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Research on body image in the fields of business and economics has explored how diverse demographic groups are represented in advertising as well as experience consumption activities. Studies on men and on the relationship between retail and brand evaluations are required. Policy should foster business educational initiatives and business-creative entrepreneurial collaborations that promote body confidence. 

Advertisements

Image Composition. Female models are primarily Caucasian, youthful and thin while male models have muscular or thin and lightly muscular body types in fashion and lifestyle advertising. Older models are infrequently used by brands targeting mature consumers, and they often convey stereotypes or limited signs of aging. The number of black female models in fashion and lifestyle advertisements increased over the decade as well as those with darker complexions and non-European features. 
	
Skepticism/Trustworthiness. Girls and women are skeptical of the thin ideal, digital manipulation, tokenism of diversity and stereotypical messages about age, race and gender. They trust advertising that depicts healthy body shapes, realistic signs of age and size as well as authentic and positive representations of diversity. Increased trust leads to positive brand outcomes; increased skepticism produces the opposite effect.

Demographic Similarity. When women share the size range, age cohort and/or race of models in fashion advertising, they increase positive responses to brands. Similarity enables women to picture themselves wearing the outfit and feel targeted/included. This robust stream of research has demonstrated the effectiveness of similarity between female consumers and models in fashion advertising with women between the ages of 18-80 and in various North American and UK contexts. Racial minority men and women respond especially favourably to advertising with models that reflect their races across a range of products. However, racial minority models do not negatively influence the attitudes of the racial majority consumers. 

Psychographics. Women with lower self-esteem or higher thin-ideal internalization have negative brand evaluations after exposure to thin models versus average-size or plus-size models. Women with higher self-esteem or lower thin-ideal internalization have the opposite response. Young men experience anxiety when viewing advertising that depicts idealized male bodies and subverts traditional masculine norms.

Other Image Elements. Women have unfavourable brand evaluations when models have unflattering clothing, submissive poses, absent expressions, and are pictured alongside text highlighting beauty flaws. They have positive responses when models are represented in the opposite manner and beside complimentary copy. Girls express positive evaluations when models are engaged in realistic settings and activities.

Retail

Fit and Selection. Women (over dress size 10 UK and 50 years of age) have difficulty finding well-fitting clothing. The size variation between garments of the same size code (between and within retailers) produces frustration and body anxiety. Plus-size woman have particular difficulty finding fashionable clothing in general and at the designer level. Similarly, larger and shorter men experience frustration and body anxiety because they are unable to find fashionable and well-fitting clothing.

Retail Environment. Plus-size women feel disenfranchised and dissatisfied by the visual merchandising of plus-size clothing, the atmosphere of the stores and sections that sell their sizes as well as by their encounters with and the size of sales assistants. 

Fashion Leadership. The importance of appearance and clothing to women continues with age. Middle-aged and senior women report fashion opinion leadership in which they discuss fashion during social interactions, perceive themselves to be knowledgeable about trends and have a high interest in shopping for new styles.

Consumer Activism. Plus-size bloggers yield significant influence in the market because they mobilize plus-size consumers. They publically endorse brands that include them in a manner perceived as authentic and fashionable and critique brands that do not. Fashion brands are incorporating plus-size bloggers into product development and marketing activities to benefit from their expertise and influence. 

Research Gaps 

Despite media reports of more diverse models in advertising, research is required to quantify and contextualize the extent to which changes have occurred. Additional studies are also needed to illuminate the business case of promoting positive body image. Research on the influence of similarity, skepticism and body image on men’s responses to diverse models in fashion advertising would enrich understandings of male consumers. Scholars should explore the relationship between brand evaluations and fit, selection and visual merchandising in the contexts of online as well as in-store fashion retail. Studying the influence of fashion bloggers from various marginalized groups would provide evidence of the contemporary marketplace dynamic in which consumers support brands that promote body confidence and derail those that do not.

Policy

Consumers desire advertising messages and retail experiences that support positive body image and they reward businesses that follow such an approach. Public policy should encourage and nurture young entrepreneurs—in partnership with industry, education and the third sector—to develop organizations with missions, core offerings and marketing messages that champion body confidence. To foster the development of these businesses, collaborations between entrepreneurs with creative expertise as well as those with business skills should be cultivated through conferences, business plan competitions and other initiatives. Policy should also engage business, fashion and retail departments in colleges to develop curriculum that explores the relationship between positive body image and consumption as well as to undertake research programs that further examine the business case for promoting body confidence.
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