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Introduction

When Lady Gaga announced her struggle with an 
eating disorder online in 2012, the number of 
internet searches for pro-anorexia websites 
increased by 52% (Lewis et al., 2016). Similarly, 
online platforms have been used by other celebri-
ties to disclose their eating disorders (e.g. Kesha 
and Demi Lovato) and also to promote the latest 
body image fads, such as the Kylie Jenner Lip 
Challenge and Gwyneth Paltrow “Elimination 
Diet’ (Moyer, 2015; Stechyson, 2018). In addi-
tion, multiple news headlines suggest that celeb-
rities can heavily influence body image and 
disordered eating (e.g. “Social media and celeb-
rity culture 'harming young people'”, Parveen, 
2018). But what does the actual research on 
celebrities, body image, and disordered eating tell 
us? Here we seek to answer this question by 
providing a synthesis of the existing body of 
research.

Celebrities are famous individuals who 
receive excessive public attention. Female 

celebrities feature predominantly in contempo-
rary media and often represent the epitome of 
media cultural beauty ideals. As current beauty 
ideals emphasize thinness for women, it has 
been argued that this constant presentation of 
celebrities reinforces an unachievable thin ideal 
and leads to increased body dissatisfaction 
(Brown and Tiggemann, 2016; Maltby et  al., 
2005). Body dissatisfaction has a number of 
maladaptive consequences for both physical 
and mental health, including depression and 
eating disorders (Dakanalis et  al., 2013; Stice 
and Shaw, 2002; Uchoa et  al., 2019). While 
there are a number of sociocultural factors that 
influence body image, the mass media are by 
far the most influential. In support, an extensive 
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body of historical research has established the 
link between exposure to thin idealized media 
imagery and body dissatisfaction (Grabe et al., 
2008; Groesz et al., 2002; Levine and Murnen, 
2009; Want, 2009). However, this research has 
largely focused on fashion models in fashion 
magazines.

Celebrities differ from fashion models in 
that they are not anonymous figures. In addition 
to photographs of celebrities, stories about their 
personal lives are pervasive throughout the 
media. This access to private information about 
celebrities has resulted in some people becom-
ing deeply involved in the lives of celebrities 
and imagining themselves as having a special 
relationship with them, a connection referred to 
as celebrity worship (Maltby et al., 2005).

Images of thin and attractive female celebri-
ties are accessible across a variety of different 
media platforms. First, celebrities are often seen 
in magazines, on television and in other forms of 
traditional media. In addition, many celebrities 
have branched out online. Second, there has been 
the emergence of Internet celebrities (also known 
as “Influencers” or “Instacelebs” on Instagram), 
people who become solely famous through the 
internet and social media. In May 2019, 6 out of 
the top 10 most followed Instagram accounts 
were thin, toned and attractive female celebrities 
(Ariana Grande, Selena Gomez, Kim Kardashian, 
Kylie Jenner, Beyonce, and Taylor Swift), with 
the other four accounts being three attractive 
male celebrities (Cristiano Ronaldo, Dwayne 
“The Rock” Johnson, and Leo Messi) and 
Instagram’s own account (Social Blade, 2018). 
These thin and attractive online celebrities are 
frequently touted as providing sources of “thin-
spiration” and “fitspiration” (amalgamations of 
the words “thin”/“fit” and “inspiration”) for indi-
viduals to aspire to an idealized body type, 
including inspiration for weight loss.

The commonly accepted framework for 
explaining the effects of media exposure on body 
image and eating behaviors is social comparison 
theory. Social comparison theory (Festinger, 
1954) argues that humans have an innate drive to 
compare themselves with others in order to make 
evaluations about their abilities and opinions, 

especially when objective measures do not exist. 
Celebrities, like fashion models, present an ide-
alized comparison target, with most women fail-
ing to achieve the set standard. Consequently, 
women feel negatively about themselves and 
their bodies. Nevertheless, women do compare 
themselves to models and celebrities because 
they set the standard for cultural norms of thin-
ness that women know that they will be judged 
against (Strahan et al., 2006).

Despite the visibility of celebrities in both 
traditional and online media, research on the 
effect of celebrities on body dissatisfaction and 
eating disorders is limited and goes across a 
number of different methodologies. As yet, 
there has been no examination or synthesis of 
the available research findings. The present 
paper aims to review the body of empirical 
research that has investigated the influence of 
celebrities on body image and eating disorders. 
In so doing, the paper aims to consolidate the 
findings to determine any gaps and offer sug-
gestions for further research. Due to their enor-
mous reach, it is important to gain a better 
understanding of celebrities’ potential harmful 
impact on body image and disordered eating in 
order that future research might seek to mitigate 
or reduce that impact.

Method

Search strategy

To identify papers for review, a literature search 
was conducted in February 2020 (including all 
articles up until this date) using comprehensive 
searches on the electronic databases: PsycINFO, 
PubMed, CINAHL, ProQuest and Google 
Scholar. The databases were searched using the 
keywords: celebrities OR celebrity AND (based 
on Holland and Tiggemann, 2016) eating disor-
der OR disordered eating OR body image OR 
body dissatisfaction OR drive for thinness OR 
drive for muscularity OR thin ideal OR bulimia 
nervosa OR anorexia OR binge eating OR social 
comparison to locate relevant publications in all 
journals. References of the collected articles were 
also scanned for additional relevant studies.
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Selection criteria

The search strategy generated a total of 308 arti-
cles (see Figure 1 for a diagrammatic representa-
tion of the search strategy). Following PRISMA 
guidelines, identified duplicates were first 
removed (n = 152). Second, title and abstracts 
were screened for inclusion criteria, leading to 
the exclusion of a further 92 records. Finally, the 
full text of articles was examined, leading to the 
retention of 36 articles. To be included in the 
review, articles needed to be written in English, 
be a peer reviewed published research study  
(e.g. excluding abstracts, commentaries, book 

chapters, and dissertations), and needed to have 
at least one measure/self-report or experimental 
manipulation of celebrities and one measure of 
body image or disordered eating. Studies with 
both male and female participants were included 
to highlight whether the findings apply across 
gender. Studies with only pregnant women as 
participants were excluded as findings would not 
be applicable to the general population.

All retrieved articles were screened and find-
ings extracted by the first author. After title and 
abstract screening, the remaining 64 full text 
articles were independently read and screened 
by the second author. The resulting kappa 

Records iden�fied through 
database searching

=n ( 308)

Addi�onal records iden�fied 
through other sources

(n = 0)

Records a�er duplicates removed
(n = 156)

Title and Abstract
screened
(n = 156)

Records excluded
(n = 92)

Full-text ar�cles assessed 
for eligibility

(n = 64)

Full-text ar�cles excluded
(n = 28)

Studies included
(n = 36)

Figure 1.  Search strategy.
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coefficient of k = 0.97 indicates almost perfect 
agreement, with the two disagreements resolved 
by discussion. The extrapolated study results 
were synthesized based on methodology used 
(e.g. qualitative, correlational), with full agree-
ment between the two authors on categorization 
of methodology.

Results and discussion

Selected journal articles

Of the 36 journal articles meeting all inclusion 
criteria, six consisted of qualitative studies, 15 
were correlational studies (with two including a 
longitudinal component), five were “big data” 
analyses of internet or print media information, 
and the remaining 10 used experimental 
designs. Of the 31 studies with live participants, 
21 had only female participants, one had only 
male participants, and nine included both men 
and women. Most studies had adult populations 
(n = 22), mostly with university samples 
(n = 17), but eight studies involved adolescents, 
and one study compared adolescents and adults. 
Most of the studies were conducted in western 
countries (USA, UK, Australia, Canada, n = 23), 
with primarily Caucasian samples. See Tables 1 
to 4 for more detailed information on the 
included samples.

Qualitative research

The qualitative studies (see Table 1) aimed to 
examine the self-reported factors that influence 
body image. The research was conducted mostly 
using group discussions on body image, with 
both adolescent (n = 4) and adult (n = 2) samples.

In the studies with adolescent samples, girls 
reported that celebrities greatly influenced their 
body image (Dowds, 2010; Mooney et al., 2009; 
Romo et  al., 2016), that celebrities promote 
thinness, and that the girls were inspired to look 
like them (Mooney et al., 2009). A content anal-
ysis of 11 Portuguese pro-anorexia blogs written 
by adolescents found that celebrity images were 
being used as “thinspiration” (something or 
someone that serves as motivation or inspiration 

to lose weight or become thin) (Castro and 
Osorio, 2013).

Similar reports of idealization of and com-
parison to celebrities were found for adult 
women. Specifically, El Jurdi and Smith (2018) 
and Webb et al. (2013) found that adult women 
reported being greatly influenced by celebrities, 
comparing their appearance to celebrities, and 
desiring to conform their body to the ideal 
standard promoted by celebrities. Thus, the pri-
mary themes that emerged from the qualitative 
research in this review were that both women 
and girls reported striving for the thin ideal 
body type promoted by celebrities and compar-
ing themselves to celebrities.

Correlational research

The correlational research (see Table 2) aimed 
to investigate the relationship between celebrity 
variables and body image or eating disorder 
attitudes. The main celebrity variables exam-
ined were comparing oneself to celebrities and 
worshipping celebrities.

Six correlational studies focused on the 
influence of comparisons with celebrities on 
body image and eating disorder attitudes. In 
these studies, frequency of comparison was 
investigated by either purpose-built questions 
or adaptations of the Physical Appearance 
Comparison Scale (Thompson et  al., 1991). 
Predominately, the research showed that there 
was a harmful relationship between celebrity 
comparison and body image concerns and eat-
ing disorder attitudes for both girls and adult 
women (Fardouly and Vartanian, 2015; 
Fardouly et  al., 2015, 2018; Ho et  al., 2016; 
Jones, 2001). However, Chae (2017) found that 
comparisons to celebrities by adult women 
were not related to facial appearance satisfac-
tion (they did not have a measure of overall 
body dissatisfaction).

In addition, all six studies included measures 
of comparison with peers. Overall, the studies 
found that women and girls compared them-
selves with both peers and celebrities (Chae, 
2017; Fardouly and Vartanian, 2015; Fardouly 
et al., 2015, 2018; Ho et al., 2016; Jones, 2001). 
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The findings were mixed about the strength of 
the relationship between comparisons and eat-
ing disorder attitudes. Fardouly and Vartanian 
(2015) and Fardouly et al. (2018) found that the 
relationship between comparison and women’s 
eating disorder attitudes was stronger when 
comparing to celebrities than to peers, whereas 
Ho et al. (2016) found that comparison to peers 
had the stronger relationship.

Eight correlational studies focused on the 
influence of celebrity worship on body image and 
disordered eating attitudes. Celebrity worship 
was measured using versions of the Celebrity 
Attitude Scale (McCutcheon et  al., 2002). The 
Celebrity Attitude Scale consists of three sub-
scales of celebrity worship which progress from 
low intensity (entertainment-social), to moderate 
(intense-personal), to high (pathological).

Overall, the research found that celebrity 
worship was related to women and girls’ body 
image concerns (Utami, 2019), eating disorder 
attitudes (Aruguete et al., 2014; Ho et al., 2016) 
and acceptance of cosmetic surgery (Jung and 
Hwang, 2016). The results for the entertainment-
social celebrity worship subscale (the least 
intense and most normative form) were mixed. 
Swami et  al., (2011) found that entertainment-
social celebrity worship was related to poorer 
body image, whereas Narula and Varma (2018) 
found that girls with higher entertainment-social 
celebrity worship had more positive body image. 
The findings for the intense-personal celebrity 
worship subscale (the moderate form) consist-
ently showed that the subscale was associated 
with body dissatisfaction (Maltby et  al., 2005; 
Maltby and Day, 2011).

Two studies were unique in their methodol-
ogy. First, Shorter et al. (2008) examined wom-
en’s perceptions of celebrity’s bodies and their 
own bodies. The researchers found that a larger 
discrepancy between a woman’s own perceived 
body size and the perceived body size of her 
favorite celebrity was linked to disordered eat-
ing measures. Second, Lee and Lee (2019) 
examined perceived sociocultural pressure 
from celebrities on social media on men’s body 
image concerns. The researchers found that per-
ceived pressure from celebrities to have a 

muscular and toned body predicted body dissat-
isfaction and disordered eating attitudes.

Big data research

The “big data” research (see Table 3) explored 
the effect of celebrities on body image by exam-
ining media reporting in magazines and newspa-
pers, Twitter usage, and internet search patterns.

Research by Shepherd and Seale (2010) and 
Gow et  al. (2012) examined how the media 
describes celebrities and eating disorders and 
body image. Shepherd and Seale (2010) ana-
lysed newspaper reporting of eating disorders 
and found that eating disorder stories were pre-
sented in four different styles: celebrity stories, 
genetic factors, complications of treatment, and 
recovery. Gow et al. (2012) examined magazine 
articles about celebrity pregnancy weight gain 
and found that celebrity weight gain was more 
likely to be portrayed as negative than positive 
or neutral.

Chrisler et  al. (2013) analysed tweets sent 
immediately before and during the 2011 
Victoria's Secret Fashion Show. Of the 977 
tweets analysed, the researchers found that the 
main categories of tweets were about the view-
ers’ personal experience watching the show 
(31.4%), advertising within the show (24.4%), 
celebrities and models attending or performing 
in the show (18.3%), and body image/eating 
disorders (13.7%). Importantly, 90% of tweets 
about body image included upward compari-
sons to the celebrities or models.

Research by Lewis et al. (2016) and Yom-Tov 
and Boyd (2014) examined the internet search 
patterns associated with information about celeb-
rities with eating disorders. Lewis et al. (2016) 
first examined Lady Gaga’s (a popular female 
singer) disclosure of her eating disorder. The 
researchers found that pro-eating disorder 
searches significantly increased after Lady Gaga 
discussed her eating disorder, although the same 
effect was not found for less popular celebrities. 
Yom-Tov and Boyd (2014) examined the rela-
tionship between internet searches for celebrities 
known to have an eating disorder and searches 
indicative of anorexic practices (e.g. #thinspo, 
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#pro-ana). The researchers found that individu-
als were significantly more likely to search for 
general anorexia-related topics after searching 
for anorexia-linked celebrities.

Experimental research

The main aim of the experimental studies was 
to explore the impact of celebrity image expo-
sure on body image concerns. Overall, Table 4 
shows that experimental research predomi-
nantly found that exposure to celebrity images 
had an impact on body dissatisfaction and dis-
ordered eating.

Two studies compared the differences between 
exposure to celebrity images and peer images on 
body image. Cohen and Blaszczynski (2015) found 
that exposure to magazine celebrity images or 
Facebook peer images increased body dissatisfac-
tion. Likewise, Brown and Tiggemann (2016) 
found that exposure to celebrity or peer Instagram 
images increased body dissatisfaction. Both studies 
found no difference between the effect of peer and 
celebrity images on body dissatisfaction. Brown 
and Tiggemann (2016) also found that celebrity 
worship moderated the effect of celebrity images, 
such that women who were high on celebrity wor-
ship experienced relatively more body dissatisfac-
tion in response to viewing celebrity images.

Several studies have exposed women to 
images of different sizes of celebrities and 
examined the effect on body image and on par-
ticipant perception of weight. Both King et al. 
(2000) and Willinge et  al. (2006) found that 
women high on body shape concern judged the 
celebrity image (which was edited to appear 
larger or smaller in weight) as thinner than actu-
ality, while women unconcerned about body 
shape judge the celebrity’s size accurately. In 
addition, Willinge et al. (2006) also determined 
that body-satisfied women chose an ideal body 
size (the ideal size for a female) that was larger 
than the celebrity’s real size, while body dissat-
isfied women chose an ideal body size that was 
thinner than the celebrity’s real size. Lastly, a 
study by Khaled et  al. (2018) exposed Arab 
women to unedited images of thin (e.g. Taylor 
Swift), average (e.g. Jennifer Lopez), or heavy 

(e.g. Adele) western celebrities, or a control 
condition (images of lightbulbs, buildings, and 
trees). Exposure to the thin celebrities had no 
effect on body dissatisfaction relative to the 
neutral images.

Two studies have explored whether adding 
commentary to celebrity images changes their 
effect on body image. Boersma and Jarry (2013) 
found that exposure to images of normal weight 
celebrities (e.g. Leona Lewis and Kimberly 
Walsh) in tabloid-style magazine articles with 
derogatory text about their weight had a negative 
impact on participants’ body satisfaction and 
appearance self-esteem compared to the same 
images with neutral text. Hopper and Aubrey 
(2016) found that including commentary praising 
post-pregnancy weight loss underneath celebrity 
images from magazines resulted in higher state 
self-objectification and body surveillance than 
the control condition (home décor or travel desti-
nations). Overall, the research found that includ-
ing commentary focused on appearance and 
weight increases body image concerns.

Three experimental studies included celebri-
ties in their interventions to improve body 
image concerns. Meng et al. (2015) examined a 
range of video interventions about disordered 
eating with the aim of reducing body image 
concern in women. The researchers compared 
four different videos: (1) general information 
about anorexia, (2) discussing a celebrity 
(Nicole Richie) suffering with anorexia, (3) 
information about how anorexia is presented in 
the media, and (4) a Dove documentary with 
young girls discussing their body image con-
cerns. The presentation of anorexia in the media 
video was found to be the most effective inter-
vention; the celebrity video did not influence 
body image. Slater et  al. (2019) explored the 
impact of adding humorous parody images 
alongside thin celebrity images on Instagram to 
subvert the internalization of the thin ideal and 
reduce body dissatisfaction in women. The 
researchers found that the paired parody images 
led to lower levels of body dissatisfaction. 
Young et al. (2012) asked women to either write 
about their favorite female celebrity or an 
assigned female celebrity (the very thin Keira 
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Knightley). The researchers found that women 
were more satisfied with their bodies after writ-
ing about their favorite celebrity than the 
assigned celebrity.

Underlying theory

Most studies included in this review drew from 
social comparison theory. Exceptions were two 
studies that drew from objectification theory 
(Gow et  al., 2012; Hopper and Aubrey, 2016) 
and seven studies that had no clearly stated 
underlying theory (Dowds, 2010; Jung and 
Hwang; 2016; King et  al., 2000; Lewis et  al., 
2016; Maltby and Day, 2011; Shepherd and 
Seale, 2010; Utami, 2019).

All the qualitative research showed that both 
girls and women frequently reported that they 
compared their appearance to celebrities (see 
Table 1). The correlational research likewise 
confirmed that women and girls frequently used 
celebrities as an appearance comparison target 
(Chae, 2017; Fardouly et  al., 2015) and that 
appearance comparison to celebrities was 
related to body image concerns and disordered 
eating (Fardouly and Vartanian, 2015; Fardouly 
et al., 2018; Ho et al., 2016; Jones, 2001).

Lastly, two experimental studies explicitly 
examined the role of appearance comparison. 
Brown and Tiggemann (2016) found that state 
appearance comparison mediated the effect of 
celebrity Instagram image exposure on body dis-
satisfaction. Similarly, Cohen and Blaszczynski 
(2015) found that state appearance comparison 
predicted an increase in body dissatisfaction 
after viewing celebrity magazine images. 
Overall, the research presented in this review 
suggested that women and girls frequently com-
pared to celebrities and this process of compari-
son was harmful for body image.

Gender

Similar to most media and body image research, 
the studies in this review primarily included 
female samples. However, as men and adoles-
cent boys also experience body dissatisfaction 
and disordered eating (McCabe and Ricciardelli, 

2001; Striegel-Moore et al., 2009) and engage 
with celebrities (Aruguete et al., 2014), several 
studies in this review included male samples. 
One study by Lee and Lee (2019) included 
solely male participants and found that, similar 
to women, celebrities were associated with 
men’s body image concerns.

Seven articles in this review included both 
male and female samples and specifically 
examined gender differences. Two of these 
found that boys also compared their appearance 
to celebrities (Dowds, 2010; Jones, 2001). The 
remaining four studies examined celebrity wor-
ship. They found that, as for women, there was 
an association between adult men’s celebrity 
worship and body dissatisfaction and eating 
disorder attitudes (Aruguete et  al., 2014; Ho 
et al., 2016; Maltby and Day, 2011). However, 
Maltby et  al. (2005) found no correlation for 
adolescent boys.

Age

Most studies included adolescent or college 
age adult samples. Studies from both adoles-
cent and adult samples appeared to find that 
celebrities were harmful for body image. 
However, only one study has compared find-
ings across the lifespan. A correlational study 
by Maltby et  al. (2005) examined celebrity 
worship and body dissatisfaction across three 
samples: adolescents aged 14–16 years, uni-
versity students aged 18 to 30 years, and com-
munity adults aged 22 to 60 years. The 
researchers found that for girls between the 
ages of 14 and 16, intense-personal celebrity 
worship was associated with body dissatisfac-
tion. However, this relationship was not evi-
dent for other groups.

Ethnicity

Research generally suggests that the influence 
of media on body image is similar across cul-
tures (Grabe and Hyde, 2006). However, the 
research examined in this review suggests that 
the effect of celebrities on women’s body image 
may be different for non-western women.
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Three qualitative studies used non-white 
samples. African American women in the USA 
were found to be unlikely to conform their body 
image to the thin ideal standard promoted by 
white western celebrities (Webb et  al., 2013). 
Similarly, Mexican-American women reported 
comparing their bodies to curvy Latina celebri-
ties but not to thin white celebrities (Romo 
et  al., 2016). In contrast, women in Lebanon 
reported comparing their appearance to western 
celebrities (El Jurdi and Smith, 2018).

Jung and Hwang (2016) conducted a correla-
tional study with US and South Korean univer-
sity students and found that US women had 
higher scores on celebrity worship than South 
Korean women. They also found that celebrity 
worship was significantly correlated with accept-
ance of cosmetic surgery for US women, but not 
for South Korean women. Khaled et al. (2018) 
conducted an experimental study exposing Arab 
women in Qatar to images of thin, average, or 
heavy western celebrities and found that no 
group were more likely to desire a thinner body 
size than women who viewed control images. 
This finding stands in contrast to previous 
research conducted with predominantly white 
samples in western countries which has found 
that exposure to thin ideal celebrity images has a 
negative effect on women’s body image (Brown 
and Tiggemann, 2016; Cohen and Blaszczynski, 
2015). Overall, the limited research on celebri-
ties and body image across cultures suggests that 
non-white women might be less affected by thin 
celebrities than white women.

Recommendations for future research 
and conclusion

Despite the visibility of celebrities in both tradi-
tional and online media, research on the effect of 
celebrities on body image and eating disorders is 
still limited and piecemeal. The present article 
aimed to systematically review the available 
research. In sum, the results of 36 journal articles 
provide evidence across different methodologies 
that celebrities have a detrimental impact on 
body image and eating for women across the age 
range. More specifically, the review identified 

exposure to celebrity images, comparison 
with celebrities, and worship of celebrities as 
particularly salient to body image.

As can be seen from Tables 1 to 4, the out-
come measures used in these studies were many 
and varied, and ranged from measures of simple 
body image concern to clinical eating disorders. 
In addition, different outcomes were more suited 
to different methodologies. Qualitative studies 
focused their discussions with participants pri-
marily around body image. The nature of this 
methodology allowed for participants to openly 
express their opinions and the findings showed 
that women and girls perceive that celebrities 
have a harmful impact on their body image. The 
correlational studies typically included standard-
ized measures of body image and/or disordered 
eating attitudes and confirmed the qualitative 
findings with independent scales. The experi-
mental studies focused on measures of state body 
dissatisfaction to determine causal direction, 
finding that acute exposure to images of thin 
celebrities led to poorer body image. Lastly, big 
data research focused primarily on clinical eating 
disorders and was able to demonstrate connec-
tions between celebrities in the media and eating 
disorders more globally.

As in all research, individual studies in this 
review need to be considered in the context of 
their risk of bias and their limitations. For the 
qualitative studies, sample sizes were small, par-
ticipants were not blinded to the purpose of the 
study, and convenience samples were used 
(except for Castro and Osorio (2013) who used 
online recruiting). In addition, three of the quali-
tative studies (see Table 1) used group discus-
sions to collect data, which may have led to 
some participants’ opinions being overshad-
owed. For correlational studies, convenience 
samples were used except for three studies 
(Chae, 2017; Fardouly et al., 2018; Lee and Lee 
2019) that used online recruiting. Unlike quali-
tative studies, the participants in correlational 
and experimental studies were not explicitly 
informed of the purpose of the research, although 
they may have been able to guess the purpose 
from the context. In comparison to the correla-
tional and qualitative studies, the experimental 
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studies have the lowest level of bias as they uti-
lized random allocation to experimental groups. 
However, except for Slater et  al. (2019), all 
experimental studies used university samples. 
For the big data studies, the risk of bias is inher-
ently low as large amounts of objective data are 
analysed with no human participants. In addi-
tion, all the big data studies employed multiple 
coders and reported high inter-rater reliability. 
Lastly, all the studies reviewed provided clear 
detail in their procedures and discussed meth-
odological limitations appropriately.

Nevertheless, as a whole body of research, a 
few particular limitations that go across method-
ologies stand out. First, participant characteristics 
were not representative of the global community. 
Most studies involved high school or university 
aged women from western countries. To date, 
there have been no studies that have investigated 
the impact of celebrities on the body image and 
disordered eating concerns of older women 
(60+ years). Yet older women also experience 
body dissatisfaction (Clarke, 2002; Hetherington 
and Burnett, 1994) and are judged in relation to 
an ideal of female beauty that emphasizes both 
youthfulness and thinness (Tunaley et al., 1999). 
Second, the current research suggests that there 
are some ethnic differences. Non-western cul-
tures seem to be less impacted by thin celebrities 
(Jung and Hwang, 2016; Khaled et  al., 2018). 
However, celebrities within non-western cultures 
may still perpetuate a different ideal body type 
(e.g. curvy). Third, the research has primarily 
focused on women and girls. The limited research 
with men and boys suggests that they also com-
pare themselves to celebrities and experience 
celebrity worship. Accordingly, future research 
should expand its sampling to examine the effect 
of celebrities on the body image and eating atti-
tudes of older women, non-western women, and 
of men and boys.

Finally, the current review is not without its 
own limitations. As this field of research is grow-
ing, there are likely studies that have been pub-
lished or are in the process of submission that 
have not been included in the review. Further, the 
review focused on studies that were published in 
English, which may have limited the cross-cul-
tural conclusions possible. In addition, because 

of the variety of measures employed in the stud-
ies, the review was not able to clearly distinguish 
between specific outcomes.

Despite the above limitations, the findings 
from the review have important practical and 
policy implications. First, the most obvious 
implication is that people should be advised to 
limit their exposure to celebrity media. However, 
given that celebrity culture is everywhere, this 
would present a daunting and unrealistic chal-
lenge. Second, potential restrictions on the pres-
entation of celebrity images could be considered, 
for example, mandating disclaimers if images 
have been digitally or otherwise enhanced. These 
could be similar to Instagram’s existing warnings 
prior to viewing images under the hashtags 
“skinny” and “thin” (Judkis, 2012). Third, celeb-
rities might be encouraged to use their platforms 
and influence to actively promote a positive 
body image, shown to be protective against 
exposure to thin ideal media images (Andrew 
et al., 2015; Halliwell, 2013). Fourth, young peo-
ple should be educated about the potential nega-
tive impact of exposure to celebrity media. In 
particular, media literacy programmes, which 
have shown some success in combatting nega-
tive body image (Levine and Murnen, 2009; 
Wilksch et al., 2015), need to include material on 
the potential dangers of heavily investing in and 
comparing with celebrities. Lastly, more exten-
sive, wide-ranging, and creative research is 
required to assist policy makers towardS the 
most effective form of intervention.

In conclusion, the present review has offered 
an important distillation of the current state of 
knowledge about the effect of celebrities on body 
image and eating disorder attitudes. In so doing, 
it has both contributed to and extended the 
growing body of literature on the detrimental 
effects of media on body image by highlighting 
the role played by celebrities. In particular, the 
review presents convincing evidence that expo-
sure to, worship of, and comparison with celebri-
ties has maladaptive consequences for women 
and girls (and increasingly men and boys). 
Because celebrities have become such an integral 
feature of contemporary society, it is important 
that future research continue to clarify their influ-
ence on body image and disordered eating.
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