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Abstract 
Through cultivation and critical theories, this study examines a decade (2001-2011) of diet and 
weight loss advertising content in ten magazines that reach people of different sexes, 
races/ethnicities, and sexual orientations to provide a broad overview of how different groups are 
being persuaded to lose weight. Using abductive content analysis, this study finds that weight 
loss advertising primarily shows white/Caucasian women. Black and Hispanic individuals are 
underrepresented in the ads even though obesity and weight is a bigger problem among black 
and Hispanic men and women. Men in weight loss ads are often shown as active (e.g., 
exercising), and women are often shown as passive (e.g., just posing). Overall, weight loss is 
promoted more through diet food and drinks than through any other means. Findings of the study 
are discussed in terms of dominant messages and ideals of beauty, body, and weight that 
circulate in the larger culture. This study shows the similarities and differences in how people of 
different genders, races/ethnicities, and sexual orientations are persuaded to lose weight and the 
ways advertisers continue to reinforce hegemonic ideals of beauty and body through weight-loss 
advertising. 
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Introduction 
In 2001, the Surgeon General of United States put out a call to action to decrease and 

prevent obesity in the US population. This call was made because obesity was on the rise, as 
were various obesity-related health problems, including type 2 diabetes, heart disease, and some 
forms of cancer.1 The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention reports that more than one-
third of the US population, nearly 35.7 percent, is obese.2 Even though obesity can affect 
everyone who has a sedentary lifestyle and poor nutritional habits, it has been found to be more 
prevalent in certain demographics. For example, the CDC notes: “Non-Hispanic blacks have the 
highest age-adjusted rates of obesity (49.5%) compared with Mexican Americans (40.4%), all 
Hispanics (39.1%) and non-Hispanic Whites (34.3%).”3 Socio-economically, non-Hispanic black 
and Mexican American men with higher incomes are more likely to be obese than those with low 
incomes. Higher income women are less likely to be obese than low-income women.4 Obesity is 
not only posing health risks to individuals, it is causing great financial strain to the US healthcare 
system, costing the US government nearly $147 billion a year to Medicare, Medicaid, and 
private insurers.5 
  Ever since the call to action, there has been an increased (or renewed) focus on weight 
reduction from the CDC and other organizations. Marketers, in particular, are capitalizing on the 
obesity epidemic. In 2011, the weight loss industry was worth $60.9 billion.6 Weight loss 
programs such as Weight Watchers and Nutrisystem have spent millions in advertising and 
celebrity endorsements. Weight Watchers spent $117 million in 2010, and Nutrisystem spent 
$297 million in 2009.7 However, while government statistics may indicate which demographic 
markers appear to be at highest risk for obesity and weight problems, it is questionable whether 
advertisers market various weight loss products to different demographic groups equally.  

Advertising is an important source of information about health and health benefits.8 
Advertising can also play a role in informing and persuading the public about weight issues, if 
they present information that is not misleading. Research has shown, however, that many of 
these diet solutions are misleading and have very little health benefit to the public.9 But the mere 
fact that the weight-loss industry has continued to grow in the last decade,10 in spite of 
misleading claims, calls for thorough examination of its content in order to understand its larger 
social and cultural impact in terms of beauty, body, and weight. While there is plenty of research 
on the social construction of the body and portrayals of thin bodies in advertising,11 there are 
very few studies that examine the demographics of weight-loss advertising and marketplace 
solutions for the overweight and the obese.12 In particular, few studies examine the ways in 
which this type of advertising cultivates, constructs, and reinforces idealized bodies. Thus, this 
study, using the frameworks of cultivation theory and critical cultural theory, examines through 
abductive content analysis a decade (2001-2011) of weight-loss advertising in ten magazines. 
These magazines reach people of different genders, races, ethnicities, and sexual orientations to 
better understand the overall messages, persuasive techniques, and solutions for weight loss in 
American culture. Including magazines targeted to diverse groups also helps to engage in a 
cross-reference examination to produce better understanding of messages, products, and 
solutions for different target groups. This study aims to address Kline's criticism of previous 
research, which she says “often limited analyses to media with a principle readership of that 
group.”13 Other studies have not been as inclusive in examining broader audiences and overall 
messages of weight-loss advertising. Hence, this study looks to further inform the current 
research on weight-loss advertising by examining the difference between demographics and 
weight-loss messages and content over a ten-year period. This study does not aim to generalize 
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to the population. Instead, it aims to show how people of different genders, races/ethnicities, and 
sexual orientations are persuaded to lose weight and the ways advertisers continue to reinforce 
hegemonic ideals of beauty and body in the culture.  

 
Literature Review  

Merging Critical Cultural Studies and Cultivation Theory 
Even though cultivation theory falls under the empirical tradition of effects studies and 

cultural studies falls under the critical tradition, critical theory and cultivation theory share many 
commonalities, particularly in regards to their focus on limited depictions in media and a 
distorted reality among media consumers.14 Cultivation theory posits that media cultivate, 
through repetition, limited social realities, which distort the perceptions of social realities among 
heavy viewers of media.15 Critical cultural studies, on the other hand, deals with the symbolic 
environment created by mass media and the resulting cultural practices.16 It “employs the 
concepts of dominant ideology and hegemony to explore media’s effects on constructing social 
reality, particularly in regard to race, class and gender.”17 Together, both theoretical perspectives 
ultimately argue that cultural practice is key as it goes beyond the symbolic to address cultural 
impact. 

 
Culture, Body and Weight   
 Like definitions of gender, race, class, and sexual orientation, definitions of the ideal 
body are culturally constructed, and mediated images work to promote and influence those 
constructions. Viewing only culturally ideal bodies, specifically those that are thin, appears to 
influence perceptions that these are the only acceptable bodies.18 Hendriks found that, for women 
in particular, these mediated body images are seen as the norm.19 Cultivation studies has also 
examined the impact of stereotypical identity imagery20 as well as the impacts that mediated 
images have on self-perception.21  

Cultural and medical definitions of obesity, what is considered overweight, and what is 
deemed a thin body have changed over the decades.22 Historically, in Western cultures, female 
attractiveness was associated with plump bodies, but by the nineteenth century, for European 
cultures, thinness was a sign of morality, class, control and balance, proper diet, and health.23 
The point was not to count calories but to know how to eat a healthy diet, exercise regularly, and 
avoid a sedentary lifestyle—without becoming so thin as to imply nervousness or illness.24 Soon 
after, a consumer culture grew, dedicated to the maintenance of weight through medical fads and 
promises (tonics, bitters, and pill), exercise devices, and the management of body shape (corsets, 
bustles, and bustiers). The social construction of the ideal thin body continues to equate obesity 
to gluttony and deviancy,25 passivity, and a taking up of too much space.26 In addition, thinness 
in women and muscularity in men equals success in all walks of life, personally, professionally, 
and socially,27 and is often a conscious decision in contemporary, Western society where food is 
plentiful. Hence, the desire to be thin and/or muscular is further emphasized as a cultural ideal. 
 Currently, the medical community defines an adult who has a BMI between 25 and 29.9 
to be overweight, and an adult who has a BMI of 30 or higher is considered obese.28 Obesity is a 
complex problem “developing from the interaction of multiple genetic, cultural, socioeconomic, 
behavioral, physiologic, metabolic, cellular, and molecular influences.”29 At the simplest level, it 
is an imbalance between caloric intake and energy expenditures.30 Even though most Americans 
desire a thin body, attitudes towards weight differs among Caucasians and blacks; in the latter 
bigness is somewhat more acceptable.31  
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Body, Weight, and Advertising 
 In regard to advertising, critical theory recognizes that media, including advertisers, play 
an important role in maintaining dominant hegemonic ideologies through the circulation of 
specific patterns of media images and messages.32 According to cultivation theory, the 
cultivation of certain cultural values and beliefs about weight and weight loss in advertising is 
likely to distort viewers’ perceptions of what an ideal weight and body looks like and how it can 
be achieved.33 Advertising’s persuasive messages are further reinforced, as Hirschman and 
Thompson34 and Van Vonderen and Kinnally35 have argued, since broader media images create a 
specific frame of reference for the audience. Through this circulation, advertising highlights not 
only what is or is not valued in society in terms of body and weight but can also create 
differences in race, class, gender, and sexual orientation.36 

In the United States as in other Western cultures, slim bodies are idealized and fatness is 
disparaged.37 Media, particularly advertising, have been criticized for portrayals of ultra-thin 
models38 and in cultivation of weight and thinness obsession among young women.39 Andersen 
and DiDomenico note that in women’s magazines there are ten times more articles and 
advertisements promoting weight loss than there are in men’s magazines, which makes it 
possible for a relationship to exist between “sociocultural reinforcements promoting thinness and 
the incidence of eating disorders in any particular population group.”40 Other studies also blame 
advertising as a causal factor for creating unrealistic expectations and body dissatisfactions 
among women.41  

A number of studies have also shown that, particularly for gay men, body image 
dissatisfaction is prevalent due to surveillance of the body by others, or objectification, which 
leads to bodily shame.42 As a result, this causes greater psychological stress that in turn increases 
the “likelihood of risky Appearance Management Behaviors” such as dieting and liposuction.43 
Studies on representations of male bodies in advertising note the promotion of the “body-
builder” image. This usually consists of images of men with low-fat hypermuscular bodies.44 
Pope et al. write that male bodies have “‘washboard abdominal muscles, massive chests and 
inflated shoulders . . . a combination of muscularity and leanness probably achievable only by 
drugs.’”45 These bodies are used to sell a wide array of products from underwear to cars. It is 
thus not surprising to note that men often desire a “V shaped” muscular body as opposed to a 
thin body, and some go to great lengths to achieve the body they see in media, whether it is 
through extreme exercise or use of steroids. These heteronormative ideals of the body extend to 
LGBT bodies as well.46 Schwartz and Andsager examined four decades of images in magazines 
targeted at gay men and found an increase in low body fat and the level of muscularity over 
time.47 As with women, images of hypermuscular bodies of men in advertising are said to have a 
negative influence on men’s self-image and self-esteem,48 fuel ambivalence towards their 
bodies,49 and increase body dissatisfaction.50 

Advertising as an institution has had considerable influence on consumerism. Typical 
consumer advertising suggests solutions through consumption of a product or service. 
Advertising by its very nature is aimed at individuals and actions they can take in regard to their 
health and weight. Over the years, advertising has been criticized not only for promoting 
products that people do not need but also for promoting unrealistic standards of beauty and body 
for men and women that are embodied in thin, blond Barbies and muscular Ken dolls,51 where 
thinness often equates to femininity52 and muscularity to masculinity.53 These standards of 
beauty and body presented in advertising are normally hard, if not next to impossible, for 
individuals to achieve, so they spend billions of dollars on consumption of products, pills, 
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lotions, cosmetics, diets, surgery, dentistry, etc. to reduce their weight. As a result, the market for 
diet and weight loss products has grown to more than $60 billion.54  

Advertising, as a part of media, constructs differences in race, gender, class, and 
sexuality, resulting in systems of inequality.55 It also helps to construct differences in body and 
weight, as noted earlier. According to Frith, Shaw, and Chen, “[i]deally, for advertising 
messages to be resonant with a target audience, marketing theory holds that ads would need to 
reflect the social norms and cultural values of a given society.”56 However, white heterosexual 
men, especially in managerial positions, have long dominated the institution of advertising, 
which has resulted in advertising that reflects the worldview of this dominant group,57 or, as 
Wilson and Gutierrez  have noted, advertising of non-whites is “filtered through Anglo eyes” to 
make them more palatable to a broader audience.58 Thus, many scholars have criticized 
advertising for perpetuating stereotypes and maintaining the dominant ideologies of race, gender, 
class, and sexuality.59 Others have noted that editorial appeals for weight loss differ among 
demographic groups, with more strategies for weight loss offered in mainstream magazines 
versus those aimed at African American women, for instance.60  

Also of concern is the number of misleading claims found in weight loss advertising, 
despite strict guidelines set forth by the FTC. Avery et al. noted that while there was some 
success in the FTC's 2003 initiative to reduce extreme claims in weight-loss advertising, it only 
succeeded in the number of claims made, not in the number of people trying unsafe and 
potentially deadly products.61 Also, they noted that while disclaimers were added, they were 
placed in type too small to read and were often overlooked by consumers.  

In spite of the prevalence of diet and weight-loss advertising in the United States and 
misleading claims within them,62 there are very few studies that have exclusively and 
systematically examined the content of weight-loss and diet advertising and the effects of 
weight-loss ads on consumers.63 The one exception, however, is the examination of advertising 
and black audiences.64 No other study has compared the content aimed at different demographics 
from a critical cultural lens. Given the limited literature on diet and weight-loss advertising, this 
study examines the following research questions:  

RQ 1:  Which group/s (race/ethnicity, gender, and sexual orientation) is/are targeted in 
weight-loss and diet advertising?  

RQ 2:  How are bodies represented in weight-loss advertising?  
 RQ 3: What are the products or solutions provided by advertisers to tackle weight and 

obesity?  
 RQ 4:  What claims and appeals are used in diet and weight-loss advertising?  

 
 

Method 
Magazines and Sample 

A multimodal content analysis of weight-loss and diet advertising appearing in ten 
prominent magazines published in the United States between 2001 and 2011 was undertaken. 
This period was chosen in response to current public discourse and legislation. The period begins 
in 2001, when the Surgeon General of the United States made an official public declaration about 
the importance of weight loss and the problem of obesity, and it follows a decade of policy 
initiatives and marketing initiatives. This multimodal approach examines the frequency of the 
weight-loss and diet advertising cross-culturally.  
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The study uses a combination of cultivation and critical theories. Cultivation analysis 
often involves content analysis of media content to understand what is being cultivated. The use 
of content analysis, while not traditionally a methodology associated with critical and cultural 
studies, has been suggested and undertaken by cultural studies scholars using some form of 
content analysis.65 Thus, in order to examine the demographic characteristics and message 
characteristics inherent in weight-loss advertising as well as the hegemonic cultural functions 
and repetitions of symbolic cultural practice, content analysis was used. For this study, a close 
reading of the results was performed and inferences were drawn through abductive reasoning.66 
 In an effort to address weight-loss advertising to various groups, ten magazines were 
chosen to assure a comprehensive cross section of publications that encompassed multiple age 
groups, genders, ethnicities, and races as well as sexual orientations. Magazines titles were 
evaluated in Mediamark Reporter according to circulation, index,67 and composition figures. For 
a broader examination, Readers Digest and People were chosen as both are high-circulating 
magazines with relative diversity in audience age and gender. To examine advertisements aimed 
at women, the sample included Cosmopolitan magazine, which indexes very high for adult 
females ages 18-24 and secondarily for women 25-34. Ladies Home Journal indexes very high 
for women 50 and older and has also had a consistently high circulation for the last decade. Self 
magazine was also chosen as an example of a publication that focuses on women's health and 
exercise and has a high composition68 of women 25-54 (66 percent). To examine advertisements 
aimed at a male audience, Men's Journal and Gentlemen's Quarterly (GQ) were included as they 
index high for many male age segments and have high circulations. The publications chosen to 
ensure a more comprehensive audience sample included Latina—a high circulation magazine 
aimed at Hispanic and Latina women; Out—one of the most prominent magazines aimed at gay 
and lesbian individuals; and Ebony, which is the highest-circulating publication aimed at male 
and female black/African American audiences of many age groups.  

Purposive sampling was used in the selection of magazine issues; January and June issues 
of each year of each magazine were selected for the study. The January issues were selected 
because there is a renewed focus on losing weight and fitness as a part of New Year resolutions 
for many people,69 and so it was expected that magazines would focus on the topic. The June 
issues were selected because June is the middle of the year and an early part of the summer 
season when people go to the beach, swim, and do outdoor activities, so it was expected that 
June issues of the magazines would focus on body and losing weight and thus provide a relevant 
sample for the study. A few issues of the magazines were missing from the library and thus could 
not be included in the sample. These were: Ebony, January and June 2002, January and June 
2003, and June 2006; Ladies Home Journal, January 2005; Men’s Journal, January 2001, 
January 2002, and June 2002; and Out, January 2005, June 2005, and June 2007. 

The units of analysis were full and partial page ads of weight-loss products or services 
from the selected issues of the magazines. Ads that were a part of the marketplace section in the 
backs of the magazines were not included, as they are very small and often overlooked. A total 
of 878 ads in all ten publications made up the sample for the study. The numbers of diet and 
weight-loss ads in each publication were as follows: People, n = 340; Reader's Digest, n = 24; 
Cosmopolitan, n = 122; Ladies Home Journal, n = 112; Self, n = 138; GQ, n = 17; Men's 
Journal, n = 60; Latina, n = 24; Out, n = 31; and Ebony, n = 10. 
Coding Categories 

The demographic variables gender and ethnicity were measured in the weight-loss and 
diets advertisements. In addition to these demographic variables, pose, body representation, 
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product category, claim made, persuasive appeal, and ad message were analyzed (see table 1). 
The product categories and ad messages were determined after doing a cursory look at 
magazines from the year 2012, including the ten publications included in this study. The list of 
claims made and persuasive advertising appeals were garnered from an FTC study done 
previously that noted the most frequently used claims and appeals.70  

 
Table 1. Coding Scheme 
Variables Coding categories 

 
Gender Male only, female only, both male and female. 

 
Ethnicity White/Caucasian, Black/African American, Asian, Latino/Hispanic, 

Pacific Islander, other, unable to detect. 
 

Pose Active (i.e., if people in the ad are shown as actively exercising, biking 
etc.), passive (e.g., just standing, posing, or sitting). 
 

Body Full body, body parts (chest, bottom, abdominals, legs, etc.). 
 

Product category Weight-loss drugs FDA approved, weight-loss supplements, diet foods, 
diet drinks, diet regimens/programs, health spas, gyms, exercise 
books/videos, exercise equipment, other. 
 

Claim made Lose weight without diet/exercise, lose weight permanently, rapid weight 
loss, consumer testimonials, safe/all natural, scientifically proven/doctor 
endorsed, encourage weight-loss discipline, drink/eat this—lose weight, 
buy equipment to exercise at home, other.  
 

Persuasive appeal Price, benefits, demonstrative, testimonial, problem/solution, fear, sex 
appeal, before/after, shock, other. 
 

Ad message Low calorie—lose weight, low fat—lose weight, both low calorie/low 
fat—lose weight, exercise is way to better body, plant extract offers fast 
weight loss, drugs offer fast weight loss, nutrient supplement offers 
weight loss, clothing will help lose weight, doctor/procedure can help 
stubborn fat loss, it’s all about exercising discipline, other. 
 

 
Coding Procedure 

Two coders were trained to examine the ads. Each coder independently looked at the ads 
and assigned values associated with each variable. For example, for the gender category, 1 was 
assigned if the ad had only a male model in it, 2 was assigned when only a female model was 
present, and 3 when both males and females were present in the ad. If the ad showed no model 
and displayed only the product, 0 was assigned. The intercoder reliability kappa calculated using 
thirty units of the sample during final coding71 was found to be high.72 The kappa values were as 
follows: gender (k=1.000, p<0.000), ethnicity (k=0.955, p<0.000), body (k=1.000, p<0.000), 
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pose (k =0.931, p<0.000), product category (1.000, p<0.000), claim made (k=0.945, p<0.000), 
persuasive appeal (k=0.814, p<0.000), and ad message (k=0.758, p<0.000). The frequency was 
calculated for each of the variables. 
 

Results 
 The number of diet and weight-loss advertisements varied widely in the magazines. 
People, a magazine targeted at a general audience, had the most diet and weight-loss ads (n=340, 
38.7 percent), followed by Self (n=138, 15.7 percent), Cosmopolitan (n=122, 13.9 percent), and 
Ladies Home Journal (n=112, 12.8 percent), all magazines primarily targeted at women. In 
contrast, diet and weight-loss ads targeted at men and other minority groups were very few (see 
table 2).  
 
Table 2. Number of Diet and Weight-Loss Ads in Each Magazine 
Magazines Ads focusing  

on diet and weight loss  
Percentage 

Readers Digest 24  2.7 
People 340  38.7 
Cosmopolitan 122  13.9 
Ladies Home Journal 112  12.8 
Self 138  15.7 
Men’s Journal 60  6.8 
GQ 17  1.9 
Latina 24  2.7 
Ebony 10  1.1 
Out 31  3.5 
Total 878  100 

Percentage calculated based on advertisements with people in them (n=506). 
 
Demographics Presented in Diet and Weight-Loss Advertising 
 Across all of the publications, people were shown in a total of 506 ads. The rest of the ads 
(n=372, 42.4 percent) just showed the product for diet and weight loss. Out of 506 ads with 
people, 76.9 percent (n=389) had only women in them, 11.9 percent (n=60) had only males, and 
11.3 percent (n=57) had men and women together (see table 3). Men’s Journal had the largest 
number of weight-loss ads with only men in them (n=25, 56.8 percent of the Men’s Journal ads), 
though proportionally, GQ (n=9, 75 percent) and Out (n=12, 60 percent) had greater numbers of 
weight-loss ads with only men in them. Only 5.8 percent (n=9) of weight-loss ads in People 
magazine had only men in them. Weight-loss ads with only women in them were highest in 
People (n=142), followed by Self (n=82), Cosmopolitan (n=68), and Ladies Home Journal 
(n=64). Proportionally within the magazines, Self had the largest number of weight-loss ads with 
only women in them (95.3 percent, n=82), followed by People (n=142, 92.2 percent). Weight-
loss ads with both men and women in them were found to be highest in Cosmopolitan (n=16) 
and Men’s Journal (n=13). Proportionally within the magazines, Out had the largest proportion 
of its ads with both men and women in them (40 percent, n=8) and People had the least (1.9 
percent, n=3). Latina and Reader’s Digest did not have any weight-loss ads with only males in 
them, and Out and GQ did not have any ads with only females in them.  
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Table 3. Overall Gender Represented in Diet and Weight-Loss Advertising in the Sampled 
Magazines  
Gender Frequency Percent 
Male only  60 11.9 
Female only  389 76.9 
Both male and female  57 11.3 
Percentage calculated based on advertisements with people in them (n=506). 
 
 Overall, the people in the advertisements were overwhelmingly white/Caucasian (80.2 
percent, n=406), regardless of publication audience (see table 4). Black/African Americans were 
shown in only 7.9 percent (n=40) of the ads with people in them. Asians appeared in only four 
ads (0.8 percent) and Latinos in thirteen ads (2.6 percent). Multiple ethnicities were shown in 26 
ads (5.1 percent), and in 3.4 percent (n=17) the model’s ethnicity was difficult to guess. The 
proportion of different ethnic groups varied across magazines: 100 percent (n=10) of Reader’s 
Digest models were white, as were 97.7 percent (n=43) of Men’s Journal models, 94.1 percent 
(n=80) of Cosmopolitan models, and 86 percent (n=74) of Self models in weight-loss advertising. 
Overall, the highest number of white/Caucasian models were found in People (n=118), followed 
by Cosmopolitan (n=80), Self (n=74), Ladies Home Journal (n=61), and Men’s Journal (n=43). 
In general, there were very few diet and weight-loss ads targeted at minorities. The highest 
number of black/African Americans was found in People (n=21), followed by Self (n=7) and 
Ladies Home Journal (n=6). Proportionally, blacks were found to be highest in Ebony (66.7 
percent, n=4), which can be expected, followed by People (13.6 percent, n=21). Only black 
models were completely absent from Latina, Out, GQ, and Reader’s Digest. Out had the highest 
number of ads with a multiethnic group in them (55 percent, n=11). Asians were seen only in 
Cosmopolitan (n=2), People (n=1), and Ladies Home Journal (n=1). Latino/Hispanic models 
were confined to the Latina magazine (n=11, 61.1 percent of Latina ads), while Out and Self 
each had only one ad with a Latino/Hispanic model. It is also important to note that 33.3 percent 
(n=2) of Ebony’s weight-loss ads models and 22.2 percent (n=4) of Latina’s were white.  
 
Table 4. Overall Race Represented in Diet and Weight-Loss Advertising in the Sampled 
Magazines 
Race Frequency Percent 
White/Caucasian 406 80.2  
Black/African American 40  7.9     
Asian 4    0.8     
Latino/Hispanic 13 2.6     
Pacific Islander 0 0.0    
Multiple ethnicities 26 5.1  
Unable to detect 17 3.4  
Percentage calculated based on advertisements with people in them (n=506). 
 

Presentation of the Bodies 
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 Advertisements were also coded for presentation of the body, specifically whether the 
individual(s) in the ads were shown as passive or active and whether the entire body was shown, 
or if only parts of the body such as abdomen, thigh, butt, and so on were shown. In the ads that 
showed bodies, passive bodies—those just posing and not engaging in any form of moving 
activity—were overall the norm (83.4 percent, n=422). Active bodies, people exercising, biking, 
and so on were present in only 16.6 percent (n=84) of the ads that had people in them. The 
distribution of active and passive bodies by magazine is presented in table 5. In Reader’s Digest, 
100 percent (n=10) of the models were shown as passive. In Ladies Home Journal, 90.1 percent 
(n=64) of the bodies were passive and only 9.9 percent (n=7) were active. A similar kind of ratio 
can bee seen for other magazines such as People, Cosmopolitan, Latina, and Ebony. Men’s 
Journal was the only magazine that had equal numbers of active and passive bodies (50 percent, 
n=22). 
 
Table 5. Active or Passive Models in Diet and Weight-Loss Advertising 
Magazine Active Percentage 

within magazine 
Passive Percentage 

within magazine 
Latina 2 11.1 16 88.9 
Ebony 1 16.7 5 83.3 
Out 5 25.0 15 75.0 
GQ 3 25.0 9 75.0 
Reader’s Digest 0 0.0 10 100 
Cosmopolitan 9 10.6 76 89.4 
People 16 10.4 138 89.6 
LHJ  7 9.9 64 90.1 
Men’s Journal 22 50.0 22 50.0 
Self 19 22.1 67 77.9 
Total (506) 84 16.6 422 83.4 
 

Overall, full bodies were shown more often (73.7 percent, n=373) than partial bodies 
(26.3 percent, n=133) in ads that had people in them. The distribution of full body and partial 
body displayed by magazine can be seen in table 6. The proportion of full body and partial body 
varied across the magazines. The largest difference between a focus on full body versus body 
parts was noted in People (82.5 percent, n=127) and Ebony (83.3 percent, n=5), and the smallest 
difference was noted in Self magazine, which had 61.6 percent (n=53) full bodies and 38.4 
percent (n=33) of ads that focused on body parts. 
Type of Products/Solutions for Weight Loss  
 In order to understand which product category was most advertised, various product 
categories were coded. The largest and most prominent product categories found were for diet 
foods (32.6 percent, n=287) and diet drinks (25 percent, n=213), followed closely by non-FDA 
approved weight-loss supplements, such as Hydroxycut and TrimSpa (20.2 percent, n=177), and 
then weight-loss programs, such as Jenny Craig and Weight Watchers (9.3 percent, n=82). The 
category with the fewest number of advertisements was for FDA approved weight-loss drugs, 
like Alli (1.6 percent, n=14), and exercise equipment (5.1 percent, n=45). Gyms accounted for 
only four of the total ads, and cookbooks, diet, or exercise books and videos accounted for seven 
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of the ads (0.8 percent). The other category included various ads on weight-loss surgery, TV 
shows (on Discovery and Biggest Loser) and so on (5.5 percent, n=48). The proportion of 
various product categories varied across the magazines. 
 
Table 6. Body Display in Magazines 
Magazine Focus on full 

body 
Percentage 
within magazine 

Focus on body 
parts 

Percentage 
within magazine 

Latina 14 77.8 4 22.2 
Ebony 5 83.3 1 16.7 
Out 13 65.0 7 35.0 
GQ 9 75.0 3 25.0 
Reader’s Digest 8 80.0 2 20.0 
Cosmopolitan 63 74.1 22 25.9 
People 127 82.5 27 17.5 
LHJ  47 66.2 24 33.8 
Men’s Journal 34 77.3 10 22.7 
Self 53 61.6 33 38.4 
Total (506) 373 73.7 133 26.3 
 
Claims, Appeals and Messages 
 Various claims were noted in diet and weight-loss advertising. A majority of the ads for 
diet foods and drinks often claimed that eating or drinking the product would encourage weight 
loss (60.8 percent, n=534). Nearly 15.9 percent (n=140) of the ads used multiple claims, 
reinforcing the overall need for the product. Other claims were less frequent (less than 5 percent) 
except for rapid weight loss claim, which was slightly higher at 6 percent (n=53). Very few 
claims encouraged weight-loss discipline (4.1 percent, n=36), the idea that the individual just 
needed help staying on track and could manage their own weight-loss goals. Though gyms were 
rarely advertised, exercise equipment ads did make claims that their products could help the 
person lose weight at home (4.6 percent, n=40). These ads, however, were highest in Men’s 
Journal, a magazine targeted at men, at 30 percent (n=18). This percentage was proportionally 
much less in all other magazines. For example, Self, a fitness magazine for women, had 138 diet 
and weight-loss ads, but only 5 percent (n=7) were for exercise equipment and 60.9 percent 
(n=84) of its ads encouraged or made the claim that eating or drinking something would help 
lose weight. The proportions of types of claims varied across magazines. 
 Most advertisements included a persuasive appeal. In diet and weight-loss 
advertisements, benefits of the product were by far the most frequently used appeal, at 60.3 
percent (n=529). A large percentage of the ads did use a combination of appeals such as sex 
appeal, benefits, and before and after photographs (28.4 percent, n=249). Other single appeals 
that were present included sex appeal (3.2 percent, n=28), demonstrations (3.1 percent, n=27), 
problem and solution claims (2.2 percent, n=19), before and after photos (1.7 percent, n=15), 
testimonials (0.9 percent, n=8), and price (0.2 percent, n=2). While benefits and multiple 
persuasive appeals were the most commonly occurring appeals across all magazines, sex appeal 
was proportionally higher in Cosmopolitan (12.3 percent, n= 15) followed by Ladies Home 
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Journal (6.3 percent, n= 7). Reader’s Digest ads had a proportionally higher number of problem-
solution appeals (20.8 percent, n=5). The proportion of appeals varied across the magazines. 
 The last coding criterion was the message the advertisement wanted to impart to its 
readers. Consuming low calories (32.1 percent, n=282) and pharmaceuticals for fast weight loss 
(14.5 percent, n=127) were two of the most frequent messages in the advertising. Consuming 
fewer calories and less fat was highlighted in 14 percent of the ads (n=123), followed by 
consumption of nutrient supplements (8.4 percent, n=74), low fat (7.7 percent, n=68), doctor’s 
procedures (6.4 percent, n=56), and exercising (5.7 percent, n=50). Messages of consuming plant 
extracts or using clothing as a way to lose weight or look thinner were infrequent. Messages of 
lowering calories for losing weight were proportionally highest in ads in Out (74.2 percent, 
n=23), followed by People (45.6 percent, n=155), GQ (41.2 percent, n=7), and Ebony (40 
percent, n=4). Exercise as a better way to lose weight was proportionately higher in Men’s 
Journal (35.0 percent, n=21) than in any other magazine. Messages of consuming low fat and 
low calories (25 percent, n=6) and about exercising discipline (25 percent, n=6) were 
proportionally higher in Reader’s Digest than any other magazine. Messages of using diet pills to 
lose weight were highest in Cosmopolitan (35.2 percent, n=43). The proportion of message 
categories varied across the magazines. 
 

Discussion 
Magazines in general are targeted at specific demographics, and previous researchers 

focused solely on magazines targeted at specific races or genders when studying advertising 
messages. This is useful but limited in terms of providing the bigger picture and the dominant 
messages and ideas that circulate in the larger culture. It also does not take into account cross-
readership of magazines. For example, many men read Cosmopolitan, a magazine targeted at 
women,73 and Men’s Journal and GQ are read not only by white men, but by men of different 
ethnicities. By examining magazines targeted at different demographics, this study provides a 
broad overview of who is represented in diet and weight-loss advertising overall and how people 
are persuaded. This study has looked beyond a single demographic to better understand the ways 
in which there are similarities and differences in how individuals of differing gender, 
race/ethnicity, age, and sexual orientation are persuaded to lose weight and the ways advertisers 
continue to reinforce cultural norms, ideals, and behaviors. 

By examining ten of the highest-circulation magazines in the last decade, this study was 
able to show that diet and weight loss is promoted far more among women than men. This 
finding is consistent with Andersen and DiDomenico's study.74 In terms of race and ethnicity, 
white women were overrepresented in the diet and weight-loss ads. This can be problematic for a 
number of reasons. It can act to cultivate and construct obesity and overweight as a primarily 
white women’s problem, even though this does not meet the objective reality of today’s society, 
where greater proportions of black and Hispanic men and women are overweight or obese.75 The 
representations in weight-loss advertising seem to be quite different from the news media 
images, where there is overrepresentation of non-whites as overweight or obese compared to 
actual prevalence rates.76 

This then raises the question of why white bodies are overrepresented in weight-loss 
advertising and what it means for the larger society. For advertisers, white women have 
historically been an important consumer group because of their purchasing power77 and also 
because of the cultural pressure that they feel to be thin. Advertisers seem to be exploiting this 
desire to sell more weight-loss products to white women. The other reason for overrepresentation 
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in weight-loss advertising is the racial and cultural ideology that sees white bodies as 
controllable, desirable, and beautiful and black bodies as uncontrollable and deviant,78 and thus 
white bodies are presented as the symbols and model of success and successful dieters,79 and 
other racial/ethnic bodies are ignored. By over representing white bodies, weight-loss advertisers 
continue to circulate and reinforce cultural attitudes and beliefs about stereotypes attached to 
body and race. The results of this study are consistent with Kim and Lennon’s study, which also 
found prominence of white models in weight-loss advertising.80 

The number of diet and weight-loss advertisements targeting men in general was less 
than the number targeting women. Within this, white men dominated the ads. As with women, 
these ads act to promote the Caucasian ideals of beauty, body, and weight. In the context of men, 
the ads continue to value the image of the Grecian hyper-muscular bodybuilder as discussed by 
Morgan.81 The Caucasian ideal is the model promoted to men of non-white ethnicities who also 
tend to read GQ—which has a non-white readership of 21 percent according to GfkMRI Reporter 
(2012) and to readers of Men's Journal.82 

Weight-loss advertising of today not only promotes norms surrounding the white, 
Eurocentric, thin, healthy body promoted since the nineteenth century, it also reinforces gender 
ideals of the passive feminine body and the active masculine body. Men’s Journal had a greater 
number of ads where men were shown as active, biking, exercising, etc., and women were shown 
as standing, posing, and showing off their bodies. LGBT bodies were often shown as passive, for 
display, which is similar to the ways in which women's bodies were portrayed. However, gay 
men’s bodies were also shown as muscular and having less fat. By looking more muscular, gay 
men are read as masculine and therefore virile and male. Ads showing individual 
gay/lesbian/bisexual women were absent in Out, supplanted instead with ads featuring a group of 
women. Here too there seems to be a play of traditional gender stereotype, which reinforces 
independent men and dependent women. These instances further support Sender’s and 
Branchik’s work on gay identities and advertising.83 LGBT (lesbian, gay, bisexual, and 
transgender) bodies were balanced between femininity and masculinity as a way to make their 
sexuality more mainstream, despite the fact the ads were targeting an LGBT audience. Gay and 
lesbian advertising was, however, the most multicultural. In this case, one might posit that 
advertisers showing their support of LGBT audiences choose to extend this support to 
marginalized ethnicities. Regardless, it is notable that advertisements clearly targeting LGBT 
consumers were only evident in Out magazine.83 Although not coded in this study, ads in Out 
were noted making LGBT identity visible through rainbow iconography, which may have been 
intentional so as not to offend non-LGBT audiences by disrupting the body through stance and/or 
sexual interaction.84 (Branchik, 2007; Peneloza, 1996; Tsai, 2012).  

In weight-loss advertising in the last decade, the full body was shown more often than 
body parts, regardless of gender. This emphasizes the product's holistic benefits, benefits for the 
whole self. In many ways, this is better than an advertiser’s focus on body parts, which further 
objectify and sexualize men and women. 

Advertisers promote a wide variety of products for weight loss, but overall diet foods and 
drinks are promoted much more heavily than any other means of controlling weight. It is clear 
that a person cannot eat their way to weight loss, but advertisers seem to be promoting just that 
in order to increase their profitability. In addition, one also notices differences in the focus on 
products for different sexes. Weight loss in men is promoted through active methods such as 
exercising and through exercise equipment, though this was seen only in Men's Journal, as GQ 
had very few ads and, of those, even fewer with people. Among women, passive dieting methods 

[1
8.

11
6.

13
.1

13
]  

 P
ro

je
ct

 M
U

S
E

 (
20

24
-0

4-
25

 1
8:

43
 G

M
T

)



Journal of Magazine & New Media Research  Persuading the Public      
Vol. 16, No. 1 • Fall 2015 

	
   14	
  

are promoted through the use of diet food or drinks, diet pills, and supplements. This was highly 
evident in every publication targeting women as well as more mainstream targeted publications. 
In addition, gay and lesbian consumers were clearly thought by marketers to be interested only in 
looking thin while also having a good time, namely drinking alcohol, as most of the ads aimed at 
this audience were for diet beer and had a single message: drink this, fit in, and look great while 
doing it. This follows similar findings in previous studies about LGBT audiences, where they are 
considered the dream market because they are often double income with no kids85 and have the 
time and money to party without responsibility.86 Promoting alcohol and weight loss together is 
problematic as it gives consumers a false sense of consuming a product that is good for them and 
at the same time increasing the consumption of product that is detrimental to one’s health. This is 
particularly important, as research has suggested that alcohol, tobacco, and other drug use is 
higher among LGBT populations because of an increased need to feel acceptance and increased 
social stressors.87 Advertisers then are complicit in continuing the use of alcohol as a product for 
relief as well as a product for weight control. 

According to the FTC, “physical activity appears to be a very important treatment 
component for long-term maintenance of a reduced body weight. To lose weight and not regain 
it, ongoing changes in thinking, eating, and exercise are essential.”88 Advertisers in general need 
to show more women and men as active and exercising in order to communicate that products 
themselves are not adequate for weight loss and that being active and exercising is important to 
managing one’s weight. There is no doubt that advertisers’ primary goal is to sell products. 
However, advertisers can do this in a responsible way by not exaggerating the claim so much so 
that the use of the product and its ineffectiveness results in a public that is less motivated to take 
action. Diet and weight-loss advertising can be an important source of information and can 
motivate and persuade the public to lose weight and thus can be an important partner in the fight 
against obesity. Ad messages need to present the complexity of weight gain and loss and 
persuade diverse groups in their pursuit of health and body. Most importantly, advertisers need to 
persuade diverse groups without promoting and reinforcing hegemonic ideals of body and 
weight. The advertising literature on efficacy of ads show that model ethnicity affects response 
to the ads.89 Thus, in order to engage a diverse group of people to lose weight, advertisers need 
to include diverse representation. 

 
Limitations and Future Research 

The findings of this study should be interpreted in light of the following limitations. The 
study examined 878 ads, a large sample; however, it did not examine all the ads in all the 
magazines in a given year. Women’s magazines (Cosmopolitan and Ladies Home Journal) and 
People, a general magazine, had disproportionately higher number of weight-loss ads than ads in 
other magazines, thus the generalization of the findings may be limited. In addition, some issues 
of the publications were not available, thus they could not be included in the study. 
 Future research should examine additional publications targeted at multi-cultural 
audiences to see if there are other correlations or discrepancies. This is particularly important 
with regard to LGBT audiences and black/African American audiences. Latin and Hispanic 
audiences could also be researched further. Research that looks at how these advertisements 
compare to health news articles related to obesity and other healthy weight suggestions would 
also allow for a more inclusive and comparative look at the public health message as opposed to 
simply examining how marketers are connecting to consumers.  
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