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On the day of my baby cousin’s christening, I weighed 136 pounds. I was very familiar 

with this number, and to look back at my obsession with it now, I understand my mother’s 

concern. To be a fifteen-year-old girl in America is to know how much you weigh, and I was no 

exception to the rule. My cousin Sofia was six months old and through the ceremony wore a lace 

white gown that fell about a foot and a half past her little feet, clad in lace white socks. She was 

the Catholic image of precious: a happy, squishy-cheeked baby girl in a christening gown, and I, 

at 15, was an uncomfortable and somber wallflower who spoke too much or not at all. Or at least 

that’s how I pictured myself.  

The family and all its extensions went to a restaurant for lunch after the ceremony, a 

place with vines painted on the walls and barely enough room to seat the very large, very Irish 

and, therefore, very loud family I accompanied. My mother and aunt exchanged suspicious looks 

about me as I prodded at a meal I didn’t want. I excused myself to the bathroom, and I didn’t 

think about why until I was already in the act of gagging until I made myself throw up. I didn’t 

think I was doing it to myself, but I was. It was the following conversation that actually caused 

me to realize, in the act of wiping vomit off my mouth, that I was bulimic, and it took place in 

the bathroom of an Italian restaurant with a short, middle aged woman, dressed in an all green 

business suit.  

“You don’t have to be doing that,” she told me, and I froze like a deer in the headlights 

with the realization that I was caught. She washed her hands casually but stared at me intensely 

in the mirror.  

“What? I… I’m not doing anything,” I stuttered.  
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“I’m just saying,” she continued. “You’re too pretty to be doing that. You’re too pretty of 

a girl to ruin it like that.” 

“I’m really fine,” I told her, rushing from the bathroom back to my table, where my 

mother and aunt exchanged looks about me once again.  

*** 

Somewhere along the line, my impression of the valued image of a girl changed from a 

cute, chubby baby to a teenager as thin as she could get herself, no doubt in part because of the 

media I was consuming. In this essay, I will discuss the effect that teenage magazines, 

particularly Tiger Beat, have in developing the body image and a tendency for disordered eating 

in their audience. Tiger Beat was just one of the many magazines targeted at an audience of 

preadolescent and adolescent girls, with contemporaries including Bop, Popstar!, J-14, Twist, 

and Seventeen, all of which I brought frequently and to some of which I was subscribed. Some of 

these magazines stretch back decades, with Tiger Beat having been in print since 1965, and 

Seventeen’s first issue debuting in 1944.  The age range of the audience for these magazines 

combined is 8-19, and almost exclusively female. I first started reading Tiger Beat and Bop when 

I was 11, and my final interaction with these magazines came at the end of my subscription to 

Seventeen, a few months before I turned 19. The content, of Tiger Beat specifically, is “heavily 

celeb-focused… In addition to the pull-out posters and requisite Q&As with young stars, there’s 

a growing amount of lifestyle content” (Bazilian). The ad content of the magazine is also a very 

large portion of the Tiger Beat, with magazines on average having a little less than half their 

pages used on advertising (Ratio of Editorial and Advertising Pages in U.S. Magazines from 

2000 to 2013). The main argument I make in this essay is through body image, which “is 

generally understood as a mental image of the body as it appears to others. It is often assumed in 
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consumer culture that people attend to their body image in an instrumental manner, as status and 

social acceptability depend on how a person looks” (Featherstone 1). Tiger Beat offers a focus on 

body image through the models and celebrities it chooses to show, as well as through its editorial 

content that is centered on appearance. Therefore, it follows that teenage girls are the most 

obvious attendants to their body image as encouraged by magazines such as Tiger Beat that have 

a focus on body ideals, and I argue that such focus on body image has negative effects on the 

audience. I will be focusing on the magazine as it existed when I was part of its audience, 

approximately 2009 to early 2017. 

Body Ideals 

Tiger Beat’s claim to fame lies on its cover: a cut-and-paste style amalgamation of 

images of the most famous teen celebrities on the scene, a theme which carries through the 

magazine. I remember Miley Cyrus, Selena Gomez, Demi Lovato, and a host of smaller stars, all 

white or racially ambiguous and all very thin, as the predominant female images, and my 

memory holds true. For an example, we can look to the covers of the November 2012 and May 

2015 issues. Of the eleven female stars on the covers of both these issues, every one is of a tall, 

thin body type. These images are matched with headlines such as “Did Katy break the ultimate 

girl code?” (Nov 2012) and “We beat being unpopular!” (May 2015) These headlines matched 

with the images of thinness enforce a very specific body ideal that isn’t “unpopular” and doesn’t 

“break the girl code.” They encode that the stars that match these body types have attained 

popularity, success, or acceptance from their peers. Cohen suggests that these reinforcements in 

media of a thin body ideal can affect body image so negatively as to produce a “drive for 

thinness” (61). By presenting this very thin body type as the only body type that can be popular 

or accepted, the magazine enforces that it is the ideal body type to have, and instills its audience 



 Davis 5 

with that “drive for thinness” and a dislike for their own body type in the process. The effects of 

the magazine presenting only an ideal body type to the audience are therefore a major factor in 

body dissatisfaction and distorted body image.  

Disordered Eating 

Disordered eating has many forms, but for the purpose of discussing the distorted body 

image enforced by thinness in Tiger Beat, I will focus on the forms that are most prevalent in its 

audience, anorexia and bulimia, which are fluid and frequently alternatively present in a person 

with disordered eating. I argue that the magazine’s encouragement of the thin body type drives 

readers to disordered eating in an attempt to look like the thin celebrities, which the magazine 

codes positively. As a reader who considered myself too overweight to dress like a “skinny girl,” 

I loved fashion editorials in which advice what given on “how to dress for your body type”, 

which meant how to make yourself appear taller and thinner. In a September 2012 article titled 

“Totally Trendy: Drop-Waist Dresses!” the reader is presented with pictures of several (thin) 

celebrities in drop-waist style dresses which “elongate your torso and make you look taller,” and 

“flatters her figure,” while another celebrity “appears tall and elegant.” The article here is 

directly encouraging a certain body ideal and instructing its audience in a way to achieve it. It’s 

here that Tiger Beat moves from implicitly displaying an ideal body type to encouraging its 

audience to strive for that type. As described by Thompson and Stice, the message sent by this 

media not only encourages “thin-ideal internalization” but furthermore “Specifically… promotes 

dieting and negative affect, which in turn increase the risk for onset of bulimic symptoms” and 

other disordered eating (181). The magazine first displays and positively codes a specifically thin 

body type, and then offers instructions to its readers about how to attain that body type, moving 

it from providing a body ideal to enforcing that readers should be striving for that ideal. It is this 
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idea of striving for the body ideal, along with distorted body image, that causes readers to 

develop disordered eating symptoms. 

*** 

 Teen magazines of this kind, not only Tiger Beat, are in no short supply, and are all quite 

similar in content and imagery. Bop and Teen, now no longer in print, were produced by the 

same company as Tiger Beat, and were virtually interchangeable in message and style. To see 

the similarity, we can point to the November 2012 issues of both Bop and Tiger Beat, whose 

covers featured the exact same fourteen celebrities (with Bop featuring two extra not on Tiger 

Beat). Similarly interchangeable were J-14, Twist, Quizfest, and Popstar!, which is also now out 

of print. The magazines in the teen genre are so similar to each other that the analysis of body 

image can be applied to any one of them.  To continue looking at the way this genre encourages 

its audience to be thin, Popstar! ran an article in June 2014 entitled “Demi Lovato Reveals Her 

Workout Secrets!” It lauds Lovato as “fitness motivation” and quotes the star as saying, “I feel 

empowered when I go to the gym,” and “Girls don’t sweat, we glimmer!” The magazine conveys 

to its young audience that they should be motivated to look like the celebrity in the article, and 

furthermore enforces the body ideal by associating being in control of the way the body looks 

with empowerment. It also enforces the body ideal with Lovato’s final remark, that girls should 

be conscious of the way they look and that it should never be unpleasant, and instead should 

always uphold the body ideal. As a whole, the article encourages its readers to be aware of their 

body image and to strive for the ideal presented as a thin celebrity.  

 Tiger Beat and the multitude of magazines like it have existed for decades, presenting 

their audience of teenage girls with very specific body ideals by showcasing only thin celebrities 

and models and coding them positively. The internalization of these body ideals can influence a 
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reader into distorted body image and body dissatisfaction. Furthermore, the encouragement by 

these magazines to attain the body ideal, coupled with the distorted body image, can drive 

readers to disordered eating. My experience with the magazines follows almost identically this 

path from internalization of body ideals to body dissatisfaction, and finally to disordered eating.  

*** 

The relationship I had with these magazines was complex, as I engaged with their rather 

gentle messages of empowerment in an interesting way. I made a collage of magazine clippings 

when I was 16, a point which I now recognize was the height of my disordered eating, and the 

collage has tones of melodramatic rebellion and power in phrases like “Make Enemies” and 

“Flash Your Brights.” But central in the image is a triumphant-looking model in a swimsuit, and 

attached to her the caption “Puke It Out,” which at the time was also a triumphant and powerful 
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phrase for me. My mom questioned me heavily on where I got the clipping with those words, as 

she could not believe such a direct encouragement of disordered eating appeared in a magazine 

for teen girls. I remember the clipping coming from Seventeen, although I can’t remember the 

context. Beyond the continued examples of encouragement to meet body ideals that are present 

in the collage, I can look back and see my own attitudes about my disordered eating. I felt 

powerful and beautiful and happy, like the images I chose. I now understand that I was corrupted 

by these images into my disordered eating due to the presentation of only ideal bodies coupled 

with words like “puke it out” that directly instructed me to attain that body type. I had to call my 

sister to take a picture of the collage for this essay, and upon finding it she replied, “You were 

reading magazines when you were a kid that were saying ‘Puke it out?’ No wonder you were 

bulimic.”  
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