlantic City Free Public Library (D. Spitle r, personal communica-

tion, February 10, 1997) . Body sizes of Miss America Pagean t winne rs after

1985 were not released by the page ant. Heights and weights of Playgirl

mode ls were taken from all of the issues of Playgirl magazine that could

be located for the years 1986 to 1997. Table III presents the mean heights,

weights and body mass indice s of Playboy centerfold mode ls and Miss

America Pagean t winne rs in ® ve -year periods from 1953 to 1997. Table IV

lists the total numbe r of Playgirl mode ls in each year whose he ights and

weights were recovered for the present study and presents mean height,

weight, and body mass index of the models per year from 1986 to 1997.

Procedure

Body mass index was used as the body size measurement for the

present study, as it is an exce llent indicator of body fat (Health and Welfare
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Tab le III. Mean He ight, Weight, and Body Mass Index of Playboy Centerfold Models and
Miss America Page ant Winners

Years n Mean He ight (m) Mean Weight (kg) BMI (kg/m 2)

Playb oy

1977 ± 1982 66 1.68 51.10 18.12
1983 ± 1988 70 1.73 50.90 17.91

1989 ± 1994 72 1.73 53.80 18.40
1995 ± 1997 23 1.69 51.38 18.03

Miss America
1953 ± 1958 6 1.70 56.06 19.35

1959 ± 1964 6 1.67 53.61 19.18
1965 ± 1970 6 1.70 54.92 19.12

1971 ± 1976 6 1.74 55.38 18.36
1977 ± 1982 5 1.69 52.00 18.13
1983 ± 1988 3 1.68 50.76 18.06

Canada, 1988) . BMI corresponds less well however to the fat composition

of extremely muscular persons for whom high BMI value s re¯ ect greater

lean muscle tissue rathe r than fat (Hannan, Wrate , Cowen, & Freeman,

1995) . The 1990 and 1994 ± 95 Canadian health surveys, and the 1976 ± 80

and 1988± 91 American health surveys include d the mean BMI of partici-

pants. The remaining health surveys provide d only the participants ’ mean

heights and weights. For these surveys, a mean BMI was calculate d by

dividing the mean weight in kilogram s by the mean height in meters squared.

One-sample t-tests were used to test the validity of calculating BMI this

way. The mean BMIs (and standard deviations) provide d by the 1990 and

1994 ± 95 Canadian health surveys, and the 1976 ± 80 and 1988 ± 91 American

health surveys were used to compare the BMIs obtaine d by using the mean

heights and weights provide d by the same four surveys. The ts varied from

0.00 to 0.73; none were signi® cant. BMIs of Playboy centerfolds, Miss

Table IV. Mean He ight, Weight, and Body Mass Index of Playgirl Models

Year n Mean He ight (m) Mean Weight (kg) BMI (kg/m2)

1986 3 1.78 78.33 24.81
1987 5 1.82 76.09 22.91
1989 10 1.80 77.50 23.99

1990 9 1.83 81.46 24.31
1991 19 1.82 82.89 25.07
1992 11 1.82 86.32 25.95

1993 12 1.84 84.02 24.66
1994 32 1.83 86.52 25.93

1995 18 1.82 87.63 26.50
1996 12 1.84 86.48 25.55
1997 2 1.81 89.80 27.69
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America Pagean t winners, and Playgirl models were obtaine d by dividing

the ir weight in kilograms by the ir height in meters squared.

Canadian Weigh t G uidelines. Canadian guide line s for healthy weights,

establishe d in 1985, were used to evaluate the health of the population and

media sample s (Health and Welfare Canada, 1988) . The guide line s divide

body mass indice s into four zones: A , B, C and D. Zone B, which include s

BMIs of 20 to 25, is the recommended range . It is associate d with the

best health and lowest mortality rate for most people , taking into account

variations in age group and gender and reported differences in morbidity

and mortality data (see Health and Welfare Canada, 1988, p. 26) . Zone C,

which include s BMIs of 25 to 27, is also acceptable , but is associate d with

a greater number of health proble ms in some people . Zone D, which

include s BMIs greater than 27, indicate s highe r body fat and is associated

with health proble ms and highe r mortality. Zone A, which include s BMIs

of less than 20 is also associate d with health problems, including eating

disorde rs. A BMI of 17.5 is used by The World Health Organization as

the body size criterion for anorexia nervosa, BMIs between 17 and 18 are

used by other authors for the same purpose (Hebebrand, Himmelmann,

Heseker, Schafer, & Remschmidt, 1996) .

RESULTS

Change s in (a) body sizes of Canadian and American women and men

aged 18 to 24 (1950s to 1990s) and (b) body sizes of Playboy centerfold

mode ls, (1977 to 1996) , Miss America Pagean t winne rs, (1953 to 1985) , and

Playgirl mode ls (1986 to 1997) , were analyze d by regression analyse s. BMI

was the independent measure and cases were weighted by sample size . In

all cases but one (Playboy centerfolds) , R was signi® cantly different from

zero: Canadian women, R 5 .84, R 2 5 .71, F(1, 6025) 5 42.99, p , .0001;

Canadian men, R 5 .62, R 2 5 .38, F(1, 5467) 5 3373.03, p , .0001; American

women, R 5 .79, R 2 5 .62, F(1, 5170) 5 8314.70, p , .0001; American men,

R 5 .13, R 2 5 .02, F(1, 4262) 5 75.99, p , .0001; Playboy center-

folds, R 5 .01, R 2 5 .00, F(1, 230) 5 .009, ns; Miss America Pagean t

winne rs, R 5 .58, R 2 5 .34, F(1, 30) 5 15.36, p , .005; and Playgirl mode ls,

R 5 .31, R 2 5 .09, F(1, 131) 5 13.55, p , .0004. Although the average

BMIs of Canadian women and American men have not increased much,

the average BMIs of all the women and men, Canadian and American,

aged 18 to 24 have increased signi® cantly since 1950 (see Fig. 1); the BMIs

of Playboy centerfold models did not change signi® cantly from 1977 to

1996 (see Fig. 2 and Table III) ; the BMIs of Miss America Pagean t winners

decreased signi® cantly from 1953 to 1985 (see Fig. 3 and Table III); and
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Fig. 1. Body mass indices of Canadian and American women and men age d 18± 24. Health

survey data points are means.

the BMIs of Playgirl mode ls increased signi® cantly from 1986 to 1997 (see

Fig. 4 and Table IV).

A second set of regression analyse s were performed to compare

change s in the sizes of the Playboy centerfold mode ls, Miss America Pagean t

winne rs, and Playgirl mode ls to changes in the sizes of the relevant groups

of Canadian and American women and men aged 18 to 24 (see Table V).

In all the analyse s, the independent variable s were Year, Group, and

Year 3 Group, and cases were weighted by sample size . A ll of the regression

mode ls were signi® cantly different from zero: Playboy centerfolds/Cana-

dian women, F(3, 5678) 5 6053.69, p , .0001; Playboy centerfolds/A merican

women, F(3, 3412) 5 23056.07, p , .0001; Miss America Pagean t winne rs/

Canadian women, F(3, 6050) 5 431.96, p , .0001; Miss America Pagean t

winne rs/American women, F(3, 4395) 5 2786.22, p , .0001; Playgirl mode ls/

Canadian men, F(3, 1775) 5 367.31, p , .0001; and Playgirl models/Ameri-

can men, F(3, 1732) 5 529.03, p , .0001 (see Table V). As can be seen in

Fig. 2, the BMIs of the Playboy centerfold models were lower than the

BMIs of the Canadian and American women and did not increase or
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Fig. 2. Body mass indices of Canadian and American women age d 18± 24 and Playbo y center-

fold models. *He alth survey data points are means.

decrease , whereas the BMIs of the Canadian and American women both

increased, those of the American women rather dramatically . From Fig. 3,

it can be seen that in contrast to the increasing BMIs of the Canadian and

American women, the BMIs of the Miss America Pagean t winners greatly

decreased. And ® nally, as can be seen from Fig. 4, although the BMIs of

the Canadian and American men aged 18 to 24 increased slightly, the BMIs

of the Playgirl mode ls increased sharply.

Canadian Weigh t G uidelines

Canadian guide line s for healthy weights were establishe d in 1985.

Therefore , the BMIs of Playb oy centerfolds, Miss America Pagean t winne rs,

Playgirl mode ls, and Canadian and American women and men aged 18 to

24 from periods at, or later, than 1980 were compared to the guide line s.

This comparison revealed that all of the mean BMIs for both women and

men in Canada and the United States fe ll into Zone B, the weight associated



556 Spitze r et al.

Fig. 3. Body mass indices of Canadian and American women aged 18± 24 and Miss America
Pagean t winners. *He alth survey data points are means.

with good health according to the Canadian guide line s (Health and Welfare

Canada, 1988) .

A dramatically diffe rent pattern emerged for the Playboy centerfold

mode ls and the Miss America Pagean t winne rs. Nine ty-nine percent of the

BMIs of Playboy centerfolds since 1980 and late r fell into Zone A; a weight

considered unde rweight and associated with several health problems, in-

cluding eating disorde rs. Additionally, the percentage of Playboy center-

folds who had BMIs of 17.5 or less, a criterion for anorexia nervosa ac-

cording to the World Health Organization (Hebebrand, et al., 1996) ,

increased from 23% to 29%. One-hundred percent of the BMIs of Miss

America Pagean t winne rs from 1980 to 1985 also fell into Zone A of the

Canadian weight guide lines. The percentage of these women with BMIs

at or below 17.5 was 17%.

None of the Playgirl mode ls fell in Zone A of the Canadian weight

guide lines. The percentage of Playgirl mode ls in Zone B decreased from

78% to 40%, while the percentage of mode ls in Zone C increased from

19% to 37%. Finally, the percentage of men in the large st group, Zone D,

increased more than ® ve fold from 4% to 23%.
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Fig. 4. Body mass indices of Canadian and American men aged 18± 24 and Playgirl models.

*He alth survey data points are means.

DISCUSSION

Previous studie s (Garner et al., 1980; Wiseman et al., 1992) documented

change s in the female body size promoted by the media and compared

them to the body sizes of young American females. In contrast, the present

study documents change s in the body sizes of young men, as well as, young

women, Canadians, as well as, Americans, and compares them to the male ,

as well as the female , body size promoted by the media in North America.

Changes in Body Sizes of Canadian and American Men and Women

The body sizes of Canadian and American women aged 18 to 24

increased from the 1950s to the 1990s. This increase was particularly dra-

matic for the American women. Although the increase of Canadian women

was much less dramatic, they too became large r. Between 1985 and 1994,

the percentage of young Canadian women who were overweight increased

from 6.5 percent to 12 percent. The body sizes of Canadian and American
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Tab le V. Regression Analyses Comparing Body Mass Indices of Playboy Centerfold Models,
Miss America Pageant Winners, and Playgirl Models to Canadian and American Women and

Men Aged 18 ± 24

Independent
Comparison Variable(s) b p

Playbo y centerfolds/ Year 2 .00083 . .9 (ns)

Canadian women Group 3.52 , .0001
Year 3 Group .55 , .0001

R 5 .87 R 2 5 .76 p , .0001

Playbo y centerfolds/ Year 2 .0009 . .9 (ns)

American women Group 4.85 , .0001
Year 3 Group 1.58 , .0001

R 5 .98 R 2 5 .95 p , .0001

Miss America/ Year 2 .77 , .0001
Canadian women Group 3.53 , .0001

Year 3 Group .82 , .0001

R 5 .42 R 2 5 .18 p , .0001

Miss America/ Year 2 .77 , .0001
American women Group 4.72 , .0001

Year 3 Group 1.46 , .0001
R 5 .81 R 2 5 .66 p , .0001

Playgirl models/ Year 3.98 , .0001

Canadian men Group 1.25 , .0001
Year 3 Group 2 2.14 , .0001

R 5 .62 R 2 5 .38 p , .0001

Playgirl models/ Year 3.98 , .0001

American men Group 2.75 , .0001
Year 3 Group 2 3.00 , .0001

R 5 .69 R 2 5 .48 p , .0001

men also increased over time. For the men however, it was the Canadians

whose body size increased dramatically, whereas the American male body

size increased only slightly. It should be noted however that in the 1950s,

the body sizes of American males were already much large r than those of

the Canadian male s.

The trends toward increasing body size found in the present study are

generally in agreement with those described by Garner et al. (1980) who

found that young men and women were becoming heavie r. A lthough all

of the mean BMIs between 1985 and 1994 for Canadian and American

men and women aged 18 to 24 remained in the range associate d with good

health according to Canadian weight guide line s, the average BMI of the

American women approache d the uppe r limit of the weight zone , revealing

that a signi® cant percentage of young American women are currently over-

weight. At least part of the weight increase in young American women

may be accounte d for by changing demographics in the health surveys.
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Larger numbers of Mexican Americans and African Americans are include d

in the most recent survey (Kuczmarski et al., 1994) , and the prevalence of

obesity is much highe r among Mexican American and African American

women than among non-Hispanic white women (Kuczmarski, Flegal,

Campbe ll, & Johnson, 1994; Kumanyika, 1993) . Neverthe less, comparisons

of late r to earlier survey results indicate dramatic increases in the prevalence

of obesity in all American racial and ethnic groups (Kuczmarski et al., 1994) .

In addition, the late st Canadian and American health surveys reveal

that the BMIs of males and female s in each country have become very

similar. The mean BMIs of the American men and women diffe red by only

0.2 kg/m2 and the mean BMIs of the Canadian men and women differed

by just 1.3 kg/m2.

Changes in Body Sizes of Playboy Centerfold Models, Miss America

Pagean t Winners, and Playgirl Models

The body sizes of Playboy centerfolds decreased but not signi® cantly

between 1977 and 1996, a similar result to that found by Wiseman et al.

(1992) . However, the weights of Playboy centerfolds had already decreased

signi® cantly between 1959 and 1978 (Garner et al., 1980) . The present

plateau is at the ir lowest weight. A lmost all of the Playboy centerfolds are

underweight according to Canadian guide line s and approximate ly a third

meet the World Health Organization’ s BMI criterion for anorexia nervosa.

The body sizes of Miss America Pagean t winne rs decreased signi® cantly

from 1953 to 1985, a ® nding similar to those of Garner et al. (1980) and

Wiseman et al. (1992) . Seventeen percent of the pageant winners meet the

World Health Organization BMI criterion for anorexia nervosa. Clearly

the North American ideal for female beauty as portrayed in the media is

at a weight deemed to be dangerous by Canadian and World Health of® cials.

In marked contrast to the body sizes of Playboy centerfolds and Miss

America Pagean t winne rs, the body sizes of Playgirl models increased

sharply from 1986 to 1996. None of the Playgirl men were unde rweight.

Conve rsely, an increasing percentage of the Playgirl mode ls fe ll into the

heavie st weight category of the Canadian guide lines, con® rming that the

body size of men in the media has increased in recent years. It was not

possible to obtain chest circumferences or skinfold thickne ss for the Playgirl

mode ls, and most of the surveys did not take skinfold measurements of

the ir participants . Thus there is no direct way to determine whether the

increases in BMI were due to increases in lean or fat body mass. That being

said, the recent increase in body size of male s in the media probably does

not represent an increase in body fat, but more like ly an increase in muscle
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and lean body mass. On the other hand, the increase in average BMIs of

young American and Canadian male s probably does represent an increase

in fat body mass (Health and Welfare Canada, 1993; Kuczmarski et al.,

1994) .

The G ap in Media-Promoted Body Ideals for Males and Females

Unlike the small gender differences in mean BMIs of average Ameri-

can and Canadian men and women, the mean BMIs of the Playgirl mode ls

were 7.61 kg/m2 greater than the mean BMIs of Playboy centerfolds. This

difference is 38 times greater than the diffe rence in mean BMI between

average men and women in the U.S.

According to West and Zimmerman (1987) , diffe rent portrayals of

men and women are socially constructed, with the portrayal of gender in

the media not necessarily re¯ ecting actual sexual natures, but rather how

society would like the genders to be . Cultural gender ideals emphasize

differences where, in reality, similaritie s are more common (Hare-Mustin &

Maracek, 1998) . This is particularly relevant to how bodie s are portraye d

in the media. In the present study, while the average BMIs of men and

women in the 1990s did not differ a great deal, the body sizes of men and

women in the media were found to be huge ly diffe rent, and becoming more

different over time. The two diffe rent body ideals re¯ ect different attribute s.

The thin, ideal, female body is associate d with smallne ss, weakne ss, and

passivity; the large , muscular, ideal male body, with activity and dominance

(Winkle r & Cole , 1994) .

The G ap Between Media and Population Body Sizes

Women. The present study also found that the gap between average

women’ s body size and body sizes in the media is large and getting large r.

This discrepancy can have serious implications for women. Women are

bombarde d daily with images of thin women’ s bodie s and the message that if

they aren’ t thin, they should be . The thin body size has become normalized,

resulting in ave rage size women becoming dissatis® ed with their bodie s

(Green et al., 1997; Kilbourne , 1994) . The growing discrepancy between

women’ s ave rage and ideal body sizes most like ly lie s behind the greater

body dissatisfaction reported by women in recent studies (Paxton et al.,

1991) . Furthe rmore, the intensity of this growing body dissatisfaction is

disturbing. In the most recent Psychology Today body image survey, 15

percent of women reported that they would sacri® ce more than ® ve years
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of the ir life to be the weight they wanted (Garner, 1997) . It is no surprise

in light of the growing diffe rence between ideal women’ s bodie s and those

of ave rage women that the prevalence of eating disorde rs is increasing

(Raphae l & Lacey, 1992) . Researchers have found that exposing women

to a thin ideal leads to he ightened body dissatisfaction which, in turn, leads

to increased eating pathology (Stice & Shaw, 1994) . Today’ s female body

ideal is harmful psychologica lly and physically.

Men. The meaning of the diffe rence between the average body sizes

of men in the population and men in the media is more ambiguous. The

body sizes of men in both the population and in the media have increased

since the 1950s, and in the 1990s the absolute diffe rences between the body

sizes of the two groups do not diffe r greatly. However, these ® ndings do

not necessarily imply that there is little difference between the bodie s of

men in the population and men in the media. While BMI has been found

to corre late highly with the average person’ s fat composition (Health and

Welfare Canada, 1988) , it may not as accurate ly describe the fat composition

of persons who are extremely muscular (Hannan et al., 1995) . The increasing

body mass of Playgirl mode ls is most like ly due to greater muscle mass.

Viewing their picture s indicated that this is probably so. On the other hand,

the increases in average male body sizes are most probably due to greater

body fat (Health and Welfare Canada, 1993; Kuczmarski et al., 1994) . Future

studie s examining the body composition of the male media ideal are needed

to con® rm the implications of the present study: that (a) the body composi-

tion of North American men and Playgirl mode ls is becoming increasingly

different over time, and (b) that the growing discrepancy between the ideal

and average male lie s behind the high prevalence of body dissatisfaction

reported by men in recent studie s (Abell & Richards, 1996) . The dange rs

of the muscular ideal have received relative ly little attention to date, how-

ever it has been shown that poor body image, particularly not feeling large

enough, is a risk factor for steroid use in young men (Brower et al., 1994;

Bucke ly et al., 1988) . In addition, the increasing body size of men in the

media may also be contributing to the increased prevalence of the disorde r

described as `̀ reverse anorexia’ ’ (Pope et al., 1993) . Thus, while the media’ s

depiction of body ideals both re¯ ects and perpetuate s socie tal gender diffe r-

ences, these narrowly de ® ned ideals are dif® cult to attain, restrictive , and

potentially harmful for both women and men.
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