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The study investigated the relationship between body mass index and self-concept
amon? adolescent black female university students. o

The study used a mixed research design (t%uantltatlve and gualltatlve methods).
Media images of handsome faces and beautitul bodies are used to sell almost everything,
from clothes and cosmetic to luncheon, meats, and so on. These images reinforce the
western cultural s_tereotyPe that women should be thin and shapely to be attractive,
Thus, as some (1If|S go through ﬁuberty they may become dissatisfied with their
weight, and to a lesser extent, Wit their'shape, thus, developing low self-concept or
imag of themselves. It is in this context that the stu?/wasconceptuallsed. o
First year female students from three different Schools and Faculties at the University
of Limpopo, Turfloop Campus, South Africa, participated in the study. USIH? the
availability and convenient sampling method, 75 students were selected for this study.
For the quantitative asEect of the study, the Rosenber? Self-esteem Measure was
used to measure self-esteem. For the qualitative part, a topic quide was used for the
focus group discussions. Analysis of Variance (ANOVA) and the Pearson’s Product
Moment Correlation were used to analyse the quantitative data, while the
phenomenolognlcal principle of open coding used for the thematic analysis. Results
showed that there Is a relationship between body mass and self-concept and that
overweight participants tend to have a low self-esteem. Low self-esteem was perceived
to be aggravated by a number of factors, like the attitude of the media and the society.
Participants who are overweight also indicated that they are limited in certain activities
of daily living (e.g., sports) as a result of their bpd?( mass. They expressed mixed
feelmgs and frustration when it comes to such activifies.

The above results did not differ from those reported from western cultures. Support
groups, life-skills programmes and Psychotherapy should be made available and
attainable for ovenweight female adolescent students.

17
Curationis March 2008


mailto:madus@ul.ac.za

Introduction

Due to media and modern societal
association of being slim with beauty,
manY adolescent females mostly believe
that h%?/ are overweight even if they are
not, and by the 12hGrade the ma{orlty of
them are reported to be dieting o loose
we|%ht, even when it is not necessary
(Kubersky, 1996:54). The message being
sent out by the westernized society is
that it is undesirable to have a Iarlge body
size (Kubersky, 1996: 54). Adolescents
receive powerful messages from the
broader social environment. Media
images of handsome faces and beautiful
bodies are used to sell almost everything,
from clothes and cosmetic to luncheon,
meats, and so on. These images reinforce
the western cultural stereotype that
women should be thin and shapely to be
attractive (Berger, 2000).

As some girls %(_) through puberty they
may become dissatisfied with® their
weight, and to a lesser extent, with their
shape. For exami)le, the (US) National
Health Surve}/ (1995: 5) reported that
almost 40% ot young women aged 15to
24 estimated they were heavier than their
Body Mass Index (BMI) indicated.
Additionally, 27% of young women who
were underweight considered themselves
to be in an acceptable weight range
gWOmen’s Health Queensland. 2003; %
molak, Levine and Striegel-Moore (1996:
30{)also stated that as girls go through
puberty they perceive themselves as
moving away from their ideal body shape
for women. The body developmeént may
affect the self-concépt of many female
adolescents and may also put them under
pressure to keep or acceive their
Bercelved shape/weight (as determined
y the society or media) as a result they
may feel that they need to be slim in order
E&)be accepted socially (Nessar, 1997:40-

Some theories have tried to explain the
relatlonshlﬁ between bo%/] mass and self-
concept. The Learning Theory (Fouts &
Burgraff, 1999: 19-20) holds that one’s
body mass determines one’s po[)ularlty
with dating partners. It states that the
thinner the female character the more
Bosmve comments she receives about her

ody from male characters. It concludes
that"the message for female viewers is
that, in order to be attractive and to
receive positive comments from males,
one has to be slim; and the message for
male viewers is that it is acceptable to
make positive comments about women’s

bodies when they are thin and to
withhold these comments from heavier
women (Fouts & Burgraff, 1999: 19-20).
Thus, many adolescent females who are
slim may view themselves ne atlvel¥ EN
being unattractive and unwortny. Often
some of the consequences of these
behaviours are eating disorders (like
bulimia or anorexia nervosa) and a low
self-concept (Kubersky, 1996: 54).
According to the B|0I0797|ca| View (Egger
& Swinbum, 1997: 477-480), there are
some population grouP_s, which appear
to have a greater genetic predlsP0§|t|on
to weight Igfam. Gender plays arole in that
biologically, women carry more fat than
men. Maintenance of & healthy body
Welgiht becomes more difficult with age
and there are people who are bom witha
predisposition to heavy body weight or
%Jgflty (Egger & Swinbum,” 1997: 477-

Most of the above-cited studies were
carried out in America or Europe. How
body mass and self-concept relate to
each other among adolescent black
females in South African cultural settln%s
are still under-research and documented.
Thus, the presents researchers are
interested in studyln% the relationship
between weight and the seIf-goncePt of
female adolescents of the University of
Limpopo, to see whether the outcome of
the research would be the same or would
differ from those reported by authors from
other countries and cultures. Because
many black South African women have
ties with non-Western cultural values
which favours a large body size
Kubersky, 1996:54) it may be speculated
that the cUrrent process of westernization
and urbanization taking place in this
country, could contribute to a rise in
dissatisfaction with body shape and
weight among the youth.

Research Problem o
Generally glrls are less happy with their
bodies and have more negative body
|ma[qes, as compared to hoys during
adolescence (Kubersky, 1996: 54). As
Bubertal changes proceed, girls often
ecome dissatisfied with their bodies,
probably because their body fat
Increases. They tend to become insecure,
have negafive attitudes about
themselves and about life in general they
then live with the_ldeolo?y that life would
be more fun and interesting ifthey could
loose weight. As a result they stat going
on diets and as mentioned earlier some
end up having eating disorders
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(Kubersky, 1996: 543._Therefolre, the
authors are interested in studying the
relationship between WEIFh'[ and the self-
concept of female adolescents of the
University of Limpopo, to see whether
the outcome of the research would be
the same or would differ from those
reported by authors from other countries
and cultures.

Aim of the Study _
The main aim of the study is to determine
the relationship betwéen body mass
(using the Bod;; Mass Index) and self-
con.cept_amonﬁ, emale adolescents at the
University of Limpopo in South Africa.

Objectives of the Study

(1) To explore adolescents’
attitudes, feelings and needs

} regardin thelrbo,dY Mass.

(i) Toidentity the social limitations
encountered by female _
adolescents as a result of their

_ body mass. .

(i) Toinvestigate what their
feelings are in relation to the
way the media emphasize

_ welght loss. .

(iv)  Toinvestigate what their
feelings are in relation to the
\llvaysomeWemphasueswelght
0SS.

() Find out what the exact
relationship is between body

~mass and seIf-concePt.

(i) To identify whether there are
differences in self-concept
between female adolescents
VBVII\t/n a low, average and high

Research Design -
This study used mainly a quantitative
approach and the qualifative aspect was
included only to complement the
qualitative aspect. According to De Vos
et al. (2002: 6-11), the guantitative
Paradlgm,ls based on positivism, which
akes ‘scientific explanation to he
nomothetic (i.e. based on universal laws).
Its main aims are to measure the social
world qb{ectlvely, to test hypotheses and
to predict and control human behaviour.
A quantitative study may therefore be
defined as an inquiry irito a social or
human problem, based on testing a
theory composed of variables, measured
with” numbers and analysed with
statistical procedures in order to
determine whether the predictive
eneralizations of the theory hold true
?DeVos etal., 2002:6-11).



In contrast, the qualitative paradigm
stems from an antiposivistic, interpretive
approach, is idiographic and thus holistic
In nature, and aims mainly to understand
social life and the meaning that peogle
attach to everyday life (De Vosetal., 2002:
6-11). Qualitative research is multimethod
in focus, involving an interpretive,
naturalistic approach to its subject
manner. This means that qualitative
researchers study things in their natural
settings, attemping to make sense of or
interpreted phenomena in terms of the
meanings people bring to them.
Qualitative research involves the studied
use and collection of a variety of
empirical materials-case stud){, fpersonal
experience, introspective, life story,
interview, observational, historical,
interactional and visual texts-that
describe routine and problematic
moments and meaning in individual’s
lives (Creswell, 1998:18-25).
The gualltatlve research paradigm in its
broadest sense refers to research that
elicits participant accounts of meaning,
experiences or perceptions. It also
produces descriptive data in the
participants’ own written language or
spoken words. It thus involves
|dent|fy|n? the participants’ beliefs and
values that underlie the phenomena (De
Vosetal., 2002:6-11). _

The qualitative researcher is therefore
concerned  with understandmg
(verstehen) rather than controlle
measurement, and the subjective
explanation of reality from the
Perspectlv_e of an insider as opposed to
he outsider persgectlve that s
predominant in the quantitative
paradigm. As such, a (1ua_llt_at|ve study is
concerned with nonstatistical methods
and small samples often purposively
selected (Me Roy, 1995:41- 0%. _
Therefore Creswell, (1998:18-25) defines
qualitative research as an inquiry process
of understanding based on"distinct
methodological traditions ofln(iuwy that
explore a social or human problem. The
researcher builds a complex, holistic
picture, analyzes words, reports detailed
views of informants and conducts the
study in a natural setting.

Triangulation was used in this study. B
this method, Erlandson etal., (1993 p. llgi
writes, “the researcher seeks out severa
different types of sources that can
provide insights about the same events
orrelationships”. Neuman (2000 p. 124-
125) casts further light on the concept of
triangulation as follows: “surveyors and

sailors measure distances between
objects by making observations from
multl{)l_e positions, By observing
something from differént angles or
viewpoints, they get a fix on Its true
location”. THis  process, called
triangulation is used by both quantitative
and qualitative social researchers (De Vo
etal., 2002:6-11). . _

There are several types of trianqulation,
namely, triangulation of theory, observers
and methods. Triangulation of method is
what was applied in this study.
Trlan?u!atlon 0f methods means mixin
qualifative and quantitative styles o
research and data. Most researchers
develop expertise in one style, but the
two methods or styles have different,
complementary strengths. Since there is
only Fartlal overlap, a study using both
|23ful er or more comprehensive (De Vos,

002).

Population and sampling

The target population was adolescent
females at the University of Limpopo
(rSouthAf_rl_ca).

he participants were selected among
first year female students at the
Unlversnyolemp(gPo,Turfloop Camdpus.
A sample of 75 students was selected, 25
students were selected from each of the
following schools: Law, Social Sciences
and Management Sciences. The sample
was drawn by using a convenience
sampling methiod, McBumey (1994: §)
defines this method as a nonrandom
sampling procedure chosen for practical
reasons, such as selecting respondents
who are readily available to participate in
study. Therefore, the respondents were
selected on the basis of their availability
to take part in the study and the
availability of informationrequired for the
purpose of the study. Gender and level
of study were the first criterion used for
selecting potential parUmﬁants. After
having excluded all males, the number of
participants required volunteered based
on their availability durln(t] the time when
the study was carried out which was on
the 18hand 25t of September 2004,
Consequently a final sample of 75
subjects was selected in order to
accomplish the aims of the study.
Participants for the focus group
discussion also volunteered on the same
da5{..The grou?. was of females who were
willing to participate in the focus group
discussion. The age of participants
ranged from 17to 19and the average age
was 16 Tygears. The participants were all
black Africans.

79
Curationis March 2008

Data collection

a) The Rosenber% Self-Esteem Measure
(RSEM) éRandaI, 973; Rosenberg, 1986)
was used to assess the self-concept of
the participants. The measure was used
because self-esteem is an evaluative
factor of self-concept. It is a pencil and
paper measure, which is completed by
partl_mFants. It1s a scale or questionnaire
consisting of ten items, with both positive
and negative statements about an
individual’s worth. An example of the
items in the RSEM s “Ifeel that I'm a
person of worth, at least on an equal

lane with others. ”

ith the Rosenberg Self Esteem
Measure, the responses has four
response options rangmglfrom “strongly
agree” to “strongly disagree”. The
scoring for some 1tems needed to be
reversed so that in each case the scores
had gone from less to more self-esteem
&Strongly disagree =4, Strongly agree =

). Items, which were reverse scored,
were indicated with an asterisk. The
overall alpha coefficient score was 0.87
for this global self-esteem scale (Nho,
1999). For the present study, the relibility
index for the alpha coefficient is 0.85.

(b) Body Mass Index (BMI) calculates
the body fat according to the relationship
ofhelqht and_wel?ht( eéger, ZQQ((?_. Body
Mass Index is calculated by dividing the
body weight in kilograms by the square
of height in metres. The BMI is used for
ca[culatlnﬂ]the body fat according to the
height of the partlc_léJant. A BMI of less
than 20kg was considered as underweight
and a BMI of greater than 25kgi Was
considered as overweight, A BMI that is
between the two was considered average
weight (Senekal, 1988:1-5)..

Eo) The researchers used a Topic Guide

or the focus group interview, to get the

Bartlupants’. views on the relationship

etween weight and self-concept. The
questions asked were:

J How do you feel about your
body mass?

. What social limitations or
restrictions are female
adolescents faced with as a
result of their body mass?

. What are your feelings
regarding the way that media
emphasizes weight loss?

] How do you feel about the way
society emphasizes weight
|oss?

] Do you have any negative or



Bositive attitude regarding your
ody mass?

. If yes, why?
. Do you think there is a

relationship between body
mass and self-concept?

Procedure
a) The Quantitative Aspect

ne of the researchers went to lecturers
of different first year courses in different
schools. She explained to the lecturers
the aims of the study and asked for their
Permlssmn for her to come and speak to
he students and when she can do it. The
different lecturers gave her times to come
to their classes where she sat in. The
lecturers finished their lectures earlier
than usual, introduced her to the
students and asked them to stay while
the researcher exﬂlamed the study to
them. She met with all the partlmeants
obtained their permission and explained
to them what the study was all about and
the purpose of the study. The researcher
orgzamzed a meeting on one agreed date
with them to meet with them at the hall at
the D-Block on the agreed date. The
Purpose of the meeting was meant for
he researcher to measure the body
weight of the partlugants (using a digital
weighing instrument) and administer the
questionnaire. Before the administration
of the ?uestlonnalres, the participants
were informed about the purpose of the
research and were allowed to ask
questions regarding the study. The
participants ~— were  assured  of
confidentiality and anonymity both
before and after the data collection in
order to make them feel comfortable. The
researcher then started administering the
questionnaire by expla_mln(\; the
instructions for completion fo the
participants.

The _participants filled in the
questionnaires themselves. It took them
about 30 minutes to complete the
questionnaires and they were handed in
to the researcher after everyone had
finished filling in. A%aln the researcher
assured the participants of confidentialit
and anonymity after they had finished.
The researcher thanked all the
part|C|Rants for their participation and
ave them her telephone numbers for
em to call if need be.

S{)) The Qualitative Aspect

focus group discussion was used to
obtain detailed information about the
topic. It was done to explore the

Parﬂmpants’ feelings, attitudes about
heir body mass and Self-concept. Inthis
research a focus group discussion
consisting of nine participants stratified
y age, main area of study was
conducted. Participants were selected
from a pool of first year female students
inthe School of Law, Social Sciences and
Economic and Management Sciences.
The group was made up of the females
who were willing to participate in the
focus group discussion. The focus group
session took place in a classroom setting.

The discussion lasted approximately one
and a half hour. The group was led by
one of the authors and was conducted in
En?llsh._ English is also the language of
instruction m the university. A Topic
Guide was used to lead the” session. A
tape recorder was used to record the
group discussion, after participants’
consent. At the same time a research
assistant was appointed to take notes on
the discussions. This was done to ensure
that the transcripts would be as complete
as possible.

Statistical methods used to

analyse the quantitative data

The responses on the RSEM were coded
as follows: 1- Strongl){A ree, 2- A?ree,
3- Disagree, 4- Strongly Disagree. [tems
5, 8,9 and 10 were reverse coded. The
Statistical Package for Social Sciences
(SPSS) (2002) (Version 11) was used in
analyzing the quantitative data, with the
use of the Analysis of Variance (ANOVA)
and the Pearson’s Product Moment
Correlation as methods of choice.
ANOVA was used to compare the scores
of participants who were underweight,
ofaverage welght, and overweight (three
groups) on selt-concept).

The Qualitative Data

The data analysis was conducted
according to the Prmmples of thematic
analysis and it yielded different thematic
categories “and  subcategories.
Qualitatively the data was analysed usin

opencodin LBarrlt, 1986; Neuman, 1994?,
the task of the researcher is to try to tgo
to the heart of the matter by looKing for
themes that lie concealed in the
unexamined events of everyday life to
find meanmPfuI shared"thémes in
different people’s description of common
experiences.

Open podin% involved a line-py-line
analysis of the transcripts to: (|2 label
phenomena, (ii) identify concepts, and
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(gll) group the concepts into categories.
he transcripts were read and categories
were reviewed several times in order to
ensure that concepts pertaining to the
same phenomena were_placed in the
appropriate category. The ranges of
VIews expressed within each code were
summarlzedmtoove,rwewlgrldsortables.
A method of thematic ana gms proposed
by Creswell (1998; 18-25) was then
employed. The initial thematic codes
arose from the focus group topic guide.
Subsequent codes emerged from close
readmg of the transcripts, Draft analyses
of each coded major topic, based on the
overview grids and original coded
material, were discussed in detail together
with a research assistant,

Ethical Considerations

Written permission was obtained from
the Partlmpants. All data gathered were
treated confidentially and anonymously.
Signed consent was required from the
respondents.  The  researcher
communicated the aim of the study to
the participants. The participants were
also informed about the steps that would
be taken to keep the responses
anonymous, about any risks or
discomfort, benefits, the Tesearchers’
names and the possibility of receiving a
summary of results. The researcher
informed the art|0|?ants about their
freedom to opt out of the study at any
stage. The researchers strived atall times
during the investigation to maintain
integrity.

Results

Results from the quantitative study:
The criteria used to differentiate weight
are as follows: BMI of less than 20kg IS
rek_)gLarded as underweight, %reater than
25kg is regarded asoverweightand a BMI
between Z0kg and 25kg is regarded as of
average weight.

Table 2 shows that the total mean score
for the three groups is 23.21, with a
standard deviation of 4.486.

One-wa}/ ANOVAtest was considered in
order to fest whether there are differences
in female adolescents’ self-concept as a
result of their different levels of body
mass, Table 3 shows a statistically
significant difference between the means
ofthe three body mass groups in relation
to their scores on self-concept (F(2, 74)
=117.934, p<0.05l). _ _

A Pearson correlation analysis was done



Table 1: Frequency table for Body Mass Index

Frequency inkg Percent
Underweight 14 187
Average weight 57.3
Over weight 1B 240
Total [ 1000

The majority (76%) of the participants were either underweight or average, while

24% ofthe participants were overweight.

to find out whether the relationship is
negative or positive.

The results of Pearson correlation as in
table 4, also show a significant
relationship between body mass and self-
concefts of the respondents (r= -0.399,
p<0.01). This finding indicates that there
Is a relationship between body mass and
self-concept and that participants who
are overweight have a low self-gsteem.
That is, as body mass increases, the self-
esteem decreases, and vice versa.

Results from Qualitative Study:
Participants were asked to comment on

how they feel about their body mass.
The qualitative study identified the
following themes regarding participants’
feelings about their body mass: weight
satisfaction, limitations experienced
because of being overweight, role of the
media, and the relationship between body
mass and self-concept.

Weight satisfaction or dissatisfaction

There were partmgams who reported to
be positive about their weight and those
who were not positive. Those who were
positive reported being happy with their
weight and felt that it is part of their
African heritage to be “chubby”.

Table 2. Mean Scores and Standard Deviation for the Body Mass Index.

N
Underweight 14
Average weight 83
Over weight 18
Total 5

Mean Std. Deviation Std. Error
1825 0.994 0.266
213 1.567 0.239
29,65 3.697 0.871
2321 4.486 0518

However thex reported that they avoid
gaining weight by being cautious about
what they eat. The following are some of
the comments made:

“'am happy with my body mass, have no
problem with it”. (Sald by an average
weight participant). _
“I'am happy about my body mass even if
people sometimes make negative or had
comments about my body mass. 1 do not
have a problem with my being chubby,
it is my African heritage and | am
proud”. (Said by an overweight
participant). -

‘[ 'am currently satisfied with my body
mass, but I am very cautious about how
much and what | eat to avoid gaining
weight because it will be traumatic to
me. Itwould be traumatic because I am
short and being fat it would just make
me look ugly, fo _rget about getting a cute
boyfriend'. (Said by an average weight
participant).

There were those who reported negative
feelings about their body. ~One
participant reported ‘7 am not satisfied
with my current body mass and would
glve or do anything to change it”. (Said
y an overweight participant).
Another one said:

Tam npthappK.aboutm body mass, |
would give anything to make itgo down ”

95% Confidence Interval for Mean

Lower Bound  Upper hound
17.68 1882
21.65 2261
2181 3149
22.18 24.24

Table 3: Analysis of Variance comparing the self-concepts of participants with Body Mass Index of
underweight, average weight and overweight,

Sum of Squares
Between Groups 1140.865
Within Groups 348.254
Total 1489.119

df Mean Square
2 570432
12 48371

[
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F Sig.
117.9% 0.000



Table 4: Correlation between Body Mass and Self-concept.

RSEM Pearson Correlation
NSlg. (2-tailed)

BMI  Pearson Correlation

Sg (¢l

RSEM BMI

1 -0.399**
0,000

6 6

-0.399** 1

0,000

" 6

**_Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level.

(Said by an overweight participant).

Limitations experienced because of
overweight
Different opinions were expressed
rega[dlng whether or not J)artlmpants felt
restricted about their body mass. Some
FarUmpants reported to have experienced
imitations because of their body mass.
These participants felt that because of
their body mass they could not participate
in some School activities such as sports.
One overweight participant who felt
restricted because of her body mass said:
“I'have been restricted in certain areas
as the result of my weight. 1 still
remember when I was in high school; |
could not get to take part in certain
sporting activities because of my body
mass. |always liked aerobics but could
not make part of the school team
because of my weight”.
There are limitations when it comes to
sports and career choices participants
make, as one overweight participant said,
“like me | was always left out of sports
teams at school because it was believed
that fat people could not do well in
sports. I'spend moat ofmy school years
trying to prove myself which has all
been nvain. | remember when I passed
Matric, I appliedfor ajob as airhostess
| was never accepted even if | had most
of the qualities they wanted",
Furthermore the issue of fashion clothes
was expressed. Some overweight
Far1|0|pants mentioned that because of
heir body mass, they are unable to wear
the clothés they would like to wear.
For example, one participant commented
“The social limitations adolescents are
faced with as the result oftheir body mass
are basically in terms offashion clothes
and popular designer labels which are
madefor the thinner. Such clothes look
very good on thin than overweight
people. Ifyou are overweight and try
wearing these clothes people will make

fun ofyou or criticize you, which make
onefeel bad about themselves”.

The issues of being discriminated against
also were expressed. Some overweight
participants felt that they were
discriminated at school by schoolmates
because of their body mass; this resulted
in tfgem not having “friends they would
want.

One overweight participant expressed
her frustration by saying, “I have not
experienced any limitations as the
results ofmy body mass, but I have seen
some females who do experience
problems in terms ofthefriends ther want
and having the friends they would like
to have at school”.
Another said: “I have not really had
limitations, except the one time when |
broke up with my boyfriend because he
had once told me that | should eat less
and start exercising because Ifelt I was
aining weight”. _
till another commented about dating
Eartners, popularity on campus and the
ind of friends one wants to have. One
commented saying, 7/ you are
overweight evergone ignores you and
no one wants to be yourfriend”.

Media's emphasis

The media, Inall its forms, serve as a very
important source of information for the
youth. The mag)orlt?/ of participants
reported not to be pleased by the way
media emphasizes weight loss, They
reported that the way media emphasizes
on weight loss has affected how peaple
look and feel about themselves. One
overweight participant expressed her
frustration by saying: _

T hate the media$ emphasis on weight
loss because we cannot all be the same.
Some people are born thin and others
fat. This emphasis is what makespeogle
believe to be thatfat is unacceptanle
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and ugly”

However one underweight participant
felt that the emphasis on weight loss is
not a bad thing. She mentioned:
“Itsenes as a good reminder to us that
being overweight is not nice and it is
unacceptable.  Also if you are
overweight it sort ofgives you hope that
there are something you can try to help
you reduce your body mass”,

Society's role N
The common attitude held by participants
about the role of society was that,
society’s emphasis on weight loss has
increaSed and it is worse than that of the
media. Participants reported that this
emphasis has negative impact on
teenagers. Some participants were
disappointed about this emphasis
because they believe that African women
have a fuller figure. One average weight
participant commented:

“For me it has been sort of a shock,
which overwhelmed me because black
African society appreciated larger
women with afullerfigure”.

Atfitudes

Different opinions were_expressed
regarding the attitudes participant have
about their weight. Some participants
indicated that they have negative
attitudes about their body weight
because they are not happy bout how
they look. One overweight participant
reported

“Yes | do have an attitude and it is a
negative one because every body '
disses’me because | amfat, you can tell
by the way people look at you ™,

However there were those who did not
have an attitude about their body mass.
Those who were positive abodt their
body mass reRprte not to let all the fuss
about being thin get to change who they
really are.

Relationship between body mass and
self-concept N

The .majontY of participants were of the
opinion that there is a strong belief in
there being a relationship between body
mass and self-concept. Itwas mentioned
that ifa person looks thinner, she would
feel better about herselfbecause they can
wear whatever they want and people will
compliment them. One overweight
Barﬂmpant raised this and strongly

elieved that:
“IfIwas thinneraround my waist | would



definitely see myselfdifferently (positive)
my self-esteem would be better.

The following are some of the general
comments made by all the participants:
“I think there is a relationship to some
extent because how you look will affect
how you feel about your self at some
point”.

“I believe that there is a relationshiﬁ
between the two. | have seen it wit
myself, if [ gain weight it doesnt matter
how much weight, it would affect how |
see myselfand my selfconfidence. ”

Discussion

In this study, it was found that there are
differences in female adolescents’ self-
concepts as a result of their body mass.
As self-esteem decreases, body mass
increases. Almost all overweight
participants expressed not being happy
and satisfied about their body mass (how
they look) and they were willing to do
anything to reduce their body mass.
Overweight ﬁ“fat”) adolescents have a
negative self-esteem and they see
themselves as unattractive (Ku_b_erskY,
1996: 54). Average weight participants
reported being happy with thelr_bod_?/
mass and having noproblems with it.
However, they are very cautious about
what they eaf to avoid gainin welght.
This is in'line with what Kubersky (1996
p.832 stated that being thin is so régarded
as “thee” “ideal weight” that female
adolescents end up being obsessed hy
having to loose weight. This obsession
for welqht-loss may influence them
negatively and reduce their self-worth.

Participants reported feeling restricted in
certain areas of their lives because of
their body mass. This is in line with
Koopman and Adams $1994) who stated
that overwelf;ht and fat teenage girls are
usually lonely, lack self-confidence, are
not very sociable and not assertive. This
includes popularity i.e. they are not
popular as compared to their Slim peers
and as dating partners. This could be one
of the major predisposing factors to the
adolescents’ preoccupation with weight,
which may impact on their seIf-conce?t.
Their fears are stereotypes about fat
People and living a lonely life with no
riends and being accepted by no one.

Many overweight participants stated that
theirbeing overweight resulted in them
being left out of sport teams at school
because it is believed that fat people
cannot do well in sports. Some

overweight pa_rt|C|Pants spend most of
their years tryln? 0 prove themselves,
however it was often in vain. Participants
also reported feeling limited in terms of
fashion clothes and Fopular desqner
labels. They believe that these clothes
are made for the thinner than overweight
Wople are. This agrees with what Paxton
ertheim, Gibbons, Szumkler, Hillier, an
Petrovich (1991) that the fashion or
designer label clothes that are Fopular
and appeal to the majority of adolescents
are_designed main x_fo_r thin or slim
individuals. Being thin is idealized as
beln? fashionable and it is equated with
beau 5{ accepta_nce and dpopularlty. Thus
people criticize and make fun of
overweight peoEIe who wear these
clothes, which makes them feel bad about
themselves. This can be frustrating for
these females because they cannot have
the friends they want and dating partners
and this leaves them feeling_lonely,
ignored and unattractive. This 1s
supported by studies carried out by
Leving, Smolak and Hayden §19943 among
385 girls inthe USA. They found family
and peers to be the strongest influences
on bulimic symptomatology among
Youn? adult woman. Perceived pressure
0 be thin from famll){, friends and dating
partners were related to bulimic
symptoms.

This study also showed that the media
influence how the youth see themselves.
It seems the way media emphasizes
WeIPht loss has"affected how these
adolescents feel about themselves. This
emPhasLs IS what makes people believe
that fat is unacceptable and u%ly. This
agrees with what Fouts and Burgraff
(1999) stated in their learning theorg, that
YOUHQ adolescents spend almost 25% of
heir awake time watchlnﬁ TV. Therefore,
television does have the potential to
create and reinforce particular social
values, stereotypes and behaviours as
well as changes the young viewer’s
Percelptlon of reality. This 1s the ideal
emale body attractiveness stereotype
presented in television, advertising and
programming. However, average weight
participants generally did not view the
emphasis as a bad thing; in fact they see
it as a good reminder to them that being
overweight is definitely unacceptable.
Nessar’s (1997) also view the media as
presenting images of thinness through
role models or images that imply social
desirability. By so doing they increase
the chances of identification. Women are
found to use media images as a reference
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source in evaluating their own body
image and their sense of acceptance or
approval.

In this study, it was found that those who
are overwelght have negative attitudes
about their body mass and as a result,
they are not happy about how they look.
This attitude it seems has a lot to do with
ﬁeople maklng negatlve comments about

ow they look and the way other people
look at them. Average weight participants
expressed positive attitudes about their
bOdY mass. In line with this was Mitchell
et al. (1986) who stated that peers also
seem to exert some pressure on
adolescent girls to adopt extreme weight
loss behaviours.

It was found that both overweight and
average weight participants have a
common attitude about sometY’s
emphasis on weight loss. Generally, the
common feeling expressed was that of
disappointment and shock, especially for
overwe|Ph1 participants. This is
overwhelming for them because they
believe that the black African society had
appreciated larger women with a fuller
figure. It seems being chubby was seen
as Far_t of one’s African heritage. The
biological view (_Edg%er & Swinbum, 1997:
A77-480) also said that certain population
?roups like, in this case, black African
emales) have the disposition to have a
fuller figure than their white counterparts.
Thus, some of the participants in this
study referred to it as being part of the
African heritage.

The dlsapgomtment and frustration
expressed Dy these females are in line
with Ber%er (2000), who stating that
initially, the western culture was the one
which emghasued thinness as the ideal
weight, but now it seems to be a
mulicultural phenomenon;

Conclusion

From this study, one concludes that there
I a relationship between body mass and
seIf,-c.oncePt, and that overweight
p@ra{t|0|pants end to have low self-esteem.

his low self-esteem was perceived to
be ag(};,ravated by anumber of factors like
the attitude of the media and the society.
Participants with pve[welqht also
indicated that they limited in certain areas
of their lives (e.g., sports) as a result of
their body mass. They expressed mixed
feelings of frustration when it comes to
such areas of life. Thus, the results
obtained from the black South African



adolescent females who participated in
this study did not differ from those
reported ‘in other studies about their
western counterparts.

Limitations of study

It is important to understand the
interpretation of the results of the study
inthe light of its limitations. This sample
was homogenous in terms of gender
gemale onlﬁ/), schooling and’ race.
3ecause of this, generalisability of the
flndlngs of this study to other
populations is limited.

Recommendations

. Female adolescents need to be
encouraged to accept
themselves as they are, and to
be critical in their use of media

|maPes asareference source for

eva uatmg their own body i
image and their sense of selves.

] Support groups and
psychotherapy should be made
available and attainable for
overweight adolescents.

J Life skills programmes for the
youth should include strat.e(%les
on how to develop and maintain
apositive self-concept.

. There is a need for more South
African research in this specific
field.
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