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a  b  s  t  r  a  c  t

Research  has  primarily  focused  on  the  consequences  of the  female  thin  ideal  on  women  and  has  largely
ignored  the effects  on  men.  Two  studies  were  designed  to  investigate  the  effects  of a female  thin  ideal
video  on  cognitive  (Study  1: appearance  schema,  Study  2: visual-spatial  processing)  and  self-evaluative
measures  in  male  viewers.  Results  revealed  that  the female  thin  ideal  predicted  men’s  increased  appear-
ance schema  activation  and poorer  cognitive  performance  on  a  visual-spatial  task.  Constructs  from
self-determination  theory  (i.e., global  autonomous  and  controlled  motivation)  were  included  to  help
explain  for  whom  the  video  effects  might  be strongest  or weakest.  Findings  demonstrated  that  a  global
autonomous  motivation  orientation  played  a protective  role  against  the  effects  of the  female  thin  ideal.
Given  that  autonomous  motivation  was  a significant  moderator,  SDT  is  an  area  worth  exploring  further
to  determine  whether  motivational  strategies  can  benefit  men  who  are  susceptible  to media  body  ideals.

© 2017  Elsevier  Ltd. All  rights  reserved.

1. Introduction

Media ideals of attractiveness have been recognized as pow-
erful sociocultural sources of pressure among men  and women
(Barlett, Vowels, & Saucier, 2008; Blond, 2008; Levine & Murnen,
2009). While ample research has examined how exposure to same-
sex media ideals affect men  and women’s body image (for a
meta-analysis see Ferguson, 2013), we know little about expo-
sure to opposite-sex media ideals. In particular, a small number
of studies have examined the effects of the female thin ideal on
men’s body image and found that such media representations have
adverse effects on boys’ and men’s subsequent self-evaluations
(e.g., body dissatisfaction; Lavine, Sweeney, & Wagner, 1999) and
cognitive functioning (e.g., appearance schema; Hargreaves and
Tiggemann, 2002), thereby identifying an alternative source of
media appearance-related pressure that warrants attention.

To date, Lavine et al. (1999) found that men  who were exposed
to television advertisements (ads) that portrayed the female thin
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ideal evaluated their own body as less desirable and too thin as
well as reported larger discrepancies between their actual and
ideal body size (preferring a larger body size) compared to men
who were exposed to neutral ads or the no ad condition. Based
on their results, Lavine et al. proposed that for men, portray-
als of the female thin ideal may  articulate the importance of
maintaining their physical appearance if they hope to pursue rela-
tionships with comparable women. Hargreaves and Tiggemann
(2003b) found that for both adolescent girls and boys, initial body
dissatisfaction in response to viewing a female thin ideal video
predicted greater drive for thinness and body dissatisfaction two
years later. Aubrey and Taylor (2009) found that men  who were
exposed to magazine ads portraying the female thin ideal reported
significantly more appearance anxiety and appearance-related rea-
sons for exercise compared to men  who  were assigned to view ads
portraying male models or ads with neutral content. In a subse-
quent study in the same article, Aubrey and Taylor (2009) included
a romantic confidence measure to investigate a possible mecha-
nism for explaining the effect of idealized portrayals of women  on
men. They proposed that exposure to the female thin ideal would
increase men’s self-consciousness because they would be reminded
that in order to be successfully involved with women of similar
attractiveness (i.e., sexually or romantically involved), they would
need to conform to strict appearance standards. In general, their
findings showed that men  who were exposed to the female thin
ideal ads reported significantly less romantic confidence, which
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in turn, partially mediated the influence of magazine exposure on
body self-consciousness.

Furthermore, Hargreaves and Tiggemann (2002) found that
exposure to idealized images of women in commercial ads had a
significant effect on young men’s cognitive functioning. Not only
did male participants recall significantly more commercials in the
female thin ideal condition, they also generated significantly more
appearance words on the word-stem completion task compared
to the control group, thus indicating more appearance schema
activation. Similarly, Hargreaves and Tiggemann (2003a) found
that among adolescent boys and girls, participants generated more
appearance words on a word-stem completion task in the female
thin ideal condition compared to the control condition. However,
only girls who viewed the female thin ideal video reported signif-
icantly more body dissatisfaction compared to the control group.
Boys did not report feeling more negative about their appearance
in either group. Cikara, Eberhardt, and Fiske (2011) emphasized
that idealized media portrayals of women can have deleterious
consequences on the emotional, cognitive, and physical well-being
of women and heterosexual men  in particular. At large, existing
research supports the notion that female thin ideal media can neg-
atively affect men’s psychological and cognitive health.

For this reason, the current studies extend research on the
adverse effects associated with the female thin ideal on men’s
appearance schema, cognitive performance, and self-evaluations.
Given that body image scholars (e.g., Agliata & Tantleff-Dunn, 2004;
Levine & Murnen, 2009; Tiggemann, 2014) acknowledge that body
image-related research often fails to explain why some individuals
are more resistant to the detrimental effects associated with the
media than others, we integrated self-determination theory (SDT;
Deci and Ryan, 1985) to examine whether two well-documented
moderating factors, namely, autonomous and controlled moti-
vation orientation (e.g., Mask, Blanchard, & Baker, 2014), could
identify for whom exposure to female thin ideal media has a weaker
or stronger effect.

1.1. The role of autonomous and controlled motivation
orientation

According to Deci and Ryan (1985, 2002), SDT postulates that
individuals encompass global levels of autonomous and controlled
motivation that influence their everyday demeanor and orientation
toward activities. Although situations and contexts can influence an
individual’s motivation in the moment, global levels of motivation
are generally more stable over time (Vallerand & Ratelle, 2002).
However, it is important to note that global motivation orienta-
tions are capable of transformation when individuals take steps
to facilitate the change. For instance, a highly autonomous motiva-
tion orientation is experienced when a person engages in behaviors
or activities for the interest and satisfaction they bring. Such indi-
viduals live their lives primarily free of will and autonomously by
choosing what to engage in. Though now and then, these individu-
als may  engage in behaviors or activities for reasons beyond mere
satisfaction, this does not transform their global motivation ori-
entation in life. Hence, autonomously oriented persons generally
live their lives making decisions that support their own psycholog-
ical growth. Given the degree of self-determination experienced
by autonomously oriented individuals, it is presumed that when
these persons encounter everyday events or stimuli (such as mes-
sages portrayed in the media), they may  choose to adhere to the
situation or not, but the choice is under their discretion. When cir-
cumstances or stimuli, like some media messages, are undesirable,
these persons regulate their perceptions, emotions, and behaviors

thereby averting any negative effects (e.g., Perreault, Mask, Morgan,
& Blanchard, 2014). Evidently, autonomous motivation is associ-
ated with less perceived pressure to conform to societal ideals,
better emotional regulation, and less disordered eating (Mask &
Blanchard, 2011a).

On the other hand, a more controlled motivation orientation
is experienced when a person generally engages in an activity or
behavior for externally regulated reasons like avoiding punish-
ment or obtaining an award, or internally regulated reasons like
guilt. Hence, controlled motivation is in evidence when the reason
for doing things is to satisfy external demands or socially con-
structed contingencies (Vallerand & Ratelle, 2002). For example,
among control oriented individuals, ideal media images may  be
perceived and interpreted as a source of pressure to conform. In
fact, a controlled motivation orientation is indeed associated with
experiencing more pressure to conform to beauty standards and
greater body dissatisfaction (Mask & Blanchard, 2011b).

In addition, an autonomous motivation orientation is associ-
ated with feelings of “flow” (a state of focused involvement and
enjoyment) and optimal performance in a number of domains
including school, work, and sports (Deci & Ryan, 2002). A controlled
motivation orientation however, is associated with decreased per-
formance and in general, poor goal progress. Motives reflecting
pressures to participate and motives resulting from the need for
status or approval tend to suppress competence. As will be dis-
cussed shortly, when exploring men’s body image and cognition, an
autonomous motivation orientation supports cognitive functioning
even in circumstances that might try to undermine performance.
Overall, the literature highlights the value of an autonomous moti-
vation orientation compared to a controlled motivation orientation.

The principles of global autonomous and controlled motivation
have been applied in several studies investigating the influence of
same-sex media on women’s body image. For example, Pelletier,
Dion, and Levesque (2004) hypothesized that women with an
autonomous motivation orientation would be less influenced by
the female thin ideal and less susceptible to bulimic symptoms
compared to women  with a controlled motivation orientation.
Indeed, they found that the more women  were autonomously moti-
vated in different aspects of their lives, the less they perceived
sociocultural pressures to be thin and the less they engaged in dis-
ordered eating behaviors compared to women who reported more
controlled motivation. Mask and Blanchard (2011b) found that fol-
lowing exposure to a female thin ideal video, women who reported
more controlled motivation demonstrated more perceived pres-
sure from the media to be thin, greater body dissatisfaction, and
greater concerns over quantity of food consumed. Mask et al. (2014)
found that after exposure to a female thin ideal video, women
low on autonomous motivation also rated their appearance and
competence more poorly compared to those who were high on
autonomous motivation. Recently, Baker, Elnakouri, and Blanchard
(2017) used the same moderation paradigm to explore the moder-
ating roles of global autonomous and controlled motivation among
men after exposure to the male muscular ideal. They found that
men  who  scored high on autonomous motivation performed bet-
ter on various cognitive tasks including visual-spatial processing
and processing proficiency compared to those who scored low
on autonomous motivation. Overall, findings support SDT and the
notion that not all individuals respond to sociocultural pressures
to the same extent. As evidenced by theory and extant research,
an autonomous motivation orientation in life could conceivably
act as a moderator against negative media influences on body
image-related concerns and cognitive functioning. Conversely, a
controlled motivation orientation might predict increased vulner-
ability.
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