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Examination of Effects of Persond Body Weight on Attitudes Toward Others of Varying
Body Weights

Body weightis an important topic that is aconcern for almog everyone Being
overweight affects al| aspects of one3 heslth, with possibilities of causng sodal and
psychological problems as well as physcal problems (Hare, Price, Flynn, & King, 2000)
Having an abnomal bodyweightis also assodated with sodoeconormic status those who
are overweighttendto be of alower soda class than individuds of normal bodyweight
(Sobd & Stunkad, 1989) While obesity is becoming more prevalent in the United States
(Evans 2003, attitudes toward overweight people continueto be negative (Polinko &
Popovich, 200]). Severa studies examinethe possible causes of these attitudes and
stereotypes and the differencesin attitudes foundin variousgroupsof people (Evans
2003;Glenn & Chow, 2002;Hare, et a., 2000; Polinko & Popovich, 2001, Puhl &
Browndl, 2003;Puhl, Schwartz, & Browndl, 200b).

Overweight people are often consdered to have variousnegaive traits such as
being ugly, lazy, unintelligent, immoral, dishonest, and many others (Glenn & Chow,
2002;Polinko & Popovnich, 2001;Puhl & Browndl, 2003;Puhl, et a., 2005) Overweight
people are discriminaed agang more often than those with other phydca abnomalities
(Glenn & Chow, 2002) Thediscriminaiontha overweight people face occurs in many
aspects of theindividud & life. A common place for many types of discriminaionisthe
workplace. Overweight people find it more difficult to obtain jobs especialy jobstha
require physcal activity or require the applicant to represent the company in avisible

way (Polinko & Popovich, 2001). Companies will often choo% to hire apersonwhois of
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nomal bodysize over an overweight person, when both individuds have equd skills
necessary for thejob (Puhl & Browndl, 2003.

Unfortunaely, another area of discriminaion for overweight people occursin the
healthcare arena(Puhl & Browndl, 2003. Discriminaion toward oveweight people by
medical personné causes these pdients to discontinue put off, or avoid medical care
(Puhl & Browndl, 2003;Puhl, et a., 2005) Similarly, fitness professionds have also
been foundto discriminae agang overweight clients (Hare, et a., 2000. In asurvey that
was sent to fithess professionds, it was foundtha the majority of the professionds felt
tha obesity was caused by controllable factors and tha mog obese people could lose
weight (Hare, et al., 2000) While thismay betruein part, there are many othe aspects of
bodysize that are not necessarily controllable by theindividud along such as gendtics
(Bessenoff & Sherman, 2000) Althoughobesity is often caused by these uncontrollable
factors, discriminaion of overweight people is often foundin education as well. Teache's
often treat overweight children differently than nomal weightindividuds, and colleges
are at times discriminatory in ther acceptance of overweightindividuds (Puhl &
Browndl, 2003) A study by Cranddl (1995)fourd tha even parents discriminae agang
thar own children based on bodyweightin areas such as providing finandal suppot for
college

There are theories aboutwha causes people to hold these stereotypes and
discriminate agang overweight people. Stigmas are created as people attempt to identify
a cause for something tha appears to beabnomal (Puhl & Browndl, 2003) With
obesity, the cause is often deermined to befactors unde the control of the obese person.

This relates to the Qua world biasOin which on&3 own actionsplay amajor role in the
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circumstances tha occur in oné3 life (Puhl & Browndl, 2003) This leadsto bdiefs that
thesituaionsa person experiences are adirect result of the choices and actionstaken by
tha individud. While thisis sometimes the case, there are many circumstancesin life
tha are beyondthe control of anyonehere on earth. These situaionsare nat taken into
condderation in the Qua world biasOas it is bdieved tha everythingtha occursin lifeis
fair and deserved. When oneuses the Qug world biasOin relation to obesity, it is
assumed that thereason individuds are overweightis theresult of therr own choices and
behaviors. This kind of thinking leads people to bdieve tha overweight people are lazy,
salf indulgent, and the many othe negdive characteristics assodated with the stereotypes
for obese people. Putting the blame entirely onthe overweightindividual leavesthose
holding the stereotypes guilt-free because they bdieve thar attitudes are jugified (Puhl &
Browndl, 2003) To many people, obesity is ssimply a problem of consuming excess
calories or not participaingin sufficient phydcal activity to bdance thecaloric intake,
however this bdief does nottake into accountthe numerousoverweight people who diet
and exercise often and maintain ther statusas overweight (Glenn & Chow, 2002).
Attitudes toward overweight people can also be explained by the perceived sodal
congenaus modd as donein a study by Puhl, et a. (2005) This modd states tha attitudes
can be changed based on wha a person thinkstha other people@ attitudes are onthe
subject. In this particular study, participants were asked to rate the percentage of obese
people they thoughthad the variouspostive and negaive traits listed in the Obese
PersonsTrait Survey. Information was provided to the participants at a later time
describing the suppogd differences in therespongss of other people, either validaingthe

participant@ responses or describing theresponses of othe's as opposte to the
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paticipant@ answers. The participant was then asked to retake the survey, andthe
differences between theinitial survey and the second survey were examined. It was found
tha attitudes could be manipulated based on the participant@ perceptionsof the attitudes
of others (Puhl, et a., 2005) People tend to changether bdiefs and attitudes toward
stereotyped groupsbased on ther bdiefs of the attitudes of others in the popuktion.

Puhl and Brownd| (2003)describe a similar theory known as Sodal |dentity
Theory. Thistheory explainsthat individuds place themselves into groupswithin the
popuktion with whomthey identify. Other individuds who cannotbeidentified as
members of the group are thoughtof asinferior. Stereotypes occur as thetraits of oneor
two people in theinferior group are used to describe all members of theinferior group
(Puhl & Browndl, 2003) Overweight people are then placed into oneof these categories
and the characteristics of afew are used to describe all overweight people with traits such
as self-indulgent, unhethy, and insecure.

It isimportant to do more than identify how a problem arises; researchers mugt
also investigate ways to use these theories to bring abouta change It has already been
discussed tha obesity is becoming more prevalent in the United States, but this does not
changethe attitudes tha people have regarding overweightindividuds (Puhl & Browndl,
2003) There has been some research into ways in which these stereotypes can be
reduced. One of the mog popukbr attempts at redudng stigmas toward overweight
individudsisto educate groups(children, medical students, fitness professionds, etc) on
theunantrollable factors of obesity (Hare, et a., 2000; Puhl & Browndl, 2003;Puhl, et
al., 2005. While on occasion, education has been shown to improve attitudes toward

obese people, this approach has been themog useful for medical students and dodors
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(Puhl, et a., 2005) Education has not shown significant results in changing the attitudes
of fitness professionds (Hare, et a., 2000)or children (Puhl & Browndl, 2003.

Thestudy doneby Puhl, et al. (2005)on perceived soda consenausused severa
approaches to changethe attitudes of participants toward overweight people. They found
significant indication tha attitudes can changebased on wha a pe'son perceives the
attitudes of othersto befor the same sodal group.They redlized tha education regarding
thefactors of obesity that cannotbe controlled does not necessarily changeattitudes
toward obesity. However, providing information aboutresearch into theactud traits of
ovaweight people does hdp to changethe attitudes of participants to match tha of the
information given (Puhl, et al., 2005. In other words in order to make people think tha a
personiskind, active, honest, and other goodtraits, people mug be provided with
information onresearch or soda conenaustha describes that particular group as having
individuds who are usudly kind, active, and honest. Theattitudes people have do not
appear to bearesult of knowedgeof the actud traits they have observed in al
ovaweight people. Ingead individuds see or hear aboutoneoverweight peson who has
certain negaive traits and then assod ates these traits to all overweight people.

Evans (2003)further explains how participant® attitudes can be changed. Evans
showed participants pictures of an attractive female. Shethen provided the participants
with information of survey results aboutthelife satisfaction of thin people as either most
satisfied or least satisfied in comparison to other body size groups The participants were
also given information tha the modd they had seen either agreed with the survey results
based on her own life or disagreed with the results from her own experience of life

satisfaction. Evans (2003)then measured the participant@ attitudes regarding body
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weight. Shefoundtha the mog significant attitudechanges were observed when the
survey results were suppoted by the experience of thefemale modd herself.

Given thisknowledgetha attitudes toward people of different bodyweights can
be changed by providing factud information on the actud traits and life satisfaction of
the people in aparticular weight category, thereisreason to bdieve tha people of each
weight category will be more undestanding of thetraits of othersin ther same weight
categoty. If participants are able to changetheir attitudes based on information they
receive aboutthe experiences of others, there attitudes should also be different based on
thar own life experiences. This approach has notreceived much attention in research.
There were no studies foundtha took into accountthe participant® own weight and how
it paticularly affected thar attitudes toward others. While afew studies have examined
information regarding the body size of the participants, thefocuswas not on how that
body size affected thar perceptions butwas used in other aspects of theresearch (Puhl,
et a., 2005) Puhl and Brownd| (2003 reviewed research on bodyweight stigmas and
described a need to examinethelevel of stigmatization tha overweight people show
toward other overweightindividuds.

Theattempt of this study is to examinethe effects tha one&3 own bodysize has on
theattitudes toward othes of smilar and different body sizes. Participants will be shown
a picture of anormal weightwoman and a picture of an overweightwoman based on
Body Mass Index (BMI). The paticipants will then be asked to use a Likert scale to rate
theindividudsin each of the pictures based on theten postive andten negative traits
used in the Obese Person Trait Survey (OPTS) (Puhl, et a., 2005) The BMI of the

paticipants will also be calculated to determine how the participant@ own bodyweight
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relates to thar attitudes toward similar and different bodyweights. It is bdieved tha
individuds will rate other individuds who are of smilar bodysize to ther own as having
more desirable qudities than individuds who are of a different bodysize.
Method

Participants

Forty-seven students (29 females and 14 males, mean age 235 years) from
genea psychology courses participaed in this study. Fourteen participants were
ovaweightor obese (BMI over 25) and thirty participants were undeweight or normal
weight (BMI unde 24.9). Three paticipants did not respondto demographic information.
The participants volunteered to bein the study and received course credit for ther
participation.
Design

A 2 (Body Mass Index category) x 2 (picture: overweight and normal weight) x 2
(valence: postivetraits and negdive traits) repeated measures factorial was used. The
size of the participant was aquas experimental indegpendent variable and the size of the
person pictured was an experimental indgoendent variable. Dependent variables were the
ratingsgiven for certain traits assodated with the personin the picture.
Questionnare

Thesurvey used was a modified version of the Obese PersonsTrait Survey
(OPTYS) (Puhl, et a., 2005. In this survey there are ten postive (honest, generous
sodable, humorous etc.) andten negative traits (lazy, undisciplined, insecure, uggish,
etc.). Thepaticipantsin this study were asked to use a scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to

5 (strongly agree) to rate thetraits tha applied to thewoman in the picture based on her



Body Weight 9

appearance. There was aso a demographic form in which the participants were asked for
persond informationinduding their own heght and weightto later deerminether body
mass index (BMI). Two versionsof the survey were created and counterbdanced
between participants. Participants completed oneof two versionsof thequestionnare,
Theonly difference in thetwo versonswas the orde of thetraitsin an attempt to avoid
any bias caused by having any certain trait before another.
Procedure

Participants were told tha they would be participating in astudy tha would be
investigaing a person@® attitudes toward others. The participants were given oneof the
pictures of thewomen (either nomal weight or overweight) and asked to fill outthefirst
survey based onthewoman pictured. When finished, the participants were given the
second picture and asked to fill thesurvey out agan but base their answvers on the woman
in the second picture (the opposte bodysize of thefirst picture). The participant then
filled outthe demographic sheet and theinvestigator |ater calculated the participant@
BMI to place ther respongsin either the normal weight or overweight group.

Results

Theresearcher scored the data by averaging each participant@ postive and
negdive trait responges separately for each picture. The participantsOBMIs were
categorized as described aboveas undaweight to nommal weight and overweightto
obese. The scale reliability for the postive and negative traits usng Cronbach®@ Alpha
showed arangebetween .788and .854

In order to determinethe effects that the participant® own body size had on their

opinionsof others of different bodysizes, a2 (Body Mass Index category) x 2 (picture:
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ovaweightand nomal weight) x 2 (valence: postive traits and negaive traits) repeated-
measures ANOV A with repeated measures on thelast two factors was computed. There
was asignificant BMI x Picture x Valence interaction, F(1, 42)= 6.07, p =.018, patia 0°
=.126.Fourapriori planned comparisonswere conduded with indgpendent samples t-
tests (with a Bonferroni correction,! =.0125) The overweight and normal weight
participant@ ratingswere compared for each valence on each picture. Theresults showed
tha nomal weight participants viewed the overweight picture margindly more
negatively than the overweight paticipants did, t(42) = 2.49,p <.017 (see Table 1 and
Figure 1 for means).Theresults aso foundsignificant main effects for picture and
valence, and asignificant Picture x Vaence interaction (see Table 2).
Discussion

Theresults patially supported the hypahesis tha there is a difference in the
views of participants based onthar own bodysize. Theoverweight participants had a
dightly less negaive view of theoverweight picture than the normal weight participants
did; however, this result was only margindly significant. There was no previousresearch
foundthat examined how the paticipant@ own body weight affected ther attitudes
toward others. Thetrend in this research does show tha one3 own life experiences could
have an effect onthe person@bdiefs regarding others. Beliefs and attitudes can be
changed based on a person® experiences with overweight people (Puhl & Browndl,
2003) Thecurrent research attempted to further show tha persond experience may also
changea parson®@beliefs and attitudes.

Because this research does not fully suppot theorigind hypohess, there are

other ways of interpreting the data. Thefact tha the results were not significant may be
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an indication tha the difference in participant® attitudes may be caused by something
other than persond life experience relating to their own persond bodysize. This study
did notlookinto previousbodyweight or the bodyweights of close friendsand family. It
ispossible that thelife experiences that may have caused the differencesin participant®®
attitudes may have been based on thar experiences from growing up with an overweight
friend or relative. Another possibility isthat any difference in attitudecould be
determined by something othe than the persond experience with overweight bodysize
altogether. Some participants may have received education tha affected ther attitudes or
they could have been brought up to have adifferent outiook toward others than the
nomal stereotypes people have toward overweightindividuds. However, previous
research has shown tha education does not seem to have an affect on changing attitudes
toward the overweight (Hare, et a., 2000;Puhl & Browndl, 2003) The nunber of
participants who may have been grown up beng taught stereotypes different fromthe
nom islikely to be quite low and would not significantly impact theresults at such alow
number.

Since theresults were notsignificant, it is possible tha the stereotypes toward
ovaweight people that seem to be so common may be starting to taper off. Asthe
majority of the popuktion is ganing weight and many are entering the overweight or
obese categoriesit is posible tha attitudes are also changing. There was afairly small
number of overweight paticipants in this study, however, the normal weight participants
would likely have experiences with overweight people tha may have influenced thar

opinions Therefore, theresults could beinterpreted as showing a changein the people®
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attitudes. However, there are many factors in this sudy that could also explain why the
result would notbe significant. Future research would need to examinethis more closaly.

There were several pieces of this study tha may have had an impact onthe
results. One area tha deserves attention is the size of thewomen used in the pictures. The
difference in body weight between thetwo women was aboutforty pounds The
overweight woman was only aboutseven poundsoverweight If theewas alarger
difference in body size between thetwo pictures, it is possible tha the participantsO
opinionsmay have been stronge. Additiond studies usng pictures of women from each
BMI category (undeweight, nomal weight, overweight, and obese) may hdp to showa
stronge difference in theopinionsof the participants. The attempt made by the
researcher was to have the women in the pictures look as similar as possible, so tha the
only difference would bethebody size. The women were chosen because of ther
similarities. By usng an overweight person who was not largdy overweight, the
researcher had hopal to show tha attitudes are more negdive even toward a person who
isnotvery oveweight

Anothe area of this study tha could have hindeed the results was the small
sample size, especialy in relation to the numbe of overweight participants relating to the
number of nomal weight participants. Having so few overweight participants may not
have shown arepresentative view of the mgjority of overweight people. The participants
tha were used for this study were al college students. Students may nat be entirely
representative of the magjority of the popuktion. Students are often more educated and are
taking the survey in an educationd setting. Mog people are aware of negaive stereotypes

and students taking part in the study for class credit may have used this awareness to
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cause adifference in ther results. Future research should be doneusng alarger and more
diverse sample.

It isimportant to examine how negaive stereotypes are formed and how they can
be changed. This study attempted to find oneway tha stereotypes can beinfluenced. By
examining whether persond experience affects one® attitudes toward others, future
investigation can be doneto provide pesond experience to people to avoid or change
negative stereotypes. A person with strongnegative attitudes toward overweight people
can beplaced in asituaion where they have close interaction with an overweight person
to learn by experience the actud traits tha overweight people have. Future study can
examinethis interaction to determineif pesond experience with others could have the

same effect as persond experience foundthroughone® own life.
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Tablel

Means for Positive and Negative Traits

Size of Participant

Traits Normal Weight ~ Overweight

Normal Picture
Positive 3.69 3.53

Negative 1.97 2.11

Overweight Picture
Positive 3.38 3.53

Negative 2.97 2.58

Body Weight

15



Table2

Analysis of Variance for Attitudes Toward Body Size

Source df F ! p
Between
Subjects
BMI Category 1 1.46 0.034 0.233
Error 42 0.123
Within
Subjects
Picture 1 19.7 0.319 0
Picture x BMI category 1 0.899 0.021 0.349
Valence 1 124.243 0.747 0
Valence x BMI category 1 0.398 0.009 0.531
Picture x Valence 1 24.81 0.371 0
Picture x Valence x BMI
category 1 6.07 0.126 0.018
Picture error 42 0.154
Valence error 42 0.392
Picture x Valence error 42 0.295

Body Weight

16
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Figure Captions

Figure 1. Overweight Picture.
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Figure 2. Normal WeightPicture.
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