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Abstract 

The present study used eye tracking technology to experimentally investigate the effect of 

different label formats on women’s visual attention to fashion magazine advertisements, and 

its relationship with body dissatisfaction and appearance comparison. Participants were 260 

female undergraduate students whose eye movements were recorded while viewing three 

thin-ideal fashion advertisements with one of five different forms of label added: no label, 

disclaimer label (indicating image had been digitally altered), consequence label (indicating 

that viewing images might make women feel bad about themselves), informational label 

(indicating the model in the advertisement was underweight), or graphic label (picture of a 

paint brush). The informational label was found to direct visual attention specifically towards 

the model’s body. Visual attention to the body was related to state appearance comparison in 

general, and to increase in body dissatisfaction in the no label condition. These findings 

extend the existing body of research demonstrating potentially detrimental effects of labels 

attached to fashion magazine images.  
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1. Introduction 

Dissatisfaction with body shape and weight have been documented as a pervasive 

problem for women and girls across a number of Western countries (Frederick, Peplau, & 

Lever, 2006; Swami et al., 2010). Such body dissatisfaction has generally been attributed to 

contemporary narrow and rigid ideals for female beauty that are transmitted and reinforced 

by sociocultural forces, including the mass media (e.g., Thompson, Heinberg, Altabe, & 

Tantleff-Dunn, 1999; Tiggemann, 2011). Fashion magazines, in particular, have been 

identified as a major source of unrealistically thin ideals, as images are routinely digitally 

altered to remove blemishes and to make already thin waists, hips, and legs even thinner 

(Bennett, 2008; Harper & Tiggemann, 2008). Not only are thin idealized images of women 

used in advertising for fashion items (e.g., clothes, perfume), but increasingly in advertising 

for unrelated products, such as cars or coffee (Bennett, 2008). In addition, advertisements 

featuring images of unrealistically thin women also occur in many public spaces, for 

example, on shop fronts and billboards. Certainly, women report that viewing thin idealized 

media has a negative effect on their feelings about themselves and their body (Frederick, 

Daniels, Bates, & Tylka, 2017). Several meta-analyses of an extensive body of experimental 

research have also concluded that there are detrimental effects of exposure to thin ideal 

images on women and girls’ body image (Grabe, Ward, & Hyde, 2008; Groesz, Levine & 

Murnen, 2001; Want, 2009), although one meta-analysis has limited this conclusion to 

women with pre-existing body dissatisfaction (Ferguson, 2013).  

In response, many governments and policy makers around the globe have recognised 

the need for simple and cost-effective public health interventions to counteract the negative 

effects of media exposure (Krawitz, 2014). One proposed strategy is the requirement to add a 

disclaimer label to advertising and other images that have been digitally altered. The 

underlying rationale is that such disclaimer labels will inform the reader that the image is not 
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realistic and therefore the reader should not compare herself with the image, thereby 

preserving body satisfaction (Tiggemann, Slater, Bury, Hawkins, & Firth, 2013). This seems 

a logical and plausible intervention, in that the detrimental effect of thin idealized media is 

generally attributed to the process of social comparison (Levine & Murnen, 2009; Want, 

2009). The requirement for a disclaimer label has now been enacted in legislation in Israel in 

2012 (Krawitz, 2014) and in France in October 2017 (Eggert, 2017), and forms part of the 

Voluntary Industry Code of Conduct in Australia (National Advisory Group on Body Image, 

2009). 

Despite the logical appeal of disclaimer labels, in fact there is little empirical evidence 

to support their effectiveness. Although an initial study obtained a positive result (Slater, 

Tiggemann, Firth, & Hawkins, 2012), a growing list of experimental studies have found that 

disclaimers of digital alteration attached to fashion images offer no benefit whatsoever for 

body dissatisfaction (Ata, Thompson, & Small, 2013; Borau & Nepomuceno, 2019; Bury, 

Tiggemann, & Slater, 2016a, 2017; Cragg, Mulgrew, & Kannis-Dymand, 2019; Frederick, 

Sandhu, Scott, & Akbari, 2016; Kwan, Haynos, Blomquist, & Roberto 2018; Lewis, Pelled, 

& Tal-Or, 2019; Tiggemann, Brown, Zaccardo, & Thomas, 2017; Tiggemann et al., 2013). 

Some studies have even found harmful effects for some forms of label, in particular, more 

detailed labels that specify the body parts altered (e.g., “This image has been digitally altered 

to lengthen and thin legs”; Bury et al., 2016a; Tiggemann et al., 2013), and for some women, 

namely those high on trait appearance comparison (Bury et al., 2016a; Tiggemann et al., 

2013) or dietary restraint (Kwan et al., 2018). In addition, disclaimer labels have been shown 

to lead to negative thought accessibility (Selimbegović & Chatard, 2015) and increased 

appearance orientation (Kwan et al., 2018).  

Some of the above studies have sought to examine the assumed underlying 

mechanism for the operation of disclaimer labels, namely reduced social comparison. These 
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uniformly find that disclaimer labels of digital alteration do not result in any reduction in 

reported appearance-based social comparison with the images (Bury et al., 2016a, 2017; 

Tiggemann et al., 2013, 2017). Without any such decrease, logically one would not expect 

any corresponding decrease in body dissatisfaction. To explain their result, Tiggemann et al. 

(2013) speculated that disclaimer labels, especially more detailed labels, might paradoxically 

result in more, rather than less, attention to the model’s body than would normally occur. 

Bury and colleagues used eye-tracking technology to test this speculation. They found that 

specifically worded disclaimer labels indeed directed visual attention toward the body parts 

mentioned in the label (Bury, Tiggemann, & Slater, 2014, 2016b), itself associated with 

greater state appearance comparison in all conditions and increased body dissatisfaction in 

the specific label condition (Bury et al., 2016b).  

Given the apparent lack of success for disclaimer labels indicating digital alteration, 

Tiggemann and Brown (2018) recently explored a number of other forms of label in the hope 

of finding something more effective in ameliorating women’s body dissatisfaction. 

Specifically, they tested: (1) a consequence label indicating that viewing thin and unrealistic 

images might make women feel bad about themselves (based on the format of alcohol and 

tobacco warnings and heeding John’s (2009) conclusion that to be effective, messages need 

to be consequence-based); (2) an informational label indicating that the model in the 

advertisement was underweight (based on a positive finding by Veldhuis, Konijn, and Seidell 

(2012) for adolescent girls); and (3) a graphic label (picture of a paint brush), as 

recommended by the UK Campaign for Body Confidence (Topping, 2010). Despite their 

theoretical rationale, the researchers found that none of these forms of label fared any better 

than a disclaimer label or a no label condition. Further, the informational and consequence 

labels actually led to increased appearance-based social comparison relative to the no label 

condition. The authors suggested that, similar to the finding for specifically worded 
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disclaimer labels, describing the models as “thin and unrealistic” (consequence label) or 

“underweight” (informational label) may have also inadvertently directed women’s attention 

toward the model’s body.   

Given that eye gaze data provide the most established available indicator of selective 

visual attention (Mischner, van Schie, & Engels, 2013), the present experiment used eye-

tracking technology to examine whether the different forms of label tested by Tiggemann and 

Brown (2018) alter the pattern of women’s visual attention. Specifically, it was predicted that 

the consequence and informational labels would result in greater visual attention to the 

model’s body than the other conditions. In addition, the relationship between visual attention 

with social comparison and body dissatisfaction was investigated. Based on Bury et al. 

(2016b), it was predicted that visual attention would be associated with greater appearance 

comparison; no specific prediction was made for the relationship between visual attention and 

body dissatisfaction change. Finally, trait appearance comparison was tested as a potential 

moderator of the effect of label condition on visual attention, social comparison, and body 

dissatisfaction, with the expectation that any effect would be more marked for women high 

on trait appearance comparison.  

2. Method 

2.1. Design 

A between-subjects experimental design was employed to investigate the effect of 

label type (no label, disclaimer label, consequence label, informational label, graphic label) 

added to fashion advertisement images on visual attention. Eye tracking was used to examine 

attention directed to the model’s face and body, the label, and the background to the image. 

Indices of visual attention were the number of fixations and percentage of time spent looking 

at the area, and direction of gaze immediately after noticing the label for the first time. The 

relationship between visual attention with body dissatisfaction and state appearance 
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comparison by label condition was also investigated. Trait appearance comparison was 

assessed as a potential moderating variable. 

2.2. Participants 

Participants were 260 female undergraduate students at Flinders University aged 

between 17 and 30 years. The majority of participants were Caucasian/White (68.5%), with 

20.8% Asian, 3.1% African, 1.9% Aboriginal/Torres Strait Islander, and 5.8% ‘other.’ There 

were 52 participants in each of the five experimental conditions.  

2.3. Materials 

2.3.1. Experimental manipulation: Label type. Three fashion magazine 

advertisements featuring thin models whose face and whole body were clearly visible were 

selected as suitable for eye tracking from the set of images used by Tiggemann and Brown 

(2018). The advertisements were for fashion-related items and had originally been sourced 

from locally available popular women’s fashion magazines, e.g., Vogue. Images were 

presented with one of five different types of label: no label (i.e., unchanged original image), 

disclaimer label (“Note: This image has been altered to enhance appearance”), consequence 

label (“Note: Viewing thin and unrealistic images of women can make you feel bad about 

yourself”), informational label (“Note: This model is underweight”), and graphic label (image 

of a paint brush with the word “Retouched” below). The labels were written in 12pt Calibri 

font, enclosed within a thin border, and positioned in the most appropriate corner of the 

image.  

2.3.2. Visual attention. Eye gaze data were recorded by a Tobii T60 eye tracker, with 

a 60Hz sampling rate and typical position accuracy of 0.5º (Tobii Technology AB, Danferyd, 

Sweden). The eye tracker was embedded within the computer screen and so did not require 

any attachments, glasses, or chin rest. The Tobii T60 system uses infrared diodes to create 
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reflection patterns on the cornea, which are then monitored by image sensors to detect and 

record participants’ eye movements. 

Areas of interest (AOIs) were set up for each advertisement. The AOIs were label 

area, face/head, body (not including head), and background. The Tobii T60 eye tracker 

records the number of fixations and length of observations for each AOI, along with a 

timestamp for the start of each fixation. In the present study, the visual attention data 

examined were the number of fixations and time (in seconds) that a participant looked at a 

particular AOI as a percentage of the total time that the advertisement was viewed and, for 

the labelled images, the first fixation (determined by timestamp) following looking at the 

label for the first time. 

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

analogue scales (VAS) were used to obtain measures of state body dissatisfaction before and 

after viewing the fashion advertisement images. The scales consist of 100mm horizontal lines 

with poles labelled none and very much. Participants were instructed to make a small vertical 

mark on 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 from the left-hand pole 

and the two dimensions were averaged to produce a score ranging from 0 to 100, with higher 

scores indicating greater body dissatisfaction. VAS have been shown to provide a valid 

measure of body dissatisfaction (Heinberg & Thompson, 1995). In the present sample, 

internal reliability for body dissatisfaction was good at both pre-exposure (α = .86) and post-

exposure (α = .91). 

2.3.4. State appearance comparison. The level of appearance comparison engaged 

in while viewing the fashion advertisements was assessed by the State Appearance 

Comparison Scale of Tiggemann and McGill (2004). The scale consists of three items that 
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ask participants to rate on a 7-point scale the extent to which they thought about their own 

appearance when viewing the advertisements (1 = no thought about appearance, 7 = a lot of 

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

parts, respectively, with those of the women in the advertisements (1 = no comparison, 7 = a 

lot of comparison). The score for state appearance comparison is calculated by averaging the 

three items, producing a scale ranging from 1 to 7. Tiggemann and McGill (2004) reported 

good internal reliability (α = .91).  Internal reliability was similar in the present sample (α = 

.90). 

2.3.5. Trait tendency for appearance comparison. The Physical Appearance 

Comparison Scale Revised (PACS-R; Schaefer & Thompson, 2014) was used to measure the 

trait tendency to engage in social comparison based on appearance. The scale consists of 11 

items that ask participants to rate on a 5-point scale (0 = never, 4 = always) how often they 

compare their body weight, shape, or appearance with others in a range of situation (e.g., 

“When I’m at a party, I compare my body shape to the body shape of others”). Scores are 

averaged to create a measure 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, 2013). Internal 

consistency was also high in the present sample (α = .94). 

2.4. Procedure  

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

participants were recruited for a study entitled “Looking at advertising images.” They were 

tested individually in the Brain and Cognition laboratory. After providing informed consent, 

participants were asked questions about their magazine consumption and clothes shopping 

habits, prior to completing the pre-exposure VAS measures of mood and body dissatisfaction.  
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Next, participants were positioned approximately 60 cm from the computer screen 

and their eye movements were individually calibrated at 9 calibration points on the Tobii T60 

eye tracking system. They were then directed to follow the instructions on the screen, which 

asked them to look at the images for the entire time they were displayed. Each of the three 

advertisements was viewed for a fixed exposure time of 15 secs, preceded by a fixation cross 

for 1 sec. Following the last advertisement, participants completed the post-exposure VAS 

measures and state appearance comparison. Finally, they completed the trait measure of 

appearance comparison tendency and were asked their age and ethnicity, before having their 

height and weight measured (with their consent). Participants received course credit for their 

participation and were debriefed following completion of data collection via an online 

system. 

3. Results 

3.1. Sample Characteristics   

The women in the sample had a mean age of 20.10 years (SD = 2.28). Mean body 

mass index (BMI) was 22.68 (SD = 4.91), which is within the normal weight range (BMI = 

18.5-24.9). The mean number of magazines read in the past month was 1.61 (SD = 1.75) and 

median category for time spent reading them was 10-30 minutes. The mean numbers of 

clothes and fashion accessories purchased in the last month were 5.80 (SD = 5.46) and 2.23 

(SD = 2.46), respectively.  

An initial series of one-way ANOVAs showed that the five experimental groups did 

not differ in age, F(4, 255) = 2.18, p = .072, ηp
2 = .033, BMI, F(4, 249) = 0.56, p = .694, ηp

2 = 

.009, time spent reading magazines, F(4, 255) = 0.91, p = .457, ηp
2 = .014, or number of 

clothes and accessories purchased, F(4, 255) = 0.67, p = .614, ηp
2 = .010. Importantly, they 

also did not differ on initial level of body dissatisfaction, F(4, 255) = 0.51, p = .732, ηp
2 = 

.008. Nor did the groups differ significantly on level of trait appearance comparison, F(4, 
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254) = 0.27, p = .900, ηp
2 = .004, indicating that this construct was not reactive to 

experimental manipulation as should be the case for a trait measure.   

3.2. Attention Paid to Label Area 

Table 1 presents the mean number of fixations and percentage of time spent looking at 

the label area across the five experimental conditions. Planned comparisons showed that 

participants attended more to the label area in all label conditions in comparison to the no 

label condition (fixations: F(1, 255) = 183.37, p < .001, ηp
2 = .418; time: F(1, 255) = 165.09, 

p < .001, ηp
2 = .393), establishing that participants did indeed notice the labels. Post-hoc 

analysis showed that the number of fixations was greater for the consequence label than the 

disclaimer and informational labels, which were in turn greater than the graphic label, and 

that all conditions were significantly different for time spent looking at the label area (ps < 

.05). These differences reflect the length of the wording of the label. Due to the significant 

difference in visual attention to the label area between conditions, the subsequent analyses 

control for number of fixations or percentage of time on the label area.  

3.3. Attention Paid to Areas of Interest 

 Table 1 also presents the mean number of fixations and percentage of time spent 

looking at the other AOIs across the five experimental conditions. The means indicate that 

the majority of visual attention was directed at the model’s body. A series of planned 

comparisons was used to test visual attention to each label type against the no label condition.  

For visual attention to the face, there were no differences between any label type and 

the no label condition on either number of fixations or time (all ps > .10). For visual attention 

to the body, the planned comparisons showed that participants in the informational label 

condition attended significantly more to the model’s body than participants in the no label 

condition (fixations: F(1, 254) = 6.07, p = .014, ηp
2 = .023; time: F(1, 254) = 8.09, p = .005, 

ηp
2 = .031). For the background to the image, participants in the informational label, F(1, 254) 
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= 5.39, p = .021, ηp
2 = .021, and consequence label conditions, (F(1, 254) = 6.21, p = .013, 

ηp
2 = .024, made significantly fewer fixations on the image background than those in the no 

label condition. Participants viewing the informational labels also spent significantly less 

time on the background than the no label condition, F(1, 254) = 4.51, p = .035, ηp
2 = .017. 

In sum, the informational label resulted in greater visual attention to the model’s body 

and less attention to the background. The consequence label resulted in less attention to the 

background. There were no differences in allocation of visual attention between the 

disclaimer, graphic, and no label conditions.  

3.4. Direction of Gaze After Looking at the Label for the First Time 

Table 2 displays the percentage of participants who looked at the face, body, or 

background after seeing the label for the first time for each advertisement in the four labelled 

conditions. It can be seen that patterns of gaze varied substantially across advertisements 

depending on the salience of the elements in the advertisement. To obtain an overall score, 

the number of times participants looked at a particular AOI after seeing the label was 

summed across the three advertisements to produce an index ranging from 0 to 3 (right hand 

column, Table 2).  

A series of ANOVAs showed that there was no difference between label conditions 

for looking at the model’s face after seeing the label, F(3, 204) = 1.07, p = .363, ηp
2 = .015. 

However, there were significant differences for looking at the model’s body, F(3, 204) = 

4.72, p = .003, ηp
2 = .065, and the background, F(3, 204) = 6.90, p < .001, ηp

2 = .092. Post-

hoc analysis confirmed what can be seen in Table 2, that participants in the informational 

label condition were more likely to look at the body and less likely to look at the background 

after looking at the label than all other label conditions (ps < .05).  

3.5. Relationship of Visual Attention to Body Dissatisfaction Change 
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 Table 3 displays the mean scores for body dissatisfaction at pre- and post-exposure 

for the five experimental conditions. A 5 (label condition) × 2 (time) mixed ANOVA 

returned a significant main effect of time, F(1, 255) = 47.62, p < .001, ηp
2 = .0157, but no 

significant effect of condition, F(4, 255) = 0.33, p < .860, ηp
2 = .005, or interaction between 

time and condition, F(4, 255) = 0.85, p = .491, ηp
2 = .013. The means in Table 3 show that 

body dissatisfaction increased significantly from pre- to post-exposure in all conditions, with 

no difference between conditions.      

  A series of hierarchical multiple regression analyses was conducted to investigate the 

relationship between visual attention to the model’s body and change in body dissatisfaction. 

For label condition, four dummy coded variables needed to be computed, with the no label 

condition as the reference group. Pre-exposure body dissatisfaction and attention to the label 

area were controlled for in Step 1, the four dummy coded variables (experimental condition) 

were entered in Step 2, the index of visual attention to the body was entered in Step 3, and the 

product terms were entered in Step 4.  

Step 3 revealed that neither the number of fixations, R2
change < .001, Fchange (1, 252) = 

0.30, p = .582, nor the percentage of time spent looking at the body, R2
change < .001, Fchange (1, 

252) = 0.06, p = .806, significantly predicted change in body dissatisfaction. Likewise, Step 4 

was not significant for number of fixations, R2
change = .003, Fchange (4, 248) = 1.16, p = .327. 

However, Step 4 approached significance for overall time spent looking at the body, R2
change = 

.005, Fchange (4, 248) = 2.01, p = .094, with individual product terms significant for the 

consequence label, β = -.078, t = -2.13, p = .034, and the graphic label, β = -.072, t = -2.08, p 

= .038, and close-to-significant for the disclaimer label, β = -.065, t  = -1.86, p = .065). Thus, 

the effect of time spent looking at the model’s body on body dissatisfaction was moderated 

by condition, whereby the disclaimer, consequence, and graphic labels had a different 

relationship than the no label condition.  
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To illustrate the nature of the interaction, Figure 1 provides a graphical representation 

of the results. Following the recommendation of Aiken and West (1991), low and high 

attention to the body were calculated at one standard deviation below and above, 

respectively, of the centred mean. Figure 1 shows that time spent looking at the model’s body 

was more positively related to body dissatisfaction in the no label condition than in the 

disclaimer, consequence, and graphic label conditions, where the relationship was negative. 

Looked at differently, for women who spent little time looking at the model’s body, any form 

of label was worse for body dissatisfaction than no label. There was less effect of label type 

for women who spent a large amount of time looking at the model’s body.  

3.6. Relationship of Visual Attention to State Appearance Comparison 

Table 3 also displays the mean scores for state appearance comparison for the five 

experimental conditions. It can be seen that the mean for the graphic label appears lower than 

the other label conditions. However, an ANOVA showed that the difference between label 

conditions on state appearance comparison was not significant, F(4, 255) = 0.46, p = .764, ηp
2 

= .007.  

A series of hierarchical regression analyses was conducted to assess the relationship 

between visual attention to the models’ body and state appearance comparison, controlling 

for attention to the label area at Step 1. Dummy coded variables (experimental condition) 

were entered in Step 2, attention to the body in Step 3, and the product terms in Step 4. Step 3 

revealed that both the number of fixations, R2
change = .025, Fchange (1, 253) = 6.74, p = .010, 

and the time spent looking at the body, R2
change = .023, Fchange (1, 253) = 6.01, p = .015, 

significantly predicted state appearance comparison. Step 4 was not significant for either 

number of fixations, R2
change = .021, Fchange (4, 249) = 1.40, p = .234, or time, R2

change = .017, 

Fchange (4, 249) = 1.11, p = .352. This pattern of results indicates that the more women 
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attended to the model’s body, the greater their state appearance comparison, regardless of 

label condition.  

Given the above result for state appearance comparison, a mediational analysis was 

conducted to examine the relationship between visual attention and body dissatisfaction 

through state appearance comparison. The analysis used the Preacher and Hayes (2008) 

PROCESS macro (Model 4), which does not require the satisfaction of any particular 

preconditions. The significance of the indirect effect was assessed using bias-corrected 

confidence intervals estimated from 10,000 bootstrap samples. In this approach, effects are 

deemed statistically significant if the 95% confidence interval does not include zero.   

 Figure 2 displays the resulting standardised path coefficients, controlling for initial 

body dissatisfaction. It can be seen that the pathway from visual attention to appearance 

comparison was significant for both number of fixations and percentage of time. Likewise, 

the pathway between appearance comparison and body dissatisfaction was significant. 

Importantly, the indirect effect between visual attention to the body and body dissatisfaction 

via appearance comparison was found to be significant for both number of fixations, B = 

0.06, β = .03, CI [0.01, 0.06], and time, B = 0.09, β = .03, CI [0.01, 0.06]. Neither of the 

remaining direct effects of visual attention on body dissatisfaction were significant (fixations: 

B = -0.02, β = -.01, CI [-0.06, 0.04]; time: B = -0.04, β = -.02, CI [-0.07, 0,03]).  

3.7. The Moderating Role of Trait Appearance Comparison 

To test the potential moderating role of trait appearance comparison, a final series of 

hierarchical regression analyses was conducted. Consistent with recommendations by Aiken 

and West (1991), trait appearance comparison scores were centred around the mean (M = 

2.28). No significant interactions were found for number of fixations on the model’s body, 

R2
change = .021, Fchange (4, 248) = 1.47, p = .212, percentage of time looking at the model’s 

body R2
change = .017, Fchange (4, 249) = 1.36, p = .249, state appearance comparison, R2

change = 
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.017, Fchange (4, 248) = 1.15, p = .333, or change in body dissatisfaction, R2
change < .001, Fchange 

(4, 247) = 0.09, p = .987. Thus, trait appearance comparison did not moderate any of the 

effects of label type.  

4. Discussion 

 The present study used eye tracking to analyse patterns of visual attention to fashion 

images accompanied by different forms of label. First, it was found that participants did 

attend to and notice the labels. Second, on all indices of visual attention, the informational 

label resulted in greater attention being paid to the model’s body than in any other condition. 

Third, the relationship between visual attention and increase in body dissatisfaction was 

stronger in the no label condition than in the consequence, disclaimer, and graphic conditions. 

Fourth, visual attention was related to state appearance comparison across conditions. Fifth, 

visual attention had an indirect effect on body dissatisfaction via state appearance 

comparison. Finally, there was no evidence of moderation by trait appearance comparison.  

The major aim of the study was to test the effect of different label formats on specific 

attention paid to the model’s body. Here it was found, as predicted, that viewing fashion 

images with a label informing that the model was underweight resulted in more fixations and 

more time spent looking at the model’s body than if there were no label. In addition, the 

analysis of direction of gaze showed that participants were more likely to look directly at the 

model’s body after reading the informational label than after reading any other form of label. 

The latter finding offers strong support for the contention that the informational label actually 

directed attention toward the model’s body. In this way, the informational label (most likely 

through the use of the word “underweight”) appears to operate similarly to the specifically-

worded disclaimers of digital alteration investigated earlier by Bury et al. (2014, 2016b). 

More generally, the result illustrates an unintended negative consequence of what might be 

otherwise seen as a sensible strategy (the use of labels on fashion magazines). Accordingly, 
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governments and policy makers need be cautious in their promotion of strategies that have 

not undergone thorough evaluation.  

On the basis of Tiggemann and Brown’s (2018) social comparison result, it was 

predicted that the consequence label would also lead to greater attention to the model’s body. 

Although the consequence label did result in fewer fixations on the background than when 

there was no label, the prediction was generally not supported. Perhaps this is a function of 

the fact that the consequence label was phrased in general terms, rather than referencing the 

specific model or image. In addition, in contrast to Tiggemann and Brown (2018), there was 

no observed difference between label formats on reported social comparison. Nevertheless, 

across conditions, visual attention to the body was related to the amount of appearance-based 

social comparison women reported engaging in, as predicted. Thus, it seems likely that 

women are making comparisons (consciously or unconsciously) with the model’s body when 

they attend to it.  

One form of label potentially warranting further investigation is that of a graphic label 

or symbol. Although the use of some kind of logo or ‘kitemark’ to indicate when images have 

been digitally altered was an early recommendation of the UK Campaign for Body 

Confidence (Topping, 2010), there has been limited research on this form of label. It remains 

possible that women might respond more readily, rapidly, and automatically to a graphic that 

does not require the degree of cognitive processing inherent in reading text, as in a verbal 

label. Although the graphic label did not prove particularly effective in the present study, 

women were more likely to direct their attention to the background rather than to the face or 

body when they first noted the label. This form of label also produced the least appearance 

comparison of any of the labels, albeit not significantly so. In addition, it is important to note 

that the graphic label used here (and in Tiggemann & Brown, 2018) contained the word 
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“retouched” in small print underneath the picture of the paint brush. Thus, the effectiveness 

of a pure graphic (i.e., icon or symbol only) is yet to be tested. 

In terms of body dissatisfaction, the results confirmed with just three images 

Tiggemann and Brown’s (2018) finding with a larger set of images of a main effect of 

exposure, but no effect of label format. Women’s body dissatisfaction increased significantly 

in response to viewing the fashion advertisements regardless of any label. However, the 

purpose of measuring body dissatisfaction here was to investigate the relationship with visual 

attention. The obtained significant interaction between label type and visual attention 

indicated that the relationship between time spent looking at the body and increase in body 

dissatisfaction was more positive in the no label condition than for the disclaimer, 

consequence, and graphic labels, but not different to the informational label. Taken together 

with the finding that the informational label elicited the most visual attention to the body, it 

seems plausible that responses to the disclaimer, consequence, and graphic labels may be 

negative in ways that are not related to visual attention to the body (e.g., by increasing 

negative thought accessibility, Selimbegović & Chatard, 2015). Interestingly, these forms of 

label all state or imply that the image has been digitally altered, in a way that the 

informational label does not.  

In addition, the mediational analysis showed that there was a significant indirect 

effect of visual attention to the body on body dissatisfaction via state appearance comparison. 

The latter pathway between appearance social comparison and body dissatisfaction is 

consistent with theoretical accounts of the negative effect of thin ideal media exposure 

(Thompson et al., 1999; Tiggemann, 2011), as well as previous experimental research 

indicating that the more state appearance comparison participants engage in, the greater the 

increase in body dissatisfaction in response to viewing fashion magazine advertisements 

(Bessenoff, 2006; Tiggemann & Polivy, 2010; Tiggemann, Polivy, & Hargreaves, 2009). 
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However, the indirect effect on body dissatisfaction from visual attention paid to the body 

when viewing such advertisements is a novel finding, warranting further investigation and 

illustrating the usefulness of eye-tracking methodology in this context.  

Taken together, the findings have a number of practical implications. They add 

cumulative support to the growing body of evidence that labels of any kind are not effective 

in ameliorating the negative effects of viewing fashion magazine images. Moreover, some 

forms of label may actually be harmful in increasing, rather than decreasing, appearance 

comparison or body dissatisfaction (Brown & Tiggemann, 2018; Bury et al., 2016a, 

Tiggemann et al., 2013). Here we showed that the informational label actively directed 

women’s gaze to pay more attention to the model’s body than they would normally do 

(without a label). As a whole, the findings highlight the important role played by visual 

attention to the body in both appearance comparison and, indirectly, in body dissatisfaction. 

Thus, future research might use eye-tracking methodology to assess the attentional processing 

of other forms of label and image. In addition, future research might usefully examine how 

women actually interpret and respond to (explicitly or implicitly) various forms of label 

attached to fashion images. It is possible, for example, that whatever the wording, the over-

riding message transmitted is something along the lines of “It is really important to be thin 

and attractive.”  If so, governments and policy makers might be better advised to turn their 

own attention to other targets for universal intervention, such as the narrow representation of 

women’s bodies in the mass media. 

Like all studies, the present study carries some limitations that need to be 

acknowledged. First, the sample consisted of young adult women attending an Australian 

university. It is possible that samples of younger adolescent women or older women might 

display different patterns of visual attention to the images. Second, the sample size meant that 

the statistical tests were somewhat underpowered, especially for interaction effects, rendering 



20 
 

conclusions about null effects more tentative. Third, our visual analogue measure of state 

body dissatisfaction contained only two items. Future studies might use longer established 

and validated measures, such as the Body Image States Scale (Cash, Fleming, Alindogan, 

Steadman, & Whitehead, 2002), to more fully assess this outcome. Fourth, the experiment 

took place in a laboratory setting. While the stimuli consisted of real fashion magazine 

advertisements, they were viewed very differently from how they would be viewed at home. 

In particular, participants were required to look at the images on the computer screen for the 

full 15 seconds, which is very different from flipping through a magazine or encountering a 

billboard in real life. Under these latter conditions, there is no guarantee that the labels would 

have been noticed as they were here. Relatedly, if such labels on magazine advertisements 

became mandatory, it is possible that they would fade from attention as people habituate to 

them. Fifth, the findings are limited to the specific wording and format of the labels tested. It 

has been shown that relatively small changes in wording can alter perceived realism and 

social comparison (Tiggemann et al., 2013). Likewise, findings cannot necessarily be 

generalized from fashion advertisements to other fashion magazine content such as celebrity 

stories or editorials (Want, 2009). Nor can they be generalized to advertisements in other 

formats, such as billboards.  

Despite the above limitations, the present study has made a contribution in using eye-

tracking technology to demonstrate that different forms of label lead to different patterns of 

visual attention. In particular, an informational label specifying that the model was 

underweight directed relatively greater attention toward the model’s body. Further, visual 

attention to the body was itself related to the amount of appearance-based social comparison 

women engaged in, and thereby indirectly to increased body dissatisfaction. It was concluded 

that labels appended to fashion images can have unintended negative effects, warranting 

more extensive research before their implementation.    
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Table 1.  

Means (SD) for Number of Gaze Fixations and Percentage of Time on AOI by Experimental  

Condition 

 
a Note. Adjusted means (SE) controlling for attention to Label area 

* Significant difference (p < .05) from No Label condition. 

  

        AOI Condition Number of Fixations Percentage of Time 

   Label area No Label 0.56 (1.02) 0.47 (0.96) 

 Disclaimer 11.79 (7.33)* 7.60 (4.86)* 

 Consequence 22.19 (9.10)* 14.36 (6.55)* 

 Informational 12.33 (5.34)* 9.66 (4.26)* 

 Graphic 5.83 (3.23)* 4.73 (2.80)* 

   Face a No Label 19.92 (1.17) 24.34 (1.46) 

 Disclaimer 18.26 (0.94) 22.59 (1.19) 

 Consequence 17.55 (1.25) 22.54 (1.47) 

 Informational 17.99 (0.94) 21.33 (1.22) 

 Graphic 20.36 (0.99) 24.00 (1.23) 

   Body a No Label 40.32 (2.14) 46.22 (1.58) 

 Disclaimer 42.57 (1.71) 48.23 (1.28) 

 Consequence 42.46 (2.27) 50.53 (1.58) 

 Informational 47.33 (1.72)* 52.44 (1.32)* 

 Graphic 45.09 (1.81) 49.63 (1.22) 

   Background a No Label 16.81 (0.75) 38.30 (1.77) 

 Disclaimer 15.66 (0.60) 36.83 (1.44) 

 Consequence 13.60 (0.79)* 34.59 (1.78) 

 Informational 14.50 (0.60)* 33.09 (1.48)* 

 Graphic 15.75 (0.63) 35.00 (1.49) 
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Table 2.  

Percentage of Participants Looking at AOI After Reading the Disclaimer for the First Time 

by Experimental Condition 

AOI Condition Wanted  DKNY  Ralph L  

 

Index (0-3)            
M (SD)  

Face Disclaimer 30.77%  32.69%  5.77%   0.69 (0.78)  

 Consequence 32.69%  38.46%  3.85%   0.75 (0.76)  

 Informational 26.92%  46.15%  7.69%   0.81 (0.72)  

 Graphic 21.15%  32.69%  1.92%   0.56 (0.73)  

Body Disclaimer 13.46%  21.15%  42.31%   0.77 (0.85)  

 Consequence 15.38%  21.15%  48.08%   0.85 (0.78)  

 Informational 36.54% * 30.77%  61.54% *  1.29 (0.87) * 

 Graphic 17.31%  13.46%  46.15%   0.77 (0.81)  

Background Disclaimer 55.77%  46.15%  51.92%   1.54 (1.02)  

 Consequence 51.92%  40.38%  48.08%   1.40 (0.87)  

 Informational 36.54% * 23.08% * 30.77% *  0.90 (0.75) * 

 Graphic 61.54%  53.85% * 51.92%   1.67 (1.02)  

 

* Significant difference (p < .05) from all other label conditions. 
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Table 3.  

Means (SD) for Body Dissatisfaction and State Appearance Comparison by Experimental 

Condition 

 
Pre-Exposure Body 

Dissatisfaction 

Post-Exposure Body 

Dissatisfaction 

State Appearance 

Comparison 

No Label 45.65 (20.60) 48.97 (22.68) 4.15 (1.71) 

Disclaimer 48.27 (27.56) 50.88 (27.29) 4.17 (1.89) 

Consequences 42.65 (23.49) 47.88 (24.76) 4.03 (1.76) 

Informational 45.91 (21.41) 51.38 (24.23) 4.13 (1.93) 

Graphic 42.78 (26.14) 48.02 (27.94) 3.76 (1.78) 
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Figure 1.  Effect of time spent looking at body on body dissatisfaction moderated by  

                 label type.  
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Figure 2. Standardised regression coefficients for the effect of (a) number of fixations and (b) 

percentage of time on body dissatisfaction as mediated by state appearance 

comparison.  
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