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ABSTRACT 

BRITTANY D. GOTER 

BODY IMAGE IN OVERWEIGHT AND OBESE WOMEN: THE INFLUENCE OF 
AGE, ETHNICITY, PERCEIVED ATTRACTIVENESS, AND ROMANTIC 

PARTNERS 
 

MAY 2015 

Research regarding women’s body image has been limited by focusing on normal weight 

college-aged women.  The purpose of this study was to examine how ethnicity, age, and 

perceived attractiveness impact overweight and obese women’s body image within 

heterosexual romantic partnerships.  Five hundred fifty-four women were recruited from 

social media groups and academic listservs.  Participants completed an author-generated 

demographic questionnaire, the Body Image Disturbance Questionnaire (Cash, Phillips, 

Santos, & Hrabosky, 2004), and the Estimating Physical Attractiveness Scale (Swami, 

Furnham, Georgiades, & Pang, 2007; Swami, Waters, & Furnham, 2010) online.  Women 

aged 35-44 reported significantly more body image concern than women aged 25-35.  

Additionally, women who perceived themselves as less attractive than their partners 

reported significantly more body image concern than women who perceived themselves 

as similarly or more attractive than their partners (R² = .113, β = -.013, p < .001).  

Implications for future research and practice are offered.  
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

 By 2020, approximately 50.3% of all women in the United States will be 

overweight and approximately 27.8% of all women will be considered obese (Wang, 

Beydoun, Liang, Caballero, & Kumanyika, 2008).  The projections for 2030 suggest that 

approximately 58% of all women will be overweight and approximately 29.2% of all 

women will be obese (Wang et al., 2008).  In order to determine whether or not an 

individual is obese, overweight, or average weight, medical health professionals have 

devised a formula to help categorize individuals.  The formula, BMI = weight in 

kilograms/height in meters , produces a figure which presents one’s body mass index 

(BMI) (Flynn & Fitzgibbon, 1998).  The weight categories are set as follows: normal 

weight = 18.5, overweight = 25-29.9, obese = 30 and above (World Health Organization 

[WHO], 1998).  Research has shown that increased weight has repeatedly and 

consistently been related to the experience of negative body image (Annis, Cash, & 

Hrabosky, 2004; Grilo, Masheb, Brody, Burke-Martindale & Rothschild, 2005; Stice, 

2002).  These findings suggest that, as the number of overweight and obese women 

increases, the number of women with body image concerns will likely also increase.    

Another important factor that contributes to overweight and obese women’s 

negative body image is the messages women receive regarding sociocultural standards 

for female attractiveness.  A main requirement of female attractiveness is thinness (Cash, 
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Ancis, & Strachan, 1997; Thompson, Heinberg, Altabe, & Tantleff-Dunn, 1999; 

Tiggemann & McGill, 2004).  In order for a woman to be considered attractive or 

beautiful in Western society, she must be very thin (Swami, Frederick et al., 2010).  The 

message that women should be thin or aspire to thinness is reinforced through a variety of 

mechanisms, one of which is romantic relationships.   

 Overweight and obese women are often disadvantaged in forming romantic 

relationships because their weight prevents them from being perceived as attractive by 

the majority of people in our society (Fikkan & Rothblum, 2012; Harris, Walters, & 

Waschull, 1991; Stake & Lauer, 1987).  Because one of the primary characteristics men 

seek in a potential female partner is physical attractiveness, heterosexual overweight and 

obese women are less likely to form romantic relationships (Cunningham & Russell, 

2004; Legenbauer et al., 2009; Lippa, 2007, 1993; Sheets & Ajmere, 2005).  For many 

women, simply finding a romantic partner may have a positive impact on their experience 

of body image (Holland & Eisenhart, 1990).  For women who have been in committed 

long-term romantic relationships, however, the impact of relationship status on their body 

image may be deleterious (Markey & Markey, 2006).   

 Women’s romantic partners have an influence on their experience of body image.  

In the U.S., men have reported an increasing vulnerability to sociocultural standards for 

male attractiveness (Hesse-Biber, 1996; Pope, Olivardia, Gruber, & Borowiecki, 1999).  

Many men also report feeling pressured to cultivate a large, muscular physique, which is 

the current ideal for male attractiveness (Leit, Gray, & Pope, 2002; Leit, Pope, & Gray, 
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2001; Pope, Phillips, & Olivardia, 2000) and may help explain the increasing number of 

men in the U.S. who have sought help for issues related to body image and eating 

disorders (Braun, Sunday, Huang, & Halmi, 1999).  Gay men report experiencing body 

dissatisfaction at a higher rate than heterosexual men (Morrison, Morrison, & Sager, 

2004; Peplau, Frederick, Yee, Lever, & Negin, 2009) and are particularly vulnerable to 

developing body image concerns (Kimmel & Mahalik, 2005).  Gay men’s greater 

vulnerability to body image concerns may result from the increased importance of 

physical attractiveness which is often found in gay male communities (Shernoff, 2002; 

Yelland & Tiggemann, 2003).   Despite the increasing occurrence of men who report 

body image concerns, subsequent decreases in self-esteem have been found to a lesser 

extent in heterosexual men when compared with women (Bookwala & Boyar, 2008; 

Grossbard, Lee, Neighbors, & Larimer, 2009).  For these reasons, the current 

investigation will focus on the experiences of heterosexual women.   

The lack of relationship between body image concerns and decreased self-worth 

in heterosexual men may be attributed to the idea that men’s worth as individuals is 

assessed based on qualities beyond physical beauty (Bell, 1970; Brownmiller, 1984).  

These qualities include character, intelligence, competence, strength, and personality 

(Bell, 1970; Brownmiller, 1984).  Women, however, are allowed much less latitude in 

deviating from the limited conceptualization of attractiveness (Cachelin, Rebeck, Chung, 

& Pelayo, 2002; Fikkan & Rothblum, 2012; Goode & Preissler, 1983).  It is relatively 

more acceptable for a woman to have an overweight or unattractive male partner, but it is 
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less acceptable for a man to have an overweight or unattractive female partner (Fallon & 

Rozin, 1985; Fikkan & Rothblum, 2012; Regan, 1996).  This is particularly true if there 

is a noticeable disparity in attractiveness, when the man is considered more attractive.  

Often, the perceived difference in levels of attractiveness may present as a disparity in 

weight status between male and female partners.   

 Men tend to believe that they will be judged or ridiculed for having an overweight 

female partner and, therefore, are more likely to pressure their overweight female 

partners to lose weight than are women to pressure men to lose weight (Fikkan & 

Rothblum, 2012; Powell & Kahn, 1995).  Women who receive negative feedback from 

their partners often experience diminished body image (Evans & Stukas, 2007; Nichter, 

2000; Paquette & Raine, 2004; Swann, Rentfrow, & Guinn, 2003).  However, women do 

not need to receive critical feedback from their partners in order to experience poor body 

image while in a romantic relationship.  Women tend to evaluate their own bodies 

according to what they perceive are men’s preferences for female attractiveness (Markey, 

Markey, & Birch, 2004).  Given the current limited definition of female attractiveness, it 

follows cogently that a woman evaluating her body will find herself physically flawed or 

lacking in some way.   

A woman’s age also impacts her experience of body image; however, research in 

this area has been limited and has yielded inconsistent results (Peat, Peyerl, & 

Muehlenkamp, 2008).  The majority of studies that have looked at women’s age and its 

impact on body image may be divided into two groups: those which have found an 
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improvement in women’s body dissatisfaction with increased age (Franzoi & Koehler, 

1998) and those which have found relatively constant rates of body dissatisfaction in 

women of all ages (Tiggemann & Lynch, 2001; Webster & Tiggemann, 2003).  Still 

other researchers have found that women who are 30 to 40 years old report experiencing 

greater levels of body image dissatisfaction compared to women who are 18 to 29 years 

old (Davison & McCabe, 2005) and that middle-aged women report greater body 

dissatisfaction than older women (Grippo & Hill, 2008).  This likely occurs because, over 

time, women become more concerned about the additional impact of aging on their level 

of attractiveness (Furstenberg, 1989; Hennessy, 1989).  Older women’s increased body 

image concerns regarding aging is consistent with other studies that have found that older 

women attempt to conceal their bodies and mask their signs of aging at a higher rate than 

do younger women (Davison & McCabe, 2005; Harris, 1994).  Similar results occur 

much less frequently in older men (Janelli, 1993).     

Body image concerns may impact women’s ability to function in their daily lives.  

Some of the issues that are correlated with body image concerns include depression 

(Foster, Wadden, & Vogt, 1997; Friedman, Reichman, Costanzo, & Musante, 2002; 

Hawkins, Richards, Granley, & Stein, 2004; Sarwer, Wadden, & Foster, 1998), eating 

disorders (Grilo et al., 2005; Lokken, Worthy, & Trautmann, 2004; Stice, 2002;), anxiety 

(Cash & Fleming, 2002a, Davison & McCabe, 2005; Munro & Huon, 2005), decreased 

sexual satisfaction (Cash, Beskin, and Yamamiya, 2001; Gailey, 2012; Koch, Mansfield, 

Thurau, & Carey, 2005; Sanchez & Kiefer, 2007; Wiederman & Hurst, 1998), difficulty 
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forming and maintaining social (Carr & Friedman, 2006; Rosen, 2002; Schwartz & 

Brownell, 2004) and romantic relationships (Cash, Morrow, Hrabosky, & Perry, 2004; 

Markey et al., 2004; Sheets & Ajmere, 2005), and low self-esteem (Friedman et al., 2002; 

Matz, Foster, Faith, & Wadden, 2002; Mendelson, White, & Mendelson, 1996). These 

issues, along with body image concerns, frequently lead women to seek treatment.  In 

order to meet women’s needs, it is first necessary to understand the factors which 

contribute to the development and maintenance of negative body image in overweight 

and obese women. 

 The research regarding body image in women has been extensive; however, there 

are some areas which require further research.  The majority of existing research on 

women’s body image has been conducted using samples of female college students, for 

whom the average age is approximately 18 to 25 years old (Peat et al., 2008).  In 

addition, research that has looked at the impact of age on body image has been conducted 

primarily using White women whose average BMI is considered normal (Pruis & 

Janowsky, 2010; Runfola et al., 2013; Schwartz & Brownell, 2004).  More research is 

needed regarding the influence of age on women’s experience of body image, as the 

current research is not representative of overweight or obese, adult women and as results 

have been equivocal.  Additionally, further research is necessary regarding the potential 

impact of ethnicity on adult women’s body image.  The impact of male romantic partners 

on overweight or obese, adult women’s body image has also been limited.  The studies 

that have examined the impact of heterosexual romantic partnership on women’s body 
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image have not fully addressed factors such as differences in age, ethnicity, or perceived 

attractiveness within the relationship (Ambwani & Strauss, 2007; Boyes, & Latner, 2009; 

Evans & Stukas, 2007; Kahn & Williamson, 1990; Kahn, Williamson, & Stevens, 1991; 

Legenbauer et al., 2009; Markey & Markey, 2011; McCabe & McGreevy, 2010; Sheets 

& Ajmere, 2005).  The present study was intended to address some of these gaps in the 

extant literature on women’s experience of body image by focusing on a sample of 

overweight and obese, ethnically diverse adult women.  In addition, the study addressed 

the impact of age, ethnicity, and perceived attractiveness within the context of women’s 

heterosexual romantic partnerships.                                                  

Research Questions 

Question One:  Does the age of overweight or obese women who have a male romantic 

partner relate to women’s experience of body image? 

Question Two:  Does disparity in age within heterosexual romantic partnerships relate to 

women’s experience of body image?  

Question Three:  Does disparity in ethnicity within heterosexual romantic partnerships 

relate to women’s experience of body image?  

Question Four:  Does disparity in perceived attractiveness within heterosexual romantic 

partnerships relate to women’s experience of body image?     
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CHAPTER II 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Sociocultural Attractiveness Standards 

Westernization 

Beauty and attractiveness take different forms within various cultural groups and 

geographic regions.  Of note, however, there has been a growing trend in which women 

from various cultural groups adopt Western attractiveness values and ideals (Andersen, 

Mulvad, Sloth Pedersen, & Laurberg, 2004).  A sociocultural approach to attractiveness 

suggests that the recent increase in body image disturbance in women of Western cultures 

is reflective of the increasingly narrow standards for the ideal female body (Thompson et 

al., 1999; Tiggemann & McGill, 2004).  The Western ideal for the attractiveness of 

women’s bodies requires women to pursue extreme thinness, which is often unattainable 

for women particularly without the use of unhealthy weight loss methods (Thompson et 

al., 1999; Tiggemann & McGill, 2004).   

The valuing of thinness in Western societies has been promulgated by various 

methods, one of which is the media.  Television, film, children’s books, advertisements, 

popular music, and literature contain material which advocates a traditional masculine-

feminine perspective on the ideal female physical appearance (Cash et al., 1997).  

According to the traditional Western perspective of feminine attractiveness, being thin is 

equated with being both successful and beautiful, and women often feel obliged to work 
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toward the feminine physical ideal of thinness (Groesz, Levine, & Murnen, 2002; Guillen 

& Barr, 1994; Jackson, 2002; Tiggemann, 2002).  Researchers have further concluded 

that the occurrence of Westernization is a strong predictive factor for dieting in different 

cultural groups, which include women of Australian, Chinese, and Chinese Australian 

ethnic backgrounds (Gunewardene, Huon, & Zheng, 2001).  Not surprisingly, Australian 

women, the most Westernized of these cultural groups, reported dieting significantly 

more than either the Chinese or Chinese Australian cultural groups (Gunewardene et al., 

2001).  These findings are further supported such that White Western women report the 

most attempts to achieve the societal beauty ideal of extreme thinness (Striegel-Moore, 

Silberstein, & Rodin, 1986).   

Gender and Sociocultural Attractiveness Standards 

 Many researchers agree that the standard for feminine beauty in our society has 

developed into an idealization of extremely thin and tubular bodies (Garner, Garfinkel, 

Schwartz, & Thompson, 1980; Kilbourne, 2000; Winterich, 2007).  Being thin, however, 

is no longer sufficient to be considered beautiful according to society’s idealized 

standards for beauty in women.  The standards for attractiveness have become 

increasingly rigid and are being applied to a broader range of women, which means that 

there are more and more women who simply cannot meet the standards for attractiveness 

through safe and natural methods (Brownmiller, 1984).  Women in the U.S. are expected 

to appear ever-youthful, have no wrinkles or gray hair, and have smooth skin and 

delicately formed features (Brownmiller, 1984).  Such impossibly narrow standards for 
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female attractiveness have made it incredibly difficult for women to perceive themselves 

and be perceived by others as attractive.   

 Researchers have found that the idealized standards for attractiveness have been 

narrowing for women and men, both of whom are unable to avoid the sociocultural 

pressures to have the ideal body (Furnham, Badmin, & Sneade, 2002).  However, the 

idealized standards for attractiveness in men and women in our society are quite different.  

For example, being underweight is generally considered positive for women but, for men, 

is usually considered a negative attribute (Cash, Winstead, & Janda, 1986).  When 

women begin to age, they become less attractive according to societal norms, while it is 

acceptable for men, who are often considered more attractive as they age (Grogan, 1999).  

Due to these increasingly narrow standards for physical attractiveness, an individual’s 

inability to achieve the idealized physical appearance appears to be central in the 

development of her or his feelings of body satisfaction or dissatisfaction (Lerner & 

Jovanovic, 1990).  

Perception of Attractiveness                           

 Women’s experience and development of body image is affected not only by 

narrowing standards for feminine attractiveness, but also by their perception of men’s 

physical preferences in women and the role of such perceptions in male-female social and 

romantic interactions.  Researchers collected data from 248 men and 227 and found that 

both women and men compare their weight inaccurately to other individuals of their sex 

and tend to judge their weight as it relates to attractiveness standards, which generally 
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portray a thinner image than is recommended by medical professionals (Fallon & Rozin, 

1985).  Such a standard may be the perception of being judged in comparison with 

idealized standards of attractiveness by the individuals of a different sex.  Many women 

with higher levels of internalization frequently and inaccurately perceive that their 

current weight or shape is larger than their ideal or than what men prefer, which means 

that women assume that the physical appearance that they desire is also the one that men 

desire in women (Fallon & Rozin, 1985; Jacobi & Cash, 1994; Rozin & Fallon, 1988; 

Szymanski & Cash, 1995).  Misperceptions such as these, whereby women perceive their 

physical appearance as discrepant from men’s standards for feminine beauty, are 

positively related to increased body image dissatisfaction, anorexia, bulimia, and dieting 

in women (Fallon & Rozin, 1985; Szymanski & Cash, 1995).   

Rates of Overweight and Obesity in the United States 

 Based on data collected in 2008, researchers have determined that rates of 

overweight and obesity in the United States have increased to include approximately 68% 

of the total adult population, with 34.2 % of individuals considered overweight and 

33.8% considered obese (Flegal, Carroll, Ogden, & Curtin, 2010).  These rates have 

increased from data collected in 2000, which indicated that approximately 60% of adults 

in the United States were overweight or obese, with 29.5% of individuals considered 

overweight and 30.5% obese (Flegal, Carroll, Ogden, & Johnson, 2002).  Currently, 

28.6% of women are considered overweight and an additional 35.5% are considered 
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obese.  Among men, 40.1% of individuals are overweight and an additional 32.2% are 

considered obese (Flegal et al., 2010). 

Stigma Related to Obesity 

 Attribution theory is based upon the ideas of causality and controllability and has 

been used in an attempt to explain the pervasive and powerful bias against overweight 

and obese individuals (Crandall & Schiffhauer, 1998).  Attribution theory emphasizes the 

tendency of people to search for a potential cause for stigma when encountering an 

individual from a stigmatized group (Crandall, 2000; Crandall, D’Anello, Sakalli, 

Wieczorkowski, & Feather, 2001; Crandall & Schiffhauer, 1998).  In addition, attribution 

theory suggests that people believe that stigmatized traits are within an individual’s 

ability to control.  In this situation, blame is assigned to the stigmatized individual and 

the bias and discrimination are thought to be justifiable and reasonable (Crandall, 2000; 

Crandall et al., 2001; Crandall & Schiffhauer, 1998). 

Societal Assumptions Regarding Obese Individuals 

 Obese people experience high levels of stigmatization because individuals tend to 

believe that obese people are responsible for, and able to control, their weight (Puhl & 

Brownell, 2001, 2002).  As a result, our society has attempted to create explanations for 

obesity, usually based upon personality or character flaws.  People tend to view obese 

individuals as weak-willed, sloppy, incompetent, lazy, emotionally unstable, and 

defective in general (Puhl & Brownell, 2001, 2002).  For women in particular, being 

obese carries stigma and elicits especially strong anti-fat biases.  Obese women are 
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generally perceived as lazy, unattractive, deviant, self-indulgent, ugly, lacking in 

discipline, unhealthy, and as being overall failures (Lewis, Cash, Jacobi, & Bubb-Lewis, 

1997; Puhl & Brownell, 2001, 2002; Regan, 1996).  Obese individuals receive strong and 

pervasive social messages which suggest that being obese is a personal failing (Schwartz 

& Brownell, 2004).  In addition, obese people are expected to experience body image 

dissatisfaction and their dislike and dissatisfaction with their bodies are considered 

normal (Schwartz & Brownell, 2004).  These anti-fat societal messages can often be 

overwhelming and tend to be internalized by obese and overweight individuals 

themselves (Lewis et al., 1997; Tiggemann & Rothblum, 1988).        

Obesity Discrimination 

Anti-fat attitudes and behaviors have been referred to in the literature as “one of 

the last socially acceptable forms of discrimination” in our society and are considered 

similar to discrimination based on race or gender (Puhl & Brownell, 2002, p. 108; 

Schwartz & Brownell, 2004).  Stigmatization based upon one’s weight status occurs 

regularly for obese people who have sought treatment to help them lose weight 

(Friedman et al., 2005).  In addition, weight-based stigmatization has been shown to 

significantly contribute to poor physical and mental health, particularly for obese 

individuals who have internalized strong anti-fat attitudes or beliefs (Friedman et al., 

2005).  Also, having a history of being teased about one’s appearance has significant, and 

possibly causal, relationships with poor body image in young adults (Fabian & 
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Thompson, 1989; Thompson, Fabian, Moulton, Dunn, & Altabe, 1991; Thompson & 

Psaltis, 1988).   

 In a study of 111 primarily White female undergraduate students conducted by 

Cash (1995), approximately 40% of young women reported being the recipient of 

appearance teasing which included comments regarding weight and facial features.  Such 

stigmatizing and discriminating experiences, which may occur on a daily basis, have been 

associated with increased body dissatisfaction in obese women (Neumark-Sztainer & 

Haines, 2004; Puhl & Brownell, 2001).  The severity, frequency, and emotional effects of 

appearance teasing were found to significantly relate to poor body image (Cash, 1995).  

Additionally, research has determined that the frequency of stigmatizing experiences 

experienced by obese women is positively related to poor psychological health, 

depression, and body image disturbances (Friedman et al., 2005).   

Anti-fat attitudes and discrimination have been reported in a variety of settings.  

Anti-fat attitudes and behavior often occur in one’s work environment and during typical 

daily interactions (Pingitore, Dugoni, Tindale, & Spring, 1994; Roehling, 1999; Schwartz 

& Brownell, 2004).  For overweight and obese women in particular, weight becomes an 

important factor in the process of hiring, evaluation, promotion, and compensation 

(Fikkan & Rothblum, 2012).  Overweight and obese women in the workforce are often 

judged more harshly regarding characteristics unassociated with one’s weight such as 

reliability, honesty, and dependability (Fikkan & Rothblum, 2012).  In addition, anti-fat 

discrimination has been identified in the media, businesses, schools, and health care 
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settings (Fikkan & Rothblum, 2012; Foster & Matz, 2002; Harvey & Hill, 2001; 

Schwartz & Brownell, 2004).  Medical students, nurses, physicians, and researchers have 

demonstrated strong anti-fat beliefs and attitudes (Foster & Matz, 2002; Harvey & Hill, 

2001; Schwartz, Chambliss, Brownell, Blair, & Billington, 2003; Teachman & Brownell, 

2001; Teachman, Gapinski, Brownell, Rawlins, & Jeyaram, 2003).  Anti-fat 

discrimination has even been found among obese women’s families, with their mother 

and brothers being the most frequent and worst offenders regarding appearance teasing in 

young women (Cash, 1995). 

Impact of Obesity on Psychological Health 

The discrepancy between one’s desired body weight and one’s actual body weight 

and the pressure for thinness has increased along with rates of obesity in our society 

(Friedman et al., 2002).  These increases have also resulted in more intense body image 

dissatisfaction in individuals who are actually overweight.  Approximately 79% of 

women have poor body image; 52% of men and 66% of women are not satisfied with 

their body weight; 36% of obese women report avoiding mirrors, wearing baggy clothing, 

and altering their posture during more than half of the days in a month; and 36% of obese 

women report feeling distress due to body image concerns over half of the days in a 

month (Cash et al., 1986; Garner, 1997; Sarwer, Wadden, & Foster, 1998).  The extent of 

the body image concerns and psychological distress experienced by obese individuals has 

been found to be positively related to their degree of obesity (Friedman et al., 2002.; 

Friedman, Reichman, Noll, Costanzo, & Musante, 2000; Musante, Costanzo, & 
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Friedman, 1998).  In addition, obese individuals more negatively evaluate their 

appearance and perceive their bodies in a more distorted manner than do normal weight 

individuals (Friedman et al., 2002).  

Weight Loss and Body Image 

The term “normative discontent” (Rodin, Striegel-Moore, & Silberstein, 1984, p. 

267) has been applied to the expectation that Western women are or should be 

dissatisfied with their bodies and appearances.  Women who experience this normative 

discontent are encouraged to believe that they should constantly be working to improve 

their bodies, which often translates to improving themselves.  Historically, the most 

common reasons for overweight or obese women to begin weight loss programs are to 

increase their levels of body image satisfaction and self-esteem and to improve their 

appearances (Hayes & Ross, 1987).  Women seeking weight loss treatment tend to 

present with greater levels of body image dissatisfaction compared to non-treatment 

seeking women, and believe that losing weight will help them feel more positively about 

their bodies (Foster & Wadden, 1995; Rosen, Jones, Ramirez, & Waxman, 1996).  

Curiously, weight loss programs rarely assess participants’ levels of body image as a part 

of treatment, which makes it difficult to determine the efficacy of the programs in 

improving body image (Foster & Wadden, 1995; Rosen et al., 1996).     

The Evolving Construct of Body Image 

 Kolb (1959) originally defined body image as being comprised of the attitudes 

and feelings that an individual experiences regarding his or her body.  Since that time, a 
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myriad of definitions for body image have been proposed by researchers and clinicians.  

Following Kolb’s work, researchers defined body image as the mental image that an 

individual has about his or her physical appearance (Glucksman, 1972; Traub & Orbach, 

1964).  In 1969, Kurtz further expanded upon the concept of body image by including 

what he termed body attitude.  According to Kurtz, the definition of body attitude is 

individuals’ general feelings or attitudes regarding the physical form and outward 

appearance of their bodies.  The inclusion of body attitude to the definition of body image 

seems to have been an early step in the progress toward a multidimensional concept of 

body image.   

The concept of multidimensional body image began to develop and evolve in the 

1980s and 1990s.  An example of this development is Slade’s (1988) description of body 

image.  He offered that body image is the mental image individuals have of the overall 

form, shape, and size of their bodies and the feelings individuals experience regarding 

specific parts or characteristics of their bodies (Slade, 1988).  Thomas (1989) approached 

the concept of body image differently and defined it specifically as a concept that 

identifies women who are concerned about losing weight, thus forming a theoretical 

association between women’s body image and their weight.   

Cash and Pruzinsky (1990) defined body image more broadly when they 

presented it as individuals’ overall psychological perception of the outward appearance 

and function of their bodies.  This more general definition of body image was later 

considered to be only one facet of self-image (Garner, 1997).  In 1994, Cash expanded 
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upon his earlier definition of body image by describing it as an individual’s assessment 

and emotional experiences of his or her physical characteristics.  Cash further stated that 

body image includes appearance investment.  Appearance investment is comprised of the 

extent of one’s attentional focus on her or his appearance and is important in determining 

one’s sense of self and behaviors which are intended to enhance or manage one’s 

appearance.  Appearance investment may also be used by individuals as a measure of 

self-worth (Cash, 1990).  

Later, the definition of body image evolved into a multidimensional self-directed 

attitude and self-perception that individuals hold about their bodies (Cash & Pruzinsky, 

2002; Thompson et al., 1999).  More specifically, individuals’ self-attitude generally 

includes their thoughts and feelings regarding their size, shape, and attractiveness (Cash 

& Pruzinsky, 2002; Thompson, 1996).  Paquette and Raine (2004) specified that the 

various components of multidimensional body image are dynamic, changing and 

evolving over time.  One of the catalysts that propels change in body image is one’s 

individual gender identity.  Gender identity encompasses one’s self-perceptions or 

attitudes regarding gender and one’s compatibility with a particular gender (Egan & 

Perry, 2001).  For women who ascribe to more traditional gender roles, there is an 

increased risk of body dissatisfaction, as the more feminine script is associated with 

greater internalization of the unattainable Western cultural beauty norms (Winterich, 

2007).  With the traditional male gender role, less emphasis is placed on their level of 

attractiveness as society primarily determines their value based on achievements (Rodin 
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et al., 1984).  Additionally, gender identity often includes the pressure to conform to the 

cultural norms of one’s self-identified gender (Egan & Perry, 2001).  This description 

complements the work of Cash, Thériault, and Annis (2004), who maintained that 

multidimensional body image was a dynamic social construct that varies in accordance 

with the gender identity that individuals develop through the process of socialization.  

Factors that tend to influence individuals’ body image the most are one’s gender, weight, 

and social experiences (Wade, Wilkinson, & Ben-Tovim, 2003).   

Components of Multidimensional Body Image 

 Researchers have presented a variety of ideas regarding the specific components 

of multidimensional body image.  Rosen (1990) hypothesized that multidimensional body 

image consists of three components: an individual’s perception, cognitive and affective 

experiences, and behavior.  The affective and evaluative component of an individual’s 

body image encompasses one’s cognitive evaluations and subsequent emotions regarding 

the appearance of his or her body (Cash, 1990, 1994, 2002).  Cash (1994, 2002) also 

included the idea of body image investment, which he described as the cognitive-

behavioral importance of an individual’s appearance and its relevance to her or his self-

concept.        

 Rucker and Cash (1992) explained the specific components contained within the 

broader construct of multidimensional body image.  Their representation included two 

components, perceptual body image and attitudinal body image (Rucker & Cash, 1992).  

Rucker and Cash referred to perceptual body image as one’s estimation of his or her body 
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size and attitudinal body image as the behavioral, cognitive, and affective concerns that 

one has regarding his or her body.  A similar description suggests that multidimensional 

body image includes both cognitive, or attitudinal, and affective components (Dorian & 

Garfinkel, 2002).   

Body Image Disturbance 

 There are a variety of disturbances that may arise within the context of one’s body 

image, which may be cognitive, emotional, and/or behavioral in nature.  Primary 

disturbances in body image include body dissatisfaction, appearance comparison, body 

surveillance, body image distortion, social physique anxiety, and appearance investment.  

Each of these disturbances occurs as a result of many different factors.  However, one 

important factor which is found woven throughout all of the aforementioned disturbances 

is the issue of weight.  In this section, body dissatisfaction, appearance comparison, body 

surveillance, body image distortion, and social physique anxiety will be discussed.  

Appearance investment was addressed previously.    

Body Dissatisfaction 

 Definition of body dissatisfaction.  Body dissatisfaction reflects one’s thought 

and feelings regarding her or his body, which may include body dislike and 

disparagement (Friedman & Brownell, 1995; Thomas, 1989).  When body dissatisfaction 

experiences such as body dislike and disparagement occur, it is generally because a 

discrepancy between one’s perceived and one’s desired body size exists (Thompson & 

Gray, 1995).  The self-perceived discrepancies are based upon society’s physical ideals 
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and are one source of negative evaluations of individuals’ body image and the emotions 

subsequently experienced (Cash & Szymanski, 1995; Strauman & Glenberg, 1994; 

Szymanski & Cash, 1995).  It is important to note that, for an individual who experiences 

body dissatisfaction, the way he or she perceives his or her body ultimately takes 

precedence over the reality of his or her appearance (Cash, 1990; Sarwer, Wadden, 

Pertschuk, & Whitaker, 1998).  

Researchers have had difficulty determining if body dissatisfaction is typically 

focused on the body in general, or if it is focused on a more specific feature of the body 

(Sarwer, Wadden, Pertschuk, et al., 1998).  In a study of 79, primarily White obese 

women, researchers determined that 47% of women reported that they were dissatisfied 

with their waist or abdomen, offering support for the idea that body dissatisfaction may 

be focused on one or more specific features, rather than the body in general (Sarwer, 

Wadden, Pertschuk et al., 1998).  However, individuals’ cognitive self-evaluations do not 

always produce distortions in the manner in which individuals perceive their appearance 

(Cash & Green, 1986).  In sample of 36 undergraduate women of varying weights, Cash 

and Green found that women’s affective responses to body size were caused by their 

perception of the normativeness of their bodies, rather than by the perception of their 

body size.        

 Gender and body dissatisfaction.  Kurtz (1969) asserted that women generally 

have a more positive attitude toward their bodies than men, which he believed was 

consistent with the respect and appreciation that was afforded to the female body.  
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Kurtz’s assumption may or may not have been accurate, but many changes in societal 

standards and expectations for attractiveness have occurred since that time, and it is 

generally accepted that gender greatly influences body image.  Recently, Runfola et al. 

(2013) found that in a study of 5,868 primarily White women aged 25-89, 87% of women 

reported experiencing body dissatisfaction.  Body dissatisfaction was also significantly 

higher for women aged 35-44, who reported body dissatisfaction at a rate of 93.2% 

compared to both younger and older women (Runfola et al., 2013).  These results are 

reflective of earlier work regarding body image, in which Rodin et al. (1984) coined the 

term normative discontent to depict the widespread and expected nature of body and, 

specifically, weight dissatisfaction in women.  Normative discontent has been frequently 

cited in more recent research and refers to the fact that weight dissatisfaction is so 

prevalent in women of our society, that it is considered a typical experience (Kronenfeld, 

Reba-Harrelson, Von Holle, Reyes, & Bulik, 2010; Miller, Vaillancourt, & Hanna, 2009; 

Mintz et al., 2013; Myers, Ridolfi, Crowther, & Ciesla, 2012; Rodin et al., 1984; 

Tantleff-Dunn, Barnes, & Gokee-Larose, 2011). 

Women in Western society experience body image in a far more negative and 

complex manner than do men.  In a study of 2,206 undergraduate women and men, the 

relationship between reported body size and body satisfaction was parabolic for men, 

which is evidenced in that men typically report lower body satisfaction when they are 

underweight and when they are extremely overweight and report higher body satisfaction 

when they are only slightly overweight (Frederick, Forbes et al., 2007).  For women, 
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body satisfaction and body size tend to follow a negative, linear relationship, such that as 

body size increases, body satisfaction tends to decrease.  The results of similar studies in 

which women reported lower body satisfaction than men are fairly well- supported, with 

moderate to large effect sizes (Frederick, Forbes et al., 2007).   

 Among men, body image is significantly more negative when compared to images 

of the ideal White male body (Hobza & Rochlen, 2009).  However, the same study also 

found that, in a sample of 82 primarily White, heterosexual men, the more negative body 

image experienced by the male participants was not related to lower self-esteem or an 

increased desire for the ideal muscular male body (Hobza & Rochlen, 2009).  Schwartz 

and Tylka (2008) hypothesized that the sense of entitlement that is afforded to men in our 

society may act as a buffer to the potentially negative effects of exposure to portrayals of 

the ideal masculine physique.  Their research supports this hypothesis, as they found that 

men who reported high power, success, competition, and narcissistic entitlement or 

restriction of affectionate behavior also reported the highest levels of body esteem.  This 

occurred despite the men having BMIs that are considered overweight or obese, 

suggesting that men’s BMIs do not significantly affect their body image (Schwartz & 

Tylka, 2008).        

 Ethnicity and body dissatisfaction.  Women report the weight at which obesity 

occurs differently depending on their ethnicity.  White women tend to report obesity as 

beginning at lower weights than Black women report.  These discrepancies are partially 

differentiated by the various weights at which individuals experience body 
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dissatisfaction, which women tend to experience when they consider themselves 

overweight or obese (Fitzgibbon, Blackman, & Avellone, 2000).  Similarly, one’s BMI 

was a significant predictor of body dissatisfaction in both White and Black women 

(Smith, Thompson, Raczynski, & Hilner, 1999).  However, these results were found in a 

study of 389 primarily Black women; therefore, the results may not be generalizable to 

all women.  In most studies, by contrast, researchers have further found that White 

women experience greater body dissatisfaction than do Black women, particularly for 

women who are in the overweight and obese BMI categories (Anderson, Eyler, Galuska, 

Brown, & Brownson, 2002; Roberts, Cash, Feingold, & Johnson, 2006; Rucker & Cash, 

1992; Schwartz & Brownell, 2004; Stevens, Kumanyika, & Keil, 1994).  Researchers 

have also identified that the relationship between body surveillance and body 

dissatisfaction is typically stronger for White women than it is for Hispanic or Asian 

women (Frederick, Forbes et al., 2007).  Frederick et al. also found that the effects of 

body surveillance, which occurs when one views their body from an outsider’s 

perspective, on body dissatisfaction may be particularly detrimental for women of color.     

 Black women tend to report that White ideals of thinness do not apply to them, 

which may explain why Black women, more than White women, report perceiving their 

body weight as normal when according to current U. S. medical standards they are 

overweight (Allan, Mayo, & Michel, 1993; Desmond, Price, Hallinan, & Smith, 1989; 

Flynn & Fitzgibbon, 1996; Garner, Olmstead, & Polivy, 1983; Parker et al., 1995).  This 

finding is inconsistent with the previous findings of Frederick, Forbes et al. (2007) who 
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highlighted the negative effects of body surveillance on body dissatisfaction in women of 

color.  In a study of 250 primarily White, adolescent girls conducted by Parker and 

colleagues, 44% of overweight Black participants considered themselves to be attractive 

but also reported being dissatisfied with their body weight.  This is disparate from the 

experiences of White women, for whom the concepts of weight and attractiveness tend to 

be more closely related.   

 More recently, however, researchers have increasingly noted that the differences 

in body image that have been found between Black and White women are relatively small 

and continue to decrease (Shaw, Ramirez, Trost, Randall, & Stice, 2004).  This finding 

supports previous research by Caldwell, Brownell, and Wilfley (1997), who found that, in 

a study of 7,383 participants, White and Black women are more similar than different in 

their experience of body dissatisfaction and body image.  However, the results were 

found in a sample of primarily White women and may not be generalizable to all women.  

The results of the previous study are consistent with other research that has concluded 

that Black women experience concern regarding their unique features, which include size 

and shape of the nose and mouth, darkness of skin, and length or texture of hair (Hughes 

& Hertel, 1990; Mosley, 2004).  One result of Black women’s reported body image 

dissatisfaction may be an increased incidence of body dissatisfaction and eating 

disorders, especially among those women who assimilate more fully into the mainstream 

of White society (Abrans, Allen, & Gray, 1993; Hsu, 1987).   
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 The effects of assimilation on body image also impact Latina women.  In a study 

of 135, highly assimilated Latina women aged 15-45, who were born in the United States, 

no significant differences were found between Latina and White women’s reported levels 

of body dissatisfaction (Lopez, Blix, & Blix, 1995).  This finding complements other 

results suggesting that Latina women who were born outside of the United States 

experience less body dissatisfaction and identified a larger body size as their physical 

ideal (Lopez et al., 1995).  The difference between the experience of body dissatisfaction 

in White women and women of color has been further supported in the research.  In a 

meta-analysis of body dissatisfaction and eating problems, greater body dissatisfaction 

was found among White women, as compared to Black, Hispanic, Asian, Russian, and 

Arab women (Wildes, Emery, & Simons, 2001).  Another difference that occurs among 

ethnic groups’ experience of body dissatisfaction is that White women report 

discrepancies between their ideal and actual weight at weights that are lower than what is 

considered overweight for women, compared to Black and Hispanic women who do not 

experience this discrepancy until they are actually overweight (Fitzgibbon et al., 2000).  

 Grilo and colleagues (2005), however, determined that ethnicity was unrelated to 

body image dissatisfaction, which may be interpreted as evidence of the important role of 

weight in individuals’ experience of body image.  However, this finding is not 

conclusive, as it was found in 50 extremely obese, primarily White female participants 

and is not representative of women’s body image experiences representing a diverse 

range of ethnicities.  Despite the influence weight has on body image, some researchers 
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(Roberts et al., 2006) have cautioned that the attitudes individuals hold toward weight are 

not sufficient to account for ethnic differences found in the research or to understand the 

impact of ethnicity on body image factors such as cultural identity and self-esteem.  It is 

clear that ethnicity impacts women’s experience of weight and their perception of being 

overweight.  Additionally, it is known that weight and perception of being overweight 

impacts women’s experience of body dissatisfaction.  What is less clear in the literature is 

how ethnicity directly impacts women’s experience of body dissatisfaction.   

Age and body dissatisfaction.  Age also impacts people’s experience of body 

image.  Many studies have researched the differences in body image between younger 

and older individuals; however, there is little consensus among researchers regarding the 

effects of age on body image.  The majority of studies that have been conducted on 

women’s age and body image have produced results which fall into one of three 

categories:  those that found that older women experience more positive body image than 

younger women, those that found that younger women experience more positive body 

image than older women, and those that found that younger and older women have 

similar experiences of body image.  In the research which has found that older women 

have more positive body image than younger women, Davison and McCabe (2005) 

concluded from their study of 437, primarily White men and women that both older adult 

men and women were less concerned than younger men and women about the social 

facets of body image.  Regarding women, this finding could potentially be the result of 

society’s diminished objectification of aging women, who may then be less likely to 
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engage in self-objectification, which occurs when women perceive themselves as objects 

meant to be viewed and evaluated by others (Tiggemann & Lynch, 2001).  The decreased 

importance of the social aspects of body image for older women found by Davison and 

McCabe is consistent with other research, which has determined that women who are 50 

or older experience body dissatisfaction, but perceive their physical appearance as less 

important than they did when they were younger (Clarke, 2001; Pliner, Chaiken, & Flett, 

1990; Tiggemann, 2001; 2004; Tiggemann & Lynch, 2001; Webster & Tiggemann, 

2003).  These findings may provide some explanation for older women’s tendency to 

accept a wider range of body sizes (Rand & Wright, 2000).  Previously, Franzoi and 

Koehler (1998) found similar results such that women reported greater body satisfaction 

with increased age.        

In contrast to their findings which indicated a decreasing level of importance 

placed on body image with increasing age, Davison and McCabe (2005) found that 

women and men aged 30 to 40 experienced greater vulnerability to body dissatisfaction 

than younger women and men.  These data are congruent with other research which have 

found that middle-aged women experience significantly greater levels of body 

dissatisfaction than do both younger and older women (Algars et al., 2009; Gagne et al., 

2012; Montemurro & Gillen, 2013; Runfola et al., 2013).  Some researchers have 

proposed that the increased body dissatisfaction that middle-aged women experience may 

be associated with the increase in BMI that occurs for many 35-44 year-old women 

(Flegal & Troiano, 2000; Ogden, Fryar, Carroll, & Flegal, 2004).  Additionally, 
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Kilbourne (2000) suggested that older women’s higher levels of body dissatisfaction, 

compared to younger women, may result from the cultural expectation for women to 

maintain a youthful appearance.  This expectation is frequently reinforced through the 

media, which tends to show only young, thin women and is not representative of women 

in the United States, the average weight for whom is increasing (Kilbourne, 2000).  Older 

women also experience more body dissatisfaction than older men (Demarest & Allen, 

2000; Green & Pritchard, 2003; Gupta & Schork, 1993; Janelli, 1993; Myers & 

Crowther, 2009).  This idea is supported by the results of several studies which have 

indicated that the body dissatisfaction that older women experience is generally due to 

the concern that women experience regarding the effects that the aging process has on 

their physical appearance (Furstenberg, 1989; Harris, 1994; Hennessy, 1989; 

Montemurro & Gillen, 2013), which complements other research that has found that 

older women employ significantly more techniques to conceal their age compared to 

younger women and both older and younger men (Davison & McCabe, 2005).     

Body dissatisfaction is clearly an issue that is present throughout women’s 

lifespan, rather than being limited to early adulthood.  One study that emphasized the 

occurrence of body dissatisfaction in older women found that, in a sample of women 

aged 54, 80% experienced significant levels of body dissatisfaction (McLaren & Kuh, 

2004).  In another study, using a sample of 138 White, heterosexual women aged 40-87, 

researchers found that over 40% of the women experienced body dissatisfaction (Grippo 

& Hill, 2008).  The data collected in these studies further indicate that body 
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dissatisfaction may be a normative experience for women of all ages and it is important 

to understand women’s experiences with body dissatisfaction during all the stages of their 

lives.       

 Obesity, weight loss, and body dissatisfaction.  Research findings regarding the 

relationship between individuals’ body weight and their experience of body image 

dissatisfaction have been inconsistent.  Generally, overweight women have been more 

critical of their appearance and had more intense feelings of body dissatisfaction and of 

being unattractive, when compared to non-overweight women (Cash & Green, 1986).  

This is consistent with the literature in that body image dissatisfaction has been reported 

as the most dependable negative psychosocial outcome of obesity, particularly for women 

(Rosen et al., 1996).  Other researchers have suggested that being overweight may result 

in body image disparagement and is almost always associated with self-stigma (Cash & 

Green, 1986; Stunkard & Mendelson, 1967).  However, the results of other studies 

indicate that there is not an association between an individual’s degree of overweight and 

the degree to which they experience body image dissatisfaction (Grilo, Wilfley, 

Brownell, & Rodin, 1994; Rosen et al., 1996; Stunkard & Mendelson, 1967).  Rather, 

individuals’ being overweight to any degree is sufficient for them to experience body 

dissatisfaction.  This suggests that it is the deviation from what is considered a normal 

weight, and therefore from being conventionally attractive, that may lead to feelings of 

body dissatisfaction, but the extent to which an individual is overweight is not necessarily 

linearly related to body dissatisfaction.         
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Other researchers have found that in a study of 165 women, obese women 

reported that they experienced greater levels of body dissatisfaction and emotional 

distress than both formerly overweight and never overweight women (Annis et al., 2004).  

Women who were obese as children, however, have reported experiencing greater body 

dissatisfaction than women who became obese during adulthood (Grilo et al., 1994).  The 

frequency of childhood teasing was also found to correlate with greater levels of body 

dissatisfaction in a clinical sample of obese women (Grilo et al., 1994).  In a study of 343 

treatment-seeking women and men with binge eating disorder, researchers determined 

that obese men and women’s additional excess weight may not be a contributing factor in 

further body image dissatisfaction (Grilo et al., 2005).    

 Glucksman and Hirsch (1969) found that six obese women who had lost a 

significant amount of weight still perceived themselves as they had prior to losing weight.  

Similarly, Garfinkel and Garner (1982) found that body image dissatisfaction continues 

to exist after individuals have lost weight sufficient to place them in the normal weight 

category for participants with juvenile onset obesity and anorexia nervosa, but not for 

individuals with adult onset obesity (Garfinkel & Garner, 1982).  A more recent study of 

165 women determined that formerly overweight women no longer suffer from 

significant levels of body dissatisfaction or distress regarding their appearance, possibly 

due to the women’s weight loss (Annis et al., 2004).  However, the same women do 

continue to experience preoccupation about their weight and appearance, a phenomenon 

which some researchers call phantom fat (Annis et al., 2004).   
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Appearance Comparison 

 The common practice of comparing one’s physical appearance with other 

individuals’ or cultural appearance standards is called appearance comparison (Matz et 

al., 2002).  Davison and McCabe (2005) found in their study of 211 men and 226 women 

that women in particular compare their appearance more frequently to the appearance of 

others, compared to men.  Appearance comparison becomes especially important when 

discussing individuals who are overweight or obese.  One reason for this is that the 

internalization of sociocultural appearance standards has been determined to be a 

significant source or predictor of body image dissatisfaction in overweight women (Matz 

et al., 2002; Tiggemann & McGill, 2004).  The degree of appearance comparison in 

which women engage may be an important predictor of weight anxiety and negative 

mood (Tiggemann & McGill, 2004).  Matz and colleagues found that in 79 obese women 

who wanted to lose weight, obese women who do not meet the current cultural physical 

ideal of extreme thinness and have internalized that physical ideal tend to experience 

greater levels of body image dissatisfaction.  Body image dissatisfaction resulting from 

the internalization of sociocultural attractiveness ideals often occurs despite that fact that 

women’s self-reported body size and shape are more consistent over time than the 

cultural ideal for women’s bodies (Heinberg, Thompson, & Stormer, 1995). 

Body Surveillance 

Body surveillance occurs when individuals look upon their physical form from 

the perspective of an outside observer, and then monitor their appearance from that 
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outside perspective (Aubrey, 2006).  In general, women have reported engaging in more 

body surveillance and having lower body satisfaction compared to men (Frederick, 

Forbes et al., 2007).  Differences also exist across adult development, with older women 

weighing more but engaging in less body surveillance and experiencing lower body 

shame than younger women (McKinley, 1999).  McKinley (2004) interpreted this finding 

as evidence that an association may not exist between body surveillance and body size in 

a sample of women who represented a wide range of ages.  McKinley’s (1999) finding, 

based on data collected from 151 undergraduate women and their mothers, that older 

women engage in less body surveillance than younger women, is somewhat inconsistent 

with Davison and McCabe’s (2005) study, which found that older women engage in 

greater body and age concealment.  However, the inconsistency in these data may also be 

indicative of the multi-faceted nature of women’s perceived attractiveness, which extends 

beyond one’s body to include facial features.  Older women may be more concerned 

about the effects of aging on their faces, such as wrinkles or lines on their skin, than they 

are about their aging bodies.       

Body Image Distortion 

 The concept of body image distortion maintains that individuals’ thoughts, 

attitudes, and beliefs influence how they perceive their body size (Schwartz & Brownell, 

2004).  Thompson and Gardner (2002) have placed body image distortion within the 

perceptual dimension of body image.  However, researchers have also suggested that the 

findings on body image distortion and its association with individuals’ perceptive body 
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image have been inconsistent (Thompson & Gardner, 2002).  Specifically, research has 

produced data which support a relationship between obesity and body image distortion 

and it has also produced data which do not support this relationship.   

The results of Cash and Green’s 1986 study showed that overweight individuals 

are not different from normal and underweight people in their ability to accurately 

perceive themselves and estimate their body size.  These results are consistent with other 

similar research (Gardner, Gallegos, Martinez, & Espinoza, 1989).  In a sample of 100 

normal-weight women, those with an average BMI of 23, no relationship was found 

between accuracy of size estimation and amount of body fat; however, the amount of 

one’s body fat was related to degree of body dissatisfaction (Brodie & Slade, 1988).  

Women who are within the normal weight category were also found to be accurate in the 

estimation of their body size but experience increased body image distress in conjunction 

with increased body fat (Brodie & Slade, 1988).  

 Researchers have also reported findings suggesting that obese men and women 

tend to underestimate their body size, which may be related to positive self-image and 

increased self-efficacy (Schwartz & Brownell, 2004; Valtolina, 1998).  These findings 

are inconsistent with earlier studies, which found that obese, anorexic, and normal-weight 

women all reported overestimations in body size (Bell, Kirkpatrick, & Rinn, 1986; 

Garner, Garfinkel, Stancer, & Moldofsky, 1976).  Schwartz and Brownell (2002) derived 

three conclusions from the aforementioned research, which maintain that obese 

individuals may underestimate, overestimate, and accurately perceive their true body 
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size.  The differences that are found in the results of research may be the result of 

differing methodological procedures, including whether a sample was taken from a 

clinical or community population (Schwartz & Brownell, 2004).    

Cultural factors and body image distortion.  In a study examining the accuracy 

of body size estimation, 78 anorexic, 24 bulimic, and 150 obese, participants from a 

clinical sample reported significantly less accurate estimations of body size than the 

control group comprised of 60 female undergraduate students, with a tendency to 

overestimate their body size (Collins et al., 1987).  In the same study, women leaving 

treatment reported significantly more accurate estimations of body size, which 

contradicts the idea that the larger a woman perceives herself to be, the greater 

motivation she will have to make changes (Collins et al., 1987; Schwartz & Brownell, 

2004).  In general, women perceive themselves as weighing more and men perceive 

themselves as weighing less than they do in reality (Gray, 1977).  The distorted 

perception of body size and/or overall appearance has been found to produce more 

negative affect among young, overweight, White women than it has for women who are 

Black, middle-aged, or of normal weight (Gray, 1977).    

Social Physique Anxiety 

 The concept of social physique anxiety refers to the degree of anxiety that people 

experience when others observe or evaluate their physique, as negative evaluations tend 

to be expected and this expectation often produces distressful emotions when people 

present their physique in social settings (Hurst, Hale, Smith, & Collins, 2000).  In 
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Davison and McCabe’s 2005 study, women reported experiencing higher levels of social 

physique anxiety compared to men.  This finding suggests that women tend to focus more 

on the social aspects of body image than men, which is reflected in their increased 

concern regarding the potential negative evaluations of others (Davison & McCabe, 

2005).  In other research, Weaver and Byers (2006) found that, among 214 primarily 

White female undergraduate participants whose average BMI was normal, those who had 

higher BMIs tended to evaluate their bodies negatively and were likely to avoid social 

situations that may produce anxiety regarding their body image.  In women and men, 

high levels of social physique anxiety were also a consistent predictor of lower sexual 

optimism (Davison & McCabe, 2005). 

Body Image and Women’s Psychological Functioning 

Schwartz and Brownell (2004) maintained that the overall impact of obesity on 

one’s psychological health is influenced by both physical and social processes.  In the 

past, researchers believed that the negative effects of being overweight or obese, such as 

poor body image and social limitations, would be useful in helping obese individuals to 

lose weight (Schwartz & Brownell, 2004).  However, it is more likely that the negative 

consequences of being obese lead to emotional dysregulation and subsequent increased 

eating.  Currently, researchers agree that the experience of discrimination and stigma 

associated with being overweight or obese is sufficient to significantly impact the 

physical health and psychological well-being of such individuals (Schwartz & Brownell, 

2004).  
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There are specific factors that put obese people at greater risk of experiencing 

psychological distress.  Friedman and Brownell (1995) proposed three risk factors for 

negative psychological consequences: the degree of obesity, body image dissatisfaction, 

and social class.  Other researchers have also suggested possible risk factors for 

psychological distress.  An individual’s current body weight has been identified as a risk 

factor, because one’s shape and weight are correlated most strongly to body 

dissatisfaction, rather than BMI, which often is not reflective of an individual’s body size 

(Matz et al., 2002).  Weight trajectory, whether an individual is gaining or losing weight, 

is also an important risk factor.  Individuals of the same weight may have different body 

image experiences, depending on whether they are gaining, maintaining, or losing weight 

(Schwartz & Brownell, 2004).  Body image has been found to improve when obese 

people lose weight and, inversely, to decline with even small weight gains (Foster et al., 

1997).  Schwartz and Brownell further proposed that there are risk factors specific to 

one’s cultural and individual differences, including one’s race, gender, sexual orientation, 

and age at onset of obesity (Schwartz & Brownell, 2004).    

Impact of Body Image on Women’s Romantic Relationships 

Obesity and Romantic Relationships  

Researchers maintain that an inverse relationship exists between women’s body 

size and the overall impact of their body image on their daily lives, suggesting that as 

women’s body size increases, their quality of life decreases (Cash & Fleming, 2002b; 

Cash, Thériault, & Annis, 2004).  In different studies, researchers have found that obese 
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women have fewer social relationships and diminished opportunities to date and, 

subsequently, marry (Berman, Berman, Heymsfield, & Fauci, & Ackerman, 1992; Fikkan 

& Rothblum, 2012; Stake & Lauer, 1987).  By contrast, men’s weight appears to be less 

important in heterosexual romantic relationships (Fikkan & Rothblum, 2012; Sheets & 

Ajmere, 2005).  Sitton and Blanchard (1995) found that men were more likely to respond 

to a personal advertisement for a woman who has drug problems than to a personal 

advertisement for an obese woman.  Other researchers have determined that body 

dissatisfaction is associated with low relationship satisfaction and that weight loss is 

related to greater relationship satisfaction (Chandarana, Conlon, Holliday, Deslippe, & 

Field, 1990; Friedman, Dixon, Brownell, Whisman, & Wilfley, 1999; Markey et al., 

2004). 

Gender and Romantic Relationships 

There is also a focus on how one’s gender may be related to her or his experience 

of body image within the context of romantic relationships.  This relationship has been 

identified as early as the childhood and adolescent stages of development.  In a study of 

379 boys aged 8-15 conducted by Mendelson et al. (1996), adolescent boys reported 

perceiving themselves as being more romantically appealing or attractive when compared 

with adolescent girls.  Also, the researchers learned that while adolescent girls attribute a 

lack of romantic involvement to their diminished romantic appeal, adolescent boys 

attributed it to being their personal decision (Mendelson et al., 1996).  Compared to men, 

adult women who struggle with body image dissatisfaction report a greater fear of 
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intimate romantic relationships and increased importance of physical appearance. 

Additionally, an increased emphasis on physical appearance, in private and social 

environments, is related to greater social physique anxiety in women (Cash, Thériault et 

al., 2004).   

Partner Influence 

The role of attractiveness in mate selection theory.  There are many factors that 

impact partner selection in romantic relationships.  One such factor is the degree of 

attractiveness of the man and the woman with respect to sociocultural attractiveness 

standards.  Buss (1992) proposed a mate selection theory which states that every 

individual has the ability to assess the degree of attractiveness of members of the other 

sex.  Additionally, mate selection theory proposes that individuals are also aware of their 

own degree of attractiveness when compared to other members of one’s sex (Buss, 1992).  

The practical implications of the mate selection theory are that individuals generally try 

to form romantic relationships with people whom they perceive as similarly attractive.  

Another consideration is the idea of the love-is-blind bias.  The love-is-blind bias is 

defined as an individual’s tendency to perceive her or his own degree of attractiveness as 

being lower than that of his or her partner (Swami et al., 2007).  When considered 

together, the mate selection theory and the love-is-blind bias suggest that an individual 

will choose a romantic partner whom he or she initially perceives as being similar in 

attractiveness and will gradually perceive that partner’s level of attractiveness as being 

greater than her or his own.   
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The impact of gender on partner attractiveness preferences.  Researchers 

have determined from a study of 143 women and men attending college in the United 

Kingdom that individuals’ attractiveness preferences are influenced quite heavily by 

one’s gender and perception of gender roles (Cunningham & Russell, 2004).  Women 

tend to believe that their male partners have strong preferences for thin and attractive 

women and that men expect their female partners to meet their ideals for feminine 

attractiveness (Markey & Markey, 2006).  Women’s beliefs are validated to an extent in 

that studies have found that men, particularly White men, do consider physical 

attractiveness and thinness to be important factors when selecting a female romantic 

partner (Cunningham & Russell, 2004; Fikkan & Rothblum, 2012; Legenbauer et al., 

2009; Lippa, 2007).  Thinness appears to be particularly valued, as men also report that 

an ideally attractive woman should weigh less than the average woman weighs (Stake & 

Lauer, 1987).  Researchers have also found from a study of 650 undergraduate men and 

women that men are about twice as likely as women to reject a dating proposal from 

someone who was heavier than their ideal (Harris et al., 1991).  This is consistent with 

research which has concluded that women who are single weigh significantly more than 

do women who are already in romantic relationships (Sheets & Ajmere, 2005).  The 

degree of importance that men place on attractiveness is further impacted by one’s 

adherence to traditional masculinity, as there is a strong positive relationship between the 

two factors.  Women, however, report valuing the qualities of commitment and social 

status in their male romantic partners more than they value attractiveness and prefer men 
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who are somewhat above average in weight (Cunningham & Russell, 2004; Stake & 

Lauer, 1987).            

Both women and men, however, seem to have similar preferences regarding 

female physical attractiveness (Tovee & Cornelissen, 2001).  In a sample of 155 female 

and 155 male college students, researchers found that men and women both reported a 

strong positive relationship in their association between a woman’s degree of 

attractiveness and her degree of happiness, sexual appeal, and femininity (Lucker, Beane, 

& Helmreich, 1981).  The assessment of women’s attractiveness and femininity are also 

influenced by individuals’ judgments of women’s eating habits.  In our society, 

individuals tend to associate a woman’s degree of femininity with thinness and eating 

little food.  In one study, women ate less when they were placed in a situation in which 

their femininity could be perceived negatively by others based on the amount of food 

they consumed.  Both women and men rated women who ate less as possessing more 

traditionally feminine personality characteristics and to be more feminine overall.  In the 

same study, assessments of men were not impacted by the amount of food they ate (Mori, 

Chaiken, & Pliner, 1987). 

The impact of ethnicity on partner attractiveness preferences.  One might 

assume that because women of color do not generally feel as negatively about their 

bodies as do White women, that they receive more positive messages about their bodies 

or appearance from other people in their lives.  However, results about standards for 

female body size across ethnic groups have been equivocal.  Some studies have failed, for 



 
 

42 
 

example, to find significant differences among Hispanic and Black men regarding their 

perception of acceptable female body sizes and their tolerance of larger women (Cachelin 

et al., 2002).  In addition, between Black and Hispanic men, researchers have not found a 

significant difference in which female shape or size they consider to be the most 

attractive or preferred (Cachelin et al., 2002; Demarest & Allen, 2000).  In a different 

study of 1,893 male and female White, Asian, and Hispanic dieters recruited from the 

community, researchers were again unable to find any significant differences in reported 

female attractiveness ratings (Cachelin, Striegel-Moore, & Elder, 1998).  Therefore, it 

would seem that overweight and obese women are not considered attractive or accepted 

in any cultural group of our society (Cachelin et al., 2002). 

 Other research on ethnicity and preferences regarding female attractiveness 

suggest that Black and Hispanic individuals may be more likely to tolerate or prefer 

larger women because both ethnic groups tend to weigh more than individuals in other 

ethnic groups (Harris et al., 1991).  These results are consistent with a different study 

which found that White men were more tolerant of very thin female figures and less 

likely to choose larger female figures as their ideal for attractiveness than were Black 

men (Rosen, Brown, & Braden, 1993).  Additionally, researchers have determined from 

202 college students over the age of 26 that White men report wanting to date women 

who are heavier than the current sociocultural ideal far less often than do Black men 

(Powell & Kahn, 1995).  Also, White men report that they believe that dating women 

who are heavier than the ideal would make them more likely to become the object of 
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social ridicule (Powell & Kahn, 1995).  These ethnic differences are not limited to men, 

however, as White women are more likely to consider the same female figure as fatter 

than would Black women (Rucker & Cash, 1992).       

Body image.  Individuals’ perception of their own degree of attractiveness and 

that of their partner is important in romantic relationships because of the significant effect 

it may have on one or the other’s experience of body image.  Research has shown that 

individuals who do not very highly value attractiveness in their partners are also more 

likely to experience negative body image in the form of weight or shape dissatisfaction 

(Legenbauer et al., 2009).  One explanation that researchers have offered to explain this 

association is that individuals with poor body image deliberately choose partners who are 

less attractive, as they may believe that they would not be able to gain the interest or 

affection of more attractive individuals (Legenbauer et al., 2009).  Weight has already 

been established as an important variable in the assessment of one’s degree of 

attractiveness, which was supported in research in which individuals’ BMI was found to 

be the most frequent predictor of their degree of attractiveness in a sample of 40 female 

and 40 male undergraduate students (Tovee & Cornelissen, 2001).   

 Regarding romantic relationships, attractiveness and weight are important factors 

in determining whether or not an individual chooses to pursue a relationship with another 

individual.  For individuals who are overweight or obese, it follows that they would be 

more concerned about their ability to attract and retain a partner, because being thin is an 

essential element in being perceived as physically attractive (Schwartz & Brownell, 
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2004).  However, the importance of weight and attractiveness in the forming and 

maintenance of romantic relationships differs between women and men.  In a study of 60 

men from both the United States and Australia aged 41-60, men reported that they tend to 

give women feedback which is primarily focused on their appearance and not the health 

and function of their bodies (McCabe & McGreevy, 2010).  Many women report that 

their current or past male partners have specifically told them to lose weight during 

various times in their relationships (Sheets & Ajmere, 2005).  Men from a widely varying 

range of body weights and shapes, however, report that they have primarily received 

positive feedback regarding their appearance.  The feedback that men tend to receive 

from their female partners is usually focused on their health and fitness rather than their 

degree of physical attractiveness and adherence to the idealized muscular male physique 

(McCabe & McGreevy, 2010).  Researchers have suggested that more studies should be 

conducted on this topic, using a wider range of BMIs, as previous studies have primarily 

involved individuals of average weight (Legenbauer et al., 2009). 

Weight.  Within the context of romantic relationships, a link has been established 

between an individual’s concerns regarding her or his weight and the partner’s current 

body weight (Markey & Markey, 2011).  This link has been labeled the partner effect by 

researchers.  For overweight or obese individuals who have thin partners, weight 

concerns become a bigger issue due to the perceived disparity in degree of attractiveness, 

which may be attributed to the process of social comparison (Festinger, 1954; Markey & 

Markey, 2011).  The perceived disparity in attractiveness may be one factor that 
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contributes to the tendency of individuals to gravitate toward spouses of similar size 

(Kahn & Williamson, 1990; Kahn et al., 1991).    

Impact of Body Image on Women’s Sexuality 

The manner in which women perceive their own attractiveness is greatly 

important in their sexual relationships.  In recent years, the relationship between body 

image and sexual functioning in women has been studied.  Negative body image and 

body shame are thought to originate from failure to achieve the societal physical ideal.  

For women, negative body image is also related to decreased satisfaction, comfort, and 

functioning during sexual activities (Hoyt & Kogan, 2001; Sanchez & Kiefer, 2007; 

Trapnell, Meston, & Gorzalta, 1997; Wiederman, 2002; Wiederman & Hurst, 1998).  

Other researchers have concluded that women with poor body image, when compared to 

women with good body image, experience more issues with sexual functioning, sexual 

arousal, sexual pleasure, sexual self-esteem, and avoidance of sexual interactions (Koch 

et al., 2005; Sanchez & Kiefer, 2007; Weaver & Byers, 2006; & Wiederman & Hurst, 

1998).  Similarly, research has determined that women’s greater physical self-acceptance 

is associated with exhibiting more enjoyment, self-agency, and assertiveness in their 

sexual interactions, which in turn may lead to more positive body image (Garner, 1997; 

Weaver & Byers, 2006).   

Obesity and Sexuality 

  The research that has been conducted on the relationship between obese women 

and their sexual experiences is far less thorough and tends to focus on the perceptions of 
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other people regarding overweight and obese women’s dating and sexual experiences 

(Gailey, 2012).  Research suggests that people view overweight and obese women as 

unattractive and nonsexual and believe that the media should not portray them as 

attractive, sexual beings (Gailey, 2012).  Additionally, Regan (1996) found that 

overweight and obese women are perceived as having less sexual desire and interactions 

and as being less desirable, warm, attractive, skilled, and responsive, when compared 

with normal weight women.  Harris (1990) also discovered that people perceive 

overweight and obese women as less erotic, less likely to date, and to have lower body 

image and self-esteem.  Some individuals reported that overweight and obese women 

should be partnered with people who are less attractive and weigh more than the societal 

ideal (Harris, 1990).  

Partner Influence on Body Image 

Theory 

 Cooley (1968) proposed that, within the context of romantic relationships, various 

interactions occur between partners which enable partners to influence each other’s self-

concept regarding appearance and attractiveness, and vice versa.  Currently, there are two 

main theories which attempt to describe and explain these processes.  The first is Self-

Verification Theory, which states that one partner may influence the other by providing 

the other partner with feedback that is consistent with his or her self-perception (Swann, 

Pelham, & Krull, 1989).  The self-confirming feedback that the other partner receives 

serves to offer a sense of consistency and stability to them, which is thought to positively 
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impact relationship satisfaction (Swann et al., 2003).  The other theory is Self-

Enhancement Theory and maintains that individuals, whether or not they are currently in 

a romantic relationship, desire to receive feedback which is positive in nature (Sedikides, 

1993; Sedikides & Strube, 1997).  According to Self-Enhancement Theory, it does not 

matter to the individual if the positive feedback which they receive from their partner is 

inconsistent with their self-perception (Sedikides & Strube, 1997; Swann, 1990).   

If the partner seeking the feedback has a positive self-perception, then positive 

feedback would be sought according to both the Self-Enhancement and the Self-

Verification Theories (Sedikides & Strube, 1997; Swann, 1990).  When the partner holds 

negative self-perceptions, Self-Enhancement Theory supports the partner wanting to 

receive positive feedback.  Self-Verification Theory, however, supports the idea that the 

partner wishes to receive negative feedback from their partner (Sedikides & Strube, 1997; 

Swann, 1990).  In the latter situation, negative feedback, though sought and potentially 

stabilizing, is not associated with higher relationship satisfaction (Evans & Stukas, 2007).     

Relationship Status 

 Previously, the manner in which change in an individual’s relationship status may 

be predictive of change in her or his weight status was discussed.  However, it is also 

important to discuss how one’s relationship status may influence an individual’s 

experience of body image.  Researchers have found that romantic partners generally 

adopt some of their partner’s personal characteristics and attitudes as their relationships 

become closer (Davis & Rusbult, 2001).  This is particularly true in instances where the 
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partner’s characteristics are relevant to one’s self-concept and self-appraisal.  Women in 

romantic relationships may be able to gain positive affirmation about their bodies and 

appearance, depending upon the nature of the feedback which they receive from their 

male partners (Ambwani & Strauss, 2007).   

Such affirmation has the potential to impact women’s experience of body image, 

which does not in turn impact their relationship status (Ambwani & Strauss, 2007).  This 

finding has been supported in other research which has determined that, for college-aged 

women, being in a romantic relationship was itself validating of their degree of 

attractiveness, which also led to the young women’s more positive experience of body 

image (Holland & Eisenhart, 1990).  The same findings are not consistent with research 

involving men, such that men reported that their relationship status did not impact their 

experience of body image (Ambwani & Strauss, 2007).     

Partner Feedback 

 One of the more influential factors that mediates the relationship between 

women’s experience of body image and their exposure to the media and society’s 

portrayal of the ideal female body is women’s relationship with their partners (Paquette 

& Raine, 2004).  Women’s romantic partners, as well as their friends and family, have 

the ability to further engrain sociocultural messages regarding female attractiveness 

standards.  Through their delivery of appearance-based feedback, partners may 

inadvertently or intentionally reinforce the idea that only one body type is considered 

ideally attractive in society and that women should work to achieve that ideal (Paquette & 
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Raine, 2004).  Male partners are more likely than female partners to focus on their 

partners’ weight and to offer appearance-related feedback (Fikkan & Rothblum, 2012).  

Men’s tendency to criticize their female partners’ weight and appearance may be partially 

due to their fear of being judged negatively by society for having an overweight or obese 

female partner (Fikkan & Rothblum, 2012).     

Appearance-based feedback from partners also serves as a vital source of 

evaluative information, which is based on societal norms and greatly affects women’s 

self-perceptions and experience of body image (Swann et al., 2003).  In one study, 

researchers found that approximately one quarter of men reported that they had made 

weight-related comments to their female partners (Murray, Touyz, & Beaumont, 1995).  

In situations such as these, the feedback provided by male partners has the potential to 

provoke unhealthy weight loss attempts and to diminish self-esteem and body satisfaction 

in women (Nichter, 2000).  Other research, however, suggests that weight-related 

comments from romantic partners are not related to women’s experience of negative 

body image or self-perception (Sheets & Ajmere, 2005).  The findings of this study were 

based upon a college-aged sample and may not be generalizable to the general 

population.  A relationship between women who seek negative appearance-based 

feedback and their experience of negative body image has been identified, however 

(Evans & Stukas, 2007).  In addition, women who seek negative feedback regarding their 

appearance and weight report a greater tendency to experience body dissatisfaction and 



 
 

50 
 

problem eating behaviors compared to women who do not seek negative appearance-

related feedback (Evans & Stukas, 2007).   

Research also indicates that encouragement from romantic partners may influence 

partners’ body image and prompt the implementation of new, healthier behaviors (Lewis, 

Butterfield, Darbes, & Johnston-Brooks, 2004).  However, researchers note that these 

findings are mostly supported when the feedback is offered by a female partner to a male 

partner.  With women, it has been suggested that communication between romantic 

partners regarding body image concerns or disturbances may be more effective at 

positively influencing their self-perception and body image (Markey & Markey, 2006).  

Based on this information, it is evident that romantic partners are able to both positively 

and negatively influence their partners’ experience of body image and their self-

perceptions.  Additionally, it would seem that the feedback women receive from their 

male partners is especially impactful in women’s self-evaluations regarding their bodies 

and appearance.   

Regulation of Eating Behaviors 

 Women and men who are in romantic relationships also have the ability to 

influence one another’s eating behaviors and often attempt to exercise control over these 

behaviors (Markey, Gomel, & Markey, 2008).  Partner regulation of eating behaviors 

tends to occur more often in situations in which one is dissatisfied with her or his 

partner’s body or overweight status.  Women are particularly likely to engage in 

monitoring and controlling behaviors and their efforts to control their male partners’ 
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eating behaviors are often successful (Markey et al., 2008).  Researchers believe that 

women monitor their partners’ eating because they generally take on the role of caretaker 

in romantic relationships (Lewis et al., 2004).  However, women’s primary focus in 

monitoring their partners’ eating behaviors is to improve their health and well-being, 

which may explain why men’s health tends to improve more than women’s in romantic 

relationships (Lewis et al., 2004; Umberson, 1992).   

Married men also report experiencing some weight concerns, in addition to 

healthier eating behaviors (Markey et al., 2008).  When men attempt to control their 

female partners’ eating behaviors, however, a similar shift to healthier eating is not found 

in married women.  The researchers noted that these findings may have been influenced 

by the lack of weight and ethnic diversity in their sample.  Another explanation for men’s 

lack of influence over women’s eating behaviors is that women may not respond well to 

men’s attempt at eating regulation, which women may perceive as indirect criticism of 

their weight or appearance (Markey et al., 2008). 

Body Image Dissatisfaction in Romantic Relationships 

 Each of the previously-discussed appearance-related issues - - relationship status, 

partner feedback, and eating regulation - - has an impact on the body image of women 

and men who are involved in romantic relationships.  For men, body image is a less 

important factor in their experiences with sexual and romantic relationships compared to 

women (Ambwani & Strauss, 2007).  Women’s body image, however, has a very 

important role in their sexual and romantic relationships.  Researchers attribute the role of 
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body image in women’s relationships to objectification theory, which suggests that 

women are taught to view their bodies from a third-perspective which may help them 

gain social achievements such as romantic relationships (Muehlenkamp & Saris-

Baglama, 2002).  The achievement of a romantic relationship may then be seen as an 

affirmation of a woman’s attractiveness.   

As women’s romantic relationships progress, however, women gradually come to 

believe that their male partners are no longer satisfied with their bodies and appearance 

(Markey & Markey, 2006).  However, this belief is often unsubstantiated, as men in 

romantic relationships do not report a decline in their satisfaction with their female 

partners’ bodies (Markey & Markey, 2006).  When men do provide negative appearance-

related feedback to their partners, there appears to be a subsequent decline in satisfaction 

with their own bodies, but only concerning their upper body (Evans & Stukas, 2007).  

Women who are in romantic relationships and also experience body dissatisfaction seem 

to prefer their partners to provide them with negative feedback, which is consistent with 

their self-perceptions.  The giving and/or receiving of negative appearance-related 

feedback, whether it is sought out or not, creates a negative relationship environment 

regarding appearance and weight-related issues.  As a result, both women and men 

experience more dissatisfaction with their mood, relationship, appearance, and bodies 

when they receive negative appearance and weight-related feedback from their romantic 

partner (Evan & Stukas, 2007).  The shared experience of negative body image has been 
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found to be accompanied by impaired psychological health and well-being (Tantleff-

Dunn & Thompson, 1995).   

The Perception of Partners’ Appearance-Related Beliefs 

Occurrence of Misperception 

 Despite the common occurrence of men offering negative appearance-related 

feedback to their female partners, research suggests that both girls and women’s concerns 

regarding the manner in which men perceive their bodies is unfounded (Rozin & Fallon, 

1988).  In one study, women reported that they were not actually certain of their 

husbands’ degree of satisfaction with their bodies and/or appearance (Markey et al., 

2004).  In other studies, results have consistently indicated that men are more satisfied 

with their female partners’ appearance than are the women themselves (Markey et al., 

2004; Markey & Markey, 2006; Rozin & Fallon, 1988).  This finding is particularly true 

for White women, who hold the strongest beliefs about men’s preference for very thin 

female figures (Cachelin et al., 2002).  However, both Hispanic and Black women 

demonstrate the same misperception and tend to choose female figures that they believe 

are attractive and acceptable to men that are thinner than those that men actually prefer 

(Cachelin et al., 2002).   

Women’s perceptions of their partners’ satisfaction have been found to be 

associated with the women’s body size (Markey & Markey, 2006).  Even for thinner 

women, however, worrying about one’s weight is a common occurrence, such that 

women also report that they believe their romantic partners will no longer be attracted to 
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them if they gain weight (Campbell, 2001).  Additionally, women and men both report 

that they believe women do not accurately report their high levels of dissatisfaction with 

their bodies and appearance (Keeton, Cash, & Brown, 1990).  The issue of 

underreporting is important in these situations because it does not accurately reflect the 

serious nature of women’s body image concerns and their impact on women’s lives.           

Effects of Misperception on Body Image 

 Researchers suggest that women’s inaccurate perceptions of their partners’ 

appearance or weight preferences have a large impact on the formation and continuation 

of women’s body image concerns (Paquette & Raine, 2004; Tantleff-Dunn & Thompson, 

1995).  Many women believe that they know what type of body size or shape men prefer 

as their ideal attractive female body (Tantleff-Dunn & Thompson, 1995).  Women then 

judge themselves according to the standards to which they believe men hold them.  

Women’s experiences of body image dissatisfaction, problem eating, and psychological 

well-being may be impacted in part by their perception of how well they fit into men’s 

standards of attractiveness.  Women who do not believe that they fit into men’s 

perception of female attractiveness would, therefore, be more likely to experience body 

dissatisfaction, problem or disordered eating, and psychological difficulties compared to 

women who believe that they fit into men’s perception of female attractiveness.   

The impact of women’s perception of their ability to meet men’s criteria for 

female attractiveness was evidenced in a study of 77 married women in which the authors 

found that women’s experience of body dissatisfaction was predicted by their perception 
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of being negatively evaluated by their romantic partners, regarding matters of weight and 

appearance (Pole, Crowther, & Schell, 2004).  These findings are consistent with the 

results of other studies (Germov & Williams, 1996; McKinley, 1999; Murray et al., 1995; 

Paquette & Raine, 2004; Tantleff-Dunn & Thompson, 1995).  Further evidence of the 

ability of men to influence their female partners’ experiences of body image was found in 

a different study of 172 White women whose average age was 37.5 which found that, 

when women believe their husbands are satisfied with their appearance or bodies, they 

report being satisfied with their bodies as well (Markey et al., 2004).  Overall, the 

findings of these studies suggest that women’s male partners influence their body image 

by reinforcing, either directly or indirectly, the sociocultural messages which women 

receive regarding body size and shape and acceptable female standards of attractiveness 

(Paquette & Raine, 2004). 

The Effects of Body Image Concerns on Relationship Satisfaction 

 Researchers have found varying levels of relationships between different aspects 

of body image and overall relationship satisfaction.  In their study, Markey and Markey 

(2006) did not find a relationship between changes in women’s levels of body satisfaction 

and levels of relationship satisfaction.  The researchers concluded that the lack of 

correlation between body satisfaction and relationship satisfaction may suggest that 

women who are involved in stable and loving romantic relationships may not be 

protected from the pressure of sociocultural female attractiveness ideals (Markey & 



 
 

56 
 

Markey, 2006).  Other research, however, has identified a relationship between body 

image satisfaction and relationship satisfaction.   

One study of 44 women aged 21-61 found that just looking for a partner or 

forming new sexual relationships has the ability to positively impact women’s body 

image, particularly in older women (Paquette & Raine, 2004).  Women may perceive 

their acceptance by a new romantic and/or sexual partner as an indication of their 

attractiveness, which may result in women perceiving themselves as being more 

attractive than they previously had thought.  Murray and Holmes (1997) determined that 

having a positive perception of one’s partner is related to higher levels of relationship 

satisfaction and fewer conflicts during both dating and marriage relationships.  These 

findings are further supported by research that suggests that positive perceptions 

regarding one’s partner’s physical attractiveness are associated with relationship qualities 

including intimacy, satisfaction, commitment, and passion (McNulty, Neff, & Karney, 

2008; Yela & Sangrador, 2001).  In relationships in which men provided their female 

partners with the expected negative appearance-related feedback, the women reported 

higher levels of body dissatisfaction, as well as higher levels of relationship 

dissatisfaction (Evans & Stukas, 2007).  Women’s body image concerns often produce 

feelings of low self-confidence, which in turn compromises women’s ability to trust in 

the fidelity of their romantic partners (Ambwani & Strauss, 2007).       
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Rationale and Hypotheses 

Given the rapidly increasing rates of obesity in Western society, it is important for 

mental health providers to understand the factors which may contribute to an individual’s 

body weight, feelings about her or his weight, and associated behaviors (Friedman & 

Brownell, 1995; Wadden, Brownell, & Foster, 2002).  Such research would also be useful 

in determining why some individuals experience negative social and psychological 

consequences as a result of their obesity while others do not (Friedman & Brownell, 

1995).  Individuals’ romantic partners, relationship status, and resultant experiences have 

all been identified as factors which may lead to the development of body image concerns 

(Markey & Markey, 2011).  

  Markey and Markey (2011) have proposed that, in order to achieve both mental 

and physical health, researchers and mental health providers must gain a more 

comprehensive understanding of these issues and the factors which are influential in the 

development and maintenance of negative body image.  Further, research has indicated 

that support from romantic partners may be effective in helping individuals cope with 

weight and body image concerns (Carr & Friedman, 2006).  This is consistent with 

research which has found that interventions used in body image treatment programs may 

be more impactful if partners address their weight and appearance related interactions 

while in therapy together (Evans & Stukas, 2007).     

Recent research in this area has increasingly found that, for obese women in 

particular, male romantic partners’ expression of dissatisfaction with their female 
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partner’s weight is a common occurrence in heterosexual relationships (Smith, Schmoll, 

Konik, & Oberlander, 2007).  Research is needed regarding the manner in which these 

romantic relationships may reinforce sociocultural attractiveness standards and weight 

bias, which may often lead to low self-esteem and diminished mental health in women 

(Miller, Rothblum, Brand, & Felicio, 1995).  Existing studies have been limited in their 

lack of diversity regarding age, weight status, relationship status, and ethnicity (Sheets & 

Ajmere, 2005).  Therefore, researchers have encouraged investigators to focus on adult 

women who represent a variety of ethnic groups and BMIs, who are currently involved in 

romantic relationships (Ambwani & Strauss, 2007; Paquette & Raine, 2004).  Such 

research will also benefit from a focus on women in heterosexual romantic relationships, 

in order to examine the important role of gender differences in sociocultural 

attractiveness norms in the development of body image concerns in women.  Based upon 

the extant literature, the following hypotheses were proposed regarding the role of 

romantic partners in obese and overweight women’s experience of body image.   

Hypothesis One   

Overweight and obese women who are aged 35-44 who have a male partner will 

report higher levels of body image concern than normal weight, overweight, and obese 

women aged 25-34 who have a male partner. 

Hypothesis Two   

As the age difference between women and their male partner increases, women’s 

body image concern will increase.  
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Hypothesis Three   

White women who have a Black or Hispanic male partner will report lower levels 

of body image concern than White women who have a White or Asian male partner. 

Hypothesis Four   

Women who have a male partner whose perceived attractiveness is greater than 

their own will report higher levels of body image concern than women whose perceived 

attractiveness is equal to or less than their own.  

Exploratory Hypothesis  

Women who have a male partner will report higher levels of body image concern 

than women who have a female partner. 
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CHAPTER III 

METHOD 

Participants 

 In total, 686 women of diverse ages and ethnicities completed the present survey.  

One hundred thirty-two women were excluded from further analysis due to their being 

younger than the minimum required age of 18 years, their failure to meet the minimum 

required relationship duration of 6 months, or their lack of response to one or more 

essential survey items.  Therefore, the final sample consisted of 554 women of diverse 

ages and ethnicities.  The majority of participants identified as White (62.8%).  Non-

White participants comprised 31.4% of the final sample while participants who identified 

as mixed race comprised the remaining 5.8% of the final sample.  A more detailed ethnic 

breakdown of the final sample is provided in Tables 1 and 2.  The participants ranged in 

age from 18-61 years.  The average participant age was 25 years old (M = 24.70, SD = 

7.33).  Participants’ BMI scores ranged from 14.9 to 70.1.  The average participant BMI 

score was 26 (M = 26.00, SD = 7), reflecting the slightly overweight category according 

to standards issued by the WHO (1998).  The average age of participants’ partners was 26 

years (M = 26.22, SD = 8.07).  The average age difference between partners was -1.5 

years, meaning most participants were slightly younger than their partners (M = -1.52, SD 

= 3.16).  Of the 348 White female participants, 88.5% reported having a partner of the 

same ethnicity as themselves.  Out of the remaining 11.5% of White women who 
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reported a partner of a different ethnicity, 55% had a Black or Hispanic partner.  The 

range for participants’ relationship length was 6 months-31 years 5 months and the 

average relationship length was 3 years 3 months.  The range for number of participants’ 

children was 0-5 and the average number of children was 0.17.        

Table 1 
Ethnic Breakdown in Frequency and Percentages (Participants) 

 
 
Table 2 
Ethnic Breakdown in Frequency and Percentages (Partners) 
Ethnicity Frequency Percent 

White 361 65.2 

Hispanic/Latino 71 12.8 

African/African American 50 9.0 

Asian/Asian American 37 6.7 

Multiracial 28 5.1 

Other 6 1.1 

Native American/Pacific Islander 1 .2 

Total 554 100.0 

Ethnicity Frequency Percent 

White 348 62.8 

Hispanic/Latina 82 14.8 

African/African American 47 8.5 

Asian/Asian American 36 6.5 

Multiracial 32 5.8 

Other 5 .9 

Native American/Pacific Islander 4 .7 

Total 554 100.0 
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Procedures 

 A final sample of 554 women was recruited on a volunteer basis through the use 

of different online sites, including social networking sites (i.e., Facebook); the Sona 

system, which is a computer program that manages the online participation of human 

subjects at the researcher’s primary university; and various academic and public listservs.  

In order to obtain the necessary data, listservs, websites, and social media groups for 

women in interracial relationships and those frequented by overweight and obese women 

were particularly targeted.  Prior to completion of the questionnaires, all participants were 

asked to read an informed consent form (see Appendix A) and indicate whether or not 

they chose to continue with the study.  Additionally, two criteria questions to ensure 

participants were at least age 18 or older and had been in a relationship for a minimum of 

6 months were posed.  Participants who met the requirements were directed to complete 

the study, while those who did not meet the requirements were directed to a page 

thanking them for their interest and which provided a brief explanation of the relationship 

criteria for the study.  Individuals who chose to participate in the study were asked to 

complete a demographic questionnaire (see Appendix B), the Body Image Disturbance 

Questionnaire (BIDQ) (Cash, Phillips et al., 2004) (see Appendix C), and the Estimating 

Physical Attractiveness Scale (EPA) (Swami et al. 2007; 2010) (see Appendix D), on 

Psychdata.com.  The Psychdata program collects and stores participant data using a 

numerical identification system.  The use of numbers as participant identifiers rather than 

names is intended to ensure anonymity and to increase the confidentiality of participant 
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data.  Psychdata.com uses a Secure Socket Layer (SSL) 256-bit encryption as an extra 

measure to bolster the overall security of the website.  Data collected from the 

participants were analyzed using the most current version of the statistical software 

program, SPSS.  Students who participated through the Sona program were offered 

course credit in return for their participation.  All other participants were offered the 

opportunity to have the study results delivered to them via email.  Participants were also 

provided a list of resources from which they could seek assistance in the event they 

experienced any emotional distress from completing the study (see Appendix E).         

Measures 

Demographic Questionnaire 

 The demographic questionnaire was author-generated and included questions to 

ascertain participants’ age, sexual orientation, height, weight, ethnicity, ethnicity of 

partner, age of partner, length of relationship, and number of children (see Appendix B).  

The participants’ height and weight was used to calculate their BMI.     

Body Image Disturbance Questionnaire 

 The Body Image Disturbance Questionnaire (BIDQ) was developed by Cash, 

Phillips et al. (2004) and is a derivation of the Body Dysmorphic Disorder Questionnaire 

(Phillips, 1996) (see Appendix C).  The BIDQ is comprised of seven scaled items and 

five open-ended items which assess participants’ overall levels of body image 

disturbance or negative body image.  This measure of body image disturbance 

encompasses a wider range of issues than does a simple measure of body dissatisfaction, 
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including such issues as emotional distress and dysfunction, as well as body 

dissatisfaction.  The BIDQ was developed using a nonclinical fairly ethnically diverse 

college sample of 220 women and 75 men whose average age was 22 and whose average 

BMI fell within the normal range.  The majority of the participants were heterosexual 

(96%) and unmarried (89%) (Cash, Phillips et al., 2004).   

The instrument demonstrates acceptable internal consistency for both women and 

men, with average Cronbach’s alphas scores of .89 for both sexes (Cash, Phillips et al., 

2004).  The Cronbach’s alpha score for the BIDQ that was calculated using the sample 

data was .90.  Regarding the concurrent validity of the measure, the BIDQ is significantly 

correlated with the following dimensions of body image for both women and men: body 

image dissatisfaction, body image dysphoria, body image investment, and body image 

quality of life.  Analyses of construct validity determined that the BIDQ was significantly 

correlated with increased levels of social anxiety, eating pathology, and depressive 

symptoms for women, and slightly less strongly for men (Cash, Phillips et al., 2004).   

The seven scaled items ask questions regarding: 1) appearance concerns, 2) 

preoccupation with appearance concerns, 3) emotional distress from associated 

experiences, 4) impairment in social or occupational functioning, 5) interference with 

social, educational, or occupational roles, and 6) subsequent behavioral avoidance.  The 

items are presented in a 5-point Likert-type format.  An example of a question included in 

the BIDQ is “Are you concerned about the appearance of some part(s) of your body 

which you consider especially unattractive?”  The question if followed by a 5-point 
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Likert scale from which participants may respond from 1 = not at all concerned to 5 = 

extremely concerned.   

Estimating Physical Attractiveness Scale 

 The Estimating Physical Attractiveness Scale (EPA) was developed by Swami et 

al. 2007 and Swami, Waters et al., 2010 and is a measure of self-perceived physical 

attractiveness as well as the perception of current or former romantic partners’ physical 

attractiveness (see Appendix D).  The EPA was developed using an ethnically diverse 

sample of 83 women and 72 men whose average age was 27.34 years.  The majority of 

the participants were single (55.5%).  As it is a relatively new measure, little data 

regarding the validity and reliability of the EPA exist.  However, a factor analysis yielded 

data that support the continued use of the measure.  Orthogonal and oblique rotations 

showed factor structures which were similar for ratings of self-perceived attractiveness 

and perceived partner attractiveness.  Additionally, a Scree Test determined that four 

factors accounted for 66.23% of variance and each of these factors was labeled according 

to the individual items loading upon them.  The four factors include the lower torso 

(waist, stomach, hips, and arms), lower body and extremities (legs, thighs, feet, buttocks, 

hands, and skin), facial attributes (mouth, teeth, nose, and voice), and upper body features 

(hair, chest/breasts, and eyes).  A multiple regression analysis yielded data that indicated 

a significant predictive relationship between each of the overall estimates and four factor 

estimates and the overall estimate of attractiveness (Swami et al., 2007).  The use of the 

EPA as a measure in the present study was beneficial, as it is the only known measure 
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that enables participants to estimate their self-perceived levels of attractiveness as well as 

their perception of romantic partners’ levels of attractiveness.  This is important because 

it allows for greater consistency when comparing the different estimates of attractiveness 

for self and partner.  The EPA has since also been used in other studies with similarly 

supportive results (Swami, Stieger, Haubner, Voracek, & Furnham, 2009; Swami, Waters 

et al., 2010).             

The questionnaire itself contains an image of a bell curve on which specific 

numerical points are labeled along a normal distribution (M = 100, SD = 15) to indicate 

degree of attractiveness (Swami et al., 2007).  Participants are asked to estimate their 

self-perceived level of attractiveness in addition to their romantic partners’ level of 

attractiveness for overall attractiveness, overall body weight, overall body shape, overall 

body height, and various more specific physical attributes, which include but are not 

limited to voice, skin, and legs.  For the purposes of the proposed study, the ratings for 

overall attractiveness and overall body weight were the primary focus in data analysis.  

Participants estimate degree of attractiveness using the following ratings as a reference: 

55 Very unattractive, 70 Unattractive, 85 Low average, 100 Average, 115 High average, 

130 Attractive, and 145 Very attractive (Swami et al.). 

A breakdown of the data obtained through the previously discussed measures is 

provided in Table 3.  
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Table 3 
Descriptive Data  
Variable M SD Possible Range Obtained Range 

Age 24.70 7.33  18-61 

BMI 26.00 7.00  14.90-70.10 

Partner Age 26.22 8.07  16-72 

BIDQ 2.07 .76 1-5 1-5 

Perceived Attractiveness (Self) 104.22 18.46 55-145 55-145 

Perceived Attractiveness (Partner) 115.96 17.88 55-145 55-145 

 Note.  N = 554.  BMI categories are classified as follows: Underweight < 18.5, normal 
weight 18.5-24.9, overweight 25.0-29.9, obese > 30.0 (WHO, 1998).                                 
 

Statistical Analyses 

As the proposed study focused primarily on women who are overweight or obese, 

the first step in data analysis was to calculate the participants’ BMI scores using the 

standard formula employed by the Centers for Disease Control (CDC) (Garrow & 

Webster, 1985).  After BMI scores were calculated, the participants’ data were separated 

into groups according to their BMI.  The next step in the proposed analytic plan was to 

examine the participant data, prior to completing the statistical analyses, to be sure that 

all assumptions were met.  The data were normally distributed and not skewed.  

Descriptive and correlation statistics were examined.  As there were four research 

questions and corresponding hypotheses, the specific statistical analyses completed for 

each hypothesis will be discussed individually.   
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Hypothesis One 

Hypothesis one, which predicted that overweight and obese women aged 35-44 

who have a male partner will report higher levels of body image concern than normal 

weight, overweight, and obese women aged 25-34 who have a male partner, was tested 

using an independent samples t-test.  The independent variable was age groups, older and 

younger.  The dependent variable was degree of body image concern.      

Hypothesis Two 

Hypothesis two, which predicted that as the age difference between women and 

their male partner increases, women’s body image concerns would increase, was tested 

first by calculating difference scores between participants’ age and their partners’ age.  

The difference score was calculated by subtracting the male partner’s age from the 

woman’s age.  The difference score was then used as the predictor variable in a 

regression analysis for which the dependent variable was the degree of body image 

concern. 

Hypothesis Three 

Hypothesis three, which predicted that White women who have a Black or 

Hispanic male partner would report lower levels of body image concern than White 

women who have a White or Asian male partner, was tested using an independent 

samples t-test.  The independent variable was ethnicity, with a group for White or Asian 

male partners and a group for Black or Hispanic male partners.  The dependent variable 

was degree of body image concern.   
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Hypothesis Four 

Hypothesis four, which predicted that women who have a male partner whose 

perceived attractiveness is greater than their own would report higher levels of body 

image concern than women whose perceived attractiveness is congruent with or lower 

than their own, was tested first by calculating difference scores between participants’ 

self-perceived ratings of attractiveness and their ratings for perceived partner 

attractiveness.  The difference score was then used as the predictor variable in a 

regression analysis for which the dependent variable was degree of body image concern. 

Exploratory Hypothesis  

 Exploratory Hypothesis one, which predicted that women who have a male 

partner would report higher levels of body image concerns than women who have a 

female partner, was expected to be tested using a one-way ANOVA.  The independent 

variable was gender of partner and the dependent variable was degree of body image 

concern.  
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CHAPTER IV 

RESULTS 

Hypothesis One 

 Hypothesis one, which predicted that there would be a positive relationship 

between overweight and obese women’s age and their experience of body image concern, 

was tested using an independent samples t-test.  A significant difference was found 

between the body image concern of participants aged 25-34 (M = 1.99, SD = .72) 

compared to participants aged 35-44 (M = 2.44, SD = .82) [t(191) = -2.92, p = .004]; 

therefore, Hypothesis one was supported.  Women in the older age group reported 

significantly more body image concern than women in the younger age group.   

Hypothesis Two 

 Hypothesis two, which predicted that increased difference in age between a 

woman and her partner would be positively related to increased body image concern, was 

tested using a regression analysis.  Partner age difference, which was calculated by 

subtracting the partner’s age from the participant’s age, was not found to be a significant 

predictor of greater body image concern for participants (R² < .01, β = .01, p = .64), 

therefore, Hypothesis two was not supported.   

Hypothesis Three 

 Hypothesis three, which predicted that White women who have a Black or 

Hispanic male partner would report lower levels of body image concern than White 
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women who have an Asian or White male partner, was tested using an independent 

samples t-test.  No significant difference was found between the body image concern of 

participants with a White or Asian male partner (M = 2.06, SD = .78) compared to 

participants with a Black or Hispanic male partner (M = 2.2, SD = .73) [t(306) = 1.01, p = 

.31], therefore, Hypothesis three was not supported.  

Hypothesis Four 

 Hypothesis four, which predicted that women who have a male partner whose 

perceived attractiveness is greater than their own would report higher levels of body 

image concern than women whose perceived attractiveness is equal to or less than their 

own, was tested using a regression analysis.  Attractiveness difference, which was 

calculated by subtracting the participant’s rating for their partner’s attractiveness from the 

participant’s rating for their own attractiveness, was found to be a significant predictor of 

body image concern (R² = .11, β = -.01, p < .001).  Women who perceived their partners 

as being more attractive than themselves reported significantly more body image concern 

who perceived themselves as equally or more attractive than their partners.   

Exploratory Hypothesis 

 The exploratory hypothesis, which predicted that women with a male partner, 

compared to women with a female partner, would report higher levels of body image 

concern, could not be tested as only 30 participants reported having a female partner of 

the total of 554 participants. 
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CHAPTER V 

DISCUSSION 

Summary of Findings 

 The present study examined the influence of age, ethnicity, and perceived 

attractiveness of oneself and romantic partners on women’s experience of body image 

concern. Previous research regarding the influence of age on women’s body image 

concern has yielded inconsistent results, with both older and younger age being related to 

increased body image concern.  The present study attempted to replicate the results of 

more recent research, which suggests a relationship between increased body image 

concern and middle age for women (Hypothesis one).  Statistical analyses supported a 

relationship between middle-aged women and increased body image concern, compared 

to younger women.   

 Extant literature regarding the influence of age and ethnicity on women’s 

experience of body image has been limited primarily to their influence on individuals.  

The present study sought to expand upon previous research by examining the influence of 

age and ethnicity in the context of heterosexual romantic relationships.  The present study 

also sought to make an original contribution to the literature by exploring the influence of 

difference in age and ethnicity between romantic partners and women’s experience of 

body image concern (Hypotheses 2 and 3).  Data from the present study did not support a 

relationship between age or ethnicity difference and women’s body image concern.
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Previous research on perceived attractiveness within the context of romantic 

relationships has focused primarily on its role in mate selection.  Results of such studies 

indicate that individuals tend to partner with people who are similar in degree of physical 

attractiveness.  The present study sought to expand upon previous studies by examining 

how having a partner who one perceives as more or less attractive than oneself can 

influence women’s experience of body image concern (Hypothesis four).  Consistent with 

predictions, statistical analyses of the data found a relationship between women’s 

perception of their partner as being more attractive than themselves and women’s 

increased body image concern, compared to women who perceive their partner as 

similarly or less attractive than themselves.   

Integration of Findings with Existing Literature 

 The purpose of the present study was to contribute to and extend the existing 

literature regarding women’s body image by addressing some key issues in previous 

research.  Specifically, the present study focused on how the body image experiences of 

women are influenced by their age.  Results of the present study indicated that older 

women, those in their mid-30s to mid-40s, experience greater body image concern than 

younger women, those in their mid-20s to mid-30s.  These results are consistent with the 

findings of previous researchers (Algars et al., 2009; Davison & McCabe, 2005; Gagne et 

al., 2012; Montemurro & Gillen, 2013; Runfola et al., 2013) who have found that middle-

aged women are more vulnerable to and experience significantly more body image 

dissatisfaction than younger women.   
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The results of the present study contradict other, earlier research that indicated 

that women experience greater body satisfaction with increased age (Franzoi & Koehler, 

1998) and that older women place less importance on their physical appearance than do 

younger women (Clarke, 2001; Pliner et al., 1990; Tiggemann & Lynch, 2001; Webster 

& Tiggemann, 2003).  However, it is important to note that the results of these studies 

were drawn primarily from studies which focused on women who were 50 or older, as 

opposed to the focus on middle-aged women in more recent research, which may account 

for the current study’s findings. 

 The present study also focused on how the age of a woman’s partner may 

influence her experience of body image concern.  Very little previous research has been 

conducted regarding the influence of age difference between romantic partners on 

women’s experience of body image.  Results yielded by the present study did not find 

support for a relationship between greater partner age difference and women’s increased 

body image concern.  However, very few women in the present study reported having 

romantic partners whose age was significantly different from their own.  Given the lack 

of previous related research, similar age of participants and their partners in the current 

study, and lack of significant findings of this hypothesis, it is difficult to determine how 

the findings of the present study fit with the findings of previous research.  It is possible 

that women who are similar in age to their partners view that similarity as an aspect of 

attractiveness in which they are relatively equal and is, therefore, less likely to have a 

negative influence on women’s experience of body image.            
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 The present study additionally addressed the extent to which the ethnicity of a 

woman’s romantic partner, relative to her own, may affect her experience of body image 

concern.  Previous research in this specific area has been limited.  Studies that have been 

conducted have tended to focus primarily on how a man’s ethnicity may impact his 

perception of the attractiveness of women who weigh more than the current sociocultural 

ideal.  These studies have yielded fairly inconsistent results, as some studies have 

concluded that there is a significant difference in the manner in which Black or Hispanic 

men perceive heavier women compared to White men, while other researchers have not 

found this difference.  The findings of the present study suggest that women’s body 

image is not significantly influenced by the ethnicity of their romantic partner.  These 

results complement previous research which has found that overweight or obese women 

are not considered attractive by any ethnic or cultural group in our current society 

(Cachelin et al., 1998; Cachelin et al., 2002; Demarest & Allen, 2000).  The present 

results are less consistent with research that suggests that Black and Hispanic men may 

value larger women more than White men (Harris et al., 1991) and with research that 

suggests that Black men are more likely to date women who are heavier than the current 

sociocultural ideal than are White men (Powell & Kahn, 1995).  The studies conducted 

by the aforementioned researchers are dated however, and it is possible that the results of 

the present study are indicative of more current and less tolerant preferences or standards. 

 The influence of women’s self-perception of attractiveness and their perception of 

romantic partners’ attractiveness was also an area of focus in the present study.  Results 
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of the present study suggest that women who perceive their romantic partners as more 

attractive than themselves experience greater body image concern than women who 

perceive their romantic partners as equally or less attractive than themselves.  The present 

findings are consistent with previous research which has demonstrated a relationship 

between women who believe their partners are satisfied with their bodies or degree of 

attractiveness and women’s experience of body satisfaction or positive body image 

(Markey et al., 2004).  Other research which also appears to be consistent with the 

present findings suggests that women’s perception of their being unattractive to their 

romantic partners is a significant predictor of women’s body dissatisfaction or negative 

body image (Pole et al., 2004). 

Directions for Future Research 

 The present study identified several areas regarding women’s body image that 

would benefit from further research.  One important finding of the present study 

suggested that women of middle age experience more body image concern and are 

perhaps more vulnerable to negative body image than are younger women.  However, 

there are many factors which likely affect the body image experiences of middle-aged 

women.  These factors may include, but are not limited to, BMI, relationship status, 

relationship satisfaction, and sexual satisfaction.  Future studies might attempt to 

determine which specific factors have the greatest impact on middle-aged women’s body 

image.  It may be that there are factors specific to the experience of middle-aged women, 

such as increased BMI, that have the greatest influence on their body image.  
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Alternatively, the most influential factors may not be unique to middle-aged women but 

simply have a greater impact on them compared to younger women, such as relationship 

or sexual satisfaction. 

 The present study emphasized the importance of obtaining data from a diverse 

sample of women, regarding factors such as age, ethnicity, and size.  Participants in the 

present study represented a wide range of ages, ethnicities, and sizes.  However, the same 

factors tended to correspond between participants and their romantic partners, such that 

most women were in relationships with individuals of similar age and of the same 

ethnicity as themselves.  This finding is consistent with existing research which suggests 

that people tend to form romantic and social relationships with people of the same or 

similar age and ethnicity (McPherson, Smith-Lovin, & Cook, 2001; Smith, McPherson, 

& Smith-Lovin, 2014).  Future research in this area would benefit greatly from the 

inclusion of more participants involved in multiracial or multiethnic romantic 

relationships.  Additionally, future researchers should recruit more participants whose 

romantic partners are significantly older or younger than themselves. 

 Also, the present study yielded results which supported the hypothesis that 

women’s body image is influenced by differing levels of perceived attractiveness 

between them and their male romantic partners.  A future study could further explore this 

data in a more qualitative capacity by examining both women and their partners’ 

perceptions of attractiveness.  Interviews could be conducted separately in which 

participants discuss their perceptions of their own and their partners’ attractiveness as 
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well as their perceptions or ideas regarding physical attractiveness in general.  

Researchers could then compare partners’ interviews to determine if similarities or 

differences exist.  A final recommendation for future research regarding women’s body 

image would be for researchers to intentionally sample more overweight and obese 

women in all studies, as they have not been sufficiently represented in previous and 

current research.     

Implications for Practice 

 Results of the present study revealed some potentially useful implications for 

practice.  First, the present study determined that body image concern issues, or negative 

body image, is particularly an issue for women of middle age.  This could be useful 

knowledge for mental health professionals who treat individuals with body image 

disturbances.  Clinicians who work with such clients may benefit from the knowledge 

that middle-aged women may be particularly susceptible to body image concerns.  

Factors specific to women of that age range, such as increased BMI, decreased overall 

fitness, or relationship satisfaction could be addressed as potential sources or contributors 

to body image concern.     

 Additionally, the findings of the present study indicate the importance of the 

perception of attractiveness of their romantic partners and themselves in women’s 

experience of body image.  The treatment of body image disturbance in romantically 

partnered women could potentially be made more effective by the integration of this 

information.  One way to integrate this information into a therapeutic setting would be to 
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help women more fully understand their perception of their own attractiveness and how 

women’s perception of what their partners consider physically attractive may be 

inaccurate.  Treatment of body image disturbance could then be further benefited by an 

exploration of women’s need to be perceived as physically attractive, particularly by their 

romantic partners, and how the failure to meet perceived expectations may influence 

body image concern.  This exploration could also be facilitated in a group therapy setting 

for women who experience negative body image.  Such groups could work to expand 

women’s perceptions and ideas regarding female sociocultural attractiveness standards by 

raising feminist consciousness.  In previous studies, similar methods have been 

successful in raising self-esteem and decreasing depressive symptoms in women and also 

in reconstructing meaning for specific social issues (Weitz, 1982; Wilkinson, 1998).  It is 

possible this would also apply for the treatment of body image concern in women and the 

reconstruction of ideas regarding women’s beauty.  Finally, the treatment of body image 

disturbance may or may not be benefited by the inclusion of women’s romantic partners 

in the therapeutic process.  It is possible that women’s exploration and understanding of 

their perception of their own and their partners’ attractiveness could be made more 

impactful by the additional perspective of the romantic partner. 

 All of the aforementioned implications and suggestions for practice are consistent 

with the goals and intentions of the “Guidelines for Psychological Practice with Girls and 

Women” (American Psychological Association [APA], 2007).  This is particularly true 

for the guidelines which stress the importance of increasing therapists’ awareness of 
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issues pertaining to girls and women and of increasing therapists’ understanding of the 

effects of socialization on the development of girls and women.  The guidelines 

specifically mention how contemporary social forces, such as the media, have 

constructed an image of the ideal woman as being young, extremely thin, and White.  

Women and girls’ failure to achieve this image is also discussed as a risk factor 

associated with increased incidence of eating disorders and increased preoccupation with 

weight, shape, and appearance (APA, 2007).                  

Limitations 

 Several aspects of the current study limit the overall generalizability and validity 

of the results yielded by the present study.  First, while participants represented a wide 

range of ages, fewer women aged 35 and older participated in the present study than were 

anticipated.  The average age of participants was higher than that of participants in 

similar studies, but to a limited extent.  The average age of participants in the present 

study was 25 years while in previous studies the average age was in the lower 20s, which 

represents a difference of only a few years.  Similarly, participants represented a wide 

range of sizes, as determined by BMI.  While the average BMI of the participants fell in 

the overweight category, distinguishing the present study from the majority of studies on 

women’s body image, it was only by a small margin.     

Another limitation of the present study is the lack of diversity between the female 

participants and their romantic partners.  Only a limited number of participants reported 

having a romantic partner whose ethnicity differed from their own.  Additionally, very 
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few of the female participants had partners whose age was significantly older or younger 

than their own.  This similarity between romantic partners is common and has been 

demonstrated in previous research regarding homophily and endogamy, which refer to 

the tendency of people to partner with individuals who are similar to themselves in 

factors such as ethnicity, age, religion, socioeconomic status, and education (McPherson 

et al., 2001; Smith et al., 2014).  Of note, the lack of diversity within participants’ 

relationships limits the validity of the findings of the present study, regarding the 

influence of the aforementioned factors on women’s body image.  

An additional limitation of the present study is that the results are correlational in 

nature and, therefore, cannot be used to infer causation.  As a result, recommendations for 

practice are given with some degree of caution.  Finally, the data collected in the present 

study were obtained entirely online and using self-report measures.  As with any study 

with similar means of data collection, this limits the diversity of participants and may be 

a source of response bias.  As it is not possible to closely monitor the process of online 

data collection, researchers cannot ensure the accuracy of the data provided by 

participants.  Also, participants’ responses can often be the product of distorted 

perception, particularly regarding one’s weight and appearance, which is another 

potential source of error.  The use of the internet as a method of recruitment and data 

collection automatically excludes individuals who are either unable to access the Internet 

due to lack of resources or ability or those who simply choose not to participate in online 

studies.      
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Conclusion 

Findings of the present study indicate that middle-aged women, those aged 35-44 

years, reported significantly higher levels of body image concern than did younger 

women, those aged 25-34 years.  In addition, participants who perceived themselves as 

less physically attractive than their romantic partners reported significantly higher levels 

of body image concern than participants who perceived themselves as equally or more 

attractive than their partners.  Difference in ethnicity between participants and their 

romantic partners was not significantly related to White participants’ experience of body 

image.  Additionally, difference in age between participants and their romantic partners 

was not significantly related to participants’ body image.  Previous researchers who have 

investigated women’s body image have relied upon data collected primarily from young, 

White women of normal BMI.  Also, the extant literature regarding the influence of 

women’s partners on their experience of body image have been limited in their focus.  

The present study utilized data from a sample of women who represented a wide range of 

diversity regarding age, ethnicity, and size.  In addition, the present study expanded the 

existing focus on the influence of romantic partners on women’s body image to include 

disparity in age, ethnicity, and perceived attractiveness between partners.  Findings of the 

present study suggest that body image dissatisfaction among women is influenced by 

many factors, that women of middle-age are particularly vulnerable to body image 

concern, and that perceiving one’s male partner’s attractiveness as surpassing one’s own 

attractiveness is a significant predictor of body image dissatisfaction in women.       
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TEXAS WOMAN’S UNIVERSITY 
Consent to Participate in Research 

 
Title:  Body Image in Overweight and Obese Women:  The Influence of Age, Ethnicity, 
Perceived Attractiveness, and Romantic Partners 
 
Investigator:  Brittany Goter, B. S. .....................................................  bgoter@twu.edu 
Advisor:  Debra Mollen, Ph.D.  ................................ dmollen@twu.edu 940-898-2317 
 
Explanation and Purpose of the Research 
 
You are being asked to participate in a research study for Brittany Goter’s thesis at Texas 
Woman’s University.  This study will ask you questions about your experience of body 
image, your comparative perception of attractiveness within your romantic relationship, 
and some general demographic questions.  The purpose of this research is to explore the 
relationship between overweight and obese women’s experience of body image, age, 
ethnicity, perceived attractiveness, and romantic partners.   
 
Description of Procedures 
 
As a participant in this study you will be asked to spend 30 minutes of your time by 
completing two surveys.  In order to be a participant in this study, you must be 18 years 
of age, identify as a woman, and be in a current romantic relationship for at least six 
months. 
 
Potential Risks 
 
The surveys will ask questions related to your experience of body image and to your 
perception of your physical attractiveness as well as your partner’s physical 
attractiveness.  If at any time you feel too uncomfortable answering the questions, you 
can withdraw at any point of the study without penalty.  You are free to take breaks if 
you become fatigued.  The data collection system times out after 90 minutes of inactivity.  
If you still want to participate in the study after your session has timed out you will have 
to re-enter the study, as previously collected data will not be saved. 
 
Another risk in this study is loss of confidentiality.  Confidentiality will be protected to 
the extent that is allowed by law.  There is a potential risk of loss of confidentiality in all 
email, downloading, and internet transactions.  Your personal identifying data will not be 
collected with the survey.  Data collected through PsychData will be stored in a password 
protected electronic file.  Should you choose to participate, you will be given an option to 
provide your contact information if you would like to have the results of the study sent to 
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you.  Please be informed that this information will not be linked to survey responses, and 
will be in a separate electronic file that is password protected. 
 
The researchers will try to prevent any problem that could happen because of this 
research.  You should let the researchers know at once if there is a problem and they will 
help you.  However, TWU does not provide medical services or financial assistance for 
injuries that might happen because you are taking part in this research.   

 
Since this study involves sensitive material (body image), you may experience some 
discomfort following the completion of the survey.  For participants who are students at 
TWU, the researchers would like to remind you that you are entitled to 12 free counseling 
sessions at the Texas Woman’s University Counseling Center (940) 898- 3801, to use if 
needed.  Additionally, participants who feel the need to seek counseling may use the 
internet address http://locator.apa.org/ to locate a mental health professional.     
 
Participation and Benefits 
 
Your involvement in this study is completely voluntary and you may withdraw from the 
study at any time.  If you would like to know the results of this study, we will mail them 
to you.  Please be advised that although your contact information will be stored 
separately from survey responses, anonymity cannot be guaranteed. 
 
Questions Regarding the Study 
 
You are welcome to print a copy of this consent form for your records.  If you have any 
questions about the research study, please feel free to contact the researchers; their phone 
numbers/email addresses are located at the top of this form.  If you have questions about 
your rights as a participant in this research or the way this study has been conducted, you 
may contact the Texas Woman’s University Office of Research and Sponsored Programs 
at 940-898-3378 or via email at IRB@twu.edu. 
 
If you have read and agree to the above statements, please click on the “Yes” button 
below to indicate your consent to participate. 
 
 
        
 Yes         No 
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Demographic Questionnaire 
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DEMOGRAPHIC INFORMATION 
 
 

Age:       Height (in feet and inches):    ________                 
 
Weight (in pounds): __________    Gender of Current Partner:  _______________  
    
 
Sexual Orientation:  
 
Heterosexual        Lesbian         Bisexual     Other:      
 
Race/Ethnicity: 
 
African / African American / Black     Hispanic / Latina      
 
Asian / Asian American       Native American / Pacific Islander    
 
European American / White       Multiracial / Multiethnic    
 
Other:      
 
Length of Relationship (in months and years):      _____________    
 
Number of Children:  _____________              Age of Current Partner:  ___________   
 
Race/Ethnicity of Current Partner:   
 
African / African American / Black     Hispanic / Latino      
 
Asian / Asian American       Native American / Pacific Islander    
 
European American / White       Multiracial / Multiethnic    
 
Other:      
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APPENDIX C 

 
Body Image Disturbance Questionnaire 
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Estimating Physical Attractiveness Scale 
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APPENDIX E 
 

List of Counseling Referrals 
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Counseling Referrals 

1. Texas Woman’s University Counseling Center 
Denton, Texas 
(940) 898-3801 

 
2. http://locator.apa.org/ 
 
 
Contact information for the Texas Woman’s University Counseling Center and the 
web address for the APA locator are also listed in the informed consent form. 
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APPENDIX F 
 

Participant Recruitment Handout 
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Participant Recruitment Handout 

Hello. My name is Brittany Goter.  I am a master’s student in the counseling psychology 
program at Texas Woman’s University. 

 

Under the supervision of my research advisor, Debra Mollen, Ph.D., I am currently 
recruiting volunteers to participate in a research study who identify as female, are at least 
18 years of age, and are in a romantic relationship for at least six months.  Participation 
should take approximately 30 minutes.  In exchange for participation, participants have 
the opportunity to receive course or extra credit, if applicable, and receive the results of 
the study, if you so desire. 

 

This study has been reviewed by the Institutional Review Board of Texas Woman’s 
University and has been approved.  For detailed information regarding the study or to 
participate, please follow the link provided below: 

 

[to be completed later; link for your study] 

 

Thank you, 

Brittany Goter 

Email:  bgoter@twu.edu 

 


