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Abstract. This study analyzes the representation of body diversity in Victoria's 

Secret “What is Love?” campaign. In a context in which social networks, 

especially Instagram, play a decisive role in the construction and dissemination 

of beauty standards, it is relevant to study whether the brand's consumers perceive 

an advance toward the inclusion and acceptance of body diversity. A qualitative 

methodology was used to analyze the body positive phenomenon. Semi-

structured interviews were conducted with 20 women, brand consumers, between 

21 and 28 years old. The results indicate that the participants value the campaign's 

efforts to include models with a wider range of sizes, skin tones, and 

unconventional features. However, some participants express that these efforts 

seem superficial to them, raising questions about the authenticity of the brand's 

commitment to inclusion; although they consider it a step towards redefining 

beauty ideals, there are still obstacles that hinder full identification. 
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1 Introduction 

Young audiences are highly visual and prefer content in image and video formats, 

which drives companies to use social media platforms that offer engaging, high-quality 

visual content [1]. Content marketing significantly influences their purchasing 

decisions, so brands must adapt their strategies to align with the preferences of this 

group [2]. In the fashion industry, social networks play a crucial role in promoting 

trends and interacting with consumers to strengthen brand loyalty [3]. Young people 

prefer short, creative ads, such as reels, and find Instagram's "store" tool more effective 

for discovering fashion products [3]. Fashion and beauty brands have migrated to social 

networks that by exposing diverse content, can influence the beauty perspectives of 

young people, who are active users [4]. Given that social networks such as Instagram 

display a remarkable amount of appearance-focused posts, fashion and beauty brands 

have begun to integrate body positive messages into their posts [5].  

In response to these restrictive body ideals, the body positive movement has 

emerged, which seeks to promote a more inclusive and diverse perception of beauty, 

abandoning unattainable ideals and accepting different shapes and appearances [6], [7]. 

Despite this, some content associated with the body positive movement continues to 

prioritize physical appearance, sometimes exalting thinness and stigmatizing lar  ger 
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bodies, which is contradictory [8]. The body positive movement has gained considera-

ble visibility on Instagram, driving a notable increase in accounts promoting body ac-

ceptance and diversity, thus challenging the idealized appearance standards prevalent 

in social networks [7, 8]. The growth of the body positive movement, characterized by 

its focus on diverse representation of body types, has been driven by the expansion of 

highly visual social networks [9]. In response to the perpetuation of thin ideals in tra-

ditional media, many recent advertising campaigns have begun to promote body posi-

tive messages, highlighting acceptance and diversity [10, 11]. These campaigns range 

from large-scale corporate initiatives, such as Dove, Real Beauty and Aerie Real, to 

popular Instagram accounts promoting body positivity through hashtags such as 

#Loveyourbody and #bodypositivity [6, 12].  

For years, the fashion and beauty industries have perpetuated sexualized and stereo-

typical representations of women, consolidating a stereotypical ideal of beauty [13]. In 

the female market, especially in the fashion and beauty industries, advertising has been 

a key factor in creating body dissatisfaction by promoting homogenous and unrealistic 

beauty standards [14, 15]. Aspects such as skin color, age marks and cellulite, set them 

apart from traditional beauty standards [16]. This has promoted the conception of the 

perfect and normative body, where models are used whose physical appearances, for 

the most part, are thin women who are idealized to transmit aspirational messages [13, 

15]. A study by Alomía and Arbaiza [17] revealed that women prefer the representation 

of the "real woman" because they feel identified and see the brand in a more positive 

light. However, other studies have found mixed results on the effectiveness of empow-

erment campaigns, and there is concern that commercial interest in positive body image 

movements may detract from their original objectives [9, 14]. For example, when body-

positive images are presented with self-promotional content, women perceive the intent 

to be less inclusive and more commercial, which diminishes their moral impact [5]. 

Over the past 15 years, several brands have adopted marketing strategies that seek 

to create a media environment favorable to a positive body image, in turn with the goal 

of empowering women[18] . In parallel, the Victoria's Secret brand, which for decades 

promoted a widely accepted stereotype of femininity, now faces the need to transform 

itself due to changes in mass culture and increasing competition [19]. According to 

Martin Waters, the brand's former international business director, the company was 

slow to adapt and must now focus on what women really want, rather than what men 

prefer[19] . Therefore, the following research question is posed: How do Victoria's Se-

cret consumers appreciate the body types present in the What is Love? campaign on 

Instagram to visualize the acceptance of body diversity? 

1.1 Body Diversity 

Advertising continues to portray unrealistic body standards, which reinforces social 

pressure toward these unattainable ideals [14]. Although the movement has grown, it 

has also generated debates about whether focusing the discourse on bodies is still useful 

or reinforces certain stereotypes [5, 7]. Today, the idea that thinness is synonymous 

with physical and professional success is still prevalent [16]. At the same time, charac-

teristics such as skin color, aging marks or cellulite exclude many women from the 
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beauty standards set by fashion and advertising, where thin models are the aspirational 

ideal [13, 15]. Throughout history, advertising in the beauty industry has tended to per-

petuate these hegemonic ideals, showing mainly thin models that reinforce distorted 

standards [15]. This has led to a negative self-image in many consumers, marginalizing 

those who do not conform to these representations [20]. 

However, the concept of "perfect beauty" is increasingly evolving, showing plus-

size models being featured in campaigns, fighting the stigma associated with fatness 

and challenging dominant beauty standards [21]. This increasing diversity drives more 

realistic representations by including a greater variety of bodies, skin tones and features, 

promoting the inclusion of women of different sizes, ethnicities and abilities [22, 23]. 

Beauty and fashion campaigns that promote unattainable ideals continue to negatively 

affect women's self-esteem and body image [9, 15]. Campaigns featuring diverse mod-

els present a variety of features, such as larger bodies, cellulite, stretch marks, or birth-

marks [7]. Lazuka et al. [8] demonstrated that although 38.6% of Instagram posts chal-

lenge these ideals with more authentic images, 78.8% still promote traditional standards 

such as fair skin and shiny hair. 

The digital modification of images, especially in terms of the weight and shape of 

models, has been pointed out as a factor contributing to negative effects on body per-

ception [24]. Altering these features may be ineffective in the short term if not accom-

panied by messaging that promotes inclusivity and challenges traditional beauty stand-

ards [12, 25]. Some companies have begun to lead the shift toward eliminating digital 

retouching in beauty images. CVS Pharmacy, for example, has implemented policies 

to reduce the use of digital modifications, and brands such as Olay and Dove have also 

committed to these initiatives [26]. Dove's "Real Beauty" campaign marked a turning 

point in this narrative, being one of the first to challenge dominant stereotypes and re-

define the idea of beauty, promoting female empowerment and acceptance of diverse 

body types [27, 28]. Despite the positive impact of showing more realistic images, 

many campaigns against digital modification have been individual efforts, and more 

brands in the beauty industry need to join these initiatives [9, 18]. 

2 Methodology 

This study is framed within a phenomenological paradigm, as it focuses on analyzing 

how participants perceive and experience a specific social phenomenon [29], in this 

case, body positive. The design adopted is also phenomenological, as it seeks to under-

stand and describe the meaning of women's lived experiences in relation to the body 

positive movement. Its approach is qualitative in order to better understand the phe-

nomenon studied by exploring the personal perspectives of the participants, generating 

theories and descriptive generalizations [30]. A spot from the Victoria's Secret brand 

[31], entitled What is Love? was selected, published on the Instagram platform, which 

shows women with various physical characteristics such as skin tone, height and body 

size, reflecting the body positive phenomenon. 

For data collection, semi-structured interviews were chosen because they allow for 

a more fluid and flexible interaction between the interviewer and the participants [32]. 
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Semi-structured interviews offer the possibility of adjusting the questions according to 

the answers that emerge during the conversation, which facilitates a more in-depth ex-

ploration of the issues addressed [33]. Twenty interviews were conducted through the 

Meet platform, with an approximate duration of 20 minutes. A guide of questions di-

vided into three categories was developed: (a) Digital advertising on Instagram, (b) 

Body Positive and (c) Body Diversity. The sampling employed is of the theoretical 

type, which involves the collection, analysis and categorization of empirical data 

guided by the emerging theory, repeating the process until reaching theoretical satura-

tion, that is, when the data are sufficient to begin to develop the theory [34]. 

Women between 21 and 28 years of age were selected from Lima's zone 7, made up 

of the districts of Miraflores, San Isidro, San Borja, La Molina and Surco, since they 

represent 41.6% of the NSE B of Metropolitan Lima [35]. The sampling employed is 

of the theoretical type, which involves the collection, analysis and categorization of 

empirical data guided by the emerging theory, repeating the process until theoretical 

saturation is reached, that is, when the data are sufficient to begin developing the theory 

[34]. An information sheet was given to the participants requesting their consent prior 

to the interview, thus guaranteeing the reliability of the data, where the risks and bene-

fits of their participation were detailed. It was also clarified that the information pro-

vided would be completely confidential and would be used only for research purposes. 

The demographic information of the interviewees was coded using an alphanumeric 

system.  

All interviews were transcribed and then processed through thematic analysis, a key 

method which helps to identify, analyze and organize the main themes [36, 37]. This 

analysis involves six structured steps: (a) Transcribing the interviews and reviewing 

them to select representative quotes that reflect key research perspectives; (b) identify 

recurring expressions that capture meaningful aspects of participants' experiences; (c) 

labeling short text segments with codes into meaningful units; (d) clustering these codes 

into broader themes linked to the research question; (e) defining concepts to develop 

conceptual categories or theoretical frameworks; and (f) developing a coherent concep-

tual model that connects data with theory to address the research question [36, 37]. 

3 Results and Discussion 

3.1 Body Positive and Instagram 

This study highlights that Instagram emerges as the platform for displaying women's 

apparel advertising among participants, indicating a significant shift towards digital 

marketing strategies by brands. Unlike platforms such as Twitter, which focus on tex-

tual content, Instagram distinguishes itself as a social network primarily oriented to-

wards images that remain visible in the long term [6]. This finding highlights the rele-

vance of establishing effective visual connections with consumers, a crucial aspect to-

day by offering a wide spectrum of visual content [2, 4]. They also facilitate a closer 

and more personal dialogue with consumers, strengthening brand loyalty [3]. 

Participants highlight the importance of seeing models representing diverse body 

types and styles in women's clothing advertising on Instagram. While there has been 
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progress in the inclusion of curvy women and women of different ethnicities, a stereo-

typical ideal of beauty persists that limits authentic representation of female consumers. 

This finding highlights the need to broaden representation in media, reflecting the real 

diversity of the audience [17]. Faced with this demand, fashion and beauty brands have 

begun to integrate body positivity messages into their communication strategies, re-

sponding to the search for more inclusive and authentic representations [5]. This ap-

proach not only challenges conventional beauty standards, but also promotes self-es-

teem and self-acceptance [10]. Current campaigns focus on celebrating body diversity, 

fostering an inclusive culture that recognizes and values beauty in all its forms [11]. 

The participants express frustration over the lack of plus-size models and diverse 

features in women's clothing Instagram accounts. Although some brands attempt to in-

clude plus-size models, many participants feel that these initiatives are superficial and 

do not reflect a genuine connection to the diversity of their female customers, which 

limits their ability to identify with brands. Constant exposure to unrealistic beauty ide-

als in advertising contributes to negative self-image, leading to insecurities and dimin-

ished self-esteem [14]. The use of body positive images for commercial purposes not 

only undermines the message of acceptance and diversity, but also perpetuates a dam-

aging cycle in which women feel the need to conform to ideals that do not represent 

their reality [5]. 

3.2 Body types in the campaign and acceptance of body diversity 

Victoria's Secret consumers appreciate the inclusion of different body types in the cam-

paign as a positive effort that aligns with the acceptance of body diversity. This ap-

proach allows for representation that embraces models of varying sizes and skin tones, 

which resonates with an audience that seeks to see their physical characteristics re-

flected in fashion and beauty campaigns. This finding indicates that, rather than perpet-

uating unattainable ideals of beauty, current campaigns focus on highlighting individ-

uality and celebrating differences, thus broadening the spectrum of accepted beauty in 

society [22, 23]. This approach not only contributes to the visibility of diverse bodies, 

but also promotes acceptance and respect for different body shapes, driving an inclusive 

revaluation of beauty that challenges conventional standards [21]. 

Participants' responses about the models featured in the spot reflect a divide in their 

perceptions and emotional connections. Some see the slim-figured, fair-skinned model 

as an emblem of elegance and empowerment. However, this representation also gener-

ates feelings of detachment and indifference, evoking the "runway body" prototype that 

has characterized previous Victoria's Secret campaigns. This situation highlights a neg-

ative impact on the self-esteem of those who do not conform to these ideals, while 

contributing to a distorted view of beauty that limits acceptance of bodily diversity [13, 

15]. Advertising in the beauty industry has constantly promoted thinness as an ideal, 

presenting models that consolidate a distorted vision of unique beauty [15, 16]. 

Conversely, the curvy-looking model, with a dark complexion and wavy hair, pro-

vokes in many participants a positive identification and pride, being seen as a closer 

representation of the average Latina woman, which makes her a more realistic and ac-
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cessible model. This generates in consumers a sense of identification and empower-

ment, especially with those models who represent body types that deviate from con-

ventional standards. This suggests that the effectiveness of inclusion is related to how 

far the image is removed from the stereotype previously established by the brand. 

Meaningful emotional connection is forged when brands understand their consumers 

and reflect their reality in advertising campaigns, thus allowing customers to feel rep-

resented and thereby strengthen their loyalty to the brand [6, 38]. This approach high-

lights that images, accompanied by messages of diversity and inclusion, not only chal-

lenge classic standards of beauty, but also break with traditions [25]. 

As for Victoria's Secret, participants emphasize the quality of their products; how-

ever, there is skepticism about the authenticity of their message, as some of them inter-

pret this inclusion as a marketing strategy rather than a genuine commitment from the 

brand, especially considering its controversial past in the fashion and beauty arena. In 

addition, some brands use social movements to increase their visibility, which raises 

concerns about the genuineness of their messages and the possibility of being perceived 

as manipulative [14]. Some interviewees noted that the campaign feels contradictory 

and generates a distrust that may affect their emotional connection to the brand. While 

acknowledging the moves towards greater diversity, some still perceive that this inclu-

sion may be motivated by the need to adapt to social trends rather than a genuine interest 

in the well-being and inclusion of all body types. 

4 Conclusions 

The study concludes that the interviewees, consumers of Victoria's Secret, positively 

appreciate the efforts of the What is Love? campaign on Instagram to include greater 

body diversity, recognizing the representation of models with different body sizes, skin 

tones, and less conventional features. However, perceptions of superficiality in these 

efforts persist, raising questions about the authenticity of the brand's commitment to 

diversity. This inclusive approach is seen as a step towards a revaluation of beauty that 

challenges conventional ideals, but some participants perceive that this diversity is not 

completely genuine and even limited, preventing full identification with the brand. In 

this sense, the inclusion of diverse bodies is key to promoting self-acceptance and em-

powerment, although its impact is affected by the brand's history and perceived com-

mercial motivation. 

Due to the Body Positive movement, the emotional connection that the participants 

develop with the representation of diverse bodies in the campaign is highlighted. Par-

ticipants mention that these images resonate with their own experiences, generating a 

sense of identification that transcends aesthetics. This emotional bond not only fosters 

greater acceptance of their own bodies, but also creates an environment of support and 

validation among the women. In this way, the campaign acts as a vehicle to strengthen 

self-esteem and promote self-acceptance, highlighting the importance of positive rep-

resentation in the formation of a healthy self-image.  
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The social network Instagram, although predominant as a platform for advertising 

women's clothing, has continuously been a space where beauty stereotypes prevail, rep-

resented mostly by models with thin and standardized bodies. This predominance has 

generated frustration in female consumers, who yearn for a greater variety of represen-

tations that authentically reflect their physical realities, leading them to seek greater 

inclusion of diverse bodies that challenge traditional beauty ideals. 

A limitation of this study is the small sample size, which prevents generalizing the 

results to a larger population. For future research, it is suggested to expand the sample 

and, conduct a more comprehensive analysis on how Victoria's Secret campaigns may 

resonate with different age segments, including older women. 
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