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As social media advertising becomes increasingly influential, understanding the impact of different model representations on both consumer attitudes and body image is crucial. This study extends the existing literature by investigating the effects of using different sized models in social media advertising, examining the impact of the advertisements on body appreciation, and using memory and brand attitude as measures of advertisement effectiveness. In all, 235 young female participants from the United Kingdom viewed advertisements containing either “idealised” (thin) models or “non-idealised” (plus-size) models embedded within a simulated Instagram feed. Body Appreciation Scale (BAS) scores were taken pre-exposure and post-exposure to the advertisements. Advertisement effectiveness was measured via brand attitude and memorability of advertising information (free recall and recognition). Participants exposed to non-idealised models demonstrated a significant increase in BAS scores, whereas there was no effect for idealised models. There was a significant main effect of model type on brand attitude and free recall: non-idealised models elicited more positive brand attitudes and higher recall of brands/products compared to idealised models, but no significant effects were found for brand recognition. For participants exposed to idealised models, there was a significant positive relationship between their pre-exposure BAS scores and brand attitude scores, potentially explained by the perceived similarity between the participant and the model. The implications of using non-idealised models in advertisements for advertisers and consumers are discussed, and suggestions for future research are outlined.
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Introduction

‘Idealised’ female models, who are most commonly used in advertisements, often have extremely thin figures (U.K. body-size 4–6) with features not usually possessed by ordinary people, making them appear desirable (Dillavou, 2009). These models tend to have a Body Mass Index (BMI) of 16 (Firger, 2016) which is considerably lower than the ‘healthy’ range of 18.5 to 24.9 (NHS, 2019). Consequently, it has been argued and demonstrated, exposure to idealised models can negatively impact female consumers’ body image (Groesz et al., 2002), and, in extreme cases, can lead to eating disorders (Stice et al., 2001). Inevitably, there is a range of shapes that may be described as idealised, which can be between ‘ultra-thin’ to ‘healthily thin’ as defined by BMI. In this study, we use models that may be described as the latter.

Some brands have introduced more diversity by including average and plus-size models (Malmelin and Hakala, 2009; Zlotnick, 2020). These average and plus-size models are defined as ‘non-idealised’ because they are larger in size and more realistic in comparison to idealised models (Aagerup, 2011). While the main priority of advertisers is to create an effective advertisement, they are also morally responsible for the adverse effects of their advertisements on consumers (Lee and Jin, 2019).

This study aims to investigate whether the use of non-idealised models in advertisements can positively affect female consumer’s body image, which has societal importance (BPS, 2019), and potentially a positive influence on advertisement effectiveness, which has financial benefits for brands (Tellis, 2004). It extends the current literature in three ways: comparing thin and plus-size models, using social media vs. traditional (print, TV, ecommerce) advertisements, and using memory (as a key measure of advertising effectiveness) in addition to brand attitude as outcome variables. Many studies that have attempted to measure the effectiveness of advertising have looked at memory, often thought of as a more robust measure of advertisement effectiveness than attitudes to the brand, or intention to buy (Furnham, 2019).

There is an extensive literature on model body size effects in advertising (Aagerup, 2021; Czerniawski, 2021; Janssen and Paas, 2014; Joo and Wu, 2021; Kordrostami and Laczniak, 2022; Paek et al., 2023; Selensky and Carels, 2021; Vazquez et al., 2024; Viglia et al., 2023; Yim et al., 2024). They tend to show that advertisers choose thinner models with very few using non-idealised, particularly plus-sized models. Researchers have been particularly interested in individual difference factors (such as personality, body size and body appreciation/satisfaction) and how they influence the evaluation of the model and the desire to purchase the product. Various explanations have been proposed such as that of Borau and Bonnefon (2017) who argued that previous inconsistent findings on the effects of non-idealised body shapes might have resulted from a complex causal framework. They suggested that “natural” models have an impact on performance through two affective mediators (body anxiety, and “repulsion toward the model”), while allowing moderation by the viewer’s own body mass index (BMI). In another study Lou and Tse (2020) showed that, women assimilate to an average-sized model over a thin or plus-size model in advertising, which did not affect their subsequent body satisfaction. Moreover, women’s body mass index (BMI) moderated the mediating relationship between model size and purchase intentions via perceived similarity to the model.



Body image

Marketers tend to over-represent idealised models in their advertisements (Yu et al., 2011). Using idealised models in traditional advertisements (e.g., TV, magazines) causes body image concerns in 21% of women (Mental Health Foundation, 2021), possibly because individuals think they are undesirable if they do not possess this thin body (Mills et al., 2017). Research has shown that exposure to idealised models in advertising results in women reporting lower self-esteem (Richins, 1991), greater body dissatisfaction (Grabe et al., 2008), and a more negative body image (Groesz et al., 2002). However, the effect sizes in these studies were small or moderate.

These findings can partly be explained by social comparison theory (Festinger, 1954); individuals evaluate their characteristics against others if some objective measures are unavailable. When individuals make upward comparisons to those who are better than they are, (e.g., consumers evaluating their body size against idealised models), their self-esteem is reduced. This is consistent with a recent meta-analysis of 48 articles, which found significant negative effects of upward comparison on social media users’ body image, well-being, mental health and self-esteem (McComb et al., 2023).

However, not all women engage in social comparisons, and some women instead demonstrate a self-enhancement effect when exposed to idealised models (Myers and Biocca, 1992; Smeesters and Mandel, 2006). Self-enhancement is the motivation to maximise positive views of oneself (Giacomin and Jordan, 2017), therefore, by perceiving idealised models as aspirational, this motivates these women to achieve their ideal physique which positively influences their body image (Mussweiler and Strack, 2000).

Other studies have found that idealised models do not negatively influence consumers’ body image, but rather non-idealised models shift consumers’ body image perceptions in a positive direction. Both Halliwell et al. (2005) and Holmstrom (2004) found that viewing magazine advertisements containing idealised models did not significantly increase females’ body-focused anxiety or body dissatisfaction, but non-idealised models elicited a relief effect, decreasing females’ body-focused anxiety and body dissatisfaction. Females make downward social comparisons to non-idealised models who are larger than they are, leading them to feel better about their body shape. Diedrichs and Lee (2011) also found that females who internalise ideal beauty standards displayed a more positive body image after exposure to average-sized models compared to thin or no models. Yet it may also be that lateral comparisons are also very likely when comparing oneself to a non-idealised model, especially when the model is average-sized rather than plus-sized.

These findings suggest that using non-idealised models in place of idealised models within advertisements would benefit society by creating a more realistic beauty standard. However, research thus far has focused mainly on traditional advertising (e.g., magazines), and not more recent forms of advertising such as that found in social media, which this study aims to do.

In this study, we look at body appreciation, which is closely related to the concept of body satisfaction. As Linardon et al. (2022) note, body appreciation, defined as accepting, holding favourable attitudes towards, and respecting the body, is the most widely studied facet of positive body image.


Social media

Over the past decade, many companies have gradually shifted their marketing spend from traditional media (e.g., TV, magazines) to digital advertising (e.g., social media) because Millennials and Gen Z are consuming less of the former and more of the latter (Munsch, 2021). There is a growing literature on the effectiveness of social media advertising (Djafarova and Rushworth, 2017; Vinaika and Manik, 2017) demonstrating its popularity and efficacy.

Specifically, marketers post advertisements on Instagram, a photo-sharing social media application used by 75% of 18–24 year-olds (Iqbal, 2021), to reach an audience of up to 2 billion monthly active users (Kumar, 2024). However, recent research has suggested that Instagram negatively affects the self-esteem and body image of its female users aged 18–24 (Tuchband, 2018). Indeed, Engeln et al. (2020) found that participants using Instagram for 7 min engaged in more social comparisons, and showed a significant increase in body dissatisfaction, relative to controls who played a game for 7 min. This could be because Instagram sometimes contains highly edited unrealistic images, and when individuals make upward comparisons to these images this worsens their body image (Tiggemann et al., 2018). Editing images can distort bodies in many different ways, sometimes to make the outcome very unusual and unrepresentative of the population.

The use of editing apps such as Facetune and FaceApp, which presents a false representation of an individual, focuses on aesthetic and external appearance. This suggests that Instagram can be particularly detrimental to personal self-image.

To highlight Instagram’s inauthenticity, some users post ‘Instagram vs. reality’ images, presenting an ideal version of themselves (best angles with filters) next to a natural version (relaxed and unfiltered). Tiggemann and Anderberg (2020) found that women, who viewed ‘Instagram vs. reality’ images, or just the ‘reality’ images, demonstrated an increase in body satisfaction compared to those who viewed just the idealised ‘Instagram’ images. This may suggest that posting realistic non-idealised images on social media can improve other users’ body image. However, to our knowledge, this has not yet been explored in terms of advertising, and this is one of the aims of the current study.

The current study aims to investigate the effects of social media advertisements containing either idealised or non-idealised models on participants’ body image. This investigation solely uses young female participants because they use social media most frequently (Glassman, 2010), and commonly report a negative body image (Bair et al., 2014).

Furthermore, while the majority of studies have used body dissatisfaction as a measure of body image, the current study uses body appreciation as an alternative measure. We believe that this is a unique contribution as this field is moving more toward studying positive, rather than negative body image outcomes (Tiggemann et al., 2020).


H1: There will be an interaction between the type of model in the advertisement and the change in BAS scores. Participants exposed to idealised models will show a reduced BAS score and participants exposed to non-idealised models will show an increased BAS score.
 




Advertisement effectiveness

Idealised models are traditionally used in advertisements because they possess a body type with good physical and social health which is perceived as desirable in Western cultures (Levy-Navarro, 2009), and “the function of advertising is to create desire” (Yakhlef, 1999, p. 137). Marketers assume that these models are more effective because female consumers tend to prefer advertisements containing idealised models (Hesse-Biber et al., 2006), and develop more favourable attitudes towards the brand (Henderson-King et al., 2001), which elicits higher purchase intentions for the product (Till and Busler, 2000). One question that has been answered (Borau and Bonnefon, 2017; Janssen and Paas, 2014; Lou and Tse, 2020) but worth replicating, with different stimuli, is whether non-idealised models can be more effective than idealised models.

Although the early 2000s promoted extreme thinness as the beauty standard, evidence shows that this is no longer deemed to be aspirational (Barry, 2014). An increasing number of female consumers have criticised the use of unrealistically thin models in advertisements (Halliwell and Dittmar, 2004), and have demanded more diversity of body shapes and sizes via their social media platforms (Pounders and Mabry-Flynn, 2019). Therefore, brands have started to include more average and plus-size models, such as Rihanna’s SavageXFenty collection, which changes the societal norms by broadening the beauty standard for women. Research has shown that advertisements do not need to contain extremely thin idealised models to be effective, and incorporating non-idealised models is more socially responsible (D’Alessandro and Chitty, 2011).

Many consumers, particularly millennials, are interested in how brands are meeting their social responsibilities (Kotler, 2011), and they tend to make purchases based on ethical grounds rather than aesthetic ones (Aagerup, 2011). For example, consumers may exhibit positive attitudes towards a brand that uses non-idealised models as the brand holds values, such as body inclusivity, which are congruent with their values (Ridgway, 2016). Barry (2014) also found that non-idealised models are perceived as honest, aspirational, socially responsible, and therefore more appealing, in contrast to idealised models who are perceived as dishonest and unrealistic, leading to a rejection of the ‘thin-ideal’.

There is a literature on non-idealised models and advertising effectiveness going back over a decade (Åkestam et al., 2017; Diedrichs and Lee, 2010, 2011). There is also some recent evidence to suggest that women have responded positively to the use of more realistic models after being solely exposed to thin models for so long (Pounders and Mabry-Flynn, 2019), and therefore, may develop more positive attitudes towards brands that use non-idealised models. It is hypothesised that:


H2: Participants exposed to non-idealised models will have a higher positive brand attitude score than participants exposed to idealised models.
 

Furthermore, there may be an interaction between the consumer’s body image and the model’s size on brand attitudes (Potter, 1986). Yu et al. (2011) found that brand attitudes were indirectly influenced by participants’ body image via their perceived similarity to either the idealised or the non-idealised models. Specifically, women with a more negative body image perceive non-idealised models as aspirational (Barry, 2014), and perceive idealised models as less aspirational, which can be attributed to the substantial gap between their actual and ideal-self (Malär et al., 2011). Also, women who are less body-conscious perceive idealised models as aspirational and appealing (Malär et al., 2011). Thus, we test the idea that the viewing of different models has an effect on the relationship between body appreciation and attitude to brands. It is hypothesized that:


H3: Participants viewing advertisements containing idealised models will show a positive association between body appreciation and brand attitude, and participants viewing advertisements containing non-idealised models will show a negative association between body appreciation and brand attitude.
 


Memory

It is also possible that advertisements containing non-idealised models are more memorable, and therefore more effective, than advertisements containing idealised models. Also, individuals pay more attention to novel and shocking advertisements (Wu and Huberman, 2008), and are more likely to remember things they pay attention to (Chun and Turk-Browne, 2007). Therefore, advertisements containing non-idealised models might be more ‘attention-grabbing’, and therefore more memorable, than advertisements containing idealised models. However, we acknowledge the fact that memory may be essentially unrelated to positive brand attitudes or purchase intentions.

Clayton et al. (2017) demonstrated that plus-size models are indeed more likely to be remembered than thin models. Participants demonstrated the highest levels of attention and recognition memory for plus-size models, followed by average-size models, and the lowest levels for thin models. The same procedure was employed by Ridgway (2016) who obtained the same result. While Clayton et al. (2017) provided an interesting insight into how the difference in the size of models influences their memorability, the findings cannot be generalised to advertising information, as they used retail images of models from fashion websites. In addition, they only measured recognition, and not free recall; which is more challenging and has not yet been explored in this context. From a marketing perspective, a consumer recalling a brand without any prompts is just as important as recognising the brand (Kenton, 2018). Therefore, the current study presents participants with advertisements containing different sized models and measures the memorability of the brands and products, using both free recall and recognition tasks. It is hypothesised that:


H4: Participants viewing advertisements containing non-idealised models will have a higher free recall score than participants viewing advertisements containing idealised models.

H5: Participants viewing advertisements containing non-idealised models will have a higher recognition score than participants viewing advertisements containing idealised models.
 




Method


Participants

There were 235 female participants in this study, aged 18–29 (M = 18.96 years, SD = 1.31), recruited via volunteer sampling. The majority of the participants (189) were psychology students recruited from the UCL SONA system, who were awarded 0.5 course credits for participating. The remainder of the participants (46) were recruited through social media. A G*Power analysis (Faul et al., 2007) revealed that this sample size was sufficient to detect a medium effect size (f = 0.25; Cohen, 1988) with α = 0.05 and 1 − β = 0.80. All the participants were from the United Kingdom but belonged to several ethnic groups; East Asian (42.55%), non-British European (25.53%), White British (15.74%) and Other (17.03%).



Materials/stimuli

The online experiment was created and hosted on the Gorilla platform (www.Gorilla.sc; Anwyl-Irvine et al., 2019).


Advertisements

Plus-size fashion brands were sourced from two websites and the five brands used for the advertisements were: HearUsRoar, NewGirlOrder, 11Honore, GoodAmerican, and Harlow. Another brand, Reformation, was used as an example in the free recall task.

We chose non-British brands that featured plus-size models. There was not a great selection of brands to choose from; many had ‘plus-sizes’ but did not use plus-size models. In addition, we needed to find images of models on the websites which had plain backgrounds so they could be edited.

We also chose brands that the participants would not have heard of (Australian brands), we personally had not heard of any of the brands. It was very difficult to find brands which used both thin and plus-size models, even if brands stocked small to large sizes. None of the brand names implied it was a plus-size brand. We assumed, but did not test, the idea that our participants had not heard of, seen or bought from these websites, which could have been a limitation.

To create the advertisements with the non-idealised models (see Appendix A), a plus-size model was extracted from each of the brands’ websites and imported into PicCollage editing software (Cardinal Blue, 2020). The images were altered to a 1:1 ratio, by expanding the images’ background, as this ratio is necessary when posting on the simulated Instagram feed. Then, the brand name was written in the top-left and the bottom-right of the image (e.g., 11Honore), and the clothing product name (e.g., sheath dress in red) was written in the middle-left. To create the advertisements with the idealised models (see Appendix A), the same steps were followed but the plus-size models were digitally slimmed-down using the “re-shape” tool in the AirBrush application (Pixocial Technology Singapore Pte. Ltd, 2020). The idealised and non-idealised versions of each model had the same outfit, hair, and face, ensuring that no confounding variables were introduced and the only difference between conditions was the model’s body size.



Simulated Instagram feed

The IOS Social Dummy application (Richards, 2013) was used to create a simulated Instagram feed that resembles real-life social media advertising, ensuring good ecological validity. Non-human filler images (such as, animals, beaches, baths) with made-up captions were posted on the feed from appropriate fake profiles which included a username and profile picture (see Appendix B). The filler images were used to distract participants between the ads, preventing a ceiling effect for recognition, and they did not contain any people or food to ensure that the BAS scores were solely influenced by the models in the ads. All filler images and profile pictures were sourced from Instagram (2020). For the advertisements, the official brand logos were used as the profile pictures, and the brand names were used as usernames. The captions of the advertisements were #AD followed by product name (see Appendix B).

In the main experiment, for the non-idealised condition, three filler images were inserted into the feed on either side of each non-idealised advertisement, giving a total of 18 filler images and five advertisements. The feed was screen recorded so that the fillers were presented for 3 s and the advertisements were presented for 6 s. The video lasted 100 s, (18 × 3 s + 5 × 6 s + 16 s scrolling between images). This was repeated for the idealised condition. The images were shown in the same order and for the same length of time.

These timings were chosen because of the results from a pilot study of 25 consenting participants, who did not take part in the main investigation. Twenty-four filler images were used, and the advertisements were only shown for 5 s each. This resulted in a floor effect for recognition and free recall, so for the main experiment, some filler images were removed and the advertisements were displayed for longer.



Body appreciation scale

The Body Appreciation Scale (BAS; Tylka and Wood-Barcalow, 2015) was used to measure participants’ body image, it is positively phrased which avoids inducing psychological harm. This scale was used because of its high internal consistency (Cronbach’s α = 0.94).



Memory tests

Memory was measured via free recall and recognition as in some previous studies (e.g., Furnham and Mainaud, 2011; Wong et al., 2019). The free recall task required participants to list the brand and product for each of the five advertisements, giving a maximum score of 10. Free recall responses were computed with the researcher blind to the participants’ condition to avoid bias. In the multiple-choice recognition test, for each advertisement, participants had to select the brand name they had previously seen out of a list containing four other distractor brands. Participants received one point for each correctly identified brand, giving a maximum score of five.



Brand attitude task

Brand attitude was measured for each of the five advertisements using five items rated on a 5-point Likert scale taken from Spears and Singh's (2004) study. For example, the first item asked participants to rate the brand from 1 = ‘Very unappealing’ to 5 = ‘Very appealing’. This scale has high internal consistency (Cronbach’s α = 0.95). Brand attitude scores were calculated by averaging the scores across the five items for each advertisement and summing them over the five advertisements.




Procedure

Ethics permission was sought and granted. Participants read the information sheet and completed the consent form. They were told they were taking part in a fashion judgement task, and that they should be as honest as possible. They first filled out a demographic questionnaire requesting their age, nationality, and ethnic origin, and then completed the BAS. Participants were then randomly allocated to either the idealised (thin) or the non-idealised (plus-size) model condition, and instructed to watch carefully the video on the next screen. They were randomly assigned automatically via the Gorilla software; participants were given a link to the Gorilla website and they completed the experiment online. The video of the simulated Instagram feed (containing advertisements of either the idealised or the non-idealised models) played for 100 s. Next, participants completed the free recall task, followed by the recognition task, and the brand attitudes task. Finally, participants completed the BAS again, before being debriefed on the aims of the study (see Figure 1 for experimental procedure).

[image: Figure 1]

FIGURE 1
 The order and timing of the tasks in the study.





Results

For all analyses reported in this section, the significance level was set at the conventional p = 0.05.


BAS scores

An ANOVA was conducted with time of BAS measurement (Before/After: Within-participants) and type of model depicted (Idealised/Non-Idealised: Between-participants) as independent variables and BAS scores as the dependent variable. Neither the Levene test for homogeneity of variance (p = 0.120), nor Box’s test for equality of covariance matrices (p = 0.624), were significant. There was a significant main effect of when the BAS score was taken, F(1, 233) = 22.09, p < 0.001, [image: image] = 8.7%, whereby the mean BAS scores were significantly higher after viewing the advertisements (M = 35.34, SD = 7.92) compared to before (M = 34.49, SD = 7.49). There was no significant main effect of model type, F < 1 (Idealised: M = 35.25; Non-Idealised condition: M = 34.56) on the BAS score. The interaction between when the BAS was taken and the model condition was significant, F(1, 233) = 5.23, p = 0.023, [image: image] = 0.022. Therefore, simple effects analyses were conducted comparing the BAS scores before and after viewing the advertisements, for both the idealised and non-idealised conditions. For the idealised condition, there was no significant difference in the BAS scores after viewing the advertisements (M = 35.47, SD = 7.52) compared to before (M = 35.03, SD = 7.02), t(119) = 1.73, p = 0.086, d = 0.16. For the non-idealised condition, a significant difference in BAS scores was found, t(114) = 4.88, p < 0.001, d = 0.46. Thus, BAS scores increased after viewing the advertisements (M = 35.20, SD = 8.35) compared to before (M = 33.92, SD = 7.95). Thus, H1 was partially supported.

The mean BAS change scores are presented in Table 1. A positive score indicates an increase in body appreciation, and a negative score a decrease.



TABLE 1 Means and standard deviations for the BAS change scores for the idealised and non-idealised model conditions.
[image: Table1]



Advertisement effectiveness


Correlations

Correlations between the three measures of advertisement effectiveness (free recall, recognition, and brand attitude) were computed for each model type, and are presented in Table 2.



TABLE 2 Pearson correlations between the measures of free recall, recognition, and brand attitude for the idealised and non-idealised model conditions.
[image: Table2]

Table 2 reveals that for both the idealised and non-idealised conditions the measures of memory (free recall and recognition) were significantly positively correlated. There was also an unexpected significant negative correlation between brand attitude and recognition in the non-idealised condition, but not in the idealised condition. There was no significant correlation between free recall and brand attitude in either condition.



Brand attitude

A regression model was fitted to the data. The categorical predictor variable was the type of model used within the advertisements (idealised or non-idealised), the continuous predictor variable was the BAS score taken pre-exposure to the advertisements, and the continuous criterion variable was the brand attitude scores. An interaction term was also added to the model. The BAS scores were centred so the main effect of model type could be examined at the mean level of body appreciation. The adjusted means are presented in Table 3.



TABLE 3 Table of adjusted mean scores and standard deviations for the brand attitude scores, under conditions of idealised and non-idealised models.
[image: Table3]

There was a significant main effect of model type on brand attitude, F(1, 231) = 7.03, p = 0.009, [image: image] = 0.030, whereby participants who viewed advertisements containing non-idealised models displayed a significantly higher brand attitude score compared to participants who viewed advertisements containing idealised models. There was also a significant main effect of the pre-exposure BAS score on brand attitude, F(1,231) = 5.87, p = 0.016, [image: image] = 0.025. However, there was no interaction between the pre-exposure BAS score and model type, F < 1.

Planned contrasts revealed that for the non-idealised model condition, there was no significant relationship between the pre-exposure BAS score and the brand attitude score, F(1,113) = 1.33, p = 0.252, R2 = 1.2% (R2 adjusted = 0.3%). However, for the idealised model condition, there was a significant positive relationship between the pre-exposure BAS score and the brand attitude score, F(1,118) = 5.64, p = 0.026, R2 = 4.1% (R2 adjusted = 3.3%).

Thus, H2 was supported, as brand attitude was more positive following exposure to non-idealised models than idealised models, and H3 was partially supported; as predicted, a positive relationship was found between BAS and brand attitude for idealised models, but the negative relationship predicted between BAS and brand attitude for non-idealised models was not evident.



Memory

To test the two memory hypotheses (H4 and H5), two one-way ANCOVAs were conducted to compare the effect of model type on memory (measured via free recall and recognition) after controlling for the effects of the pre-exposure BAS score; the adjusted means are presented in Table 4.



TABLE 4 Table of adjusted mean scores and standard deviations for free recall and recognition, under conditions of idealised and non-idealised models.
[image: Table4]


Free recall

There was a significant difference in mean free recall between the model type conditions, F(1, 232) = 3.83, p = 0.026 (one-tailed), [image: image] = 0.016, thus, as predicted, the participants who viewed advertisements containing non-idealised models had a higher free recall score than participants who viewed advertisements containing idealised models. The pre-exposure BAS score was not a significant covariate, F < 1.



Recognition

There was no significant difference in mean recognition between the model type conditions, F < 1, after controlling for body appreciation. The pre-exposure BAS score was not a significant covariate, F(1, 232) = 2.26, p = 0.134, [image: image] = 0.010. There was no significant difference in mean recognition between the model type conditions, F(1, 232) = 0.029, p = 0.865, [image: image] = 0.00, after controlling for body appreciation.

Therefore, H4 was supported as the free recall score was higher for non-idealised models than idealised, but H5 was not.






Discussion

The first hypothesis was partially supported, as an interaction was found between the type of model and the change in the BAS scores pre-exposure and post-exposure to the advertisements; non-idealised models elicited a greater change in BAS scores compared to idealised models. Participants exposed to non-idealised models showed an increase in their BAS scores, however, participants exposed to idealised models showed no change in their BAS scores, rather than the decrease that was predicted. These findings are congruent with Holmstrom (2004) and Halliwell et al. (2005) who found that idealised models have no effect on consumers’ body image, but non-idealised models improve women’s body image. The positive effect of non-idealised models can be explained in terms of social comparison theory (Festinger, 1954). When making downward social comparisons to others with inferior attributes, individuals feel better about their attributes. However, we should acknowledge that we did not explicitly measure any comparison process—which could be seen as a limitation.

The current findings contradict studies in which it was found that idealised models elicit greater body dissatisfaction (Grabe et al., 2008) and a more negative body image (Groesz et al., 2002). This was possibly because some participants were inspired by the idealised models and demonstrated a self-enhancement effect, as in the study by Mussweiler and Strack (2000). Alternatively, the idealised models in this study may not have represented extremely thin real-life models as they were digitally created by slimming down the non-idealised versions. In the free recall task, some participants responded with “thin pear-shaped lady,” “normal women,” “average-sized woman,” indicating that the idealised models were not perceived as extremely thin. Possibly participants believed there was not much discrepancy between their body-size and the idealised models, therefore, appreciation of their own bodies was unaffected.

The second hypothesis was supported; the non-idealised models elicited more positive attitudes towards the brands compared to the idealised models. This may be because brands using non-idealised models are seen as being more honest, socially responsible, and appealing than those using idealised models (Barry, 2014), and consumers have recently demanded more diverse body-sizes in advertisements (Pounders and Mabry-Flynn, 2019). It is possible that participants believed in the importance of body inclusivity and therefore demonstrated more positive brand attitudes in the non-idealised condition, as research shows that consumers exhibit positive attitudes toward ethical brands which hold values that are congruent with their own (Ridgway, 2016). However, there are likely to be individual differences in body inclusivity beliefs, therefore, future research should measure these beliefs as it may moderate consumers’ brand attitudes towards advertisements using different sized models. Currently, these ideas however remain as essentially little more than untested speculations.

The finding above suggests that brands may benefit from using non-idealised models in their advertisements, in contrast to earlier findings which suggest that consumers demonstrate more positive attitudes towards brands using idealised models (for example, Henderson-King et al., 2001; Hesse-Biber et al., 2006; Till and Busler, 2000). The current findings also contradict those obtained by Halliwell and Dittmar (2004) who suggested that model size does not influence brand attitudes. This inconsistency may be due to their use of deodorant as the product category in their advertisements which is unrelated to body-size, in contrast to the use of clothing in the current investigation. When consumers purchase a practical product (e.g., a deodorant) to fulfil their needs, the model in the advertisement might be irrelevant (Aagerup, 2011). However, when consumers purchase clothing for aesthetic purposes the model’s size contributes to the appearance of the item (Kozar and Damhorsti, 2008). Therefore, future research could explore the use of different product categories, and investigate whether this modulates the influence of different sized models on brand attitudes.

One unanticipated finding was an association between body appreciation and brand attitude. While no other study has directly measured this relationship, a possible explanation could be that body appreciation is significantly associated with life satisfaction (Swami and Ng, 2015), and life satisfaction is positively correlated with brand behaviour, including brand awareness (Abbas et al., 2016).

The third hypothesis was that there would be an interaction between consumers’ pre-exposure BAS score and the type of model viewed, on brand attitude, and this was only partially supported. Participants viewing non-idealised models did not show a negative relationship between body appreciation and brand attitude. These findings are consistent with those of Yu et al. (2011), who found that women with a more negative body image did not demonstrate significantly higher brand attitudes after viewing non-idealised models compared to women with a more positive body image. However, as predicted, this investigation found that participants viewing idealised models showed a significant positive relationship between body appreciation and brand attitude. This finding is congruent with that of Malär et al. (2011) who found that less self-conscious individuals are more likely to perceive idealised models as aspirational as they are similar to them. Therefore, the current finding could be explained in terms of perceived similarity; participants with higher BAS scores are probably more likely to relate to the idealised models resulting in higher brand attitudes, as Kelly et al. (2014) found that individuals give positive evaluations to others that are similar to them.

The fourth hypothesis was that there would be an effect of model type on free recall, and this was supported; brands and products were recalled better by participants exposed to advertisements containing non-idealised models compared to idealised models. The most plausible explanation is that non-idealised models are unexpected, as they violate social conventions in fashion (Dahl et al., 2003), which grabs the consumers’ attention (Wu and Huberman, 2008), resulting in better memory, as there is a clear link between attention and memory (Chun and Turk-Browne, 2007). Furthermore, the pre-exposure BAS scores were not correlated with free recall suggesting consumers’ body image does not influence their memorability for advertisements containing an idealised or non-idealised model.

While a positive correlation was found between free recall and recognition scores in both the idealised and non-idealised conditions, the fifth hypothesis that there would be an effect of model type on recognition memory performance was not supported. No previous study has directly measured this for brand recognition specifically, however, this finding somewhat contradicts those obtained by Clayton et al. (2017) and Ridgway (2016) who found that plus-size models were recognised more than average-size models, followed by thin models, using a yes/no recognition task. It is not entirely clear why there is a difference in the findings, but it could be that model size affects model recognition, but not brand recognition. Alternatively, the discrepancy could be attributed to the type of recognition memory task used (yes/no vs. multiple-choice task) as they rely on slightly different mechanisms (see Smith and Duncan, 2004).

An explanation for the effect of model type on free recall but not recognition could be due to individual differences in focus of attention (i.e., on the models vs. product or brand); the recognition task was solely for brands, while free recall responses were mostly of the products. Individuals pay more attention to plus-size models than thin models (Clayton et al., 2017). Therefore, most participants probably focused heavily on the non-idealised models which increased their free recall of the products (clothing), but this distracted them from the brand names, resulting in poorer brand recognition. However, other participants may have been less distracted by the non-idealised models so may have also focused on the brand names resulting in better free recall and brand recognition scores. The high and low recognition scores of participants in the non-idealised condition, due to individual differences in their focus of attention, could have counteracted each other leading to a non-significant effect of model type on recognition. Future investigations could use eye-tracking to measure participants’ focus of attention as this may influence the distinction between brand and product memorability.

Furthermore, the negative correlation found between brand attitude and recognition scores in the non-idealised condition could also be explained by the focus of attention. The unconventional nature of non-idealised models may have drawn participants’ attention to this aspect of the advertisement resulting in higher brand attitude scores, at the expense of other information—such as the brand names—resulting in lower recognition scores. However, for the advertisements with idealised models, this did not occur, possibly because these models are conventional and draw less attention.


Limitations and future research

A limitation of this study is that participants’ body size (BMI) was not controlled for which influences the way consumers perceive different sized models. As this study was conducted online during the COVID-19 pandemic, participants’ weight and height could not be measured, as they might not have had weighing scales or a tape measure at home. Further, we were advised ethical permission might not be given if we asked for this data.

Another possible limitation of this study was that the digitally created idealised models were not thin enough to represent the extreme thinness of real-life idealised models. Therefore, if this investigation were to be replicated, a pilot study should be conducted in which participants categorise the models into thin, average, and plus-size, and only the thin models are used in the idealised condition. Alternatively, real idealised models could be used in the idealised condition and these models could be photo-manipulated to create the non-idealised versions.

Furthermore, as this study used female participants aged 18–29 years, it is unclear whether the positive effects of non-idealised models on body appreciation and advertisement effectiveness extends to older females, a possible avenue for future research. As women age, they often gain weight due to bodily changes, however, they tend to accept and demonstrate an increase in body appreciation compared to younger women. Older women also display more positive attitudes towards clothing modelled by older-larger models than younger-thinner models, and their attitudes are correlated with perceived similarity to the model (Kozar and Damhorsti, 2008). Therefore, the positive effects of non-idealised models on body appreciation and brand attitude may be more prominent in older women. Older women are also less likely to recall advertising information than are younger women, but are more likely to be influenced by the information. This could suggest that overall, free recall and recognition scores may be lower in older women, but they may demonstrate higher brand attitudes as they are more easily persuaded. Therefore, future research should explore these effects in older female participants using older female models.

Another limitation concerns using the BAS-2 test as a state, rather than a trait measure. There has long been a distinction between stable traits and passing states particularly in the anxiety literature, though the two are related. We believe that whilst an individual’s body appreciation and evaluation is relatively stable over time it can be challenged and changed as a function of particular stimuli. Further, we believe that the very simple items of the BAS-2 can be used to assess state measures. However, this assumption needs to be tested to prove our point. Equally importantly, we should acknowledge the problem of possible demand characteristics as this scale was administered twice, and which may have alerted some participants to the experimental design and purpose.

As the current study solely used explicit measures of memory (free recall and recognition) and brand attitude, future research could use implicit measures as these are also useful in understanding advertisement effectiveness (Dimofte, 2010). Explicit self-report measures of brand attitude may lead to exaggerated responses as participants may not reveal their true attitudes (i.e., social desirability bias), or may even be unaware of them (Karns and Khera, 2015). In this study, more positive explicit brand attitudes were associated with non-idealised models compared to idealised models. However, a meta-analysis of studies using the Implicit Association Test (IAT) indicated that individuals universally possess implicit ‘anti-fat’ attitudes (Watts and Cranney, 2010), suggesting that the current findings may not hold—and might even be reversed—if an implicit measure of brand attitude was employed. It is also important to measure implicit memory because consumers are sometimes unaware that prior advertisement exposure unconsciously guides their brand decisions, e.g., unplanned impulse buys (Rook, 1987), and explicit memory is only appropriate when consumers consciously engage in effortful retrieval of advertising information (Shapiro and Krishnan, 2001). Thus, future studies could explore the impact of different sized models in advertisements using an implicit memory measure, and implicit brand attitudes using the IAT.

Furthermore, explicit memory was tested almost immediately after advertisement exposure. Increasing the time delay to 24 h decreases explicit memory performance by half (Brandt and Nieuwenhuis, 2017), suggesting that non-idealised models may not elicit superior free recall scores of advertising information, compared to idealised models, with a longer time delay. However, implicit memory shows no measurable decline over a one-week time delay between advertisement exposure and brand decisions (Shapiro and Krishnan, 2001). Therefore, future research could test implicit and explicit memory one-week after advertisement exposure, as real-life consumers do not always make purchases immediately after viewing advertisements.

While the findings provide an insight into the effectiveness of non-idealised models in social media advertising via memorability and brand attitude, this may not necessarily translate to purchases. Consumers that prefer ethical (body inclusive) brands, do not tend to purchase from them (Carrington et al., 2010). Therefore, future research should track consumers’ real-life online purchases to see whether ads containing non-idealised models elicit greater purchases compared to idealised models. With the development of eCommerce, consumers can make instant purchases directly through social media, for example, 130 million Instagram users click on shopping ads monthly (Newberry, 2021). Therefore, instead of measuring self-reported purchase intentions, (e.g., Halliwell and Dittmar, 2004), future researchers could use online clicks to measure purchases as it is more ecologically valid.



Implications and conclusions

The results indicate that when advertising clothes to young female consumers via social media, non-idealised models are more effective than idealised models, with respect to brand attitudes and the memorability of the brands/products. From a marketing perspective, the findings imply that using non-idealised models in advertisements might provide financial benefits as consumers tend to purchase from brands they remember and have positive attitudes towards (Gunter, 1999). However, marketers should be aware that as more brands start to use non-idealised models less attention and memorability will be generated because the shock factor and novelty may rapidly deteriorate (Wu and Huberman, 2008).

The results also indicate that viewing advertisements containing non-idealised models increases consumers’ body appreciation. This finding has important implications for society as it suggests that promoting body inclusivity can improve women’s body image, which is associated with greater well-being, better mental health, and less vulnerability to eating disorders (Mental Health Foundation, 2021). As this investigation focused specifically on social media advertising, social media marketers should use more realistic models, as leading by example may encourage users to stop posting highly edited images, which promote unrealistic beauty standards.

In conclusion, the findings indicate that exposure to non-idealised models increases consumers’ body appreciation, whereas idealised models have no influence. Non-idealised models have a significant positive effect on advertisement effectiveness, with respect to brand attitude and free recall of advertising information, but not brand recognition. The findings also demonstrate that for idealised models, those with a higher BAS score (pre-exposure to advertisements) developed more positive brand attitudes, possibly due to perceived similarity to the idealised models. This investigation has important implications for marketers as it suggests that using non-idealised models in their social media advertisements will benefit the brand, as well as the consumer, and society as a whole.
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