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We conducted two experiments in order to investigate the effects of model body size and pricing strategies on advertising

effectiveness, body esteem, and weight lose intentions. In the first experiment, 145 female participants were randomly assigned into

one of the three print ad body size conditions: thin, average, and plus-size. We find that in the thin body condition participants

estimated the product quality and price to be significantly higher than in the other two conditions. Additionally, female participants

indicated lower body esteem and higher intention to lose weight in the thin condition, relative to the plus-size and normal conditions.

Our second experiment employed a between-subject 3 x 2 factorial design, investigating the effect of exposure condition (ads

featuring thin models, plus-size models, and average models) and price (low and high) on advertising effectiveness, purchase

intentions, and on female body-esteem. We show that the presence of price in the ad complicates the findings from our first

experiment by interacting with model body size.
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How Does Skinny Sell?  
Body Size and Pricing Effects on Advertising Effectiveness and Body Esteem

Maxim Polonsky, University of Connecticut, USA
Ioannis Kareklas, Washington State University, USA

Marketers claim that skinny models sell products well (Gillian, 2000).  Research findings on exposure to thin models and advertising 
effectiveness are mixed. Women generally feel thin fashion models are more elegant and interesting (Martin et al., 2007), and tend to associ-
ate thin with happiness, desirability, and status (Tiggermann, 2003).  On the other hand, Dittmar and Howard (2004) have shown that the 
exposure to thin ideals in ads may harm an individual’s body esteem, and there is no difference between thin and average-size models in terms 
of advertising effectiveness (i.e. product and ad evaluation, and purchase intention).  

When asked about most important aspects in women’s life, approximately fifty percent of American females indicate their shape and 
weight (The Downing Street Group, LLC, 2007).  For young women especially, pressures to be thin contributes to lower self-esteem, body 
image disturbances, and eating disorders, with as many as fifty percent of undergraduate females expressing body dissatisfaction (Bearman 
et al., 2006). 

Research shows that between 1970–1990, the emphasis on fitness increased, and the body shape of models tended to become thinner 
(Guillen and Barr, 1994).  The content analysis of popular fashion magazines from 1959 to 1999 found a significant decrease in models’ body 
sizes during the 80s and 90s (Sypeck et al., 2004).  Botta (1999), for example, found that exposure to thin body sizes had an influence on 
young female’s endorsement of the ideal thin body and the likelihood to use media models to define what their own bodies should look like.  
The relationship between exposure to thin-ideal and body image disturbances was also demonstrated in experimental research (Bessenoff, 
2006; Dittmar & Howard, 2004) and supported by two meta-analytic reviews (Grabe et al., 2008; Groesz et al., 2002).

Important moderators of the relationship between exposure to thin ideals in the media and body-related disturbances are social com-
parison tendency and thin-ideal internalization.  Internalization of thin-ideal has been viewed as an important risk factor that contributes to 
developing of eating disorders. Thin-ideal internalization refers to the extent to which an individual accepts the thin-ideal standard of beauty 
and attractiveness as her own and engages in behaviors that supposedly help to approximate these standards (Thompson et al., 1999). 

As a theory, social comparison posits that individuals compare themselves to others to determine their own relative lev-
els of abilities (Festinger, 1954).  There are two directions for social comparison: an upward comparison that is made when com-
parison others are perceived to be more fortunate; and a downward comparison that refers to less fortunate comparison others.   
Research suggests that when discrepancies between the self and the comparison standard arise, people are motivated to change the self to be 
more like the comparison standard.  Upward comparisons in particular lead to negative moods and lower self-esteem (Gibbons & Gerard, 
1989).  Social comparison processes may be unintentional, environmentally imposed, and even unwanted (Lyubomirsky & Ross, 1997).  
Richins (1991) pointed out that that social comparison with media models has unfavorable consequences for female body esteem, since the 
media body ideal is unattainable.  That is why women who are more likely to compare their body to media models have higher levels of body 
dissatisfaction and lower levels of self-esteem (Stormer & Thompson, 1996).  

From the review above, the marketing dilemma is evident: images that are effective in selling products may also harm consumers. We 
conducted two experiments in order to investigate the dilemma closely.  In the first online experiment, 145 female participants were randomly 
assigned into one of the three print ad body size conditions: thin, average, and plus-size.  Specifically, we investigated the effects of the model 
body size on advertising effectiveness (attitude toward the ad, attitude toward the model, and purchase intention), as well as on body-esteem 
and weight lose intention.  Upon login onto the website, participants were randomized into one of the three conditions and told that that they 
are participating in a marketing research study that explores different communication and appeal strategies (print vs. video, reading detailed 
information versus watching a short ad, sex appeal vs. humor, etc.) for two product categories – computers and women shoes. After complet-
ing pre-test, participants in each condition were referred to CNET.com page “Best 5 desktops” (http://reviews.cnet.com/best-desktops/?tag=l
eftColumnArea1.0) or similar updated page, and asked to read short one-paragraph review for each of the five computers.  Next, participants 
were asked to answer filler questions about their liking, preference, and purchase intention for any of the reviewed computers.  Upon the 
completion, study participants saw the experimental ad and filled a post-test questionnaire that consisted of a) questions about advertising 
effectiveness (e.g. ad evaluation, purchase intention, willingness to pay), and b) body-esteem scale and questions about dieting and weight 
loss.  Participants were deceived that the later part of the post-test was an unrelated small scale survey study that will be used to design health 
interventions.

Our results indicate that participants in the thin condition estimated price to be higher relative to the participants in the plus-size and 
average conditions (F = 3.587, p < .05, means = $60, $65, and $85 for plus-size, average, and thin conditions respectively).  We find a similar 
pattern for other advertising effectiveness variables, with the thin condition having a positive effect on willingness to pay (F = 3.317, p < .05; 
means = $30, $32, $38 for plus-size, average, and thin conditions respectively), attitude toward the model (F = 5.812, p < .05; means = 3.1, 
3.6, 4.1) and attitude toward the ad (F = 3.17, p < .05; means = 3.2, 3.6, 4).  It is important to note that the participants’ purchase intention was 
identical in the average and thin conditions (F=3.12, p < .05; means = 2.5, 3.1, 3.1 for plus-size, average, and thin conditions).  

In regards to body-related outcomes, we find that in the thin condition participants reported lower levels of body-esteem (F=3.02, p = 
.05) and higher desire to lose weight (F = 5.174, p < .05; means in pounds = 9, 9, 14).  To summarize, in the thin model body size condition, 
participants viewed the ad and the model more positively, estimated the price to be higher, and were more likely to indicate their willingness 
to pay higher price and their purchase intention.  On the other hand, this same condition made female participants feel bad about their bodies, 
and affected their desire to lose weight.       

Our second experiment employed a between-subject 3 x 2 factorial design, investigating the effect of exposure condition (ads featuring 
thin models, plus-size models, and average models) and price (low and high) on the following outcomes: 1) advertising effectiveness (at-
titude toward the ad, purchase intention), and 2) body esteem and weight loss intention.  The main difference from our Experiment 1 is the 
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introduction of price as an independent variable.  We introduce price variable because, as mentioned above, thin is associated with status.  
We manipulate price and attempt to investigate whether price interacts with model body size to create the perception of quality and to elicit 
generally more favorable attitudes toward advertisements.  At the same time, we investigate how body X price interaction affects consumers’ 
body-esteem and weight loss intentions.  Our preliminary results suggest that thin body size condition loses its advertising effectiveness when 
paired with low price.  Generally the main effect for model body size disappears virtually in every variable of interest.  
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Duncan Guest, Lugano University, Switzerland

Zachary Estes, University of Warwick, UK
Michael Gibbert, Lugano Universty, Switzerland

David Mazursky, Hebrew University, Israel

Brand names can convey important attributes of a product, and can more generally impact the brand image itself. For instance, brand 
names such as Dove and Apple implicitly convey positivity. However, some products are marketed with distinctly negative brand names, such 
as Burn energy drink, Fat Bastard chardonnay, and Poison perfume. What are the consequences of such negative brand names for consumer 
behavior? Might they bestow certain benefits that outweigh their negative connotations? We report two experiments that investigate this ques-
tion. Specifically, a wealth of psychological research indicates that negative words are more memorable than neutral words, and some pre-
liminary evidence suggests that negative stimuli become less negative with repeated exposures. We therefore predicted that, relative to neutral 
brand names, negative brand names would be better remembered (H1) and would become less negative with repeated presentations (H2).

Experiment 1 investigated whether negative brand names are better remembered than neutral brand names (H1). Eighty-four under-
graduates viewed a series of slides containing one negative brand name (e.g., Poison) and one neutral name (e.g., Obsession), with a different 
novel logo presented above each brand name. Half the brand names were presented in blue font and half in red. The negative and neutral 
names differed in valence but were matched for word length and frequency. We then tested participants’ recognition memory of (1) the brand 
names, (2) their color, and (3) their associated logos. Based on cognitive research, we hypothesized that negative brand names would not 
only be more memorable than neutral names, but also that they would evoke better memory for contextual details such as font color and logo. 
Results supported these predictions. Relative to neutral names, negative brand names elicited significantly better recognition (p < .05) of the 


