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ABSTRACT 

The purpose of this study was to examine self-perceived real and ideal body shapes of 
preadolescent swimmers and how they relate to their attitudes toward obese peers. The study 
sample consisted of 160 female (xāge= 11.46±.59, range: 11-12 years) and 146 male (xāge= 
11.53±.50, range: 11-12 years) competitive swimmers aged 11-12. Data concerning self-perceived 
real and ideal body shapes were collected using Collins’ “Body Figure Perceptions Scale”, while 
attitudes toward obese peers were evaluated using the “Attitudes toward Obese Children Scale 
(AOCS)”.There were no significant differences between the female and male participants with 
respect to self-perceived ideal body shape [U= 10675.5, p> .05], BMI [U= 10757.50, p> .05] and 
attitudes toward obese peers [U= 11408.0, p> .05]. However, the self-perceived real body shape 
of the female swimmers was significantly larger than that of the males [U= 8848.0, p<.05]. Both 
male and female participants showed moderately positive attitudes toward their obese peers. Of 
the female participants, 29% rated their real body shape as significantly larger than their ideal 
physique, while there was no significant difference between the self-perceived real and ideal body 
shapes of the males. There was a statistically significant strong positive correlation between female 
participants’ real body shape and BMI (rs= .50, n=160, p= .001) and a medium positive correlation 
between those of the males (rs= .49, n=146, p= .001). Male swimmers’ BMI was negatively 
correlated with their AOCS scores (rs= -.17, n=146, p= .04). The attitudes of Turkish preadolescent 
swimmers toward their obese peers were moderately positive and did not correlate with their 
body shape perceptions, except for the finding of a negative correlation between the male 
participants’ BMI and AOCS scores.  
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INTRODUCTION 

The World Health Organization (WHO) has stated that obesity affects people in all age groups, highlighting the 

fact that 18% of children and adolescents aged 5-19 are overweight or obese, according to 2016 data (WHO, 

2018). Despite numerous attempts to tackle obesity on a global scale, obesity rates have nonetheless increased 

and will likely continue to do so in the coming years. Obesity has been implicated not only in various non-

infectious diseases (including cardiovascular diseases, some cancers, and musculoskeletal disorders) but is also 

associated with psychological and social problems. One of the issues frequently faced by obese individuals is the 

negative attitudes and behaviors of others. This phenomenon is termed “weight bias” (Forhan & Salas, 2013) and 

has been documented in settings such as health care facilities, educational establishments, workplaces, the 

media, and society as a whole (Puhl & Brownell, 2001; Puhl & Heuer, 2009). Among the main reasons for weight 

bias are the beliefs that obese people are unmotivated and lack the self-control to manage their weight, that 

they possess low intellectual capacity, and that they do not take suggestions to control their weight seriously or 

consider the consequences of their actions (Puhl & Brownell, 2001). As a result of weight bias, overweight or 

obese individuals may be excluded from friendships or feel embarrassed because of their excess weight (Puhl & 

Heuer, 2010). Puhl and Latner (2007) found that children and adolescents are more vulnerable to the harmful 

effects of weight bias than adults. Research on weight bias among children and young people has thus far mainly 

focused on teasing and bullying, with weight bias reported as the most common reason for peer harassment 

among students in a school environment (Pont, Puhl, Cook & Slusser, 2017). 

While various methods exist to objectively evaluate obesity, including skinfold measurement, BMI, and 

bioelectrical impedance, the concept of an ideal body shape universally accepted in society is a result of media 

messages and resists objective assessment. Individuals may strive to improve their appearance, especially by 

keeping their weight under control, in order to conform to standards of attractiveness and thus elicit positive 

reactions, as thinness is valued in most modern societies (Maurer & Sobal, 1999). The value attached to thinness 

is linked to the perception of overweight and obese individuals as being of lower worth (Chalker, 2014). Given 

the prevalence of such messages in society, numerous studies have reported body dissatisfaction in both women 

and men (Griffiths, Murray, Krug & McLean, 2018; Quittkat, Hartman, Düsing, Buhlmann & Vocks, 2019). While 

women have exhibited an increasing desire to be thinner, in men the desire to be more muscular prevails 

(Melching, Green, O’Neal & Renfroe, 2016; Heider, Spruyt & Houwe, 2018). Body dissatisfaction even exists 

among individuals such as athletes and exercise science students who would be assumed to have more ideal 

and/or athletic physiques (Lim, Omar-Fauzee & Rosli, 2011; Swami, Steadman & Tovee, 2009; Yager, Gray, Curry 

& McLean, 2017). Kristjánsdóttir, Sigurðardóttir, Jónsdóttir, Þorsteinsdóttir, and Saavedra (2019) examined the 

body image concerns of Icelandic athletes competing at elite levels in five different branches of sports (aesthetic, 

endurance, weight-class, fitness, and ball sports). The researchers reported that 17.9% of 755 athletes had severe 

or moderate level body image dissatisfaction and that this rate reached 39.5% for athletes competing in aesthetic 

sports. In another study, Yager et al. (2017) compared the body dissatisfaction of Australian health and physical 
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education majors with that of other education majors and found high levels of body dissatisfaction in both groups 

of students. 

Negative attitudes and behaviors resulting from weight bias towards obese and overweight individuals in various 

social settings have been documented in several studies (Dimmock, Hallett & Grove, 2009; Zuzelo & Seminara, 

2006; Berryman, Dubale, Manchester & Mittelstaedt, 2006). Negative attitudes towards obesity and constant 

pressure on overweight individuals to lose weight loss are widespread in fields such as physical education, sports, 

and exercise sciences (Langdon, Rukavina & Greenleaf, 2016). The source of negative attitudes towards obese 

individuals has been attributed to the belief that obese individuals are lazy, lack willpower, and are undisciplined 

(Carels, 2013; Dhurandhar, 2013).  These ideas have been reinforced by the prevalence of an ideal athletic body 

shape promoted by the media, resulting in many individuals desiring to attain an athletic physique (Teachman & 

Brownell, 2001). 

Several studies have demonstrated the existence of negative attitudes among athletes towards obesity. In one 

such study focusing on the attitudes of students in psychology and sports education departments, O'Brien, 

Hunter and Banks (2007) found that sports education students were more prejudiced against obese individuals 

than psychology students. Similarly, Yılmaz and Dinç (2010) found that physical education and sports majors 

exhibited negative attitudes towards obese individuals. Weight-related concerns are frequently observed in 

athletes, especially as a result of the pressure to maintain a slim physique in elite athletics (Harris & Foltz, 1999). 

Parsak and Saraç (2018) examined the relationship between athletes’ athletic identity and their attitudes towards 

obese individuals, finding that their subjects’ harbored negative attitudes towards obese individuals and that 

higher levels of athletic identity were associated with more negative attitudes towards obese individuals 

increase. Similarly, Saraç and Parsak (2018) showed that athletes participating in team sports had negative 

attitudes toward obese individuals. 

The purpose of the present study was to investigate the association between preadolescent swimmers’ self-

perceived real and ideal body shapes and their attitudes toward obese peers. An exploratory approach was taken 

as a first step toward developing a deeper understanding of the body shape perceptions of the participants, who, 

as athletes, may be thought to have ideal physiques, and of their attitudes toward obese peers. The relationships 

among these variables will also contribute to understanding the associations between body shape and attitudes 

toward obese individuals. 

METHOD 

Research Design 

This cross-sectional study was conducted to determine the relationship between self-perceived real and ideal 

body shapes and attitudes toward obese peers among preadolescent female and male Turkish swimmers. The 
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data, which included the answers to questionnaires and BMI-related measurements (weight and height), were 

collected in 2018 during the swimming competition season. 

Participants 

The study sample consisted of 160 female (Mage= 11.46±.59) and 146 male (Mage= 11.53±.50) competitive 

swimmers, all aged 11-12 years, participating in the Swimming Improvement Project Final Races. Ethical approval 

to undertake this study was granted by the relevant university ethics committee and parental permission and 

informed written consent were obtained for each participant prior to the start of any study-related activities. 

Data Collection  

The Body Figure Perceptions Scale (BFPS), BMI formula (kg/m), and the Attitude toward Obese Children Scale 

(AOCS) were used in the study. BFPS was developed by Collins (1991) to evaluate children’s’ perceptions 

concerning body shape and includes 7 figures displayed in ascending order, beginning with the leanest silhouette 

(1) on the left to the heaviest silhouette (7) on the right. Participants were required to select one of the seven 

body shapes that resembled their “real (actual)” (1st choice) and “ideal” (2nd choice) body shape. BMI was 

calculated by dividing the participant’s body mass (in kg) by the square of the participant’s height (in m). Height 

and weight were measured while the participants were barefoot and wearing swimsuits. AOCS was developed 

to assess children’s attitudes toward their obese peers (Balcı Çelik, Batık Özcan & Aksoy, 2015). The scale consists 

of 16 items with a six-point Likert scale ranging from 0 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). Total scores range 

from 0-80, with higher scores indicating more positive attitudes toward obese children. Cronbach’s Alpha 

coefficient, calculated to measure the reliability of AOCS, was .76 (Balcı Çelik et al., 2015). The reliability of the 

scale in the present study was .82. 

Data Analysis 

Data were analyzed using the SPSS 17.0 software package for Windows. The Mann-Whitney U test was employed 

to calculate the differences between the two groups (female and male genders) in terms of BFPS scores, BMI, 

and AOCS scores. The Wilcoxon signed-rank test was used to compare the difference between female and male 

swimmers' self-perceived real and ideal body shapes. Correlation coefficients between variables were calculated 

using Spearman’s rho. 

RESULTS 

Prior to performing correlation analysis, the Mann-Whitney U test was used to compare female and male 

preadolescent swimmers’ self-perceived real and ideal body shapes, BMI, and their attitudes toward obese peers. 

According to our results, self-perceived real body shape was larger for female swimmers (Mdn= 4.00) than for 

male swimmers [(Mdn= 4.00), U= 8848.00, p= .001, z= -3.99]. However, mean self-perceived ideal body shape 
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[(Mdnfemale= 4.00, Mdnmale= 4.00), U=10462.50, p= .07, z= -183], BMI [(Mdnfemale= 18.60, Mdnmale= 18.25), U = 

10757.50, p= .23, z= -1.19], and attitudes toward obese peers [(Mdnfemale= 56.98, Mdnmale= 57.00), U= 11408.00, 

p= .73, z= -.35] were not significantly different between female and male swimmers. Table 1 shows the means 

and standard deviations for all variables. 

Table 1. Means and Standard Deviations of All Study Variables by Gender 

 Female 
(N= 160) 

Male 
(N= 146) 

Total 
(N= 306) 

 x ̄ SD x ̄ SD x ̄ SD 

Perceived real body shape 3.94 .87 3.59 .76 3.77 .83 

Perceived ideal body shape 3.74 .56 3.64 .64 3.70 .61 

BMI 18.86 2.59 18.43 2.18 18.65 2.41 

AOCS 52.28 12.63 54.84 12.22 54.55 12.42 

 

The results of the Wilcoxon signed-rank test revealed a significant difference between female swimmers’ 

perceived real and ideal body shapes. Of the female participants, 29% had an ideal body shape thinner than their 

real shape, for 10% the opposite was true, and 61% were satisfied with their physique (Z= -3.10, p= .002) (Table 

2). However, for male swimmers there was no significant difference between their perceived real and ideal body 

shapes, with 20% desiring to be thinner, 23% having an ideal body shape larger than actual, and 57% satisfied 

with their physique (Z= -.83, p= .41) (Table 2). 

Table 2. Perceived Ideal and Real Body Shape Discrepancy of Participants 

 Female Male 

 N % N % 

Ideal body shape < Real body shape 47 29 30 20 

Ideal body shape > Real body shape 16 10 33 23 

Ideal body shape = Real body shape 97 61 83 57 

 

Spearman’s rank-order correlation analysis was performed to determine the relationships between 

preadolescent female and male swimmers’ self-perceived real body shapes, BMI, and attitudes toward obese 

peers. No statistically significant correlations between the self-perceived real body shapes and attitudes toward 

obese peers were found for either female (rs= -.05, n= 160, p= .57) or male (rs= -.15, n= 146 p= .08) swimmers. 

However, the results did reveal a statistically significant strong positive correlation between female swimmers’ 

real body shape and BMI (rs= .50, n=160, p= .001) and a medium positive correlation between male swimmers’ 

real body shape and BMI (rs= .49, n= 146, p= .001). Male swimmers’ BMI was negatively correlated with AOCS 

scores (rs= -.17, n= 146, p= .04). There was no significant correlation between self-perceived ideal body shape 

and BMI (rs= .05, n= 306, p= .43), nor between ideal physique and attitudes toward obese peers (rs= -.02, n= 306, 

p= .74). 
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CONCLUSION and DISCUSSION 

The results of this study revealed a difference between the female and male swimmers’ self-perceived ideal body 

shapes but found no statistically significant differences between female and male swimmers with respect to self-

perceived real body shape, BMI, or attitudes toward obese peers. The results also indicated that females 

reported being heavier than ideal at a significantly higher rate than males. These findings are consistent with the 

literature, suggesting that women are more concerned about their bodies and experience greater dissatisfaction 

with their body shape compared to men (Mellor, Fuller-Tyszkiewicz, McCabe & Ricciardelli, 2010; Brennan & 

Lalonde, 2010). For example, Button, Sonuga-Barke, Davies and Thompson (1996), in their study focusing on self-

esteem and eating problems, found that 56% of female students felt “too fat”. One explanation for this finding 

is the ideal of thinness in modern societies as a precondition of happiness, success, and social acceptance, along 

with the association of being overweight with laziness, weakness, lack of self-control, and other negative qualities 

(Grogan, 2017). In another study, researchers compared the perceived real and ideal body shapes of athletes 

versus non athletes and found that the majority of female athletes and non athletes perceived their bodies to be 

larger than actual and that they idealized slimmer physiques (Hallinan, Pierce, Evans, DeGrenier & Andres, 1991). 

Krentz and Warschburger (2011) reported that body dissatisfaction was experienced by both athletes and non 

athletes at nearly identical levels. Although there are numerous reasons for body dissatisfaction and the desire 

to be thinner among preadolescent female swimmers, these phenomena are, to some extent at least, 

determined by social pressures placed on individuals to conform to certain body shapes, weight, and/or images, 

whether they are athletes or not. In addition to these social pressures, criticisms of athletes’ physical appearance 

by their coaches, teammates, friends, and/or family members may also contribute to body dissatisfaction (Petrie 

& Greenleaf, 2011; Coppola, Ward & Freysinger, 2014). 

In the present study, the participating 11-12-year-old male and female swimmers were found to have positive 

above-average attitudes toward their obese peers. Several studies have revealed that both boys and girls harbor 

anti-fat attitudes towards overweight and obese peers starting from the age of two (Di Pasquale & Celsi, 2017; 

Sagone & De Caroli, 2013). In a study conducted with white and Hispanic secondary school students in the U.S.A., 

Greenleaf, Chambliss, Rhea, Martin and Morrow (2006) reported that participants exhibited negative 

stigmatization tendencies towards excess weight regardless of ethnicity and gender. The subjects in their study 

also stated a preference for participating in social, academic, and recreational activities with their thin peers 

rather than their overweight peers. However, studies reporting positive attitudes towards obese individuals have 

also been published. Öztürk, Alpkaya, Keskin and Çubuk (2017) examined the attitudes of Turkish children aged 

11-13 towards their obese peers and found them to be positive, consistent with the findings of the current study. 

Another Turkish study found no significant difference between 15-year-old male and female Turkish adolescents 

in terms of their attitudes towards obese peers, reporting moderately positive scores (Alpkaya & Çoknaz, 2018). 

The literature reveals that individuals involved in the sports community (exercise science students, physical 

education teachers, coaches, etc.) generally have negative attitudes towards obese individuals. Some of the 
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participants in these studies, who are frequently subjected to strict training and nutrition programs, believe that 

obese individuals love to eat, are physically unattractive, have no or limited self-control, and lack self-confidence 

(Griffin & Harris, 1996; Langdon, Rukavina & Greenleaf, 2016; Peterson, Puhl & Luedicke, 2012; O'Brian, Hunter 

& Banks, 2007; Greenleaf, Martin & Rhea, 2008). The findings of the aforementioned studies are thus not 

consistent with those of the current study. However, in a study examining the attitudes of Malaysian nursing 

students towards obese individuals, the participants’ attitudes were found to be positive. The reason that the 

participants in the present study did not have negative attitudes towards their obese peers may be due to the 

fact that such negative attitudes towards obesity are simply not common in Turkey among preadolescents, 

whether athletes or not. Although studies have shown that young children may experience weight stigma, which 

often continues throughout childhood, and be subjected to negative attitudes concerning overweight/obesity, 

research concerning children on this topic remains limited (Paxton & Damiano, 2017; Latner & Stunkard, 2003). 

For this reason, our finding that preadolescent swimmers had a slightly positive attitude towards obese 

individuals presents an important contribution to the literature. 

This study also examined the relationship between the participants’ perceived real and ideal body shapes, BMI, 

and attitudes toward obese peers. We found a positive correlation between the actual body shape perceived by 

the male and female swimmers and their current BMI, indicating that the participants possess body awareness. 

Consistent with our findings, another study has also shown that women tend to perceive their bodies as “too 

fat” while men perceive themselves to be “too thin” (Mikolajczyk, Maxwell, Ansari, Stock, Petkeviciene & Guillen-

Grima, 2010). This bodily awareness is thought to have emerged because swimmers are competitive athletes 

and, as such, are subjected to strict dietary regimes in addition to their physical training, resulting in constant 

focus on their bodies. Reel and Gill (2001) reported that female swimmers experienced weight-related stress in 

the competition environment, emphasizing the common belief that reducing body weight and fat is effective in 

improving performance. 

Another finding of the present study was the correlation between BMI and negative attitudes toward obese 

peers on the part of the male participants. Studies supporting this finding have identified this particular 

relationship only in male students. For example, Flint, Hudson and Lavallee (2015), in their study of 2,380 people 

between the ages of 18-65, reported that men had more negative attitudes towards obese people and a higher 

level of fat phobia compared to women. Aruguete, Yates and Edman (2006) analyzed the different attitudes 

towards obesity of their female and male participants. The researchers found that men and women react 

differently to societal messages promoting thinness and that these reactions occur primarily in the form of body 

dissatisfaction and reduced food intake in women, as opposed to dislike of obese people in men. Numerous 

studies have demonstrated that women attach great importance to thinness whereas men attach importance to 

being bigger, that is, more muscular (Cohane & Pope, 2001). This may explain the positive correlation between 

BMI and negative attitudes towards obese individuals observed in the male participants in the current study. 

Studies have also reported that men are aware of society’s expectations of them as they grow older with regard 
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to their physique, one such expectation being a muscular and strong, not merely large; body. Such expectations 

are even more widespread in athletic environments (McCabe & Ricciardelli, 2004).  

RECOMMENDATIONS 

In conclusion, we found that the preadolescent female competitive swimmers who participated in this study 

experienced body dissatisfaction, wishing to be thinner, while the male participants overall were satisfied with 

their body shape. Although attitudes toward obese children did not significantly differ between the female and 

male participants, the level of negative attitudes toward obese children positively correlated with the BMI of the 

male swimmers. The limitations of this study should be kept in mind when interpreting the results. Although this 

is one of the few studies correlating self-perceived real and ideal body shapes and attitudes toward obese 

children in preadolescent competitive swimmers, the sample size was small, as participants were assembled from 

only a single swim meet. For this reason, the findings cannot be generalized to all preadolescent competitive 

swimmers throughout Turkey. Future investigations should consider gathering a more diverse sample group for 

determining self-perceived body shape and attitudes toward obese children.  
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