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Abstract

media effects research on stereotypes.

In today’s society, media stereotypes of women have resulted in a perception of beauty that is often unattainable.
Such media stereotypes often lend themselves to negative social comparisons. In this study, one hundred twenty-
eight middle school girls were surveyed to determine the relationship between viewing an “ugly” lead character
on television and their perceptions of beauty. Results indicate that as the number of hours spent with television
increased, traditional views of beauty increased and positive thoughts about one’s own body decreased. Non-
viewers of Ugly Betty had a higher regard for the character of Betty, and were more likely to compare their own
bodies to those of their peers. These results are discussed in the context of social comparison theory and previous

Introduction

Stereotypes are not inherently good or bad. however, the word
“stereotype” does not typically evoke positive attributes. Rather, the
common connotation of the term is largely negative, and thus people
generally do not like to be stereotyped. Whereas past literature focused
on how different groups have been stereotyped in the media [1] and
ruminated on possible reasons why i.e., limited information [2], or the
need for easily-understood content [3], more recently, scholars have
begun to examine counter-stereotypes and their positive impact. The
investigation of one such counter-stereotyped media character is the
impetus for this project: “Ugly” Betty Suarez. During its original run, the
ABC network’s prime-time one-hour comedy Ugly Betty encompassed
several different stereotypes, but perhaps the most notorious was the
ugly Latina girl in the aesthetically-centered world of New York City
fashion. Such a “fish out of water” storyline lent itself neatly to the
scholarly examination of counter-stereotypes and social comparison.

Ugly Betty premiered in 2006 on US television, but was based on
the enormously popular Colombian telenovela Yo Soy Betty la Fea “I
am Betty the Ugly” USA Today explained the concept as: “A homely
Queens gal gets her dream job at a tony fashion magazine and tries to fit
in” [4]. In fact, Betty is hired for her position at Mode magazine precisely
because the magazine’s owner is confident that his playboy son, and
editor of Mode, would never be attracted to her. Producer Salma Hayek
explained that the premise of the show is really about “how Betty is not
ugly, but she is working in an ugly environment full of beautiful people”
[4]. Such an image-conscious program is perfect fodder for research
on body-image stereotypes. And this study is a unique and important
addition to the literature on body-image stereotypes as it targeted
adolescent middle school girls as survey respondents.

Stereotypes

Classic definition of stereotypes guides this project: beliefs that
assume all members of a group share “the same set of characteristics,
attitudes, or life conditions”. Such beliefs can be applied to individuals
or groups based on age, race, ethnicity, gender, class, sexual orientation,
religion, mental or physical disability, or physical appearance, among
other factors [5]. In most cases, stereotypes are negative and limiting.
It is important to highlight that such stereotypes are not idiosyncratic;
rather, they are socially constructed and shared. And whereas people
may not accept them as universal truths, most people easily recognize
certain stereotypes. Some stereotypes may cut across cultures; for

example, self-presentation behaviors such as shyness and dominance
are fairly consistently gender-stereotyped in most cultures [6].

Stereotypes and the media

The mass media function asavehicle for transmitting and reinforcing
stereotypes. Whereas people certainly learn things from their immediate
physical environment, media exposure also plays a powerful role, and
stereotypes are often acquired indirectly from such exposure. Given
the limited experience people have with unfamiliar groups, the media
are powerful in developing, reinforcing, and validating stereotypical
beliefs and expectations concerning those groups [7]. According to La
Ferle and Lee audiences tend to rely on media to help them understand
things they have not closely experienced. They argued that, “to provide
an efficient path to cultural understanding, mass media employ
stereotypes as a convenient categorization tool. The stereotypical images
found in media messages are easily accepted because they are usually
simple and have little ambiguity”. Stereotypes act as self-perpetuating
expectations about groups and their members by directing attention to
information that is consistent with such stereotypes. Information that
is inconsistent, on the other hand, tends to be ignored, discounted, or
interpreted so that it confirms the initial impression.

As a business strategy, television programs rely on stereotypes
because they need to attract a large audience; they must present content
easily understood by a wide range of people [3]. Time limitations
do not allow for complex character development, thus producers
typically favor a more straightforward means of character development
and identification. Stereotypes represent a vehicle to create easily-
understood and identified character types [3]. Even television news
relies on such stereotypes, as producers illustrate news stories using
representative examples [8].
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Media effects of stereotypes

Whereas stereotypes are often negatively valenced, they are not
necessarily inherently good or bad [3]. Indeed, stereotypes exist
which are not negative by any means. For example, men are typically
stereotyped as doing well in math and Asians are assumed to have
superior quantitative skills. When people violate the “good” stereotype,
however, they are more likely to be evaluated negatively. For example,
women are stereotyped as being “nurturing” and “loving;” when they
violate this assumption, they are generally rated more negatively than
women who confirm that stereotype. Beyond simply labeling people
in positive and negative ways, stereotypes can become harmful when
they elicit negative behaviors, such as objectifying and depersonalizing
people, as well as denying someone their individuality.

The frequency with which stereotypes occur in the mass media
raises concerns, because often times they are the dominant (or the
only) images in the media of certain groups; ample positive images may
not be available to counter negative images [3]. Van Evra [9] concluded
that negative stereotypes offer potentially adverse effects because they
can become the basis for behavioral scripts. Stereotype-based media
messages can teach people how to respond to certain situations, thus
perpetuating stereotypes about various social groups. Wicks explained,
“Stereotyping may have a detrimental effect on attitudes and beliefs
among audience members...the media are capable of shaping or
reinforcing unhealthy attitudes, opinions, and beliefs by repeating
stereotypical scripts” Clearly this is cause for concern among media
scholars.

Macrae, Milne, and Bodenhausen (1994) explained that people
fall back on their stereotypic preconceptions whenever they lack
the ability or motivation to think more deeply about members of
stereotyped groups. Inaccurate mediated images of groups may alter
the social definition of those groups in other words; the way a group is
portrayed in the media begins to represent societal beliefs about what
members of those groups are “really” like. This ultimately negatively
affects disadvantaged groups that have less control over the production
of media myths, and struggle to project a positive image of their group
[10].

Stereotypes of body image

Growing up, children are taught to value what society values,
learning to see themselves as they are seen by others in terms of social
standards [11]. As children develop, they become more sensitive to
peer pressure and media messages, and may become particularly
susceptible to popular media stereotypes, especially “those values
and ideas presented by entertainment and fashion industries as vital
elements of ‘youth culture” [12] Women in particular learn that their
bodies and appearance are important factors; what a woman observes
in a mirror is a measure of her worth [13,14]. Although people can hide
certain things about themselves such as their tastes and personality,
physical appearance is always visible. Weight becomes an important
aspect of appearance and can affect a young woman’s sense of social
and psychological well-being [14-17].

Much research focusing on the attractiveness of women highlights
body image, specifically thinness and obesity, and the various
stereotypes associated with each of those traits. For example, the US
culture views thin as beautiful, which is associated with good, positive
attributes; alternately, fat is considered to be ugly, and ugliness is bad
[11]. Thin, attractive people are viewed by others as being happier,
more successful, smarter, more interesting, warmer, more poised, and
more sociable [18,19] while stereotypes generally depict large women

as ungainly, unfeminine, and unworthy of appreciation [20].

In today’s US culture, women are expected to be beautiful, and
part of being beautiful is being thin. From media, messages and images
emerge enforcing positive stereotypes of beauty and success [21,22].
These images then create the idea of what a “socially ideal” body looks
like, and the positive attributes associated with that body. Historically,
thin has not always been “in” For example, in the 1950s, Marilyn Monroe
was a cultural icon of beauty, curves and all. However, since the 1960s,
the ideal body type has become markedly slimmer and less curvaceous.
Studies of Playboy centerfolds and Miss America contestants have
found the women becoming markedly more slender since 1958 [23,24].
By the 1980s, [23] found that visitors to Madame Tussaud’s London wax
museum rated Twiggy as the most beautiful woman in the world. As the
ideal body has slimmed down over the past few decades, it has moved
further and further away from the average North American woman’s
physical reality [25]. This new ideal is placed before women as the mold
into which their bodies should be constructed; however the reality is
that the vast majority of women’s bodies will never fit this mold.

Certainly, the mass media have been implicated time and again
in the formation of unrealistically thin body ideals [24,26,27,22] The
female body is reflected and portrayed in media as an object of desire,
shown in pieces; generally, the focus on females is either on their face,
or on parts of their bodies, rather than the female as a whole [28]. The
perfect body has flawless skin, a thin waist, long legs, well developed
breasts [29] and the attributes of “beauty” and “morality” has become
equated with thinness. To be a good girl, one must remain thin. This
pressure to remain thin is intensified by a prejudice against being fat
[29] and stereotypical “fat” qualities.

But why is being “fat” such a social stigma? Being fat can negatively
stereotype people even at a very young age. For example, a classic 1961
study which asked a group of youngsters to pick whom they liked best
from a set of pictures of several children found that, despite the inclusion
of pictures of physically handicapped children in the line-up, the obese
child was the last to be selected [30]. Cramer and Steinwert [31] found
further support for such body size stigmatism in preschoolers of both
genders. This “anti-fat bias” appears to emerge in early childhood and
is sustained throughout adolescence and adulthood. One study found
that even teachers, nurses, and parents rated overweight people as lazy,
unmotivated, indulgent, unintelligent, and lacking in personal worth
[32]. And media representations can reinforce such beliefs.

Theoretical framework

Social Comparison Theory provides an appropriate theoretical
framework for this study of televised stereotypes and their effect on the
audience, particularly within the context of young women’s perceptions
of weight-related stereotypes. Whereas the theory was not originally
conceived as a media theory per se, many scholars have extended the
ideas inherent in the theory to media contexts [33-38].

Social comparison theory proposes the idea that people compare
themselves and their significant others to people and images they believe
represent realistic attainable goals, and suggests that people make these
comparisons automatically and unconsciously [39] Festinger’s original
theory included several hypotheses: that humans evaluate themselves
by comparing their opinions and abilities to others; that there is a
drive to achieve greater abilities; that a shift in the importance of a
comparison groups will increase pressure towards uniformity within
that group; and the distance from the mode of the comparison group
will affect the tendencies of those making the comparisons [39]. The
tenets of the theory center around the idea that people select an ideal

J Mass Communicat Journalism
ISSN: 2165-7912 JMCJ, an open access journal

Volume 3 « Issue 3 « 1000155



Citation: Ryan EL (2013) Is Ugly the New Beautiful? An Investigation of Perceptions of Beauty by Young Female Viewers of Ugly Betty in the US. J
Mass Communicat Journalism 3: 155. doi:10.4172/2165-7912.1000155

Page 3 of 6

image, then try to close the gap between this ideal image and their
current perception of the self. When applied to mediated images that
drive social comparisons, these ideas help create the framework for this
study.

The negative impact of media depictions of thinness is dependent
upon the occurrence and strength of social comparison [40]. Social
comparison theory predicts that viewers are vulnerable to “forced”
comparisons with media images; people are predisposed to make
comparisons even at times when they are unaware of the comparisons
they make, and [41] suggested that media images of the “thin ideal”
may force such automatic comparisons. Thus, social comparison
accounts for both intentional and unintentional processing of content.
Even though people may not choose to compare themselves with the
mediated “ideal,” they may still automatically and unwittingly compare
themselves to media images. Of course, they will be affected (usually
negatively) by these comparisons, though to a lesser extent than those
who do so intentionally [42].

Social comparison theory thus provides a crucial link between
viewing, attitudes, and behavior [42]. Viewers who see inconsistencies
when comparing themselves to other people are more motivated to
“close the gap” on that comparison [41,43-45]. Adolescents turn to the
media to find images of those they want to emulate and are motivated to
act on the discrepancies they perceive as a result of those comparisons
[42] Social comparison is thus considered a central contributor to
body image [46]. Research has correlated social comparison and
negative body image to mediated images, as the targets of appearance
comparisons are often models and celebrities presented in the media
[47]. Particularly for women, such comparisons help confirm the belief
in the need to look like mediated images (i.e., thin, blond, and big-
breasted) and the need to act on that belief, particularly when highly
motivated to achieve that goal [45].

Adolescents and social comparison

Adolescents tend to hold a “grass is always greener” attitude when
comparing themselves to mediated images. With regard to advertising,
[48] noted, “We are all potential victims of the invidious comparisons
of reality to the world seen in advertising. Once convinced the grass is
greener elsewhere, one’s own life pales in comparison and seems a life
half-lived”. During adolescence, this sense of inadequacy is even more
pronounced. Even 30 years ago, researchers like Freedman [49] noted:

The adolescent girl is also a consumer. Giant business and media
networks join in trying to define, create and cater to her “needs” for
beauty products... She is encouraged to put her best face forward but at
the same time to hide behind an artificial mask. Ads which are designed
to convince a girl that she must make-up and make-over to look
acceptable eventually undermine her self-confidence and contribute to
negative body image. (p. 33)

Of course, mediated models aimed directly at the child and
adolescent market have become even more ubiquitous over the past
three decades. And, knowing that children as young as seven use
social comparison for self-evaluation, and that this tendency is even
more pronounced for adolescents with low self-esteem and lower self-
perceptions of physical attractiveness (Martin & Kennedy, 1993), this
appears to be a recipe for disaster. Indeed, Martin and Kennedy (1993)
found that between 4th grade and 12th grade, female’s self-perceptions
of physical attractiveness decreased significantly. During this crucial
developmental stage, social comparisons to unrealistic mediated images
can be extremely detrimental to perception of the self.

Hypotheses

Using social comparison theory as a guide, the purpose of this
study was to discover whether viewing the television show Ugly Betty
had any correlation with young female viewers™ perceptions of beauty.
Whereas past research has focused on the influence of media portrayals
of thin and beautiful women on adolescent females, this study took a
different approach, examining a lead female character with an atypical
appearance (ie., countersterotypical). Given that past studies have
concluded young girls’ self-concepts are negatively affected by exposure
to the thin ideal, the following hypotheses were proposed.

With regard to television viewing overall:

H1: The more hours a girl watches TV, the more likely she will have
traditional views on beauty.

H2: The more hours a girl watches TV, the less positive thoughts she
will have about her body during the day.

And specific to the program Ugly Betty:

H3: Girls who watch Ugly Betty will have higher regard for Betty
than those who do not watch.

H4: Girls who watch Ugly Betty will be less likely to compare their
bodies to the bodies of people they know than those who do not watch.

H5: Girls who watch Ugly Betty will be more tolerant of others’
appearances than those who do not watch.

Methods

Participants

A paper-and-pencil questionnaire was distributed to 160 middle
school girls in grades six through eight in a mid-size Southeastern US
town. Approximately 80% of the questionnaires were returned (N=128).
Ages of participants ranged from 11-15 years old. With regard to race/
ethnicity, 84% self-identified as White, 10% as African-American, 3%
as Asian, and 4% as Native American Indian. Parental consent and
student assent were obtained.

Measures

The survey was adapted using a body- esteem scale for adolescents
and adults [50] a physical appearance comparison scale [51], a body
comparison scale, and an expanded body-image ideals questionnaire
[52]. Surveys were provided and conducted in a classroom setting.
Participants were asked to check the response most comparable to
their thoughts on the various questions regarding body image and
social comparisons. Participants were asked to rate how closely they
agreed with statements such as “I compare my looks to those of famous
people,” “I compare my body to the bodies of people I personally know;’
“I think it’s better to be really thin,” and “I think positive thoughts about
my body during the day” Responses were given using a 5-point Likert

scale, with 1 being “Strongly Disagree” and 5 “Strongly Agree”

The independent variables included whether they watched the
television show Ugly Betty as well as the number of hours they watched
television per day. Dependent variables included regard for the character
Betty, comparison of respondents’ body to the bodies of people they
know, tolerance of other people’s appearances, and sensitivity to friends’
criticism of their appearance.

The dependent variables of “regard for the character Betty” and
“tolerance of other people’s appearances” were indices combining
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individual Likert-scale questions. The “regard” index combined
respondents’ views on Betty as attractive (M=3.45, S.D.=0.85), nice
(M=2.08, S$.D.=0.82), pleasingly dressed (M=3.71, S.D.=0.88), a
potential friend (M=2.58, S.D.=1.05), and a potential popular classmate
(M=3.76,5.D.=0.71). Cronbach's Alpha was used to determine reliability
of the decision-making index. The resulting statistic was 0.630. The
“tolerance” index combined respondents’ views on whether they would
talk to someone who was poorly dressed (M=1.70, S.D.=0.87) or fat
(M=1.69, S.D.=1.04). The Cronbach’s Alpha result was 0.705. And
the traditional beauty index was based on respondents’ views on the
importance of appearance (M=2.33, S.D.=1.10), girls being well-dressed
(M=2.66, S.D.=0.92), being attractive (M=3.45, S.D.=0.85), and being
thin (M=3.52, S.D.=1.03) and their views on whether Betty should
lose weight (M=3.66, 5.D.=0.93) or change her appearance (M=3.46,
$.D.=1.07). The Cronbach’s Alpha result was 0.728.

Results

Descriptive statistics

The independent variables examined included whether respondents
watched the television show Ugly Betty and the number of hours of
television watched per day. Of the 128 respondents, 103 affirmed that
they watched the television show Ugly Betty, which approximates 82%
of the sample. Respondents also reported watching an average of 3.5
hours of television per day.

Hypothesis testing

H1 was tested with a simple linear regression using the hours of
television watched as the predictor variable and traditional views on
beauty as the outcome. The regression was significant (F(1,126)=4.678),
p<.05), with an R2 of .036. The Beta coefficient (.189) indicated a
positive correlation. The number of hours of television watched per day
was a significant predictor of traditional views of beauty.

H2 was also tested with a simple linear regression using the number
of hours of television watched as the predictor variable and positive
thoughts about one’s body as the outcome variable. The regression
was significant (F(1,126)=4.816), p<.05), with an R2 of .037. The Beta
coefficient (-.192) indicated a negative correlation. As the number of
hours of television watched increased, positive thoughts about one’s
body decreased.

H3 was tested with an independent-samples t test comparing the
overall regard girls who watch Ugly Betty have for the main character
versus those who do not watch. There was a significant difference
between the two groups (t(126)=-2.485, p<.05). However, contrary to
the hypothesis, the average score from those who did not watch the
show (M=3.19, $.D.=.53) was significantly higher than those who did
watch (M=2.93, $.D.=.56).

H4 was tested with an independent-samples t test comparing the
average score of how likely girls who watch Ugly Betty are to compare
their bodies to people they know versus those who do not watch the
show. A significant difference was found between the two groups
(t(126)=-3.056, p<.05). The average score for those who did not watch
the show (M=3.10, S.D.=1.07) was significantly higher than those who
did watch (M=2.45, S.D.=1.18).

H5 was tested with a Mann-Whitney U test comparing the level
of tolerance of girls who watch Ugly Betty to those who do not.
No significant difference was uncovered between the two groups
(U=1502.50, p>.05). Thus, H5 was not supported.

Discussion

The world of broadcast television is driven by dollars, designed
to appeal to the widest possible audience at the least possible cost.
Television executives tend to stick with what has worked in the past,
and consequently, stereotypes are often used in order to simplify
the viewing process for the audience. Thus, it is not surprising that
stereotypes portrayed on all genres of shows have been remarkably
stable, with little change in gender stereotypes through the years [53].

One hypothesis predicted that watching the show Ugly Betty
would result in a higher level of regard for the character of Betty.
Though the findings showed significance, it was opposite from what the
researchers expected; those individuals showing more regard for Betty
did not watch the show. Perhaps the nature of the show is one possible
explanation for this result. Betty is often the butt of jokes and a target
of ridicule by other characters. Additionally, the show’s focus on the
world of high fashion may lend itself to a more judgmental world-view,
particularly as it pertains to appearances. Since Betty is not viewed as
physically attractive, it falls in line with previous research that other
characters would not accept her appearance. Thus, viewers of the show
could potentially see Betty as someone that does not deserve a high
level of regard from the other characters because of her appearance,
while non-viewers would not be influenced by the treatment Betty
receives on the show.

Additionally, respondents who watched Ugly Betty were less
tolerant of others” appearances than non-watchers of the show. In light
of previous research, this result was surprising, yet may be explained
using the aforementioned rationale of the ridicule the character faces
on the show due to her appearance. However, surprisingly, the data
also indicated respondents who watched the show were less likely to
compare their own bodies to others. This would indicate that whereas
these young viewers are critical of others, they are not turning that same
critical eye to their own physical appearance.

This finding is intriguing and worthy of further study, especially
as it relates to the argument in the literature linking exposure to media
messages to low self-esteem and self-concept. Was there something
about the content of this particular show that caused viewers to be
less critical of their own appearance, but yet still criticize others’
appearances? Future research can bear this out, perhaps via content or
textual analysis of the program itself. There may be something about
the particular type of counter-stereotypical messages in the program
that somehow inoculates adolescent girls against self-criticism but still
communicates that it is acceptable to judge others. Perhaps setting
the show at a fashion magazine was enough to perpetuate this critical
behavior toward others. And maybe, at the same time, viewers still
absorbed Betty’s message of “love yourself no matter what others say,”
which led to this seeming contradiction.

Time spent with television was also examined with respect to
traditional views on beauty and thoughts about one’s own body.
Not surprisingly, as the hours of television increased, the likelihood
that viewers would hold traditional views on beauty also increased;
additionally, as time spend with television increased, positive thoughts
about one’s body decreased. These findings are similar to previous
research conclusions, such as those finding that television promotes
a slim waist to young female viewers [42], and that heavy television
viewing typically leads to poor body image, particularly among girls
[54-56].

No study is without flaws, and the present study is no exception.
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The most notable limitations come from the sample itself. The sample
of young girls was taken from an area of the Southeastern United States
that struggles with obesity; a more full figured body image may be more
the norm to young girls in this part of the country. The sample was
also largely white, and the majority of the respondents were United
States citizens; this may be the largest limitation of this study. The
character of Betty is of Latina origin; though the characters in the show
ridicule Betty for her appearance and not her cultural background, it
must be recognized that there are different cultural standards when it
comes to beauty. Perhaps results would have been different with a more
heterogeneous sample. There is a definite anti-fat bias present when
White women are surveyed but studies have shown that this “thin is in”
perception may not hold true for women of color [57]. Future studies
in this area should make every attempt to include viewers from diverse
cultural backgrounds.

Indeed, future studies may also want to include males in the
sample. Whereas much of the literature on body-image stereotyping
and self-concept/esteem focuses on women, men are not immune to
this phenomenon. Men’s views of themselves and their expectations of
women’s appearances in relation to media consumption should not be
left out of the equation.

Conclusions

The results of this study suggest the television show Ugly Betty
is a double-edged sword with regard to young women viewers and
feelings about beauty and appearance. Interestingly, those who do not
watch the show seem to be more accepting of an “ugly” character, and
all of the stereotypical attributes that come along with that. Viewers
who do watch the show are less likely to engage in a comparison of
their bodies to their peers, but are more sensitive to criticism about
their own appearance. This could suggest that Betty may be good for
attitudes about body image, but has a negative influence on appearance
norms. Watching more daytime television does seem to correlate with
traditional views on beauty, and watching more television overall
seems to have a negative relationship with a positive mindset about
ones body. These findings have implications for the understanding
of the relationship between television viewing and views on women’s
appearance, and more specifically, traditional views on beauty. Further
studies could examine other “nonconformist” lead characters with a
focus on perceptions of beauty among girls to determine if Ugly Betty is
an indication of a trend of if she’s the only one breaking the stereotypical
mold.
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