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Studying the Media and Communication Med4101 

Assignment 2 - Sophie Drake 12772013  

Research report 



How do female audiences aged between 16 and 20 respond to the construction of women in 

fashion and beauty photography in women’s magazines?  

One of my media interests is photography and its power over the various target audiences that 

consume it. I will be focusing on fashion and beauty photography and how a young female 

audience respond to the gender constructions in the images. 

Firstly, I recognised that fashion and beauty photography is not only aimed at a female audience 

however it would be hard to research both genders successfully within this research project. 

Therefore I have chosen to do purely female audience research. I also wanted to narrow down my 

research to a specific age demographic as I didn’t want to speak generally for all women, this will 

make my research targeted and qualitative rather than quantitative. Denis McQuail supports my 

prediction that young people would be more vulnerable to the influences of the media “an 

undesirable effect of the media on young people is the promotion of anxiety about self image 

leading to anorexia” (McQuail, D, 2005, p487) suggesting that I might get a stronger response to 

the examples I will show a younger audience. Jean Kilbourne (Kilbourne, J. 1990 [online]) also 

argues that:  

“Adolescents are particularly vulnerable because they are new and inexperienced consumers 

and are the prime targets of many advertisements. They are in the process of learning their 

values and roles and developing their self-concepts. Most teenagers are sensitive to peer-

pressure and find it difficult to resist or even question the dominant cultural messages 

perpetuated and reinforced by the media”, 

These points helped me to focus on this particular demographic of adolescents as they both support 

the suggestion that the likelihood of the media’s influence on them will be higher.    

Taking all of these factors into account, I am going to conduct audience research into the effects 

that fashion and beauty photography has upon a female audience aged between 16 and 20. The 

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention specified adolescent age as between 15-17 (CDC 



[online] 2012). Self image and female representation is regularly at the centre of ethical issues 

within the media so I decided to extend my research for 16 years and above to avoid these possible 

problems. Still falling within the adolescent age gap, I have safely diverted from any negative 

responses to my research.  

A specific object of study will be female magazine photography and the images they use. Possible 

and timely issues of debate are the effects on younger audiences such as decreased self 

confidence, increased figures of eating disorders, make up and clothing worn at younger ages. The 

usage of certain models, the possibility of post-processing, the colours and poses of subjects and 

their mise-en-scene are all factors which could be manipulating and affecting its audience.  

Optimising my research with qualitative methods 

I plan to use focus groups as my research methodology. I will conduct two different groups, one 

with 8 women and one with 5 women, all aged between 16 and 20 to join me and respond to 

examples of beauty and fashion photography. Using groups of different numbers I can change the 

depth of questions and allow more time for responses. Using a group of smaller numbers I hope 

that the women will have more time to talk and be happy to speak freely feeling comfortable to 

express their opinion. 

I have set out some key questions which I plan to ask them as a group and from this I hope to get 

some individual and personal responses. When doing my research into which methodology to use I 

found that focus groups can be time efficient, provide opportunity for the participants to bounce 

ideas around one another and also provide chances for other responses and interests to be 

discussed (Williams, N. 2004, p196-197). These are all perfect factors for getting some original 

research and a mixture of opinions alongside discussion and idea sharing which prevents the simple 

yes or no answer. I hope to gain some patterns or themes in the general outcome of my questions 

so as to have a strong argument in conclusion.   



Williams also discusses the possible limitations to using focus groups. The process of the discussion 

could slow down and prevent me gathering substantial and measurable information, to stop this 

from happening I will need to stay focused on my task and recognise when I need to reign in the 

conversation back to the topic. Secondly I will need to make sure that everybody in the group 

contributes and has equal opportunity to be involved rather than having a few key participants, I 

will ensure that everyone gets to input to the discussion by stopping to ask the quieter individuals if 

necessary. In addition to the focus group, I plan on creating a small questionnaire for them to 

answer in their own words and time during the session. This will allow me to keep track of the 

group discussion and gain some written feedback if I should need extra.  

Subsequently to the focus group, I will request a personal and brief interview with any individuals 

that raised interesting points. As a contingency plan, I will also have a voice recorder in the 

background of the two groups to catch anything that I might miss, providing that my participants 

are happy for me to record them during the session. Another limitation to consider when 

conducting my focus group research is the photographer’s original intentions when taking the image 

and the reliability of its production in terms of post-processing and mediation. This is something out 

of my control and I only want to focus on the feelings evoked in the audience, but I would still like 

to be aware of it. 

Denis Mcquail suggests that I should have an array of audience participants at my focus group 

“Under conditions of freedom and diversity, audiences choose their own media sources according to 

personal likes and perceptions of what is relevant and interesting” (Mcquail.D, 2005, 443) and so 

my audience will likely be a group of people with different interests, ages and lifestyles and 

consumer behaviour.  

Initially I am going to ask each participant if they do or do not buy magazines out of choice and 

consume them personally. This will give me an idea of the type of audience I am in the presence of 

and I will also be able to then ask them their reasoning behind each answer. The two texts I have 

picked out are LOOK Magazine and Glamour magazine. LOOK magazine is run by IPC media group, 



who also have ownership of other women’s magazines such as NOW and Marie Claire. They cater 

for a range of ages and state on their website that “LOOK is the fast paced, glamorous glossy high 

street fashion and celebrity weekly magazine for young women” (Look Media pack [online]). I chose 

to use these as a text for analysis because they aim to reach the young women I will be inviting to 

participate in my research. I chose Glamour magazine because they have an average reader age of 

30-34 (Glamour Media Pack [online]) and this is a contrasting age group, I would like to see the 

response from my young audience to an example of their photographic work to see if there is any 

variation in their opinions.  

I chose not to do my own personal evaluation of the two texts because I want to stay as neutral as 

possible so as to not be bias towards my analysis of my focus group research.  

 Time to focus on the focus group 

! !   ! !  

“It is evident that consumerism plays a significant role in the development of identity and self 

image” (Benn 2004, In Hill, J. 2011, 355) to investigate into the assumption of this quote I carried 

out my focus group research. I conducted the focus groups with the same structure so that I had 

all of my responses in chronological order to combine when I was analysing the data. My first focus 

Glamour 1- Fashion Glamour 2-Beauty    Look 1- Beauty       Look 2- Fashion



group contained 8 participants, within this group I had one of each age group and 17, 18 and 19 

years of age each had two participants. My second group had five participants, one of each age 

group to represent each age within the boundary I had set. I used an example of fashion 

photography and an example of beauty photography for each magazine to keep the variables the 

same. I did not tell the participants which photo was from which magazine to ensure the viewing 

was objective rather than subjective, if the audience had prior experience or feelings about either of 

the publications it could alter the way they respond to the products, thus affecting my findings. 

My initial topic of discussion was about their choices as consumers and out of the 13 women asked 

only 3 did not choose to buy women’s magazines. When I observed through the discussion, their 

reasoning’s were similar. The 16 year old in the group of 8 said “I do not choose to buy them 

personally because the images make me feel ugly and inferior, but my friends buy them so I end up 

reading them” the 18 year old agreed and stated that “I do the same, they are all too perfect and 

make me feel bad about my height and weight but somebody I know always has one and they get 

passed around my friends at college”. The third, aged 19 agreed that she comes into contact with 

the magazines even though she does not buy them “I do not like the magazines, I suffer from 

terrible acne and the images within the beauty section really destroy my self-confidence, I still see 

images everyday through friends and the internet”. These responses lead me to believe that 

regardless of choice and reason for not buying, the three girls all come into contact with this media 

product due to their social groups. McQuail (McQuail, D. 2005, 443) proposes that “actual people in 

audiences may not have personally chosen their media or specific content to which they are 

exposed” therefore he supports the argument that some audiences have certain media forms thrust 

upon them without choice and so are still then faced with the same messages and ideologies.  

To begin with, the images were passed around the groups giving each participant some time to 

note down immediate thoughts and feelings related to each image. A common theme when 

discussing the immediate thoughts about the images was that 7 out of 8 women said that they felt 

like the images were of perfect women, making them feel inferior and bad about their self-image. 



This was a highly one sided response which intimates that this would be a widely popular reaction. 

Words that were commonly used for all four images were immaculate, perfected, skinny, sexy, white 

teeth, tanned and beautiful.  At this point I asked them if they think the images are true to life, I 

got an interesting response from the audience. One person from the group of five aged 20 said that 

she believed that they were all naturally beautiful and unedited. She was the only person who 

believed the images to be real, the ‘party proof your make up’ image from look magazine she 

particularly described as “she is naturally beautiful and un-edited, her look is classy and 

sophisticated. I would love to look like her”. The other 12 girls throughout both focus groups all said 

that they thought there must have been some editing and manipulation of these images at some 

level. It is not possible to know what happened to the images, but the response from the audience 

suggests that they are aware or believe that much of beauty and fashion photography is edited. 

Naomi Wolf describes how women of the past were exposed to these conventions “before the 

development of technologies of mass production- daguerreotypes, photographs etc...- an ordinary 

woman was exposed to few such images outside the church” (Wolf, N. 1991, p14) whereas now we 

are exposed to these post-industrial revolution technologies and the production of mass media, it 

can be hard to distinguish between manipulated and real imagery.  One person in the group made 

of 8 made a statement which the rest agreed with “we all have a desire to look like the women in 

the pictures, even though I am aware of the fact that they are most likely edited I still envy and 

aspire to look like that”. This view is supported when Catherine Chermayeff describes the workings 

of fashion photography: 

 “For a long time fashion photography had dictated a standard of beauty that feeds off 

collective dreams....It has shaped and ideal version of modern culture that can never be truly 

found, much less acquired. In essence, fashion photography is about a sort of meta-

perfection” (Chermayeff, C. 2000, Introduction) 

The perfection created is seen to be something women aspire to, but generally are aware that 

perfection like that does not exist.  



One of the girls in the smaller group mentioned her weight, saying “I feel disheartened by the 

images because they set unachievable personal goals, if anything they make me feel more 

conscious that I do not and probably will not look the same as them” and 5 other girls throughout 

the focus groups mentioned this as an issue. In relation to body image, Wolf expands on the 

attempt of magazines to empower women into controlling the way they look “on one hand, the 

aspirational promise of women’s magazines that they can do it all on their own is appealing to 

women” (Wolf, N. 1991, p29) but the response from this one individual is contradictory to this, she 

feels that the images only show her something that is out of her reach. Jennifer Hills views are 

consistent with the response of this individual as she explains “Consumer cultures impact girls/

women and boys/men in different ways through both of the sexes experience and onslaught of 

messages that uphold the ideals and body image very few can ever achieve” (Hill, J. 2011, 357) she 

is saying that the messages reflected in consumer media, in the case of my research being beauty 

and fashion photography, is something that is rarely within the reach of its audience and 

consequently can only then have a negative impression on the consumer.   

One of the girls in the group was an international student from Bulgaria, she explained to the group 

about the even more magnified focus on women’s body image and looks in her country and in 

comparison to our country we have much less pressure upon our appearance. This opens up an 

entirely new and interesting debate about how different country’s culture, media and ideologies can 

vary and influence its people.   

The overall aim for my research project was to delve into how a female audience between the ages 

of 16 and 20 respond to fashion and beauty images in women’s magazines. I uncovered that the 

images used are more likely to cause negative effects on its female readership, representing more 

archetypes and perfected women than those that exist in real life. A younger audience seem to be 

aware of the issues associated with the images and sometimes try to avoid buying the products, but 

still feel disheartened by the overall meaning when they consume it. There was no clear distinction 

between the responses to each magazine’s imagery, Glamour Magazine was not noticed by them as 



being different or aged and so as a conclusion to that point I would suggest they also appeal to a 

younger audience.    
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