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Abstract

:

The majority of advertisements contain thin-ideal imagery that have been digitally modified. A robust body of research has suggested that exposure to these retouched images has negative effects on body image and increases eating disorder risk. Furthermore, these concerns are known to be highly gendered both in nature and in their extent, with women revealing higher levels of concerns predominantly related to thinness. Although not supported as a useful approach by empirical data, in 2017, France introduced a law requiring advertisers to label images featuring models whose weight and/or shape have been altered. These images must bear the label “photographie retouchée”, or “retouched image”. However, this legislation has been difficult to enforce, as unlike other French legislation related to labeling advertising, its lack of specificity makes it difficult to identify violations. Paradoxically, given its intentions, where applied, uses of the label disproportionately focus on women’s bodies in the media, as compared to men’s bodies. These findings highlight the need for legislation that is enforceable and supported by the allocation of sufficient resources. In addition, findings highlight the importance of grounding legislation and policy in the extant relevant data and involving strategic stakeholders in its creation.
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1. Introduction


The saturation of the visual environment with images of unrealistic bodies has been highlighted as a major contributing factor to population levels of body image concerns and eating disorder risk (Levine and Murnen 2009; Want 2009). Although noted to be increasing among men, such concerns continue to disproportionately affect women (Frederick et al. 2007). Consistent with this, gender differences exist in media representation with unrealistic, sexualized, and objectified representations of women outnumbering those of men (Stankiewicz and Roselli 2008). In recent years, limitations on the use of digital modification in media imagery and advertising have aimed to reduce harmful media influences on men’s and women’s body image. In 2017, new legislation was passed in France targeting this in print media. The aim of the present study was to explore the ways in which this legislation is both explicitly and implicitly gendered in its conceptualization and implementation, and critically interrogate its capacity to protect individuals across genders from harmful and unrealistic media depictions.



1.1. Gendered Media Imagery: Unrealistically Thin and Objectifying


Media images represent unrealistic appearances and bodies, such as portrayals of women depicting extreme thinness (Hesse-Biber et al. 2006; Spitzer et al. 1999). In contrast, images depicting men most often emphasize extreme and visible muscularity (Leit et al. 2001). These depictions are highly discrepant from population-level weights and shapes, and the divergence between average weight and shape among the population and that depicted in the media has been steadily increasing in recent decades (Spitzer et al. 1999). Most media images are digitally modified to achieve these unrealistic depictions (Taylor et al. 2018). Although much of the alteration of images is focused on the weight and shape of the models depicted, it is notable that other characteristics are also targeted, as the women portrayed in media images are most often not only extremely thin, but also youthful and fair. Thus, facial features and skin tone, among other aspects, are also the target of digital modification (Hunter 2011; Magdaraog 2014).



Although the majority of media images are extremely unrealistic and rendered more extreme through digital modification, these characteristics tend to be exacerbated in images and media portraying women. First, advertisements portraying female bodies are more frequent than those portraying men (Conley and Ramsey 2011; Thomas and Treiber 2000). In addition, characteristics that render images harmful in terms of their appearance potence tend to be more strongly emphasized in images portraying women. In this way, for example, women are more frequently portrayed in sexualized ways through the positioning of their bodies and faces, the amount of skin visible, the angle of the camera, or in the engagement of a sexually suggestive act (Stankiewicz and Roselli 2008). Content analyses have revealed that female figures in advertising tend to be sexualized and objectified more than male figures (Monk-Turner et al. 2008). While this may not be directly related to their shape and weight, it is often associated with little clothing and a focus on appearance as opposed to functionality, both of which make the images more “appearance-potent” (Jankowski et al. 2014). Consistent with this, content analyses from the early 1990s revealed that the amount of dieting-related content and advertising was tenfold higher in magazines targeting female readerships as compared to those targeting men (Andersen and DiDomenico 1992).




1.2. The Detrimental Impact of Media Images on Health


Thin-ideal imagery has been shown to have a negative impact on the mental and physical health of men and women across the lifespan, particularly in terms of elevated body image concerns, eating disorder risk, and negatively impacting mood. A range of correlational, longitudinal, and experimental studies have supported an association between increased exposure to thin-ideal imagery and these concerns across genders (Levine and Murnen 2009; Blond 2008; Barlett et al. 2008). These effects have been framed within sociocultural theories that highlight how the presence of unattainable bodies in the media is harmful to body image, as individuals come to judge themselves by this unrealistic standard (Thompson et al. 1999). One of the processes held to account for this is appearance comparison, that is, comparisons of one’s own appearance against that of the models portrayed in media (Want 2009). Importantly, appearance comparisons are increasingly understood to be automatic processes, and as such are difficult to modulate through conscious effort (Bessenoff 2006). Thus, the unachievable appearances portrayed in most media images lead to appearance comparisons that are unfavorable and may increase body image concerns and eating disorder risk, particularly among those most vulnerable.




1.3. Policy Approaches Targeting Digital Modification and the French Law


Given these documented effects, increasing support has emerged for regulatory approaches capable of mitigating the effects of exposure to unrealistic and idealized media images and thus protecting individuals from their harmful effects. The majority of these efforts have involved the use of disclaimer labels on digitally modified images, with the rationale that highlighting these images as modified would decrease their perceived suitability as appearance comparison targets, and therefore prevent negative effects on body image.



In 2012, legislation emerged in Israel requiring disclaimers to be included on images in which models’ bodies had been edited to look thinner (Bromberg et al. 2019). Furthermore, it is specified that this notification must appear in a prominent place, be of a color and size that allows them to be read, and cover an area of at least 7% of the advertisement (Bromberg et al. 2019; Gladstone 2016). At the time, this appeared to be a positive change with the potential to mitigate the effects of thin-ideal imagery, but the effectiveness of this law has been called into question due to other protections to individual freedoms of expression (Gladstone 2016).



More recently, in France, the “photographie retouchée” Law was passed in May 2017 and was intended to take full effect in October of the same year (“Décret n° 2017-738 du 4 mai 2017 relatif aux photographies à usage commercial de mannequins dont l’apparence corporelle a été modifiée”, 2017). The law requires commercial images featuring models whose weight and/or shape have been altered to bear the label “photographie retouchée”, or “retouched image.” Importantly, the law specifies that violations of the requirement of labeling qualifying digitally modified images may incur heavy fines of up to 37,500 euros, or 30% of the costs of the advertisement (French Public Health Code 2017).



However, unlike the Israeli law, as well as other French legislation mandating the labeling of certain advertisements, no specifications are mentioned regarding the positioning or formatting of the label other than it be legible. In contrast, for example, the French law regulating the promotion of certain foods (with added salt, sugar, sugar substitutes, or that are highly processed) requires that the labels defined by the “Manger Bouger” campaign be 100% of the width and 7% of the height of print type advertisements (Arrêté du 27 février 2007 fixant les conditions relatives aux informations à caractère sanitaire devant accompagner les messages publicitaires ou promotionnels en faveur de certains aliments et boissons 2007). This lack of specificity, as well as the vagueness as to what constitutes “weight and shape”, and the lack of resources allocated to enforcement all limit the law’s usefulness. Despite the description of the fines associated, no documented violations of the law have yet been recorded to date (Danthinne and Rodgers 2020).



Furthermore, the law creates no incentive for increasing body diversity in media, but rather continued leniency towards the use of digital modification to create harmful unrealistic images, which compounds its lack of usefulness. It is notable that these legislative efforts primarily place the emphasis on individuals modifying their response to images, rather than requiring systemic change in the visual environment.





2. The Gendering of the Text of the French Law


French is a gendered language, in which most collective nouns, including those describing professional categories, exist only in masculine form, regardless of the gender breakdown of said profession, or stereotypical gender representations. In addition, when referring to a group of individuals of diverse gender, adjectives and verbs take on the masculine plural, while the feminine plural is only used to qualify exclusively female subjects. In this way, the legislative text refers to the bodies of “models” in the masculine form. In addition, when describing digital modifications meeting the requirements for the label, the law describes changes that “slim down or thicken” the figure of the model. In using such language, it seems that the intention is to capture modifications that aim to create unrealistic thinness as well as muscularity. Thus, through both its grammar, and its choice of terminology, the text of the French law is inclusive, and does not specifically target women.



While not explicitly crafted in gendered language, therefore, it is interesting to consider the context and rationale upon which the legislation was built. The 2017 law successfully emerged some years after a previous version was first put forth by the deputy Valérie Boyer in 2009. At the time, deputy Boyer placed the proposal in the context of other contemporary legislation aiming to provide protections against factors encouraging or increasing risk for Anorexia Nervosa (Proposition de loi 2009). Elements of this legislation that were successfully enacted, then had in particular targeted pro-eating disorder online content, which became illegal.



Again, while the language in the law proposal put forth in 2009, including related eating disorders, remained gender neutral, it is notable that the presentation of the law to the senate and the debate surrounding it were highly gendered.1 During the argumentation for the 2009 legislation against “encouragement towards excessive thinness,” it was highlighted that the ratio of women to men diagnosed with Anorexia Nervosa was 9/1, emphasizing the gendered nature of the disorder (Session ordinaire XIII législature 2008). While this is true, it is noteworthy that gendered appearance ideals are associated with gendered eating disorder presentations, with men reporting more impairment related to muscularity-oriented eating behaviors and excessive exercise (Gorrell and Murray 2019). Furthermore, the minister specifically noted that “the social pressures to achieve the female appearance ideal,” exerted by the media contribute to the development of disordered eating, and in some cases, subsequent eating disorders. Furthermore, later in the debate, minister Roselyne Bachelot-Narquin (Minister for Health and Youth) highlighted that the laws would serve to protect two vulnerable groups including those engaged in professions in which pressures towards thinness are strong such as modelling and dancing as well as girls and young women who aspire to conform to appearance ideals. The rest of the debate similarly focuses on the target female audience of the law proposal, with only three mentions of men as potentially also benefiting from the protections the proposed law afforded.



Taken together, these elements clearly show that in the minds of those who developed and debated the 2009 law proposal, the intended target group was indeed girls and young women. The very contextualization of the law related exclusively to thinness, to the exclusion of concerns related to muscularity, skin color, or youthfulness, firmly anchors the proposal in a gendered framework. Similarly, the causal link established in the rationale for the proposed legislation between appearance pressures from media images, the female thin-ideal, and prevalence rates of Anorexia Nervosa (Galmiche et al. 2019), a highly gendered eating disorder diagnosis, further promote this gendering. Finally, the explicit mention of those engaged in female-dominated professions, as well as girls and young women in the general population as the target group for the protections afforded by the proposed law add a final layer to the gendered lens adopted by those who developed the initial proposal for the 2017 law. Therefore, while not explicitly gendered in its text, it is clear that in the minds of those who developed and supported the legislation that became successful in 2017, the law was designed for women, and applicable to media images of women. These elements suggest that a gender bias may be present in the application of the law.



The objective of this study was therefore to explore the implementation of the French “photographie retouchée” legislation through a gendered lens and critically interrogate its capacity to protect individuals across genders from harmful and unrealistic media depictions. Specifically, the aim was to explore gender bias in the application of the law. The aim was exploratory and separate to investigations of its usefulness in mitigating body image concerns.




3. Gender and the Implementation of the French Law


Although equally applicable across genders in theory, as illustrated above, the spirit of the French law was indeed highly gendered, potentially reflected in its implementation. To explore evidence of gendered implementation, the presence of the “photographie retouchée” label on advertisements in the first 2021 editions of four large circulation French magazines was examined.



3.1. Magazines Examined


Six magazines were selected and examined based on their circulation and reach, as well as their target audience.



Monsieur, a French monthly publication existing since 1920, describes itself as targeting men aged 30–55 years, with a circulation of 188k readers per edition. Its emphasis is described as being on elegance (fashion, accessories, watches, etc.) as luxurious male passion. Its readership is described as urban and cultivated. In addition to being one the longest standing male publications, Monsieur’s focus on lifestyle and clothing made it a useful source for high-end advertising including male models (Monsieur 2021).



GQ, which describes itself as the definitive men’s style magazine, was first published in the United States in 1931; its French counterpart launched in 2008. Like its predecessor, GQ France’s content is built around fashion, culture, and lifestyle. The median age of its readership is 33 years, and the brand has a reach of just over 2M readers in print and digital format. GQ France underwent a redesign in 2021, emphasizing its move away from traditional masculine gender norms and toward a fluid understanding of identity (GQ 2021).



Started in 2016, Garçon is a French magazine with 6 yearly editions, explicitly targeting gay men, with a circulation of 30k readers per edition (Soret n.d.). As the most mainstream magazine for gay men, Garçon was included here due to the documented emphasis on appearance in gay print (Jankowski et al. 2014) and the potential for images of men that would be more appearance potent and therefore more likely to have been digitally modified.



Marie Claire is a monthly women’s fashion magazine that was first published in France in 1937 and is among the top French monthly magazines for women, with a reach of 1.6M readers in France. In addition to fashion, the magazine covers issues of beauty, culture, and society, and defines itself as illustrating values of supporting women in their changing roles. As such, it positions itself as reflecting new femininities that at times include the ostensible naming of unrealistic appearance pressures.



Launched in 1980, Biba is a monthly beauty and fashion magazine targeting women in their 30s. It describes itself as a feminine, optimistic, and daring media brand; in addition to fashion and beauty, the magazine also discusses relationships, sex, and culture. During the month of May 2021, the total number of visits to its website surpassed 14,000,000, and its monthly print audience is currently estimated at 548,000 readers (ACPM 2021). Biba was included here due to its wide readership among French young women, and its usefulness as a women’s magazine containing appearance-potent content.



The French edition of Vogue was first issued in 1920, twenty-eight years after its American predecessor. With a global reach of 21.2M, Paris Vogue is one of the world’s preeminent luxury fashion publications. With an average readership age of 33 years, Paris Vogue describes itself as a leading observer and major player of the creative scene, reflecting social and cultural evolutions, with a recent focus on inclusion, diversity, and eco sustainability (Vogue 2021).




3.2. Evidence of the Gendered Implementation of the “Photographie Retouchée” Label


As illustrated in Table 1, across the 6 magazines examined, the proportion of pages dedicated to advertising varied from 14.8% (Garçon) to 27.2% (Marie Claire). Of those, only advertisements portraying individuals were eligible to receive the “photographie retouchée” label. The findings showed that while none of the advertisements that exclusively portrayed male models bore the label, the label did appear on some mixed-gender images. Just over 30% of the advertisements portraying only female models bore the label, while 20% of those depicting men and women did. Overall, this is a disappointingly low number, revealing that even for advertisements portraying only women, less than half included the label, with no indication that those without the label were free of digital editing, although this is of course possible.





4. Discussion


The French “photographie retouchée” law builds on the tradition of warning and disclaimer labels as public health policy approaches. While these approaches have a broad range of applications, perhaps most saliently in their use related to tobacco and alcohol products, in France, the 2017 law built on legislation mandating labels on specific food products as mentioned above. Indeed, in the initial 2009 proposal, the bill was crafted based on the language used in those laws (Proposition de loi 2009). While there is a strong public health tradition for such approaches, their effectiveness is less clear. Furthermore, the purported mechanism of the warning labels on tobacco products, or those on advertisements for food and beverages, is different to that proposed for the “photographie retouchée” label. In the former case, the label is intended to serve as a deterrent against consumption based on an emphasis on negative health consequences. In the case of the “photographie retouchée” label, the proposed mechanism (although not necessarily clearly articulated by policymakers) is presumably to protect individuals from harmful appearance comparisons, or the belief that the appearances portrayed are attainable, by emphasizing the fact that they are fake. In this latter case, the target is not purchasing or consumption, but rather a cognitive process, a process largely understood to be automatic (Want 2009). Thus, the extent to which warning labels on unrealistic media images may be helpful is unclear.



To examine this question, a number of experimental studies have explored the effects of exposure to thin-ideal images bearing warning labels on immediate changes in body image, mood, and other relevant dimensions among young women. Overall, findings from two recent meta-analyses have shown there to be little evidence for such labels to be protective of body image (Danthinne et al. 2020; McComb and Mills 2020). In contrast, several studies have suggested that the use of warning labels might increase short-term negative effects of thin-ideal images on body image and appearance comparisons (Danthinne et al. 2020; Tiggemann et al. 2013). Thus, the available experimental data reveal no usefulness of approaches such as the “photographie retouchée” label.



In addition, qualitative research among college-aged women has suggested that while the negative impacts of digitally modified and unrealistic appearances are recognized, this does not prevent young women from wishing to attain these appearances (Anh 2019; Borau and Nepomuceno 2019). Broader qualitative research among adult consumers has similarly revealed skepticism regarding the usefulness of such labels, with corresponding greater support for approaches that lead to greater diversity in media images (Paraskeva et al. 2017). Thus, taken together, there is little evidence that the label would serve its protective role among girls and young women. Given this, the lack of systematic implementation of the label documented in the current findings may not be a useful target for increased compliance and enforcement efforts.



Although limited due to being non-systematic and the small sample of print media examined, the findings from our examination of the gender differences in the implementation of the “photographie retouchée” label suggest that it is far more frequently used in images depicting women as compared to those depicting men. This is particularly striking in that none of the images that contained only men bore the label, while some of those portraying men and women did. While these findings possibly reflect effective differences in the practices in digital modification of a company depending on the gender of their models, it seems that a more plausible explanation is that the label is more often affixed when the model is female. This gendered implementation of the “photographie retouchée” label thereby contributes to a social context in which women’s bodies are singled out as problematic, and policed in various ways (Berry et al. 2020; Piran 2017). This emphasis on women’s bodies as problematic perpetuates the discourse that promotes body image concerns and body shame among women, as well as a tendency to internalize this social policing of their bodies (Harper and Tiggemann 2008; Piran 2017). In addition, it allows for the continued portrayal of unrealistic images, rather than encouraging systemic change in the bodies portrayed and promoting diversity.



Although well intentioned, this French “photographie retouchée” law may thus, paradoxically, created unintended negative effects both at the individual level and at the macrolevel. Indeed, data suggest the potential for a “boomerang” effect of images bearing warning labels (Danthinne et al. 2020). Further, evidence exists to suggest that these labels may, in some cases, increase appearance comparisons and be further detrimental to body image. In sum, even if appropriately enforced, the law may not reveal any usefulness.




5. Conclusions


The harmful effects of unrealistic media depictions on body image and mental health have been documented (Levine and Murnen 2009). Although these effects are known to occur across gender, the media environment is more densely saturated in unrealistic and appearance-potent images of women as compared to men (Monk-Turner et al. 2008). Consistent with this, social pressures to achieve media ideals are stronger among women who report higher rates of body image concerns and engagement in harmful appearance-changing behaviors (Schaefer et al. 2017). The French “photographie retouchée” law recognizes the role of media images in these concerns and illustrates an attempt to use regulation to mitigate the harmful effects of media images. While not explicitly gendered in its form and texts, the background and rationale for the legislation, as well as its implementation, are highly gendered, as well as inconsistent, contributing to an unhelpful construction of the female body as problematic. In addition, experimental data strongly suggest that the addition of the “photographie retouchée” label is not helpful for individuals exposed to media images bearing it, while the law essentially continues to tolerate or even support the use of digital modification in media imagery.



As an example of an attempted regulatory solution to the problem of unrealistic media images, the French “photographie retouchée” law therefore emerges as unsuccessful. Nevertheless, given the lack of incentives for practices to change and the scope of the problem, exploring alternative policy avenues appears critical. Grounding future legislation in empirically-supported strategies would likely afford a higher potential for success, and strategic research aiming to inform this process is therefore necessary (Brownell and Roberto 2015; Rodgers et al. 2017). Furthermore, evaluation of both the implementation and the effects of such legislation would be useful to continue to inform further efforts. Effective policy approaches that can successfully lead to greater diversity in the bodies and appearances portrayed in the media, or even better limit the amount of appearance-potent media that individuals are exposed to, are essential to decrease universal risk for body image and eating concerns.



Given these documented effects, increasing support has emerged for regulatory approaches capable of limiting the use of digital modification with the goal of diversifying the bodies portrayed and thus protecting individuals from their harmful effects.
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The full transcription of these sessions are available online from the French governmental resources.
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Table 1. Proportions of magazine images of men and women bearing the “Photographie Retouchée” label.
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Total Advertisement Pages

	
Total Advertisements

	
Female Advertisements

	
Male Advertisements

	
Mixed-Gender Advertisements




	

	
Total

	
Total

	
Total

	
With Labels

	
Total

	
With Labels

	
Total

	
With Labels




	

	
N (%)

	
N

	
N (%)

	
N (%)

	
N (%)

	
N (%)

	
N (%)

	
N (%)






	
Men’s Magazines

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	




	
 GQ (139 pages)

	
24 (17%)

	
22

	
0 (0%)

	
0 (0%)

	
8 (33.3%)

	
0 (0%)

	
3 (12.5%)

	
2 (66.6%)




	
 Garçon (142 pages)

	
21 (14.8%)

	
21

	
0 (0%)

	
0 (0%)

	
8 (38.1%)

	
0 (0%)

	
1 (4.7%)

	
0 (0%)




	
 Monsieur (100 pages)

	
27 (27%)

	
23

	
0 (0%)

	
0 (0%)

	
6 (22.2%)

	
0 (0%)

	
1 (3.7%)

	
0 (0%)




	
Women’s Magazines

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	




	
 Marie Claire (250 pages)

	
68 (27.2%)

	
59

	
21 (36%)

	
8 (38%)

	
2 (3%)

	
0 (0%)

	
4 (5.8%)

	
0 (0%)




	
 Biba (124 pages)

	
23 (19%)

	
21

	
12 (57%)

	
4 (33%)

	
0 (0%)

	
0 (0%)

	
0 (0%)

	
0 (0%)




	
 Vogue (164 pages)

	
40 (23%)

	
25

	
22 (88%)

	
4 (19%)

	
0 (0%)

	
0 (0%)

	
1 (4%)

	
0 (0%)




	
Total

	
203 (26%)

	
171

	
55 (32%)

	
16 (29%)

	
26 (15%)

	
0 (0%)

	
10 (6%)

	
2 (20%)
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