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Abstract 
 
Disney is in nearly every child’s life. 
From Films and TV channel, to books, to costumes, to t-shirts, to shoes, to 
toys, and even YouTube tutorials for make up and hair for any age, it’s a little 
hard not to miss the fandom. And one of the most beloved characters are the 
Princesses, primarily beloved by young girls all over the world. And are 
subconsciously used as role models, by the young girls, as they start to 
dream who they will become.  
With the use of other studies, and the personal views of peers, this study 
looks into the princesses, and whether or not they play a positive role in a 
kid’s childhood. Or for the future children.     
  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



Introduction 
 
The main topic for this Special Subject Investigation project will be the 
princesses of Disney, and seeing if there is positive aspects – that young girls 
can pick up on to help them develop as a person. Though understandably 
there can be negatives to the princesses, and resulting in a child having 
unrealistic, or perhaps harmful, views on how they should be, or look. The 
question that this investigation will hopefully answer - Are there positive 
aspects of the Disney Princesses that people should be able to see? 
Therefore encouraging children to focus on these qualities, rather than just 
the negatives. 
 
Disney is known for being a world famous multi million-dollar business. And 
though the princesses are known for targeting young children, especially 
young girls, there are certain people who say that they shouldn’t  - since it can 
have a negative affect on a child’s growth – both physically and mentally 
(Sternberg, 2013. Johnson, 2015). And when older the child may very well 
question if the Disney Princess play a positive role in their growth (Disney 
Fanatic, 2014). 
 
When small, children have a very little idea about the world around them, and 
are not really that concerned of many things an adult would worry about 
(whether they have an attractive appearance or not, impressions of how they 
present themselves and what others give, who to trust or not trust, etc). 
However as they grow older children will begin to question the world around 
them and their place in it. So they then look to find what is right for them, and 
with guidance from peers, along side inspiration from idols.  
And it could be believed that the end result is that a child will rely more on 
external guidance, rather than internal guidance from themselves. Rachelle 
Michelle Johnson stated (quoting from her own research of Behm-Morawitz & 
Mastro) Media consumption in general has a measurable impact on people’s 
beliefs surrounding reality and helps guide their values, decisions, and 
outlooks; regardless of how true the perceptions are (2015). Therefore with 
films, and other TV entertainment - like Disney - used for bedtime 
entertainment, car journeys, and chilling out with family it is easy to see how 
true Rachelle’s claim is.  
 
The job of any peer, for example a parent, is to make sure that the younger 
party is living a happy, and healthy life. This may include looking up on 
entertainment a child may watch or use – TV, Film, Video Game, Music, etc. – 
and to deem if it is a suitable influence or not.  	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
 
 
 
 
 



Literature Review 
 
 
When researching into the personal views of the Disney princesses and the 
impact they have on children. There were three main concerns that were 
primarily mentioned – the princess’s body shape, the princess’s fashion 
choice and the role of a princess. The biggest concern for a parent, especially 
parents of today, is their child’s happiness. However a big part of this concern 
is the child willing to change themselves, whether it be their outer appearance 
or behaviour - in order to fit in. As Grandpabbie troll from Frozen says, “The 
heart is not so easily changed, but the head can be persuaded”(2013).  
 
The Princesses body shape  
Today's culture teaches women that their worth is more about beauty and less 
about their intelligence. The “princess effect” has taken a toll on how young 
girls grow into the mature emotionally developed women (Sternberg, 2013)  
 
A lot of the time it is believed that the modern stereotypical perception of 
beauty is a woman who is of a slim build. The princesses have that body type, 
Disney Fanatic says “An additional point to consider is why Disney animators 
have constantly made their princesses an ideal hourglass shape, “perfect” by 
most definitions.”(2014)  
 
Resulting with the idea the suggestion that their perfect beauty grants true 
love, and a happily ever after. 
 
This creates the message that what a young women should strive to do is 
look good enough to attract a mate. Conversely, any boys watching may 
assume that’s what women are ultimately like and psychical beauty is of the 
most value. (Manduke, 2015) 
 
This idea – of children believing that being slim means being beautiful - can 
be further proved by the look of the villains. 
 
“Bad people are always fat, old, and/or ugly. During childhood, a child’s brain 
learns morals, language, recognizable patters, and social skills. When a 
movie is consistent with its physical indication of evil, the physical indication 
begins to stick with the child watching because their brain has correlated evil 
with old, fat, or ugly.” (Sternberg, 2013)  
 
However with the exception of Queen Grimhilde, Queen Narissa, Mother 
Gothel, and Maleficent – these four villains are slim and beautiful (though 
Grimhilde, Narissa and Gothel appear very briefly in the films as ugly old 
hags.) The author perhaps suggests that this could, unintentionally, place the 
concept in a child’s head that by growing old you will lose your beauty, and 
that growing up is a bad thing. 
 
The Princess’s fashion 
There are many ways a young girl can express who she is as a person. One 
of the ways is fashion. Nearly all young women love the idea of dressing up 



for a special occasion, or just to feel comfortable in their own body. Right from 
wearing mummy’s heels, and dresses to use for dress up when younger. 
Fashion is used to express who they are as a person, and usually the role 
model for what to wear is an older female. However girls need to be made 
aware of what is appropriate – as they will not realise it at a first glance. 
 
From Jasmine’s off the shoulder crop top, to Ariel’s bikini attire, flags are 
raised. Young girls must learn to understand that Disney Princesses are 
simply fictitious characters, and the way they dress would not be appropriate 
in real life. (Disney Fanatic, 2014) 
 
With the exception of Mulan and Jasmine – primarily all the princesses’ wear 
dresses in the films, and even feisty Merida is given a make over with a 
glamorous dress in the merchandise version. Therefore perhaps implanting 
the idea that girls must wear dresses, or long skirts. 
 
 

 
The princesses’ image used for merchandising.  
 
The role of a Princess  
As a girl grows she begins to dream of what she wants to be, and what she 
wants to do with her life. With the First era princesses (Snow White, 
Cinderella and Aurora) who are considered the most anti feminist – therefore 
the most negative role models Disney has to offer. These three princesses, in 
particular, were typical damsel in distress whose primary use was her beauty, 
and were required to attract a man to save them. 
 
There are some who believe that if young girls watch some of the second era 
princesses (Ariel, Belle, Jasmine, Pocahontas, and Mulan)  that the lessons 
they teach are not much better. 
 
Young girls that are inspired to have this "Disney princess effect" are not 
growing up to be strong, independent women that are motivated to change 
something in the world. (Sternberg, 2013) 
 
The change of the princess 



However there are views, which believe that the princesses give out positive 
morals. Some believe that the positive comes from the more modern 
princesses. 
 
Disney has made new princesses that show how hard work pays off and how 
women can own their own businesses and fight for what they think they 
deserve. (Sternberg, 2013) 
 
However, over the decades the company has shown a great deal of 
improvement. It could be stated that they have provided their audiences with 
some of the best female characters in animation and perhaps all of film 
history. There are still some improvements to be made for consistency, but 
Disney has proven several times that they are hardly anti-feminist in their 
agenda. (Man duke, 2015) 
 
Or is there a change? 
And then some believe that the positives can be seen in the princesses of the 
past, and that Disney has always realized just how much young girls look up 
to the princesses.  
 
Clothing choices, a sense of rebellion, and body image are not necessarily 
what young girls are most aware of when watching a princess flick. The sense 
of freedom, independence, courage, and kindness displayed by these 
princesses provide ample inspiration to any young girl. Snow White, the 
original Disney princess, is kind and accepting of the Dwarves, and 
demonstrates a level of joy that is infectious to young children. Belle (from 
Beauty and the Beast) inspired a sense of adventure inside me. The 
excitement she expressed about the ‘great wild somewhere’ ignited a form of 
that same excitement about the world in my heart. Rapunzel (from Tangled), 
also displayed an adventurous and outgoing spirit. Her courage to face the 
outside world is a characteristic every young child should learn in their early 
years. (Disney Fanatic, 2014) 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 



Methodology 
 
To find the information on such a broad subject, will require various points of 
view. And though a personal view (from watching the Disney Princess films 
again, but watching with an open mind) would be considered in this 
investigation. The investigation will require the views of others to further prove 
the claim. 
 
The usage of the Internet (Twitter, Facebook, Monkey Survey, etc) is at the 
grasp of everyone’s fingertips. And almost every form of self-expression of 
personal opinion (Status, Blog, Articles, Books, etc) is available. However it is 
probably a good idea to double-check certain information – such as a claim of 
what is a fact.  
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 



Findings/Discussions 

The first era princesses (Snow White, Cinderella and Sleeping Beauty) and 
the Second era are (Ariel, Belle, Jasmine, Pocahontas and Mulan) are known 
for being primarily “helpful, emotional, needing help or being a victim, fearful, 
tentative, sensitive, nurturing, affectionate, physically weak, and physically 
attractive” (Johnson, 2015).  

The first princess to hit the big screen, and be produced by Disney, was Snow 
White of 1937. Considered by some as the princess who set the “standard for 
the Disney princess” (Manduke, 2015), and one of the dreamers  “waiting for 
their prince to come” (Sternberg, 2013). Snow White is perhaps considered 
the most anti feminist princess, and has an overall negative influence on 
children. Deemed the “fairest of them all” by her stepmother’s enchanted 
mirror. Snow White is in danger of her stepmother’s wrath. Running away to 
the Dwarf’s cottage - Snow White is allowed to stay, and while the dwarfs are 
at work she keeps the house in order. This is the first of few negative ideas 
people believe is planted in children’s head – that it’s a woman’s job, and life, 
to clean the house and keep the house in order, while the man goes to work. 
Another negative quality made by Snow White is how she is that by just 
through her dainty, weak sensitive nature, and outer beauty, makes her 
appealing to her prince – who seems to fall in love with her instantly.  

However perhaps the positive aspect of Snow White lies in her beauty. 
Though beautiful like her stepmother – Queen Grimhilde – there is one major 
difference between them. Snow White is beautiful within, while the Queen is 
not beautiful on the inside. Though a drastic ending for the Queen – as she 
falls to her death - it could be argued that Snow White teaches that only those 
of goodness in heart and soul, who do not change despite her circumstances, 
may triumph in the end. 

The idea of reaming pure and kind is a trait used in Cinderella of 1950. 
Despite being treated poorly by her stepmother and stepsisters, Cinderella 
remains a kind girl who loves her animals. Though while some say she is like 
Snow White, in the sense she is weak – and dreams of finding true love to 
escape her predicament - since “her housework duties are an act of 
submission and a way to gain love from her stepmother and stepsisters by 
being their servant” (Johnson, 2015).                                                                                             
But there is two things that could be considered about Cinderella. In the 
beginning of the film after waking up from a wonderful dream, there is no real 
clear indication of the dreams content of it being about falling in love. 
Cinderella does not seem to show any interest in the prince, even when her 
sisters make fun of her going to the ball. Cinderella is just excited about going 
to the ball because she is actually invited. She even stands up and makes the 
bold claim of reminding her family that “by royal command every maiden is to 
attend.”(Cinderella, 1950) 

Cinderella only shows interest of romance after meeting the prince at the ball, 
and the announcement of who ever fits the glass slipper as lady Tremain 
states “by the king’s command, that girl shall be the prince’s bride.” 



(Cinderella, 1950) Though Cinderella does have help to change her life, rather 
than do something herself, Cinderella’s main dream is for her life to change 
and to be free. Therefore her positive message could be is not to give up 
hope, even if others try to stop you. 

Following with the idea of dreaming of true love is a recognisable concept of 
Princesses, can be see in Aurora of Sleeping Beauty, 1959. Aurora dreams of 
finding her true love – though unaware of her betrothal to Prince Phillip – and 
it seems to be her only goal. Even when told of the betrothal, therefore she 
will be unable to be with her mysterious lover, Aurora does not try to fight - nor 
stand up for her “true love” – she merely cries over her loss. And seemed to 
have given up on her beloved. With this princess it could be said that Disney 
takes a step back, when it comes to creating a role model for children.  

However perhaps realising that they needed a princess, who takes on a 
chance to pursue her dream of true love, comes Ariel of 1989. A curious 
mermaid of the sea - Ariel is the first princess to show a big a serious 
backbone, and a rebellious nature. In the beginning Ariel’s dream is to merely 
be part of the human world above. And what makes her even more 
determined to fulfil that dream is seeing Prince Eric, whom she falls in love 
with on sight. This is where Ariel’s negative ideas come in. Though giving up 
her tails for legs (changing her body completely), giving up her voice 
“essentially giving up her identity” (Manduke, 2015), there is something else 
far grater Ariel gives up. Personal safety.  By cutting all ties and leaving home 
for a man - she fell in love with by sight alone - Ariel gave herself to a world, 
which, in reality, could have taken advantage of her.                               
However the positive that Ariel teaches is children that you should stand up 
for what you believe, and that if you want to live a life then you need to leave 
home – Ariel just went about it the wrong way. 

The idea of leaving home to find your own life, and perhaps setting a new 
standard of true love, follows on in Beauty and the Beast in 1991. Belle is a 
young woman who starts the real change for Disney female leads to become 
“more independent, free thinking and presented on equal footing with their 
male counterparts.” (Manduke, 2015). Through reading her books Belle 
dreams of an adventure beyond the village, who deem her strange due to her 
liking for reading. And her adventure comes when her father is held captive, 
and she exchanges her freedom for his. A negative to Belle is that could be 
she is suggesting is that a controlling, relationship can change due to 
romance. Though the Beast doesn’t hurt her – except nearly in one scene – 
he is still aggressive, and only wants her help in breaking the curse, in the 
beginning.                                                                                                       
But a major positive to Belle is that she teaches that true love is about what’s 
beneath the surface, rather than the external looks.  Also Belle is the second 
princess to have a backbone as she tells the Beast “You should learn to 
control your temper.” (Beauty and the Beast, 1991)  

The idea of women being stronger comes again in Aladdin in 1992 through 
Jasmine (though for once the princess is a secondary character). Considered 
one of the most sexualized princesses due to her clothes, and body shape. A 



redeeming positive to Jasmine is that she stands up for believes to her father 
as she refuses to follow tradition, and law, by wanting to marry for love. 
Jasmine also falls in love with Aladdin, who is deemed beneath her, for whom 
he is.  

Pocahontas of 1995 sets another new standard for the princesses by making 
her a hero of her tribe, as well as that her self goal/dream is not to find true 
love. But to find her true self. Pocahontas met and befriended John Smith. 
And despite her tribe telling her that the Englishmen are dangerous, 
Pocahontas risks her life by making her own judgement of them. And in the 
end stopped the Englishman and her tribe from going to war.                          
A negative to Pocahontas is that she encourages the idea of befriending a 
stranger. Though on the flip side she encourages the idea of not making 
conclusions of others based on first appearances, and the words of others.  

Mulan’s story is similar to that of Pocahontas, when released in 1998. Mulan 
couldn’t quiet fit in with the society standards of how she should behave, and 
was unsure of how she belonged in the world. Mulan took her father’s place in 
the army, trained and managed to save her people. Though her wearing male 
clothes could be seen as a negative – as that Mulan had to be a boy to 
achieve her goal (though she could encourage the idea that it’s ok for a girl to 
wear trousers). It was through her determination that helped to make her a 
warrior, giving the positive message that it is what you do, not what you are  

that makes you a strong person. And that a woman can be as strong as a 
man. 

Then comes the new, and latest era, supposedly starting in 2009 with 
Princess and the frog, then Tangled - 2010, Brave – 2012, and finally Frozen - 
2013.  

Tiana once again raised a new standard for the princesses, as well as 
expanding on the idea of self-strength. Tiana is a young, hard working, 
waitress (and the first princess who has a job) who dreams of opening her 
own restaurant. A suggested negative is that Tiana is encouraging the old 
idea of women belongs in a kitchen. However the main positive that Tiana 
brings to children is a very important, and realistic, lesson about dreams – as 
told by her father – “that old star can only take you part of the way, you’ve got 
to put in some hard work of your own.” (Princess and the Frog, 2009) and 
Tiana’s story shows how rewarding hard work is.  

Taking the concept of following your dreams carries on in Rapunzel of 
Tangled, 2010. Rapunzel wants to see “the floating lights” - which are the 
lanterns let off by her parents (whom she was taken from as a baby).  A 
negative to Rapunzel is her befriending of the thieves and thugs, though while 
encouraging then idea of not all who look nasty are bad guys - it can be 
misleading in the real world. A positive to Rapunzel, like Ariel, is that she 
takes a chance, and steps out to discover the world despite her mother telling 
her it’s a bad place, and that Rapunzel would not be able to be take care of 



herself (much like king Triton’s attitude, though Gothel intentions are 
different). 

The idea of independence, combined with self-discovery, come with Merida in 
Brave, 2012. This is the first film where the princess is truly rebellious as she 
does her best to be non-princess like, and defies what is expected of her as 
the eldest, and only, daughter of the king and queen. A negative is Merida 
losing her temper – though a realistic part of human nature – it could send the 
wrong message children on how to handle a conversation with their parents. 
However the redeeming positive to Merida is that her story teaches children, 
that the best way to understand your parents, and for them to understand you, 
is to spend time with them. 

And using the idea of bringing family back together comes from the final 
princesses are Elsa and Anna of Frozen, 2013. (The most successful Disney 
film – to date). The negative idea to Frozen is the way Elsa’s tried to control 
her powers by simply locking herself away and telling herself “to conceal, 
don’t feel” (Frozen, 2013). Though perhaps a practical – and very 
understandable - way, this method damaged Elsa’s confidence in herself, and 
when her powers seem to grow – and she slipped up on controlling it - it made 
that confidence drop even more. And what ever happened to Elsa internally 
affected her powers externally. And Anna shows what a negative impact of 
keeping a child closed from reality. The most positive message however was 
made by Anna. Despite others giving up on Elsa, and saying that she is a 
monster, Anna still loves her sister.  The message is not to give up on family, 
even if they seem they want to push you away. And the second positive to 
Frozen is that it teaches children that True Love, and Love at first sight, are 
not the same.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 



Conclusion 
 

There are positive to the princesses, but it can on depend on the person 
viewing the film. Some children may very well pick up on the positive traits by 
themselves, however they may need a bit of guidance on certain areas. 
With each film Disney seems to take a certain part of the last princess, then 
use that trait to create the next princess’s story. With this in mind by placing 
the films as a time line - one could see the films seen as a time line of 
someone’s life, as they evolve from child to adult. 
 
If this investigation were to be expanded upon one way of seeing if there is 
more information to support the idea of positives to the princesses it would be 
a good idea to perhaps conduct an interview with children. Children who are 
at the age, which Disney targets their princesses at, to see if the children’s 
view is different or similar. Most of the views on the Disney princesses are 
written by adults, and what they believe Disney princesses does to a child’s 
frame of mind. Each child is different – whose ideas and morals are created 
through the environment they are raised in - therefore each child may take a 
different view on each princess, and whether they look upon them enough to 
base their life choices on.  
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