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Abstract 

The present study aimed to investigate whether the provision of prior information 

about digital alteration would enhance the effectiveness of disclaimer labels attached to 

fashion images in protecting against body dissatisfaction. Participants were 363 female 

undergraduate students who viewed fashion magazine advertisements with either no label or 

a digital alteration disclaimer label. Prior to viewing the advertisements, participants read one 

of three news stories containing digital alteration information that focused on either the 

unrealistic nature of the images or on social comparison, or a control news story (on 

magazine circulation figures).  Irrespective of the preceding information, disclaimer labels 

offered no benefit for body satisfaction. However, reading the news articles containing 

information about digital alteration led to higher levels of body dissatisfaction than reading 

the control article. It was concluded that information in the form of news stories or disclaimer 

labels cannot be assumed to be useful or to offer positive benefit. Accordingly, more 

extensive and thorough evaluation is required and policy makers might better direct their 

attention to other forms of cost-effective universal intervention.  
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High levels of body dissatisfaction have been documented in women across a range of 

western industrialized countries, including Australia and the United States (Swami et al., 

2010). Such body dissatisfaction and accompanying disordered eating have generally been 

attributed to sociocultural factors (e.g., Thompson, Heinberg, Altabe, & Tantleff-Dunn, 1999; 

Tiggemann, 2011). Fashion magazines, in particular, have long been recognised as a potent 

transmitter of unrealistically thin beauty ideals for women and girls because of their lack of 

diversity in body shape (Harper & Tiggemann, 2008; Silverstein, Perdue, Peterson, & Kelly, 

1986). In addition, fashion images are routinely subject to digital alteration to render them 

ever more “perfect”, most notably making the already thin models even thinner (Bennett, 

2008). An extensive body of correlational and experimental research has now demonstrated a 

reliable link between exposure to thin idealized fashion media and body dissatisfaction, 

especially for women who already have high levels of body concern (for meta-analyses, see 

Grabe, Ward, & Hyde, 2008; Groesz, Levine, & Murnen, 2002; Levine & Murnen, 2009; 

Want, 2009), 

The detrimental effect of thin idealized media on women’s body image has become an 

important social issue, of concern to policy makers and the general public alike. Many 

governments around the world have responded by seeking cost-effective interventions that 

can be universally implemented to try to combat negative media effects (Krawitz, 2014). One 

proposed strategy is the addition of some form of warning or disclaimer label to media 

images that have been air-brushed or digitally altered. This recommendation forms part of the 

Voluntary Industry Code of Conduct for the fashion, media, and advertising industries in 

Australia (National Advisory Group on Body Image, 2009). In 2012, Israel became the first 

country to actually enact legislation requiring a disclaimer label on advertising images that 

have been digitally altered to make the model thinner (Krawitz, 2014). France enacted a 

similar law in late 2017 stipulating that advertising images containing models whose bodies 
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have been digitally altered in size (in any direction) must include the notice “photographie 

retouchée” (retouched photograph) (Eggert, 2017). 

The assumed (but largely unarticulated) rationale underlying the use of disclaimer 

labels is that they should serve to inform or remind the reader that the fashion image is not 

realistic and therefore does not present a relevant or appropriate target for comparing herself 

to, which should lead to lower social comparison and, in turn, the preservation of body 

satisfaction (Tiggemann, Slater, Bury, Hawkins, & Firth, 2013). This rationale follows 

logically from sociocultural models (e.g., the Tripartite Influence Model, Thompson et al., 

1999) that position social comparison as the major mechanism by which media exposure 

leads to body dissatisfaction. When women compare themselves with the thin idealized 

images presented in fashion magazines or elsewhere, almost invariably they will fall short, 

resulting in dissatisfaction with their own bodies (Levine & Murnen, 2009; Want, 2009). In 

support, a number of experience sampling studies have shown that upward comparisons are 

associated with increases in body dissatisfaction and disordered eating in daily life 

(Drutschinin, Fuller-Tyskiewicz, De Paoli, Lewis, & Krug, 2018; Fitzsimmons-Craft, 2017; 

Fuller-Tyszkiewicz et al., 2019). In addition, some experimental studies have shown that the 

observed negative effects of media exposure on body satisfaction are at least partially 

mediated by social comparison with the models (e.g., Bessenoff, 2006; Tiggemann & Polivy, 

2010; Tiggemann, Polivy, & Hargreaves, 2009).  

Despite the intuitive appeal of disclaimer labels, to date there has been little empirical 

evidence to support their effectiveness. Instead, a growing number of experimental studies 

have found that adding disclaimer labels indicating digital alteration to fashion images offers 

no protection against body dissatisfaction (Ata, Thompson, & Small, 2013; Borau & 

Nepomuceno, 2019; Bury, Tiggemann, & Slater, 2016a,b, 2017; Cragg, Mulgrew, & Kannis-

Dymand, 2017; Frederick, Sandhu, Scott, & Akbari, 2016; Kwan, Haynos, Blomquist, & 
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Roberto 2018; Lewis, Pelled, & Tal-Or, 2019; Tiggemann & Brown, 2018; Tiggemann, 

Brown, & Thomas, 2019; Tiggemann, Brown, Zaccardo, & Thomas, 2017; Tiggemann et al., 

2013). Some of these studies have even found harmful effects for some types of disclaimer 

label, particularly those that specify the body parts modified (e.g., “This image has been 

digitally altered to slim waist and lengthen legs”; Bury et al., 2016a; Tiggemann et al., 2013), 

and for particular groups of women, namely those high on trait appearance comparison (Bury 

et al., 2016a; Tiggemann et al., 2013) or dietary restraint (Kwan et al., 2018).  

Some insight into the failure of disclaimer labels to ameliorate body dissatisfaction 

comes from studies that have included measures of social comparison. These uniformly find 

that disclaimer labels do not result in any reported reduction in self-relevance or comparison 

with the models in the images (Bury et al., 2016a, 2017; Tiggemann et al., 2013, 2017). One 

possible explanation for this unexpected finding is provided by contemporary approaches to 

social comparison that hold that comparisons are often made spontaneously, automatically, 

and without awareness, even when they are inappropriate (Chatard, Bocage- Barthélémy, 

Selimbegović, & Guimond, 2017; Gilbert, Giesler, & Morris, 1995; Want, 2009). Women 

may only consider the relevance or appropriateness of comparisons after they have already 

been made, requiring a second correction process whereby women need to “mentally undo” 

their inappropriate comparisons (Gilbert et al., 1995; Want, 2009).  Thus disclaimer labels of 

digital alteration may come too late, after women have already spontaneously made upward 

comparisons with the models. Accordingly, providing women with digital alteration 

information before exposure to thin and idealized fashion images may allow them to better 

cognitively prepare to deal with inappropriate comparisons as indicated by the disclaimer 

labels and thereby preserve body satisfaction. This line of reasoning also offers an intriguing 

explanation as to why traditional media literacy interventions have proved somewhat 

successful in ameliorating negative effects of media exposure (for a systematic review, see 
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McLean, Paxton, & Wertheim, 2016), while thus far the addition of disclaimer labels has not. 

It may be that the intervention needs to occur temporally before women see the images, so 

that they are able to process the images differently (more critically) than they would normally 

do and, in particular, to consciously inhibit the social comparison processing that it is argued 

would otherwise automatically occur.  

To our knowledge, only one study has explicitly addressed the provision of earlier 

digital alteration information. Bury et al. (2017) investigated whether a brief informational 

message (stating that nearly all fashion images are airbrushed or digitally altered to improve 

appearance) presented on the cover of the folder containing the fashion magazine 

advertisements to be viewed would increase the effectiveness of disclaimer labels in reducing 

body dissatisfaction. They found that the informational message had no effect, neither in its 

own right, nor in increasing the effectiveness of disclaimer labels. The authors suggested that 

their one-sentence message may have been too brief, too mild in wording, and too closely 

tied (in time and space) to the fashion images, and they recommended future investigation of 

more detailed and engaging pre-exposure information. 

Although it is assumed that disclaimer labels convey the message that the image is 

unrealistic and should not be compared with, this may not be the message actually conveyed. 

Indeed, we have little existing research examining how women process and interpret 

(explicitly or implicitly) the text of disclaimer labels attached to fashion images. In particular, 

there is no evidence that women reading disclaimer labels stating that the image has been 

digitally altered proceed to make the logical deduction that the image represents an 

unrealistic and inappropriate comparison target. If not, then disclaimer labels in and of 

themselves may not serve to remind women that the images are unrealistic and/or not to 

compare with them, as their advocates assume. Thus we reasoned that the effect of pre-

exposure information on the effectiveness of disclaimer labels may be enhanced if it 
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explicitly addressed these two elements (lack of realism and inappropriateness of 

comparisons).  

The aim of the present experiment was to investigate the effect of provision of prior 

information on the effectiveness of disclaimer labels. We predicted (and hoped) that a 

detailed and engaging informational message about digital alteration (including consideration 

of realism and social comparison) presented before viewing the fashion magazine images 

would prime women to be more conscious of and able to protect themselves against social 

comparison, thereby serving to increase the effectiveness of disclaimer labels in reducing 

women’s body dissatisfaction. Specifically, we predicted an interaction between information 

and label conditions, such that exposure to both prior information about digital alteration and 

disclaimer labels would result in reduced body dissatisfaction and social comparison 

compared to all other conditions. We also tested the potential moderating role of trait 

appearance comparison tendency, which has been shown to influence disclaimer effects in 

some studies (Bury et al., 2016a; Tiggemann et al., 2013). 

Method 

Design 

The study employed a 3 (information: realism, comparison, control) x 2 (label: no 

label, disclaimer label) between-subjects experimental design. Major dependent variables 

were state appearance comparison and state body dissatisfaction (at post-information and 

post-exposure). Trait appearance comparison tendency was tested as a potential moderating 

variable. 

Participants 

Participants were 363 female undergraduate students at [blinded] University aged 

between 17 and 30 years. The majority identified as Caucasian/White (78.2%), followed by 

12.9% Asian, 1.4% African, and 0.8% Aboriginal/Torres Strait Islander (6.6% ‘other’).  
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Materials 

News articles. Information was presented in the form of three magazine news articles 

constructed for the study. Participants were asked to read one of these. Articles were 

formatted in the style of online news stories that have been printed, with a title banner 

running across the top including the name and logo of the (fictitious) newspaper (‘Sunday 

Chronicle’) and a byline with the name of the (fictitious) author (‘James Wilson’). All three 

articles were around 200 words in length and contained a title and eight paragraphs of text 

going over two pages with a large image on the first page. The sentiments were taken from 

existing published online news articles. In addition, all articles included a quote from the 

researcher (first author) at the participants’ university.  

The two experimental articles were titled “We Need To Talk About Photoshop” and 

“We Need To Talk About Comparing”. Both articles discussed the use of Photoshop to 

remove blemishes, lengthen legs, and in other ways to make the models in magazines look 

perfect. Paragraphs 1, 2, 3 and 7, as well as the graphic of a before-and-after photoshopped 

image of a model (for the cover of Nitro Magazine) were the same. The remaining paragraphs 

focused either on the fact that photoshopped models do not present a realistic representation 

of women (“We Need To Talk About Photoshop”) or that women should not compare 

themselves with photoshopped models (“We Need To Talk About Comparing”). These were 

used to present the realism and comparison information, respectively. The control article 

(“We Need To Talk About Magazines”) discussed general readership and circulation 

statistics of Australian magazines and did not mention or reference photoshopping in any 

way. [Text of the actual articles is provided in Supplementary Materials]. 

Thin ideal stimuli. Participants viewed a set of 15 fashion magazine advertisements 

consisting of 11 thin-ideal advertisements and four product advertisements. All 

advertisements were for fashion related items, such as clothes, accessories, and perfume, and 
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were sourced from popular women’s fashion magazines readily available in Australia (e.g., 

Cleo, Vogue). The thin-ideal advertisements featured at least three quarters of a thin and 

attractive model’s body and the set as a whole has been shown by Bury et al. (2017) to elicit 

increased body dissatisfaction.  The advertisements were printed on high quality A4-size 

photographic paper and presented in a folder. 

There were two different versions of the thin-ideal advertisements: one with no label 

(i.e., image only), and one with an added generic disclaimer label (“This image has been 

digitally altered to enhance appearance”). A generic form of disclaimer label was chosen as 

closest to what is being suggested and implemented in practice. The label was written in 12pt 

Calibri font enclosed within a thin border and was positioned in the corner of the page. 

Previous studies have established that participants do notice disclaimer labels of this form 

and size (Ata et al., 2013; Bury et al., 2014, 2016b; Tiggemann et al., 2013).  

Magazine consumption.  Participants were provided with a list of women’s fashion 

magazines (e.g. Cosmopolitan, Vogue) and asked to indicate how often they read each one 

(never, sometimes, almost every time it comes out). They were also asked approximately how 

many women’s magazines they had read or looked at in the past month, and how much time 

they had spent doing so (less than 10 minutes, 10-30 minutes, 31-60 minutes, 1-2 hours, more 

than 2 hours).  

Body dissatisfaction.  Following Heinberg and Thompson (1995), visual analogue 

scales (VAS) were used to measure state body dissatisfaction before and after viewing the 

advertisements. The scales consisted of 100-mm horizontal lines, with poles labelled ‘none’ 

and ‘very much’. Participants were instructed to make a mark along the line to indicate how 

they felt “right now” on five mood dimensions (not analysed here) and two body 

dissatisfaction dimensions (‘weight dissatisfaction’ and ‘appearance dissatisfaction’). 

Responses were measured to the nearest millimetre and the latter two dimensions were 
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averaged to produce a score ranging from 0 to 100, such that higher scores indicated greater 

body dissatisfaction. VAS have been shown to provide brief but valid measures of body 

dissatisfaction, correlating well with longer measures (Heinberg & Thompson, 1995). In the 

present sample, the body dissatisfaction measure had acceptable internal reliability at both 

post-information (α = .86) and post-exposure (α = .89). 

Perceived realism. Perceived realism of the images was measured by the Perceived 

Realism Scale of Tiggemann et al. (2013). Participants rated their agreement with four 

statements (e.g., “The models in the advertisements looked like they would look like in 

person”) on 7-point scales (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree). An overall score was 

calculated by averaging responses to the four items. Tiggemann et al. (2013) reported 

adequate internal reliability for the scale (α = .79). In the present sample, internal reliability 

was the same (α = .79).  

State appearance comparison. The amount of appearance comparison participants 

engaged in when viewing the advertisements was measured by the State Appearance 

Comparison Scale (Tiggemann & McGill, 2004). Participants indicated on three 7-point 

rating scales the extent to which they thought about their appearance when viewing the 

images, and the extent to which they compared their overall appearance and specific body 

parts, respectively, with those of the women they saw in the images (1 = not at all, 7 = a lot). 

A total score for state appearance comparison was calculated by averaging the three items, 

producing a scale ranging from 1 to 7. The scale has demonstrated good internal reliability (α 

= .91; Tiggemann & McGill, 2004), which was also the case in the present sample (α = .93). 

Trait tendency for appearance comparison. Trait appearance comparison was 

measured by The Physical Appearance Comparison Scale Revised (PACS-R; Schaefer & 

Thompson, 2014). The scale consists of 11 items which participants rated on 5-point scales as 

to how often (0 = never; 4 = always) they make comparisons to others’ weight, body shape, 
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body size, or appearance in different situations. An exemplar item is “When I’m at a party, I 

compare my body shape to the body shape of others”.  Responses on the 11 items were 

averaged to create a score ranging from 0 to 4, with higher scores indicating a greater 

tendency to engage in appearance comparison. The PACS-R has established convergent 

validity and excellent internal consistency (r = .97; Schaefer & Thompson, 2014). Internal 

reliability was similarly high in the present sample (α = .94). 

Procedure  

Following approval of the protocol by the Institutional Research Ethics Board, 

participants were recruited for a study entitled “Effectiveness of fashion magazine 

advertising”. They were tested individually or in small groups of two to four. Testing sessions 

lasted approximately 30 minutes.  

The experiment took part in two phases. The manipulation of information (realism, 

comparison, control) occurred in the waiting room outside the Media and Psychology 

laboratory. On the door to the laboratory, under the room name was a folder labelled ‘Recent 

News’, which contained laminated copies of one of the three news articles. When participants 

arrived for the study, they were greeted, provided with the Letter of Introduction and consent 

form, and asked to take a seat in the waiting room to read and sign these. The researcher also 

took out a copy of the news article from the folder on the door and asked participants to read 

this when they had finished the forms because the article mentioned and provided 

background for the research conducted in the particular laboratory. Participants were asked to 

knock on the door when ready to start the experiment.  

The second phase took place inside the laboratory. Participants completed the VAS 

(mood, body dissatisfaction) and questions about their consumption of women’s magazines. 

They were then given the folder containing the fashion magazine advertisements (with or 

without disclaimer labels) and asked to view each one for 40 secs as indicated by a timer. 
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When the timer sounded, they were to turn the page to the next advertisement. To ensure 

attention and support the avowed aim of the study (“effectiveness of fashion magazine 

advertising”), participants rated each advertisement (1 = strongly disagree; 5 = strongly 

agree) on three items (“If I saw this advertisement in a magazine, it would catch my eye”, 

“This advertisement is visually appealing”, “On a whole, this advertisement is effective at 

promoting the product”).  

After viewing the set of advertisements, participants completed the post-exposure 

VAS (mood, body dissatisfaction), as well as measures of perceived realism and state 

appearance comparison processing. They then completed a recall task (product and brand 

name of the advertisements) which acted as a filler task. They were also asked whether or not 

they had read the news article before the study began and to describe the theme in a few 

words. Finally, participants completed the trait measure of appearance comparison tendency, 

before having their height and weight measured (with their consent). Participants received 

course credit for their participation and were debriefed through an online system following 

completion of data collection. 

Results 

Sample characteristics 

The women in the sample had a mean age of 19.65 years (SD = 2.60). Their mean 

Body Mass Index (BMI) was 23.03 (SD = 4.43).  The majority (63.2% of the sample) were of 

normal weight (18.5 < BMI < 25), with 11.1% underweight (BMI < 18.5), 17.0% overweight 

(25 < BMI < 30), and 8.7% obese (BMI > 30). The mean number of magazines read in the 

past month was 1.90 (SD = 1.90) and the median category of time spent reading magazines 

was 10-30 minutes. Nearly all (96.4%) reported that they had read the news article in the 

waiting room, with 98.7% of the experimental conditions correctly identifying that the theme 

was about Photoshop and 97.4% of the control condition that it was about magazine 
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circulation figures. Data for those women who had not read the articles (n = 13) were 

excluded, leaving a final sample of 350 participants for analysis.  

A series of one-way ANOVAs showed that the six experimental groups had no 

differences in age, F(5, 344) = 2.08, p = .067, BMI, F(5, 337) = 0.39, p = .855, or number of 

magazines read in the past month, F(5, 344) = 1.69, p = .137. Importantly, they also did not 

differ on the trait measure of appearance comparison tendency, F(5, 342) = 1.32, p = .256, 

confirming that this measure was not reactive to experimental manipulation.  

Effect of information and label on body dissatisfaction 

 Table 1 displays the means for body dissatisfaction at post-information and post-

exposure by experimental condition. An overall 3 (information) x 2 (label) x 2 (time) mixed 

ANOVA showed a significant main effect of information condition, F(2, 344) = 4.44, p = 

.012, ηp
2= 0.03, and a significant main effect of time, F(1, 344) = 29.06, p <.001, ηp

2 = 0.08. 

There was no significant main effect of label, F(1, 344) = 0.43, p = .511, ηp
2 < 0.01. Nor, in 

contrast to our prediction, was there any significant interaction between information and 

label, F(2, 344) = 0.67, p = .515, ηp
2 < .01, or between label and time, F(1, 344) = 1.64, p = 

.201, ηp
2 = 0.01, information and time, F(2, 344) = 1.21, p = .300, ηp

2= 0.01, or three-way 

interaction, F(2, 344) = 0.21, p = .814, ηp
2 < 0.01. This pattern of results indicates that 

information differences persisted throughout the experiment and body dissatisfaction 

increased over time.  

To unpack and clarify these results, the two phases of the experiment (and 

corresponding measures of body dissatisfaction) were examined separately. For the first 

(waiting room) phase, a one-way ANOVA showed that there was a significant main effect of 

information condition on post-information body dissatisfaction, F(2, 347) = 3.62, p = .028, 

ηp
2= 0.02. Post hoc testing confirmed what can be seen from the means in Table 1, that the 

realism (M = 49.11, SD = 24.03) and comparison (M = 48.99, SD = 24.12) information 
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conditions resulted in greater body dissatisfaction than the control information condition (M 

= 41.70, SD = 23.99; ps = .020) and that the former did not differ from each other (p = .970). 

Thus, reading information about digital alteration heightened participants’ body 

dissatisfaction.  

 For the second phase, a 3 (information) x 2 (label) ANCOVA (post-exposure body 

dissatisfaction as the dependent variable, post-information body dissatisfaction entered as a 

covariate) was conducted to examine the effect of the disclaimer label on change in body 

dissatisfaction. This analysis showed no significant effect of information, F(2, 343) = 1.39, p 

= .251, ηp
2= 0.01, label, F(1, 343) = 1.51, p = .220, ηp

2 < .01, or interaction between them, 

F(2, 343) = 0.17, p = .846, ηp
2  < .01. This clarifies that while body dissatisfaction increased 

following exposure to the fashion advertisements, it increased to the same extent regardless 

of label or information condition. It is just that it started at a higher level following reading of 

the two digital alteration news stories. 

Effect of information and label on perceived realism and state appearance comparison 

Table 2 provides the means for perceived realism and state appearance comparison for 

the experimental conditions. For perceived realism, a 3 (information) x 2 (label) ANOVA 

showed that there was no significant main effect of information, F(2, 343) = 0.71, p = .491, 

ηp
2 < .01, or label, F(1, 343) = 0.05, p = .819, ηp

2 < .01. The interaction between information 

and label was also not significant, F(2, 343) = 0.24, p = .790, ηp
2  < .01.  

The means for social comparison show that the digital alteration (realism and 

comparison) information conditions tended to elicit greater comparison than the control 

information condition. However, the ANOVA showed that the main effects of information, 

F(2, 341) = 1.34, p = .263, ηp
2= .01, label, F(1, 341) = 0.00, p = .986, ηp

2 < .01, and their 

interaction, F(2, 341) = 1.15, p = .317, ηp
2 = .01, were not significant. Neither the digital 

alteration information nor presence of a disclaimer label had any impact on the perceived 
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realism of the images or the extent to which women engaged in appearance comparison with 

the models in the advertisements.   

 Although the experimental manipulations had no effect on state appearance 

comparison, state appearance comparison was significantly positively related to post-

exposure body dissatisfaction, r = .53, p <.001. A hierarchical multiple regression was used 

to determine whether state appearance comparison predicted increase in body dissatisfaction 

after viewing the magazine advertisements. With post-exposure body dissatisfaction as the 

dependent variable, post-information body dissatisfaction was entered on Step 1 and state 

appearance comparison on Step 2. Results showed that state appearance comparison 

explained significant additional variance in body dissatisfaction, R2
change = 0.03, Fchange(1, 

344) = 57.43, p <.001. Thus, higher state appearance comparison predicted increased body 

dissatisfaction after exposure to the fashion magazine advertisements across experimental 

conditions. 

Moderation by trait appearance comparison  

 A hierarchical multiple regression analysis was conducted to test whether the trait 

tendency to engage in appearance comparison moderated the effect of information or 

disclaimer label on change in body dissatisfaction in response to viewing the advertisements. 

As recommended by Aiken and West (1991), trait appearance comparison scores were 

centred to reduce non-essential multicollinearity. Two dummy-coded variables were created 

for the three-level information variable, with the control condition as the reference group.  

Post-information body dissatisfaction was entered on Step 1, main effects (trait appearance 

comparison, disclaimer label, information dummy variables) on Step 2, the two-way product 

terms on Step 3, and the three-way product terms on Step 4. 

 Results of the analysis showed that Step 2 was significant, R2
change = .024, Fchange(4, 

342) = 13.18, p <.001, with trait appearance comparison a unique predictor, β = .19, t(342) = 
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6.91, p <.001. Neither Step 3, R2
change = .001, Fchange(5, 337) = 0.52, p = .760, nor Step 4, 

R2
change = .000, Fchange(2, 335) = 0.46, p = .630, explained any additional variance. These 

results show no moderation of experimental effects by trait appearance comparison.  Rather, 

trait appearance comparison significantly predicted an increase in body dissatisfaction, 

regardless of information or label. 

Discussion 

 The overarching aim of the present study was to test whether the provision of prior 

information concerning digital alteration could improve the effectiveness of disclaimer labels 

in protecting against body dissatisfaction. Here the answer seems to be no. Disclaimer labels 

resulted in no benefit over fashion magazine advertisements viewed without labels, 

irrespective of the nature of the preceding information presented. However, somewhat 

unexpectedly, the prior information had an effect in its own right.  Reading the news articles 

containing information about digital alteration led to higher levels of body dissatisfaction 

than reading the control article. There was no effect of either information or label on the 

amount of appearance comparison processing engaged in while viewing the advertisements. 

Nor was the effect of information or label moderated by trait appearance comparison. 

The finding that disclaimer labels had no effect on body dissatisfaction (irrespective 

of prior information) adds yet another result to the growing list of experimental studies that 

have likewise returned null effects (Ata et al., 2013; Borau & Nepomuceno, 2019; Bury et al., 

2016a,b, 2017; Cragg et al., 2017; Frederick et al., 2016; Kwan et al., 2018; Lewis et al., 

2019; Tiggemann & Brown, 2018; Tiggemann et al., 2013, 2017). Taken as a whole, this 

body of research leads to the conclusion that adding disclaimer labels indicating digital 

alteration to fashion images is not an effective strategy for ameliorating body dissatisfaction.  

Interestingly, women themselves report that they do not expect disclaimer labels to improve 
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body image because the negative visual impact of the image is likely to overpower the impact 

of any form of label (Paraskeva, Lewis-Smith, & Diedrichs, 2017).   

The major finding that the provision of prior information concerning digital alteration 

did not enhance the effectiveness of disclaimer labels is disappointing, but consistent with 

one previous finding by Bury et al. (2017) for a brief one-sentence informational message. 

We had expected that our more fulsome and elaborate information in the form of a news 

article presented before participants entered the laboratory would fare better in preparing 

women to deal with exposure to the fashion advertisements and, in particular, be more 

responsive to the disclaimer labels. Given our more extensive information, the present result 

suggests it unlikely that the ineffectiveness of disclaimer labels can be attributed simply to 

women not having the cognitive resources to consciously inhibit or otherwise deal with 

spontaneous appearance comparisons. Perhaps the crucial difference between digital 

alteration information in news article or disclaimer form (as in the present study) and media 

literacy interventions which have shown some effectiveness (McLean et al., 2016), lies not in 

the timing of the information but in the level of engagement demanded. In particular, the 

former are read passively, whereas media literacy interventions typically involve constructing 

arguments against the thin ideal for oneself and some degree of activism and advocacy 

(Levine & Murnen, 2009). In this light, it is perhaps not surprising that disclaimer labels are 

insufficient to evoke the complex and critical processing required to deal with thin and 

idealized imagery.   

The unexpected finding that prior digital alteration information itself had a negative 

effect on body satisfaction is concerning. It also provides potential insight into the operation 

of disclaimer labels. Here the news articles were carefully constructed to offer a more 

detailed version of the information intended to be conveyed by disclaimer labels. 

Specifically, the news articles discussed how media images are digitally altered (as stated in 
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disclaimer labels) and explicitly warned that the resulting images are unrealistic and 

inappropriate for comparing with (assumed logical corollaries). The results indicated that 

provision of this information was far from helpful. Reading either of the two news articles 

containing information about digital alteration led to higher levels of body dissatisfaction 

than reading the control article. Our finding is broadly consistent with Selimbegović and 

Chatard’s (2015) finding that single exposure to a thin ideal image with a disclaimer label 

increased negative thought accessibility immediately and up to two months later, potentially 

reflecting a negative reaction to airbrushing. It makes sense that thinking about digital 

alteration might make women think about thin models and become more conscious of their 

own body’s imperfections. In support, Borau and Nepomuceno’s (2019) qualitative study 

recently identified a group of women they termed ‘victims’ who respond to the detection of 

digital manipulation with vigilance, mixed emotions, and high levels of perceived physical 

self-discrepancy from the models.  

In terms of the underlying mechanism, despite the intention to decrease social 

comparison by instruction and/or disclaimer label, this did not eventuate. There was no 

difference across experimental conditions in perceived realism or reported appearance 

comparison. The finding is consistent with previous research likewise showing no (or a 

positive) effect of disclaimer labels on appearance-based social comparison (Bury et al., 

2016a, 2017; Tiggemann et al., 2013, 2017). Nevertheless, irrespective of experimental 

condition, the amount of appearance comparison women engaged in was associated with 

increased body dissatisfaction in response to viewing the fashion advertisements, as is usually 

found (e.g., Bessenoff, 2006; Tiggemann & Polivy, 2010). It may be that the act of 

comparison activates negative appearance-related schema about the unrealistic thin ideal and 

one’s distance from it (Drutschinin et al., 2018), consistent with both general sociocultural 

models (e.g., Thompson et al., 1999) and the rationale behind the use of disclaimer labels. 
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 The fact that neither the disclaimer label nor specific information containing 

instruction not to compare, alone or in combination, had any effect on appearance 

comparison suggests that it may be very difficult to reduce appearance-based social 

comparison (see also Tiggemann & Polivy, 2010). This may be because such comparison is 

largely automatic and undertaken without awareness (Chatard et al., 2017; Gilbert et al., 

1995). However, the present results point to another possibility, namely, that women may 

knowingly choose to compare with the models in the fashion advertisements, even when they 

well know it is inappropriate. As Strahan, Wilson, Cressman, and Buote (2006) have shown, 

when cultural norms are made salient, women judge professional models as relevant targets 

for comparison because they know they themselves will be judged against these cultural 

standards. Whatever the intention, it is possible that the over-riding message received from 

disclaimer labels is more akin to “it must be really important to be thin and attractive” 

(Tiggemann, Brown, & Thomas, 2019) or “being beautiful means being thin” (Selimbegović 

& Chatard, 2015). This suggestion is consistent with Kwan et al.’s (2018) recent finding that 

exposure to fashion advertisements with disclaimer labels over four weeks led to increased 

appearance orientation. To the extent that disclaimer labels function to remind women of 

cultural norms surrounding the importance of thinness and attractiveness (Selimbegović & 

Chatard, 2015; Tiggemann et al., 2019), one would not expect decreased social comparison. 

Indeed, from this point of view, far from discouraging social comparison on the basis of 

appearance, disclaimer labels might be read in a way that actually encourages comparison 

(Tiggemann et al., 2013). Accordingly, future research is urgently needed as to how women 

actually interpret disclaimer labels.  

The study has important practical implications. It adds to the evidence that disclaimer 

labels should not be hastily implemented without due caution. The results also lead us to 

question exactly what is the message being received by women when exposed to such 
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disclaimer labels. Although somewhat indirect, the evidence seems to be accruing that 

disclaimer labels are not being read in the way assumed by their advocates. Hence there is the 

potential for unintended (and unexamined) effects. Indeed, both adult and adolescent women 

believe that showcasing greater diversity in body size, shape, and appearance would be a 

more effective strategy to improve body image than the use of disclaimer labels after the fact 

(Paraskeva et al., 2017).  Until we have more definitive information on disclaimer labels, it 

would seem more prudent to follow the former rather than latter strategy.  

As always, the present study carries a number of limitations. First, the sample 

consisted of female undergraduate students at an Australian university and so results may not 

necessarily generalize to other groups of women. This represents a broader criticism that can 

be levied at the whole area because, as yet, there has been little investigation of disclaimer 

labels in non-college samples. In particular, future research should address the effectiveness 

of the strategy in adolescent girls, for whom appearance-based comparisons are particularly 

important to their body dissatisfaction (Myers & Crowther, 2009). Indeed, on the basis of 

their survey results, Pareskeva et al. (2017) suggested that disclaimer labels may be more 

effective for adolescent girls than they are for adult women. It is also possible that results 

might differ for older women who generally report lower levels of social comparison 

tendency (Callan, Kim, & Matthews, 2015). Second, although the reading of both news 

articles and fashion magazines is common everyday behaviour, the experiment took place in 

a laboratory setting. In particular, the way advertisements were viewed is different from how 

they would be viewed when reading fashion magazines in natural settings. Third, the findings 

are limited to the specific wording and format of both the news stories and labels tested. For 

the news articles, future research might include a condition with combined realism and 

comparison content. Fourth, given the obtained (but unexpected) effect for information 

condition, it would have been useful to have a before measure of body dissatisfaction. This 
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was not possible in the present protocol because the news articles were presented incidentally 

in the waiting area, ostensibly before the experiment began. However, it is unlikely that 

experimental groups differed systematically on pre-information body dissatisfaction, as there 

was no difference on the trait measure of appearance comparison tendency, shown to be 

related to body dissatisfaction (Myers & Crowther, 2009). Fifth, we did not include any in-

depth checks on participants’ understanding or level of engagement with the specific content 

of the news articles. Thus participants might not have fully absorbed the key message 

necessary to protect body image. Finally, it still remains possible (although increasingly less 

likely) that repeated exposure to disclaimer labels may result in a more positive longer-term 

effect than the immediate effects observed here. 

Despite the above limitations, the present study has made an important contribution in 

investigating the effect of pre-information on the effectiveness of disclaimer labels.  

Disappointingly, the results showed that prior information was not effective in improving the 

ability of disclaimer labels to ameliorate the negative effect of viewing fashion 

advertisements. Further, somewhat unexpectedly, the information had a negative impact on 

women’s body dissatisfaction in its own right. This is a novel finding that has implications 

for the provision of digital alteration information in the form of newspaper articles or 

disclaimer labels. It also raises disturbing questions as to how women might interpret this 

information. Accordingly, policy makers might be advised to turn their attention to other 

forms of universal intervention, such as diversifying the media representation of women’s 

bodies. 
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Table 1  

Means (SD) for Body Dissatisfaction at Post Information and Post Exposure by Information 

and Label Conditions 

 Information 

Body Dissatisfaction 
  Digital Alteration 

Control 
(Realism) (Comparison) 

Post information    

    Overall  49.11 
(24.03) 

48.99 
(24.12) 

41.70 
(23.99) 

    No label 49.08  
(22.70) 

48.92 
(23.49) 

38.03 
(23.56) 

    Disclaimer label 49.15  
(25.51) 

49.07 
(24.93) 

45.25 
(24.06) 

Post exposure     

    No label 52.54 
(24.80) 

53.95 
(24.41) 

41.36 
(26.09) 

    Disclaimer label 51.99 
(26.11) 

52.66 
(27.18) 

46.08 
(26.87) 
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Table 2 

Means (SD) for Perceived Realism and State Appearance Comparison by Information and 

Label Conditions 

 Information  

 Digital Alteration 
Control 

 (Realism) (Comparison) 

Perceived realism    

    No label 2.40 
(1.01) 

2.63 
(0.95) 

2.60 
(0.99) 

    Disclaimer label 2.53 
(1.06) 

2.64 
(1.16) 

2.54 
(1.15) 

State appearance comparison    

    No label 3.87 
(1.73) 

4.04 
(1.70) 

3.57 
(1.71) 

    Disclaimer label 4.15 
(1.79) 

3.64 
(1.94) 

3.68 
(1.82) 
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Supplementary materials 

1. Digital alteration (Realism) article 

2. Digital alteration (Comparison) article 

3. Control article 
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We Need To Talk About 
Photoshop 
 
By JAMES WILSON 
 
Supermodel Cindy Crawford once said she wished she looked like Cindy Crawford. 
 
That’s because after her photo is taken, the computer begins to erase wrinkles and 
blemishes, airbrushing a flawless, perfect look. 
 
Images of people are manipulated through Photoshop by increasing bust sizes, 
lengthening the legs and neck, sculpting cheek bones and abdominal muscles, 
reducing weight, and more. 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 

A before-and-after image of a model photoshopped for the cover of Nitro 
Magazine 
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Professor [blinded], a professor of psychology at [blinded] University, explains that 
“Most fashion magazines use digital alteration to improve the appearance of their 
models. These unrealistic digitally altered models do not provide a realistic 
representation of the average woman.”  
 
Is anyone as flawless as the images in magazines and on billboards?   
 
Professor [blinded] says “no” – “Photoshop is distorting reality, to create a standard 
of beauty that simply does not exist.”  
 
One could assume that the use of Photoshop is common knowledge. But according to 
a recent One Poll survey of over 2,000 women, fifteen percent of 18 to 24-year-olds 
surveyed, were convinced that the images of models in magazines accurately depict 
what women look like in real life. 
 
But with Photoshop distorting reality, the bodies in the magazines are simply not 
realistic or achievable. 
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We Need To Talk About 
Comparing 
 
By JAMES WILSON 
 
Supermodel Cindy Crawford once said she wished she looked like Cindy Crawford. 
 
That’s because after her photo is taken, the computer begins to erase wrinkles and 
blemishes, airbrushing a flawless, perfect look. 
 
Images of people are manipulated through Photoshop by increasing bust sizes, 
lengthening the legs and neck, sculpting cheek bones and abdominal muscles, 
reducing weight, and more. 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

A before-and-after image of a model photoshopped for the cover of Nitro 
Magazine 
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Professor [blinded], a professor of psychology at [blinded] University, explains that 
“Women have a tendency to compare their bodies to other women as a means of self-
assessment. But when women compare their appearance with the airbrushed models 
in the magazine images, they will inevitably fall short.”  
 
But should women be comparing themselves to photoshopped models? 
 
Professor [blinded] says “no” – “Unrealistic digitally altered models do not provide an 
appropriate comparison group for women.”  
 
One could assume that the use of Photoshop is common knowledge. But according to 
a recent One Poll survey of over 2,000 women, fifteen percent of 18 to 24-year-olds 
surveyed, were convinced that the images of models in magazines accurately depict 
what women look like in real life. 
 
But with Photoshop distorting reality, women should not compare their bodies to a 
standard of beauty that simply does not exist. 
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We Need To Talk About 
Magazines 
 
By JAMES WILSON 
 
Australia’s magazines today saw the worst circulation results in history.  
 
Australia's magazine industry is struggling, but if media companies focus on digital, 
it’s not too late for them to win the battle.  
 
The Audit Bureau of Circulation figures revealed that magazines are seeing a decline 
in circulation. Cosmopolitan was hit the worst with its circulation plummeting by 
43.9%.  

 
 



36 
 

In the last year, big names like Dolly, Cleo and Famous have shut down. 
 
But it’s not just fashion magazines that are taking the hit - Donna Hay also saw a 
decline of 11.6%, Delicious posted a decline of 4.1% and Women’s Health dropped by 
19.2%. 
 
The chief executive of Bauer Media, Nick Chan, said magazine readers are engaging 
with content on social media through their smartphones and it is becoming “no longer 
feasible to continue publishing magazines on a regular basis”. 
 
But it is not all bad news for print magazines Pacific Magazines’ Better Homes & 
Gardens continues to be the market leader, with a circulation increase of 0.10%. 
 
Professor [blinded], a professor of psychology at [blinded] University, explains that 
despite the downturn in circulation, recent surveys have found that young women are 
still consistently reading fashion magazines.   
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 




