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“Our bodies, ourselves”
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     Everyday in both the quality newspapers and tabloids, Hong Kong women are presented with an image that “thin is in”. The media seems to praise slim girls only, implying that “fat is a fault”. Moreover, a recent survey indicated that 30% of women in Hong Kong are underweight. The number of underweight female has been increasing at an alarming rate. It is believed that the media is creating a false and unreachable image of feminine beauty which leads to this problem. 

     The aim of this report is to inquire further into the role of mass media in promoting slimness and the why they are successful in promoting this image which affects women nowadays. The report suggests what measures should be taken to deal with this problem as well. We hope to tell people the real definition of “true beauty”. 

     Mr. Leung King Wai, a registered psychologist (Counseling Psychologist) of Hong Kong Psychological Society was interviewed. He provided us more information on the influence of mass media and helped us to find out the answer. 

Current Situation
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     The media has great influence in leading the rising figures of underweight women. Some social workers revealed that 90% of Hong Kong women are not satisfied with their body weights. However, 40% of these women are originally underweight and they still seek help from some Slimming Centres in order to increase confidence. According to the data from the Hong Kong Young Women’s Christian Association, 56% of 1000 interviewees think the trend of dieting is prevailing. 4/5 of them think the media and the trend nowadays surely make women go on diet blindly. Besides, a research named “Health and Attitude of Dieting of Teenagers” shows that 61.45% of 991 young interviewees think the effect brought by fatness is “lack of confidence” and 58.83% of them chose “being ridiculed”. “Being discriminated” was also chosen by 36.13% of the interviewees.
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Fig.1 Change in the age of women and the status of human immunodeficiency virus who are underweight in 1995-2004

Findings
A. Reasons of mass media of creating a false idea of “thin is in”
     Both television and magazines seem to praise slim girls only, implying that “thin is in” and “fat is a fault”. The mass media, such as magazines, dieting advertisements, any commercial product like a beer, a mobile phone, they have a supermodel attached to it. And psychologists have found in research that young females who read these magazines show increased dissatisfaction in themselves and decreased self-esteem. Therefore, these kinds of advertising strategies create the dissatisfaction to encourage spending. 

     Twenty years ago, the average model weighed 8 percent less than the average woman—but today’s models weigh 23 percent less. Advertisers believe that thin [image: image5.jpg]


models sell products. When the Australian magazine New Woman recently included a picture of a heavy-set model on its cover, it received a truckload of letters from grateful readers praising the move. But its advertisers complained and the magazine returned to featuring bone-thin models. Advertising Age International concluded that the incident "made clear the influence wielded by advertisers who remain convinced that only thin models spur the sales of beauty products."
B. Influence/Impact of the media
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    In recent years, we are bombarded with images and messages that reinforce the idea that we must be thin if we want to be welcomed and successful. Today, you cannot read a magazine or newspaper, turn on the television, listen to the radio, or shop at the mall without being assaulted with the message that fat is bad. The media would create an unattainable image in women’s mind of how they should appear. These images of course, can also effect the expectations that men have regarding how women "should" behave and look. Then women often feel fatally flawed if their weight, hips and breasts do not match with those of models and actors. And they are depressed with the failure of satisfying the standard of “beauty” in the heart of men. Hence, anorexia, bulimia, low self-esteem and a host of other problems can result. 
Recommendation/Measures 
A. Public Education
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    Education is a long term solution to stop the media inculcating the misleading images and the idea of “thin is in” to the public. The government should promote the message “healthy is beauty” through propaganda like TV advertisements, leaflets and radio, etc. to cultivate the public the right value and what “true beauty” is and to inculcate a correct attitude towards one’s body and body weight. It should also promote the food pyramid for balanced diet and tell people that regular exercise is the most appropriate measure to control weight. 
     Schools should increase students’ critical thinking and that they will not easily believe the misleading ideas broadcasted by the mass media. Moreover, schools can hold some workshops to let students understand their merits more in order to raise their self-esteem. It is a good idea to hold talks about what health impacts underweight brings. 
B. Government Restrictions

    With the public becoming more weight conscious, slimming products and treatments have become more prevalent. Seeking weight loss or rather maintaining
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one’s body weight appropriate to one’s bodily conditions has become very trendy. However, the number of complaints about the slimming and beauty industry rose to 755 in 2005 from 518 in 2004, an increase of about 46 per cent, according to the Consumer Council. Also, consumer complaints against slimming products, including drugs and devices, have doubled to 23 cases in 2005 from 12 cases in 2004. Most complainants blame the products for being ineffective or producing side effects. The above data imply the danger of taking these so-called “Slimming Magic Bullet”. Policies and measures must be implemented immediately by the related Government Department to protect the health of citizens. For instances, the enforcement team should regularly purchase samples of slimming products for laboratory analysis to ensure they are not adulterated with prohibited drug ingredients. Also, the government should stop people selling hazardous slimming products by legislation. Persons convicted of selling unregistered pharmaceutical products or prescription-only medicines without prescription should be liable to high penalty and long imprisonment.  
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Conclusion
     The relation between media exposure and body weight is very tight. Media continues to model unhealthy eating attitudes and behaviors. Also, in a smaller measure, it prevents this negative effect. One of the ways we can protect our self-esteem and body image from the media’s often narrow definition of beauty and acceptability is to become a critical viewer of the media messages we are bombarded with each day. If we assent to the media messages about attractiveness and body shape and size, then it will have an effect on the way we think about our bodies and ourselves.
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