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Abstract 

Relationships Among Body Image Dissatisfaction, Racial Identity, and Racial 

Socialization in African American Women College Students 

 

Desire Shenay Taylor, M.A. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2013 

 

Supervisor:  Germine Awad 

 
The discussion of race within body image research has for many years been a 

topic of empirical focus. However, remaining still is a lack of knowledge regarding the 

unique sociocultural factors that are involved in African American women’s experience 

of body and the development of body dissatisfaction. Racial identity and family 

background may impact Black women’s body attitudes. The proposed study is an 

exploratory investigation of body dissatisfaction in a sample of African American women 

college students. Specifically, the role of racial identity and the endorsement of racial 

socialization messages received from family will be examined. Findings will serve to 

increase understanding of the sociocultural underpinnings of body image among Black 

women. Racial identity and racial socialization will be tested as potential predictors of 

body dissatisfaction through hierarchical multiple regression analyses. Racial identity 

status will be examined as a potential mediator of racial socialization and body 

dissatisfaction.   
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Chapter One: Introduction 
 

The value placed on body aesthetics and physical attractiveness has become one 

of the most defining aspects of contemporary Western culture. Various mediums of 

communication continue to impose images and messages relaying narrow standards of 

beauty. These ideals influence individuals’ perceptions of their own physical appearance 

or what is commonly referred to as body image. Understanding the various factors linked 

to body image is an important endeavor, as body image is related to psychosocial 

development (Harris, 1995), disordered eating (Rogers-Wood & Petrie, 2010), depression 

(Keel, Mitchell, Davis, & Crow, 2001), and quality of life (Cox, Zunker, Wingo, 

Thomas, & Ard, 2010). 

The scientific study of body image has burgeoned into a popular domain of 

psychological research. Contained within this vast literature are a variety of 

contemporary viewpoints regarding the development of body image. These perspectives 

include evolutionary, genetic, cognitive-behavioral, feminist, and sociocultural. Among 

these diverse conceptualizations of body image, the sociocultural focus is one of the 

prevailing frameworks for understanding body image evaluation (Tiggeman, 2011).  

While this model has offered extensive insight into moderating and mediating 

mechanisms central to body dissatisfaction in conjunction with the roles that family, 

media, and peers play; it has done so with an almost exclusive focus on White women 

(Grabe & Hyde, 2006; Hall, 1995;Tiggeman, 2011).   

The primary emphasis on the experiences of White women has led to a scarcity of 

research regarding African American women’s body image. As a result, most measures 
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developed for body image assessment are centered on the unique concerns of White 

women (Grabe & Hyde, 2006; Mulholland & Mintz, 2001) and maintain a one-

dimensional perspective of body image centering on weight and size (Harris, 1995). The 

limited empirical research on Black women is based on a comparative framework with 

White women acting as the primary comparison group. Widespread among these studies 

are examinations of traditional correlates of body image that fail to acknowledge the 

potential impact of factors related to race/ethnicity. Findings from this line of research 

generally indicate that African American women maintain more positive body image and 

less body dissatisfaction than their White counterparts (Gordon, Castro, Sitnikov, & 

Holm-Denoma, 2010; Lokken, Worthy, Ferraro, & Attmann, 2008). Although Black 

women are commonly believed to be inoculated from body dissatisfaction when 

contrasted with White women, some scholars caution against acceptance of this view, 

citing empirical findings that indicate insignificant differences between Black and White 

women’s body image (Demarest & Allen, 2000; Grabe & Hyde, 2006; James, Phelp, & 

Bross, 2001; Molloy & Herzberger, 1998). Based on inconsistent findings, questionable 

measurement, and a failure to consider cultural context, researchers have called for a 

more expansive sociocultural model and increase in within-group studies on African 

American women’s body image (Falconer & Neville, 2000; Harris, 1995; Tiggeman, 

2011). 

Among the existing literature, racial identity status and racial socialization have 

consistently emerged as relevant sociocultural variables in association with the body 

attitudes of Black women. While relationships between specific racial identity statuses 
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and body evaluation have been previously examined (Falconer & Neville, 2000; Harris, 

1995; Hesse-Biber, 2004; Hesse-Biber et al., 2010), there are few empirical 

investigations on racial socialization in the context of body image for Black women. 

There is also an absence of concomitant examinations of racial identity status and racial 

socialization in body image research. A concurrent investigation would allow for a better 

understanding of the most essential factors to consider in relation to body image and the 

detection of intervening variables. This knowledge would contribute greatly to the realms 

of both research and practice. Highlighting distinctive aspects of African American 

women’s body image could act as an impetus for researchers to explore other pertinent 

cultural variables. Clinically, results could provide a better idea of useful strategies for 

intervention. 

  The proposed study is an exploratory investigation of body dissatisfaction in a 

sample of African American female college students. Specifically, the role of racial 

identity and endorsement of racial socialization messages received from family will be 

examined. A review of body image, racial identity, the influence of African American 

families, and racial socialization will be included, with a particular focus on African 

American females. Hierarchical multiple regression analyses will determine if racial 

identity and racial socialization serve as predictors of body dissatisfaction. Racial identity 

status will be examined as a potential mediator of racial socialization and body 

dissatisfaction.   
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Chapter Two: Integrative Analysis 
	  
Body Image 

There are a variety of ways to conceptualize body image. It is often characterized 

by the degree to which one is satisfied with their body and the level of psychological 

importance associated with appearance (Cash & Pruzinsky, 2002). A majority of this 

research centers on the evaluative aspect of body image with a focus on the assessment of 

body image attitudes (Menzel, Krawczyk, & Thompson, 2011). Attitudes are generally 

measured by gauging the level of satisfaction/dissatisfaction an individual maintains 

regarding specific parts of the body or the body as a whole (Menzel, Krawczyk, & 

Thompson, 2011). High levels of body image dissatisfaction are commonly associated 

with Western nations (Thompson & Stice, 2001). “Normative discontent” is the phrase 

often called upon to represent the pervasive nature of negative body attitudes among 

women and girls in the United States. Although occurring at lower rates, men are also 

prone to body dissatisfaction (Cash & Smolak, 2011; Demarest & Allen, 2000; Grabe, 

Ward, & Hyde, 2006). The implications of body image dissatisfaction are far-reaching 

and are associated with the consideration of cosmetic surgery (Slevec & Tiggemann, 

2010), increased risk for depression (Keel, Mitchell, Davis, & Crow, 2001), eating 

pathology (Stice & Shaw, 2002), and decreased quality of life (Cox, Zunker, Wingo, 

Thomas, & Ard, 2010). 

Larger sociopolitical forces often influence appearance ideals for women’s 

bodies. For example, in the 19th century a tightly corseted waist, pale skin, and fragile 

demeanor defined the popular look. The corset limited women’s ability to freely move 
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which in turn fostered a stronger reliance on men (Hesse-Biber, 1996). Moving onward to 

the 20th century, standards shifted from a more external to an internal, biological focus 

(Hesse-Biber, 1996). Weight and size became central to a woman’s appeal. In the early 

1920s a slender look was adopted while the 1940s and 1950s were marked by a more 

curvaceous standard. An ultra-thin ideal for American women burgeoned in the 1960s 

and spans to the present day (Hesse-Biber, 1996).  

While women in Western societies have obtained some power and economic 

freedom, their worth and well being still remains inextricably bound to how close their 

own physical form matches the contemporary ideal. Women often seek to be aligned with 

cultural body ideals and sometimes can exhibit high levels of adherence including over 

exercising, extreme dieting, plastic surgery, and eating disorders (Hesse-Biber, 1996). 

This focus on body ideals requires chronic self-monitoring and modification which can 

lead to self-objectification, or the internalized view of oneself as an object (Calogero, 

Tantleff-Dunn, & Thompson, 2011). Departure from cultural standards of beauty bears 

negative implications for a person’s overall success, happiness, and social status (Grogan, 

1999; Hesse-Biber, 1996) and thus there are many reasons to mirror societal body 

norms. Pressure to conform to thinness standards and the associated repercussions have 

mostly been thought to impact White women. However, researchers suggest that with 

media exposure and acculturation to U.S. mainstream standards and values, racial/ethnic 

minorities are increasingly less insulated from Eurocentric body demands (Gordon, 

Castro, Sitnikov, & Holm-Denoma, 2010).   
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 Women’s concerns regarding their own appearance have long been in existence. 

However, body image research did not become a prominent area of focus until the 1990s 

and began to flourish in the 21st century (Cash & Smolak, 2011). Tiggeman (2011) 

explains that most body image research is based on a sociocultural model that explains 

how societal ideals are transmitted, internalized, and eventually come to influence body 

satisfaction/dissatisfaction. Within the sociocultural framework the primary agents for 

transmission of ideals are identified as family, peers, and media. However, the 

sociocultural model is limited in that it has been mostly applied to White females 

(Tiggeman, 2011). As a result, contemporary research and historical accounts on body 

image have focused almost exclusively on the impact of gendered oppression, 

weight/size, family, peers, and media on body disturbance among women and girls of 

European descent (Grabe & Hyde, 2006; Hall, 1995; Hesse-Biber, 1996; Lovejoy, 2001; 

Tiggeman, 2011). Not until recently have other populations been included in body image 

research endeavors. Because the study of the transmission and internalization of societal 

ideals has mostly centered on White women, research on risk and protective factors 

associated with body dissatisfaction concentrate on White women (James, Phelps, Bross, 

2001). The problematic nature of these accounts is that they do not consider the unique 

perspectives, influential mechanisms, and outcomes related to body attitudes for other 

racial/ethnic groups. In an increasingly diverse society, it is imperative that this void in 

the literature be addressed. 
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Body Image among African American Women 

African American women are among those who are missing from the many pages 

of body image research. This absence is particularly meaningful given the negative 

implications associated with the presence of body dissatisfaction for Black women. 

Larger discrepancies between perceived and ideal sizes were found to be strong 

predictors of total quality of life scores among African American women (Cox, Zunker, 

Wingo, Thomas, & Ard, 2010). Specifically, Cox and colleagues found that greater 

discrepancies between perceived and ideal sizes were linked with decreased quality of 

life. Body dissatisfaction among Black female undergraduate students has been linked to 

preoccupation with weight, a lack of competence regarding physical capabilities, 

internalization of societal beauty ideals, and disordered eating (James, Phelps, & Bross, 

2001; Harris, 1995; Rogers, Wood, & Petrie, 2010).  

 The paucity of body image research on Black women is contrasted by extensive 

investigations with White women as the primary subjects. As a result, research is limited 

to the impact of gendered oppression on body image disturbance (Lovejoy, 2001). 

However, Black women deal with the intersection of both race and gender. The 

combination of the sociopolitical forces of racism and sexism simultaneously shape body 

image ideals in a way that is different from the body image ideals of White women. In 

Lovejoy’s (2001) review of Black feminist perspectives on eating disturbances, she 

describes African American women’s experiences with multiple forms of social 

oppression as a reason for the development of body dissatisfaction and disordered eating. 

The interaction of racism and sexism is associated with compulsive binging, purging, and 
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dieting. These behaviors act as unhealthy coping mechanisms or tools to attain a physique 

that will allow for mainstream acceptance (Root, 1990; Thompson, 1992). Explorations 

of African American women’s body image must move beyond a comparative framework 

rooted in White women’s experiences of oppression. More specifically, body image 

research relevant to this group must examine the influence of race related sociocultural 

factors (e.g., racial identity and racial socialization). 

Comparative Research. The limited research conducted with racial/ethnic 

minority groups utilizes a comparative framework contrasting the body perceptions of 

White and non-White populations. Prevalent among these studies is the examination of 

differences between White and Black women (Grabe & Hyde, 2006). Although a 

collective review of the results presents mixed findings, the general consensus is that 

Black women maintain a more positive body image. When compared with White women, 

findings show that African American women report lower levels of body image 

dissatisfaction (Gordon, Castro, Sitnikov, & Holm-Denoma, 2010; Rucker & Cash, 

1992), maintain a more favorable view of larger body sizes (Cash & Pruzinsky, 2002; 

Gordon, Castro, Sitnikov, & Holm-Denoma, 2010), have less concerns about dieting, 

weight fluctuations, and fear of fatness (Rucker & Cash, 1992), and are less likely to 

internalize sociocultural standards or White standards of beauty (Lokken, Worthy, 

Ferraro, & Attmann, 2008). Prior research also indicates that African American women 

are less likely to develop eating disorders when compared to other racial groups (O’Neill, 

2003). 
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Various reasons have been posited to explain why Black women are able to 

maintain high levels of body appreciation in a culture that promotes women’s body 

insecurities. Black women have been described as cultivating flexible definitions of what 

constitutes beauty (Parker, Nichter, Nichter,Vuckovic, & Ritenbaugh, 1995). More so 

than White women, they are likely to perceive men as desiring larger body sizes (Molloy 

& Herzberger, 1998) and thus are more comfortable with being larger in size. Although 

exposed to the same standards of beauty as White women, community and family 

opinions inconsistent with White beauty norms are thought to be powerful forces which 

shape the body standards of Black women and prevent them from evaluating their own 

bodies based on Eurocentric standards (Lovejoy, 2001; Rucker & Cash, 1992). 

While a substantial portion of the literature suggests that Black women are more 

satisfied with their bodies, some empirical studies counter this claim. For example, 

studies have found similar results or small differences in preferred body size (Molloy & 

Herzberger, 1998), body dissatisfaction, and drive for thinness between African 

American and Caucasian females (Demarest & Allen, 2000; Grabe & Hyde, 2006; James, 

Phelp, & Bross, 2001). Research on pre-adolescents found that African American girls 

possessed a higher drive for thinness when compared to their White counterparts 

(Striegel-Moore, Schreiber, Pike, Wilfley, & Rodin, 1994). Mulholland and Mintz (2001) 

found similar DSM-IV prevalence rates of eating disorders and related symptoms among 

African American and Caucasian college women. In a meta-analytic review, O’Neill 

(2003) reported a small significant effect for White females having greater disordered 

eating than African American females, but similar rates of bulimic symptomatology.  
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Within-Group Research. A growing body of research has moved away from 

comparisons between White and Black to more thoroughly investigate the unique 

experiences of African American women (Falconer & Neville, 2000). With-in group 

research allows for in depth examinations of both general, or more traditional variables 

associated with body image, and sociocultural variables uniquely related to Black 

women’s body image.  

Traditional Factors and Body Dissatisfaction. Traditional correlates of body 

dissatisfaction are those factors that are generally important to consider with a variety of 

populations. Educational status is commonly examined in context of female body image. 

Young women in collegiate environments are often considered to be high risk for the 

development of body dissatisfaction and eating pathology (Fitzsimmons-Craft, 2011). 

Within group investigations have cited African American female students in 

predominately White university settings as an important population to consider when 

exploring body image disturbance. It has been posited that in these settings, young Black 

women are at risk for the adoption of mainstream White beauty ideals (James, Phelps, 

Bross, 2001; O’Neill, 2003) and increased risk for the development of eating disorders 

(Williamson, White, Newton, Alfonso, & Stewart, 2005; O’Neill, 2003). In addition to 

educational background, Body Mass Index (BMI) is a traditional correlate common 

among body image research. BMI is also important to consider in the exploration of body 

image dissatisfaction and appearance evaluation among African American women 

(Falconer & Neville, 2000; Zhang, Dixon, & Conrad 2009). Most research indicates that 

African American women with greater body mass are less likely to be satisfied with their 
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bodies (Harris, 1995) and overall appearance (Falconer & Neville, 2000). Furthermore, 

the consideration of socioeconomic status is prevalent within body image research. In 

general, findings suggest that women who identify as upwardly mobile or with higher 

social class standing are at greater risk for the development of body dissatisfaction 

because of more rigid standards of beauty maintained among those social groups 

(McLaren & Kuh, 2004; Root, 1990). In predominately White settings, African American 

women with higher class standing may feel an additional pressure to conform to White 

beauty ideals when compared to those with lower class standing and thus are at greater 

risk for the development of body dissatisfaction (Lovejoy, 2001).  

Sociocultural Factors and Body Dissatisfaction. In addition to the traditional 

correlates of body image dissatisfaction, it is essential to consider sociocultural factors 

specifically related to Black women’s body image. The vast majority of variables 

uniquely related to Black women have been distinguished through with-in group 

research. Among African American samples, greater ethnic group identification has been 

associated with decreased body dissatisfaction (Hess-Biber, Livingstone, Ramirez, Barko, 

& Johnson, 2010; Zhang, Dixon, Conrad, 2009) while greater alliance with White culture 

is linked to increased body dissatisfaction (Hess-Biber et al., 2010). In testing a 

sociocultural model of eating disorders, Rogers, Wood, and Petrie (2010) found that 

African American women with greater identification with their ethnic group were less 

likely to internalize Eurocentric beauty standards. Specifically, Rogers, Wood, and Petrie 

(2010) suggest that individuals with stronger connection to their ethnic groups may be the 

recipients of racially affirming messages from family and friends. These findings warrant 
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further examination to illuminate the relationship between racial/ethnic identity, 

communication regarding matters of race, and body image. Also pertinent to African 

American women’s body image is neighborhood racial/ethnic diversity. Granberg and 

colleagues (2009) explain that young Black women who grow up in predominantly Black 

environments may develop healthy body images because of the “availability of 

comparison others who are also African American” (p. 259). It is possible that body 

image concerns are more prevalent among African American women from predominantly 

White environments because of the absence of Black women, and greater exposure to and 

subsequent internalization of White ideals of beauty (Hess-Biber et al., 2010). 

In addition to the sociocultural variables related to Black women’s body image, a 

holistic, consideration of body dissatisfaction in this population must extend to the 

measurement of body satisfaction/dissatisfaction. Inconsistent findings within both 

comparative and with-in group examinations may be linked to the types of measures used 

to assess body image (Lovejoy, 2001; O’Neill, 2003). The majority of existing measures 

were normed and created with predominately White, middle class females in college and 

clinical settings (Mulholland & Mintz, 2001). Thus the most common forms of body 

image assessment exclude pertinent cultural factors relevant to Black women and are 

more likely to accurately assess body issues as experienced by White women (Grabe & 

Hyde, 2006).  

  There is evidence to support the idea that body image and the expression of 

dissatisfaction manifest differently in African American women. While the majority of 

body image research explores the perception of weight, appearance in the African 
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American community is multidimensional and extends to skin color, hair, and facial 

features (Hall, 1995). Qualitative accounts of Black women’s body image from early 

adolescence into adulthood highlight the common experience of negative emotions 

regarding body size, skin color, and hair (Awad et al., 2011; Boyd-Franklin, 1991). In an 

exploration of general and cultural specific factors linked to body image, Falconer and 

Neville (2000) found that African American women who expressed higher levels of skin 

color satisfaction were more likely to have favorable appearance evaluations and 

decreased internalization of White beauty standards. Pumariega, Gustavson, Gustavson, 

Stone Motes, & Ayers (1994) found that Black women reporting low levels of body 

satisfaction were likely to engage in skin bleaching, excessive hair care, and the 

willingness to endure financial debt in the name of beauty. Given these results, it is 

important that the impact of mainstream beauty ideals be considered in light of both 

general (e.g., size and shape evaluation) and culturally specific (e.g., skin color, hair, 

facial features) measures of body image. To address this gap, the current study will 

include more expansive measures of dissatisfaction that extend beyond weight to include 

dissatisfaction with skin, hair, and facial features.  

Based on a limited understanding of influential sociocultural variables and the 

failure of contemporary psychometric measures, researchers have called for an increase 

in studies designed to tap into the social and cultural underpinnings of body image for 

Black women (Falconer & Neville 2000; Lovejoy, 2001). Therefore, in addition to more 

expansive measures of dissatisfaction the current study will also examine the influence of 

race related sociocultural factors (e.g., racial identity and racial socialization). 
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Racial Identity 

In the psychological literature, racial identity has developed into a highly 

emphasized topic with considerable deliberation and dispute regarding its 

conceptualization (Cokley & Chapman, 2009). Helms (1990) defines racial identity as the 

degree and quality of identification with a person’s respective racial group. A neutral, 

positive, or negative stance towards an individual’s racial group might be taken. 

Although racial identity is a popular area of focus presently, the concept is rooted in a 

persistent history of struggle for African American people. The great challenge inherent 

in the formation of racial identity is that it must take place in the midst of an oppressive 

society that degrades African American and discounts their experiences. This has 

spanned from slavery, to the era of Jim Crow laws, Civil Rights and Black Power 

movements and on into the 21st century. Several forces, including the Harlem 

Renaissance, can be linked to the more formal process of African descent people 

rejecting racist depictions of Black humanity and redefining Black culture through a 

variety of mediums (Cokley & Chapman, 2009). The broader question of identity has 

long been in existence for African Americans. However, theories and seminal models 

detailing Black racial identity development did not appear until the 1970s (Cokley & 

Chapman, 2009). In the realm of psychology, Cross’ original (1971) Nigrescence model 

developed as one of the more influential racial identity models (Helms, 1990). 

Nigrescence Theory of Racial Identity. Nigrescence Theory was originally 

developed to describe identity shifts among those who were active in the Black Power 

Movement of the 1970s, and in the 1980s the theory was more generally applied to 
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African Americans (Cross & Vandiver, 2001). The initial model described five stages of 

development leading to the crystallization of an optimally healthy Black racial identity. 

Psychologically, initial phases were thought of as less healthy because of a strong 

identification with White culture (Helms, 1990).  

The primary stages in the model included: Pre-encounter, Encounter, Immersion-

Emersion, Internalization, and Internalization-Commitment. Pre-Encounter refers to 

individuals who identify with White culture, devalue, or distance themselves from the 

Black community. Encounter represents a transition in which an individual experiences 

an incident or series of events that fosters an awareness of their own racial identity. 

Encounter experiences may lead individuals to critically examine aspects of the Black 

experience. Immersion-Emersion reflects a movement from non-engagement to 

engagement marked by a rigid pro-Blackness and hostility towards White society. 

Although Immersion-Emersion includes an acknowledgement of one’s Black Identity, it 

can initially be characterized by intense rage and stereotypic assumptions about what 

constitutes Blackness. Finally, Internalization depicts acceptance of self as African 

American, embracing of Black culture without an anti-White orientation. Internalization 

Commitment describes individuals who display a long-term commitment to the African 

American community. 

  In its original form, Cross’s (1971) Nigrescence model was scrutinized for various 

conceptual limitations and misrepresentations of certain identities (Cokley, 2002). In 

response, the revised Nigrescence model was developed (1991, 1995) and featured eight 

Black identities as a representation of the wide spectrum of Black identities (Cross & 
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Vandiver, 2001). While the theory describes various identity types with less emphasis on 

stages, it is still commonly used to describe developmental processes. In this updated 

form, Encounter exists solely as a stage and is not an actual type of identity. Also 

included were significant changes within the Pre-Encounter and Internalization 

components. Revised Nigrescence Theory illustrates exemplars for each identity types. 

Pre-Encounter consists of Pre-Encounter Assimilation, Pre-Encounter Miseducation, and 

Pre-Encounter Self-Hatred. Immersion identities include Immersion-Emersion Anti-

White and Immersion-Emersion Intense Black Involvement. Internalization Afrocentric 

and Internalization Multiculturalist are the exemplars for Internalization. 

Racial Identity and Body Dissatisfaction 

Helms (1990) suggests that there are relationships between racial identity and 

cognitive styles. A mostly Pre-Encounter perspective may lead to information processing 

that is stereotypic and consistent with Eurocentric perspectives. Information evaluation 

for an individual who is closely aligned with Immersion-Emersion sentiments may 

include a strong dismissal of Eurocentric perspectives. Internalization attitudes may lead 

to a more flexible evaluation of information while still maintaining a positive orientation 

towards one’s Black identity.  

In the context of Western society, perceptions of beauty are based on Eurocentric 

ideals. Because of the potential link between information interpretation and racial 

identity, it is imperative to consider how content regarding body ideals are received 

among African American women with varying levels of racial identity. It could be 

derived that those high in Pre-Encounter identities might be susceptible to a rigid 



 17 

acceptance of Eurocentric conceptualization of beauty. As a result, they may strive to fit 

these narrow definitions and/or become discontented with the aspects of their appearance 

that are inconsistent with mainstream aesthetic ideals. African American women who 

strongly identify with Immersion-Emersion might actively resist Eurocentric physical 

ideals and embrace more traditional Black features. However, it might be the case that 

individuals in this category have a narrow view of what Black features are ideal. To the 

extent that their own characteristics are inconsistent with this aesthetic, a person may be 

dissatisfied with their own image. Finally, a person high in Internalization might evaluate 

White beauty ideals as constrictive. However, because this identity is marked by less 

rigidity about what constitutes Blackness, a person high in Internalization might be more 

likely to accept their own image even when inconsistent with traditional Black beauty 

ideals.  

  Recent research has extended beyond the more general, traditional correlates of 

body dissatisfaction to consider the role of specific sociocultural factors. In line with this 

shift, the literature is at the brink of examining variability in body dissatisfaction among 

African American women in relation to racial identity. Within this sub-section of the 

literature there is a great diversity in the nature of how racial identity is operationalized. 

Studies range from examinations of racial identity from the lens of clinical interviews to 

quantitative research with multiple forms of measurement intended to capture Black 

identity. Both qualitative and quantitative investigations with African American girls and 

college students have revealed important relationships between racial identity and body 

dissatisfaction/satisfaction.  
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Research has revealed that higher levels of body dissatisfaction tend to manifest 

among African American women with higher levels of identification with White culture 

and among Black women with negative perceptions of themselves as a result of their 

Black identity. Specifically, findings posit that self-identification with White culture is 

associated with adherence to White norms of beauty and struggles with personal body 

image develop as one attempts to fit the thin ideal (Hesse-Biber et al., 2010). Awad et al. 

(2008) found that Pre-Encounter Self-Hatred attitudes emerged as a significant predictor 

of body dissatisfaction. This relationship suggests that when unfavorable depictions of 

Black people are internalized, Black women are at a greater risk for the development of 

negative body image.   

Among African American females strong, positive identification with the Black 

community has been linked to greater self-esteem, less identification with mainstream 

beauty standards, and greater satisfaction with appearance (Harris, 1995; Falconer & 

Neville, 2000; Hesse-Biber, 2004; Hesse-Biber et al., 2010). When describing their 

ideals, those who positively identified with Black culture focused on hair, skin, and 

“thickness.” For this group, when dissatisfaction with body was reported, concerns were 

often framed with regard to hair, skin, and curves (Hesse-Biber, 2004; Hesse-Biber et al., 

2010).  

Overall the literature suggests that idealization of White culture and rejection of 

Black identity bears negative implications for African American women’s body image. 

The majority of these studies frame body dissatisfaction in the context of weight and 

thinness preoccupation. However, it is clear that appearance issues extend beyond size to 
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include texture of hair, skin color, and nose and lip shape. Varying levels of 

dissatisfaction and satisfaction with these features may exist for African American 

women despite positive identification with Black culture. These mixed results regarding 

racial identity and thinness, hair, and skin color necessitates future research to disentangle 

the meaning of racial group identification with various measures of body dissatisfaction 

that extend beyond weight. In addition, this body of research reflects great heterogeneity 

in terms of how Black identity is measured. The use of instrumentation with questionable 

psychometric properties, the conflation of ethnic identity with racial identity, and the 

presence of contradicting results underscore the need for further exploration of the 

relationship between racial identity attitudes and body image.  

African American Families and Body Image 

In understanding the sociocultural factors that impact Black women’s body 

image, it is critical to investigate the role of family. African American families have long 

been embedded in social systems which frame physical attractiveness as consistent with 

Eurocentric standards. For example, during slavery it was common for the White 

community to give African Americans with lighter skin color preferential treatment over 

their darker skinned counterparts (Hall, 1995). Lighter skin was sometimes a mark that 

the individual was mixed with both Black and White. Although still relegated to the 

lower rungs of the racial hierarchy, the perception of Whiteness afforded them privilege 

not granted to those perceived to be all Black. Invoked by the White community, the 

practice of discrimination based on skin color became commonplace in the African 

American community (Hall, 1995). The issue of hair also represents the influence of 
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White standards on the notions of physical attractiveness within the Black community. It 

is often argued that the most valued type of Black hair is that which appears closest to 

Caucasian hair with flowing, long, straight, and manageable hair texture viewed as ideal 

(Hall, 1995).   

African American families are not immune to Eurocentric societal messages of 

beauty. Parmer, Arnold, Natt, and Janson (2004) define the heavy influence of White 

standards on skin, hair, and other aesthetic preferences as “multigenerational transmission 

and internalized oppression” and describe this process as one where the “cultural 

standards of aesthetic preference associated with facial features, skin color, hair texture 

and length, and body size are transmitted across generations through the process of 

internalized oppression, subsequently affecting the mental health of African American 

families” (p. 231). To summarize, oppressor notions of beauty can be internalized by 

families and projected onto youth. The extent to which family members internalize these 

messages may bear negative implications for young Black women. In contrast, African 

American women whose familial environments encouraged resistance of negative 

depictions of the Black body and Eurocentric physical standards as ideal may develop an 

appreciation for their unique features and shape.  

In the areas of skin, hair, and facial features, Parmer et al. (2004) explains that 

families are likely to adhere to a variation of the dominant aesthetic preferences. As a 

result, lighter skin tone, longer hair, and more Eurocentric facial features are espoused. 

However, the authors conclude that body size is one appearance domain where African 

American women are encouraged by family to embrace their physique regardless of 
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mainstream ideals. In the area of weight/size, families may be less likely to internalize the 

aesthetic preference common among the mainstream and as a result encourage their 

daughters to embrace this aspect of their appearance.  

Given that African American families communicate different messages depending 

on specific features, body image research must expand beyond an exclusive focus on 

body size and weight to consider hair, skin, and facial features. In addition to the 

adoption of a broader definition of body image, it is critical that future investigations 

explore the variations among Black families that bear implications for body 

dissatisfaction.   

The characteristics of primary caregivers and parenting approaches are among the 

most important factors with potential to shape children’s emergent self-image. Research 

indicates that among African American college women, family background influences 

personal evaluation of appearance. Harris (1995) discovered that certain family variables 

were predictors of global body satisfaction and body area satisfaction. Women who 

reported their father’s educational attainment of a high school degree or lower had greater 

body dissatisfaction compared to women with fathers who obtained education equal to or 

greater than 4-year college degrees. Harris (1995) acknowledges that meaningful 

interpretation of these results is limited by the nature of demographic factors, but that the 

findings may be indicative of variation in parenting styles among levels of education. 

Past literature shows that parents with higher educational attainment more frequently 

engage in racial socialization with their children (Thornton, 1990). Therefore it is 

possible that parent-child interactions where the father has obtained higher educational 
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attainment may involve more messages about racial pride and barriers that influence body 

acceptance and appreciation. In the context of Black women’s body image there exists a 

great need for more formal assessment of family dynamics and socialization processes 

which impact appearance evaluation.  

In Peters’s (1988) historical account of Black families she describes original 

research on Black families as predominantly comparative in nature with White families 

as the primary reference. In addition, Black families were treated as one monolithic group 

with no regard for the vast diversity that exists within the Black experience. Eventually 

research would shift into an ecological framework. With this shift, behavior was observed 

in the natural environment and the value system of the family was taken into 

consideration. Consequently, it allowed for a better understanding of the unique ways in 

which Black parent-child interactions foster the healthy development of Black children. 

Findings within this line of research described Black parenting behaviors and the 

socialization of Black children as responsive to a racist, oppressive society. In exploring 

how families influence African American women’s body image, it is imperative to 

consider the unique socialization processes Black families engage in as a response to 

social and environmental factors. 

Racial Socialization 

In general, when socializing their children, parents seek to define expectations of 

a larger social structure. This communication usually includes messages regarding how to 

engage the world in a way that is appropriate for an individual’s status (Thorton, 1997). 

The reality for most Black families is that the raising of children must occur in a culture 
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that devalues and dehumanizes Black people. In order to promote healthy development 

for their children, Black families buffer, filter, and reinterpret negative messages 

regarding Black humanity (Bentley, Adams, & Stevenson, 2009; Thorton, 1997). This 

distinctive activity is known as racial socialization. Research has identified valuing one’s 

distinct cultural heritage and alertness to racism as the primary components of what 

Black parents communicate to their children in the process of racial socialization 

(Bentley, Adams, & Stevenson, 2009; Hughes & Chen, 1997). 

In racial socialization theory, the Triple Quandary framework (Boykins & Tom, 

1985) is often invoked to depict the process of socialization for African American youth 

in three primary contexts: mainstream, minority, and Black cultural. The mainstream 

perspective involves the teaching of general life skills where race is not a primary focus. 

This outlook is consistent with White mainstream values. The minority perspective 

involves preparing children for oppressive environments. It usually includes messages of 

racial pride and coping with stigma. Black cultural focuses on Black heritage, history, 

and tradition. Stevenson (1994) describes racial socialization as consisting of two primary 

themes: Proactive and Protective racial socialization messages. Protective messages are 

directed towards alertness to racism while proactive communication is geared towards 

pride in one’s cultural heritage. Adaptive racial socialization represents the pairing of 

both protective and proactive messages (Stevenson, 1997). This is considered to be an 

ideal combination as it prepares youth by fostering the development of healthy ways to 

navigate racist experiences while reinforcing the value of their own Black racial group 

(Bentley, Adams, & Stevenson, 2009).  
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The literature suggests that variations in racial socialization practices exist based 

on age, gender, and neighborhood. Hughes and Chen (1997) indicated that parents report 

a higher frequency of racial socialization practices with older children when compared to 

younger children. In addition, parents are more likely to communicate messages 

regarding African American heritage and racial discrimination to older children while 

younger children are less likely to receive communication about prejudice. An 

overemphasis on racism may not be appropriate for younger children who have had 

limited experience with racial bias (Hughes & Chen, 1997) and it is possible that 

premature exposure could lead to negative developmental outcomes (Coard & Sellers, 

2005). Young African American girls who report experience with racist events are 

identified with more experiences of racial socialization that emphasize cultural pride 

when compared to young Black boys (Stevenson, McNeil, Herrero-Taylor, Davis, 2005). 

The authors suggest that parents are particularly concerned with preventing the 

internalization of inferiority and promoting positive racial identity development among 

Black girls. In studies that explore racial socialization, neighborhood racial/ethnic 

diversity is often assessed and used as a proxy for the extent of interaction with other 

racial/ethnic groups (Anglin & Wade, 2007; Granberg, Simons, & Simons, 2009; 

Thompson, Anderson, & Bakeman, 2000). Research suggests that a communities’ 

racial/ethnic makeup may bear implications for exposure to racism. Furthermore, a 

youth’s experience with racist events may inform the nature of racial socialization 

communication between parents and their children. For example, Bentley & Stevenson 

(2011) found that Black youth who report higher levels of interracial interactions with 
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White people were more likely to experience racist events. The authors suggest that 

protective and coping messages may be more frequently communicated by parents to 

Black youth to aid in the navigation of racially hostile environments. It is clear that 

younger African American women, culturally affirming messages, and neighborhood 

racial/ethnic diversity are all important to consider when examining racial socialization. 

 Among most accounts of racial socialization, the focus is on adaptive messages 

and the frequency these ideas are communicated. However, it should not be assumed that 

all racial socialization experiences relay positive messages about race. Conversations 

between parent and child may actually include maladaptive messages of racial 

socialization marked by an acceptance of stereotypes and negative societal views of 

Black people (Bentley, Adams, Stevenson, 2009). In addition, when looking at the 

correlates of racial socialization it is essential for research to move beyond frequency to 

explore belief in the type of message communicated. Essentially, considering a persons 

belief, as opposed to frequency of exposure, represents a present moment orientation, 

which might be more accurate than information recall. To advance racial socialization 

knowledge, research must move beyond frequency to also examine endorsement of 

messages including both adaptive and maladaptive (Thomas, Anderson, & Bakeman, 

2010).  

The correlates of racial socialization are many. Research illustrates that high 

levels of belief in proactive racial socialization messages, or those that are culturally 

reaffirming, are positively related to Internalization attitudes (Stevenson, 1995), better 

adjustment, act as buffer between racist experiences and poor mental health (Anglin & 
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Wade, 2007; Fisher & Shaw, 1999), and are associated with greater resilience among 

those with extensive histories of discrimination (Brown & Tylka, 2011). Not all research 

associates healthy outcomes with racial socialization. Thompson, Anderson, and 

Bakeman (2000) found that a higher frequency of racial socialization indicated greater 

acculturation stress and greater endorsement of pre-encounter attitudes, such as negative 

stereotypes about Black people.  

Racial Socialization and Body Dissatisfaction 

Hall (1995) posits that the majority of body image concerns among African 

American women are rooted in perceived deviation from Eurocentric beauty standard and 

that racist/sexist external forces uphold these ideals. Recognizing the challenge inherent 

in altering dominant culture’s perceptions of beauty, she explains that an awareness of 

oppressive forces, healthy strategies for dealing with racism, and messages 

communicated from Black families can foster body acceptance. 

In a qualitative study, Hess-Biber et al. (2004) found that family members 

influenced body satisfaction among African American girls. Black female adolescents 

identified mothers as key agents in the development of their own healthy body image, 

specifically citing mothers as providing messages of racial pride and instructions to 

ignore negative representations of the Black body. A recent study by Granberg et al. 

(2009) found an interaction between body weight and family racial socialization on social 

self-image. This study utilized a measure of racial socialization that focuses on the 

promotion of knowledge regarding African American culture and history (Hughes & 

Chen, 1997). Overall, heavier respondents were found to have lower social self-image. 
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However, those with higher levels of racial socialization, or more messages that 

emphasized pride in African American culture, exhibited more positive feelings towards 

self despite their actual size. The authors argue that racial socialization messages from 

family function to heighten women’s awareness of biased standards regarding beauty and 

body while also increasing preference for in-group standards. Results also indicated a 

moderating relationship of neighborhood racial composition on self-image. Those with 

larger body sizes and whose neighborhoods were composed of smaller populations of 

African Americans exhibited lower levels of self-image. In environments with a 

substantial population of African Americans there was a lack of significant difference in 

self-image found between smaller and larger size adolescent girls. This study points to 

the important role of racial socialization messages communicated by families and 

neighborhood racial diversity in the self-image of African American women.  

  Implicit in these findings is that Black families are among the many agents that 

shape Black women’s perceptions of their body. In addition, it seems that the use of 

communication that encourages alertness to oppression, healthy strategies for dealing 

with racism, and cultural pride is relevant to the development of body acceptance within 

this population. However, because of the qualitative nature of past studies and the lack of 

specific body dissatisfaction measures, findings are limited with regard to generalizability 

and clinical implications. It is imperative that future work moves towards quantitative 

investigation of the effects of racial socialization on body dissatisfaction in African 

American women. Based on the previous review, examination of belief in adaptive and 

maladaptive messages will allow for a more meaningful interpretation of the impact 
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racial socialization experiences on body image. Such exploration can occur with use of 

the CARES as it is a scale that allows for the multidimensional assessment of racial 

socialization.  
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Chapter Three: Proposed Research Study 
 

Statement of Purpose 

 The primary purpose of this study is to conduct an exploratory investigation of the 

sociocultural factors that influence body dissatisfaction in African American female 

college students. The limited research on Black women is comparative in nature and 

usually focuses on traditional correlates of body image that do not account for the impact 

of racism and sexism on body image ideals. This proposed study expands existing body 

image research with an exclusive focus on Black women and the sociocultural 

components associated with body dissatisfaction in this population. As previously 

described, the literature suggests that Black women’s body image is influenced by an 

individual’s racial identity and messages received from families. Although racial identity 

has been examined with regard to body dissatisfaction, a large portion of this work 

conflates ethnic identity with racial identity and is conducted using measures with 

questionable psychometric properties. While the importance of racial identity has been 

established, there is an absence of studies that quantitatively examine the influence of 

racial socialization on appearance evaluation. This proposal aims to investigate the 

relationships between various types of racial socialization messages and body 

dissatisfaction in addition to racial identity statuses and body dissatisfaction. Also 

intended is an examination of racial socialization messages and racial identity statuses in 

the prediction of body dissatisfaction. Finally, racial identity status will be examined as a 

potential mediator between racial socialization and body dissatisfaction. 
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This proposed study aims to advance existing research in several important ways. 

First, this research will provide a with-in group account of sociocultural correlates of 

body dissatisfaction relevant to Black women. Second, this study will consider the 

relationship between various racial identity statuses and body dissatisfaction. Third, an in 

depth view of how certain types of communication are related to body image will be 

made available through examining the degree of association between distinct racial 

socialization messages and body dissatisfaction. Also offered is a concomitant 

examination of how much body dissatisfaction is explained by racial identity and racial 

socialization while controlling for other pertinent variables. Because African American 

women’s body image is multidimensional and extends beyond weight, this investigation 

includes hair, skin, and facial features in addition to size/weight in the assessment of 

body dissatisfaction. Finally, included in this study is a test of the potential mediating 

roles of certain racial identity statuses in the relationship between racial socialization and 

body dissatisfaction. 

Research Questions and Hypotheses 

Research Question 1. What is the relationship among types of racial socialization 

messages and body dissatisfaction in African American female college students?  

Hypothesis 1a. It is expected that Protective, Coping, and Affirmation messages 

will be negatively associated with body dissatisfaction for African American female 

college students. 

Rationale 1a. There is a paucity of research on the relationship between racial 

socialization among families and body dissatisfaction. Therefore, this investigation is 
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exploratory in nature. The literature identifies family members as playing a critical role in 

the development of African American females body image (Harris, 1995). However, the 

way in which this occurs remains unclear. Racial socialization, or the direct and indirect 

messages received from significant figures, is considered a key process that influences 

the development of youths’ perceptions and attitudes (Bentley et al., 2009). More 

specifically, messages from family and racial socialization have been described as a 

potentially important process that fosters body appreciation and ethnic standards of 

beauty (Granberg et al., 2009; Hess-Biber et al., 2004). Therefore, it is critical to consider 

the relationship between the endorsement of specific messages received from family 

members in relation to body dissatisfaction. 

Alertness to racism and effective strategies for dealing with racism are critical for 

healthy psychological functioning. Both Protective and Coping messages focus on 

racism. The former is intended to increase awareness of racial barriers while the latter 

provides information regarding effectively dealing with racial hostilities. It has been 

argued that Black women are empowered by increased knowledge of their political and 

social realities, and that active resistance against oppressive forces inherent in these 

realities fosters self-acceptance (Hall, 1995; Rubin, Fitts, & Becker, 2003). Alertness to 

racism may allow for identification of oppressive forces, which erase, denounce, and 

degrade Black images of beauty. These negative or absent images are then attributed to 

societal stereotypes and not taken as reflections of their actual appearance. Beyond 

recognition, Black women might be prompted to take a stance of active resistance against 

cultural representations that devalue their body aesthetics. According to Parker, Nichter, 
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Nichter, Vuckovic, & Ritenbaugh (1995) in response to invisibility and negative societal 

images, Black women create more flexible and inclusive standards of beauty. One might 

expect that with greater endorsement of belief in Protective messages, or more alertness 

to racism, Black female college students will exhibit lower levels of body dissatisfaction. 

Coping messages consist of ways to effectively manage racial hostilities. Some of 

these strategies include the use of religion and spirituality to handle racist experiences. 

Based on a qualitative research, religion and spirituality are means through which Black 

women cultivate body acceptance (Baturka, Hornsby, & Schorling, 2000; Rubin et al., 

2003). Specifically, upon recognizing that greater society does not value Black standards 

of beauty, Black females are able to develop a positive relationship toward their bodies 

by recognizing that God purposefully made their unique features. Therefore, it might be 

assumed that greater belief in Coping messages is related to less body dissatisfaction 

among African American female college students. 

Granberg et al. (2009) found that overweight African American adolescent 

females whose families practiced racial socialization had higher levels of self-image than 

those who came from families who engaged in less racial socialization practices. 

Granberg et al. (2009) suggests that racial socialization acts as a source of protection 

from mainstream standards of beauty that emphasize thin ideals. This study utilized a 

measure of racial socialization that focuses on the promotion of knowledge regarding 

African American culture and history (Hughes & Chen, 1997; Hughes, 2003). In a 

qualitative study, Hess-Biber et al. (2004) noted that girls who have been the recipients of 

and believe in messages with substantial racial pride content express high levels of body 
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satisfaction. The Affirmation subscale of the CARES represents messages about African 

American cultural heritage and pride. Thus, it might be hypothesized that if messages 

geared towards culture and the meaning of being Black are associated with body 

satisfaction and protect against negative self-image among overweight girls, belief in 

Affirmation messages would also be linked with lower levels of body dissatisfaction.  

Hypothesis 1b. It is expected that Stereotyping messages will be positively 

associated with body dissatisfaction for African American female students. 

Rationale 1b. Root (1990) argues that exposure to stereotypes, which devalue 

physical features and other aspects of racial groups, may lead to a desire to be accepted 

among the dominant culture. Individuals might seek to act and appear in a way that 

allows them to gain acceptance in broader society. Endorsement of negative racial 

stereotypes might function as an impetus to present one’s self as disconfirming these 

perceptions. Thus, physical appearance becomes a primary area of focus. Individuals 

could become highly critical of features inconsistent with ideals and may seek to alter 

those that contradict mainstream standards. This critical orientation towards one’s body 

may develop into body dissatisfaction. Conversely, it is possible that positive body image 

outcomes are linked to disbelief in negative Black depictions. Results show that African 

American girls develop healthy body images when exposed to messages from mothers 

that disconfirm negative representations of Black people (Hess-Biber et al., 2004). Thus, 

it might be expected that belief in negative stereotypes is related to greater body 

dissatisfaction among African American college women. 
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Research Question 2. What is the relationship among types of racial identity 

attitudes and body dissatisfaction in African American female college students?  

Hypothesis 2a. It is expected that Pre-Encounter Assimilation, Pre-Encounter 

Miseducation, and Pre-Encounter Self Hatred will be positively related to body 

dissatisfaction for African American female students. 

Rationale 2a. In examining the relationship between racial identity and body 

dissatisfaction, a large majority of the literature indicates that the devaluing of one’s 

blackness, stereotyped perceptions of Blackness, and dislike for self because of one’s 

Black identity bear negative implications for African American women’s body image 

(Awad et al., 2008; Hess-Biber et al., 2010; Root, 1990). One of the few studies to utilize 

the CRIS, Awad et al. (2008) found the Pre-Encounter Self Hatred attitudes were 

significantly related to body dissatisfaction. 

Hypothesis 2b. It is expected that Immersion-Emersion Anti-White will be 

negatively associated with body dissatisfaction for African American female students. In 

addition, it is also expected that Internalization Afrocentric and Internalization 

Multiculturalist Inclusive will be negatively associated with body dissatisfaction. 

Rationale 2b. Among African American women, research has shown a 

relationship between racial identity and aspects of body image. Stronger identification 

with Black culture has been associated with higher body esteem and less body 

dissatisfaction (Falconer & Neville, 2000; Hesse-Biber, Livingstone, Ramirez, Barko & 

Johnson, 2010; Root, 1990). Harris (1995) found that individuals with Immersion 

attitudes were likely to report greater body satisfaction and higher health orientation. 
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Women who are in the process of rejecting pro-White perspectives were more satisfied 

with certain body areas and were more likely to be engaged in health-promoting 

behaviors. Harris (1995) reports those with greater Internalization attitudes had higher 

outcomes in appearance, fitness evaluation and health orientation. Specifically, positive 

identification with one’s Blackness without anti-White sentiments was related to positive 

perceptions of their appearance and participation in behaviors that promote health. 

Research also indicates that Afrocentric orientations are related to greater body 

satisfaction (Hesse-Biber, Livingstone, Ramirez, Barko & Johnson, 2010). Consistent 

with Internalization Multiculturalist those who view themselves as being Black, but 

possess the ability to connect with both White and Black cultures, struggle less with body 

image (Hesse-Biber, Livingstone, Ramirez, Barko & Johnson, 2010).  

Research Question 3. What do racial identity attitudes and racial socialization 

messages add to the prediction of body dissatisfaction above what can be explained with 

traditional correlates of body image and neighborhood racial diversity? What are the 

unique contributions of each type of racial socialization message and racial identity 

statuses in the prediction of body dissatisfaction?  

Hypothesis 3. It is expected that racial identity attitudes and racial socialization 

messages will account for a significant portion of variability in the prediction of body 

dissatisfaction among African American female college students in the presence of 

traditional correlates of body image and neighborhood racial diversity. Pre-Encounter 

Self-Hatred and Internalization attitudes are expected to be the strongest racial identity 

status predictors of body dissatisfaction. Belief in messages of Affirmation and 
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Stereotyping will be the strongest messages of racial socialization in the prediction of 

body dissatisfaction. 

Rationale 3. Prior research suggests that self-image and body image attitudes can 

be explained by sociocultural variables including family and racial identity statuses 

(Granberg et al., 2009; Harris, 1995). After controlling for BMI, socioeconomic status, 

and neighborhood racial diversity, it is expected that racial socialization and racial 

identity will serve as strong predictors of body dissatisfaction. Based on prior research 

that has identified a strong relationship between body evaluation and Pre-Encounter Self-

Hatred and Internalization attitudes, it is expected that these racial identity statuses will 

emerge as the most relevant in the prediction of body dissatisfaction (Awad et al., 2008; 

Harris, 1995). Pre-Encounter Self-Hatred will positively predict body dissatisfaction and 

Internalization attitudes will negatively predict body dissatisfaction. 

 Based on theory and empirical support, belief in messages of racial pride and 

negative stereotypes are highly influential in shaping body image (Granberg et al., 2009; 

Hess-Biber, 2010; Root 1990). It is expected that belief in Affirmation and Stereotyping 

racial socialization messages will account for a substantial portion of variability in the 

prediction of body dissatisfaction. Stereotyping messages will positively predict body 

dissatisfaction while Affirmation messages will negatively predict body dissatisfaction. 

Research Question 4. Do Internalization racial identity attitudes partially mediate 

the link between endorsement of Affirmation racial socialization messages and body 

dissatisfaction? 
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Rationale 4. To date, the role of racial identity status as a potential mediator 

between belief in specific racial socialization messages and body dissatisfaction has yet 

to be examined. Therefore this question is exploratory in nature. However, as illustrated 

previously, theory and empirical research have begun to link messages of cultural and 

racial pride with greater appreciation for one’s physique in African American women and 

girls (Granberg et al., 2009). Previous research suggests that racial socialization messages 

communicated by parents are related to the racial identity statuses of African American 

adolescents (Neblett, Smalls, Ford, Nguyen, & Sellers, 2009; Stevenson, 1995). As 

previously mentioned, research has found a link between Proactive racial socialization, or 

messages of cultural affirmation, and Internalization attitudes (Stevenson, 2005). Finally, 

there is an established relationship between positive identification with one’s Black 

identity and lower levels of body dissatisfaction (Falconer & Neville, 2000; Hesse-Biber, 

Livingstone, Ramirez, Barko & Johnson, 2010; Root, 1990). It is important to move 

beyond these individual relationships to consider the complicated nature of the 

underlying processes and mechanisms related to the development of body image. Chosen 

variables of interest are based on previous findings that indicate a relationship between 

belief in culturally affirming messages and more positive perceptions of body, a link 

between culturally affirming messages and Internalization attitudes, and an association 

between Internalization attitudes and lower levels of body dissatisfaction. In addition, it 

will be most useful to researchers and clinicians to develop a better understanding of how 

body dissatisfaction can be avoided in African American populations.  
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Data Analysis  
 

Preliminary Data Analysis. Preliminary data analyses will be conducted prior to 

main analyses, which include Pearson’s product-moment correlation, hierarchical 

multiple regression, and additional mediation analyses. Prior to testing statistical 

significance the researcher will examine if the assumptions for the determined statistical 

procedures are met. Relevant assumptions include establishing evidence of normality, 

linearity between variables, homoscedasticity, independence of error, and lack of 

multicollinearity. The Kolmogorov-Smirnov test and measures of skewness and kurtosis 

will be employed to test the assumption of normality. Plots of standardized residuals and 

predicted values will be used to assess potential problems with linearity and variance. 

Multicollinearity limits the size of R, obscures the impact of specific predictors, and 

increases the variance of regression coefficients (Stevens, 2007). To detect 

multicollinearity, bivariate correlations and tolerance statistics will be examined. 

Presence for outliers will be assessed. Prior to deletion, sensitivity analyses will be run to 

determine outlier affect. In addition, descriptive statistics including means, standard 

deviations, and range will be computed. Participants with missing data will not be 

included in analyses.  

Main Analysis. Main analyses will include Pearson’s product-moment 

correlation and hierarchical multiple regression with additional mediation analyses.  

 Hypothesis 1a. It is expected that belief in Protective, Coping, and Affirmation 

messages will be negatively associated with body dissatisfaction for African American 

female college students.  
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Analysis 1a. Pearson’s correlation will be used to test the relationship among 

variables. After it has been established that the assumptions for Pearson’s correlation 

have been met, the strength, direction, and significance of various relationship will be 

examined. A correlation matrix, which contains demographic variables, all six racial 

identity statuses as measured by the CRIS, belief in the five primary types of racial 

socialization messages, and body dissatisfaction as measured by the EDI, FRS, and RBIQ 

will be generated. It is expected that at the .05 level there will be significant negative 

relationships between belief in Protective, Coping, and Affirmation messages and body 

dissatisfaction as operationalized by the EDI, FRS, and RBIQ. 

Hypothesis 1b. It is expected that Stereotyping will be positively associated with 

body dissatisfaction for African American female students.  

Analysis 1b. The researcher will also assess this hypothesis through the use of 

Pearson’s correlation. It is expected that there will be a significant positive relationship 

between belief in Stereotyping messages and all body dissatisfaction scores as measured 

by the EDI, FRS, and RBIQ at the .05 level. 

Hypothesis 2a. It is expected that Pre-Encounter Assimilation, Pre-Encounter 

Miseducation, and Pre-Encounter Self Hatred will be positively related to body 

dissatisfaction for African American female students.  

Analysis 2a. Pearson’s correlation will be used to demonstrate the positive 

relationship between body dissatisfaction as measured by the EDI, FRS, and RBIQ and 

Pre-Encounter Assimilation, Pre-Encounter Miseducation, and Pre-Encounter Self Hatred 

racial identity statuses. This hypothesis will be tested at the .05 significance level. 
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Hypothesis 2b. It is expected that Immersion-Emersion Anti-White will be 

negatively associated with body dissatisfaction for African American female students. In 

addition, it is also expected that Internalization Africocentric and Internalization 

Multiculturalist Inclusive will be negatively associated with body dissatisfaction.   

Analysis 2b. Pearson’s correlation will be conducted to test this hypothesis. It is 

expected that Immersion-Emersion Anti-White will be negatively associated with body 

dissatisfaction as operationalized by the EDI, FRS, and RBIQ at the .05 level. It is also 

expected that Internalization Africocentric and Internalization Multiculturalist Inclusive 

will be negatively associated with body dissatisfaction as measured by the EDI, FRS, and 

RBIQ at the .05 level. 

Hypothesis 3. It is expected that racial identity attitudes and racial socialization 

messages will account for a significant portion of variability in the prediction of body 

dissatisfaction among African American female college students in the presence of 

traditional correlates of body image and neighborhood racial diversity. Pre-Encounter 

Self-Hatred and Internalization attitudes are expected to be the strongest racial identity 

status predictors of body dissatisfaction. Belief in messages of Affirmation and 

Stereotyping will be the strongest messages of racial socialization in the prediction of 

body dissatisfaction. 

Analysis 3. This hypothesis will be tested with three separate hierarchical 

regressions. Criterion variables will consist of the three measures of body dissatisfaction: 

EDI-Body Dissatisfaction (EDI), Figure Rating Scale (FRS), and Racial Physiognomy 

(RBIQ). Predictor variables used in all three regressions include BMI, socioeconomic 
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status, neighborhood racial diversity, racial identity statuses, and racial socialization 

message types. Prior to conducting hierarchical regression, data will be examined to 

ensure intercorrelation between predictors and criterion variables. The researcher will 

also assess for multicollinearity or high correlations among predictors as this might 

obscure results. For all three models, both racial identity status and racial socialization 

messages will serve as the primary predictors of interest and will be mean-centered prior 

to analyses. For the first model, the criterion variable will be body dissatisfaction as 

measured by the EDI. In the first step, BMI, socioeconomic status, and neighborhood 

racial diversity will be simultaneously entered to control for their influence on body 

dissatisfaction. In the second step, body dissatisfaction will be regressed onto the racial 

identity subscales and belief in racial socialization messages subscales in the prediction 

of body dissatisfaction as measured by the EDI-Body Dissatisfaction subscale. A 

significance test of the overall regression model will be conducted, using the F-ratio. 

Because of the large number of predictors involved, the adjusted R2 will be examined to 

provide a better estimate of R2 in the population. The adjusted R2 resulting from the 

addition of racial identity statuses and belief in racial socialization messages will be 

examined to determine if these variables combined explain a significant portion of 

variability in body dissatisfaction and at what level of significance. To compare the 

relative importance of predictors, standardized regression coefficients and beta weights 

will be used. Statistical significance for each beta weight will be established through 

examining the associated p-value.  



 42 

This exact process will be replicated with two additional models. The second 

model will include body dissatisfaction as measured by FRS as the criterion variable. The 

third model will include body dissatisfaction as measured by the Racial Physiognomy 

subscale of the RBIQ as the criterion variable.   

Hypothesis 4. To date, research has yet to explore the potential mediating role of 

racial identity attitudes in the relationship between racial socialization and body 

dissatisfaction. This absence in the literature warrants further study. It is expected that 

this exploratory mediation analysis will reveal Internalization Multiculturalist Inclusive 

attitudes as a partial mediator between endorsement of Affirmation racial socialization 

messages and body dissatisfaction.  

 Analysis 4. To test the proposed partial mediation, the method proposed by Baron 

and Kenney (1986) will be utilized. Consistent with this outlined procedure, four primary 

steps will be conducted. If there is evidence for the proposed partial mediation, the initial 

steps will be followed by a test of the significance of the mediation. The presence of 

mediation will be tested for all measures of body dissatisfaction including: EDI-Body 

Dissatisfaction, Figure Rating Scale, and Racial Physiognomy.  

To show that there is an effect to be mediated, the initial variable will be 

correlated with the outcome. Specifically, belief in Affirmation messages will be entered 

into a regression equation with EDI-Body Dissatisfaction as the criterion variable. If 

belief in Affirmation messages is found to be a significant predictor of body 

dissatisfaction, the second step will be tested. Next, Internalization Multiculturalist 

Inclusive will act as the criterion with belief in Affirmation messages entered into the 
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regression equation as the predictor. Analysis will continue if it is shown that the 

predictor is correlated with the mediating variable.  

The effects of the third and fourth step will be examined in the same regression 

equation. In the third step, body dissatisfaction will act as the criterion variable with both 

belief in Affirmation messages and Internalization Multiculturalist Inclusive racial 

identity attitudes as predictors. This allows a test of the effect of the mediator on the 

criterion variable while controlling for belief in Affirmation messages. Finally, the fourth 

step will involve examining whether Internalization Multiculturalist Inclusive attitudes 

act as full or partial mediators. Partial mediation will be indicated by a reduced, but still 

significant relationship between predictor and outcome variables with the addition of the 

mediating variable. Sobel’s test will be used to test the significance of the indirect effect.   

Method 

Approval by the Human Subjects Committee. The proposed study will be in 

accordance with the guidelines and standards set by the International Review Board for 

the Protection of Human Subjects at the University of Texas at Austin. 

Participants. Participants in this study will include African American female 

undergraduates. Participants will be recruited from the subject pools of the Educational 

Psychology and Psychology Departments at the University of Texas at Austin and will 

receive course credit to fulfill undergraduate research requirements. Campus wide 

recruitment strategies will include the utilization of email distribution lists and 

announcements targeting Black student organizations. 
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Power, or the probability of rejecting the null hypothesis when it is false, was 

calculated with A priori power analysis. G*Power version 3.1 was used to determine an 

estimate sample size allowing for the minimum number of participants to detect an effect 

size of .12 that is significant at an alpha level set to .05 (Faul, Erdfelder, Buchner, & 

Lang, 2009). This effect size was determined through review of prior research with 

similar variables and outcomes. Results revealed that using a significance level of .05, 

140 subjects are needed to obtain a minimum power of .80 for all analyses. To ensure that 

adequate power is reached, a minimum of 140 participants will be recruited. 

Procedure. Web based data collection will be utilized to increase accessibility 

and ensure participant anonymity. All measures and demographic questionnaires will be 

completed by subjects through an online survey. 

Measures. 

Cross Racial Identity Scale (CRIS; Vandiver et al., 2000). The Cross Racial 

Identity Scale was designed to assess African American racial identity attitudes based on 

the expanded Nigrescence model (Cross & Vandiver, 2001). It is a 40-item scale that 

utilizes a 7-point Likert scale with response options ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 

7 (strongly agree). The scale consists of six 5-item subscales with an additional 10 items 

as fillers. Subscale scores range from 1 to 7 with higher scores reflecting higher levels of 

specific racial identity attitudes. African American racial identity attitudes assessed 

include: Pre-encounter Assimilation, Pre-encounter Miseducation, Pre-encounter Self-

Hatred, Immersion-Emersion Anti-White, Internalization Afrocentric, and Internalization 

Multiculturalist Inclusive. Pre-encounter Assimilation measures pro-American and 
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assimilationist attitudes (e.g., “I am not as much a member of a racial group, as I am an 

American.”); Pre-encounter Miseducation assesses endorsement of negative stereotypes 

regarding Black people (e.g., “Blacks place more emphasis on having a good time than 

on hard work.”); Pre-encounter Self-Hatred taps into self-hatred attitudes directed inward 

(e.g., “Privately, I sometimes have negative feelings about being Black.”); Immersion-

Emersion Anti-White looks at rejection of White culture and people (e.g., “I hate the 

White community and all that it represents.”); Internalization Afrocentric measures 

empowerment and awareness of Black culture (e.g., “I see and think about things from an 

orientation that considers other worldviews and identities in addition to Black culture 

(e.g., “As a multiculturalist, it is important for me to be connected with individuals from 

all cultural backgrounds.”)  

This CRIS has been shown to have adequate reliability with α values ranging 

from .74 to .89 (Cokley & Helm, 2007; Vandiver et al., 2002). Convergent validity has 

been established between the CRIS and the Multidimensional Inventory of Black Identity 

(Sellers et al., 1998; Vandiver et al., 2002). Vandiver et al. (2002) established 

discriminant validity between the CRIS and social desirability as measured by the 

Balanced Inventory for Desirable Responding (Paulhas, 1984, 1991), personality assessed 

with the Big Five Personality Inventory (John, Donahue, & Kentle, 1991), and global 

self-esteem measured by the Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale (Rosenberg, 1965).  

Cultural and Racial Experiences of Socialization (CARES; Bentley & Stevenson, 

2011). The CARES is a revision of previous racial socialization measures created by 

Stevenson (Stevenson, 1994; Stevenson, Cameron, Herrero-Taylor, & Davis, 2002). The 
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CARES inquires about familial and non-familial sources, frequency and endorsement of 

messages received, and includes a wide variety of racial socialization messages. Because 

the CARES allows for simultaneous quantitative measurement of exposure and 

endorsement, exploration of adaptive and maladaptive messages, and multiple familial 

sources, it allows for the most thorough consideration of how racial socialization 

practices impact psychological outcomes. This measure consists of the Parent-CARES 

used among parents and caregivers, and the Youth-CARES designed for adolescents and 

college students. For this study, the Youth-CARES will be used as a measure of belief in 

racial socialization messages received. Only family sources will be considered.  

The Youth-CARES is a 53-item scale. It consists of two combined measures of 

frequency (CARES-F) and belief (CARES-B) with the same items and factors. Racial 

socialization messages are followed with inquiries regarding the frequency (Not at All, 

Sometimes, or All of the Time), level of agreement (Strongly Disagree, Disagree, Agree, 

or Strongly Agree), and source (Mother, Father, Grandparent, Teacher/Professor, Sibling, 

Other Adult, Peers, Media, No one told me this) associated with each message. There are 

5 subscales that correspond with different types of racial socialization messages: 

Protection, Affirmation, Racialism, Coping, and Stereotyping. Protection includes 

messages about the legacy of racism and societal barriers (e.g., “Racism is real, and you 

have to understand it or it will hurt you”). Affirmation messages center on pride in one’s 

racial background and teachings about cultural heritage (e.g., “You should be proud to be 

Black”). Racialism includes ideas about White privilege and interaction with White 

people (e.g., “You really can’t trust most White people”). Coping messages address 
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strategies for dealing with racial hostilities and challenges (e.g., “You should just ignore 

people that make racist comments”). Stereotyping messages are marked by negative 

attitudes and miseducation about Black people (e.g., “Some Black people are just born 

with good hair”). Higher scores on subscales indicate greater exposure to specific 

messages and greater degree of endorsement of specific racial socialization messages.    

Reliability scores for the Youth-CARES are based on 514 middle, high school, 

and college students. Bentley and Stevenson (2011) report high reliability for frequency 

(CARES-F) with an α value of .93 and an α value of .87 for beliefs (CARES-B). Good 

reliability was found among (CARES-F) subscales with α values ranging from .72 to .82. 

Moderate to good reliability was found among (CARES-B) subscales with α values 

ranging form .59 to .80. Convergent validity was established between CARES-F and 

family communications about racism.  

Eating Disorders Inventory (EDI-1; Garner, Olmstead, & Polivy, 1993). The 

EDI-1 is a widely used measure of eating disorder symptomatology relevant to anorexia 

nervosa and bulimia nervosa. The EDI-1 consists of 64 items and 8 subscales. For the 

purposes of this study, only the Body Dissatisfaction subscale will be incorporated as a 

measure of body image dissatisfaction. This subscale assesses dissatisfaction with certain 

parts of an individual’s body (e.g., “I think my hips are too big.”). It is composed of 9 

items in which individuals rate their beliefs with 6 potential response options ranging 

from 1 (always) to 6 (never). Individuals can obtain a total possible score of 27 with 

higher scores reflective of greater levels of body dissatisfaction. 



 48 

Klemchuk et al. (1990) identified the Body Dissatisfaction subscale as the 

strongest factor and orthogonal to all other EDI subscales in non-clinical, college 

samples. An initial reliability estimate of α=.91 was reported for the Body Dissatisfaction 

subscale (Garner, Olmstead, & Polivy, 1983). Test-retest reliability for this subscale has 

been reported to be .97 with a 3-week interval (Wear & Pratz, 1987). Adequate reliability 

at the .70 alpha level has been established among African American women (Gilbert et 

al., 2009; Wifley et al., 1996). Criterion validity was supported with good agreement 

between self-report and clinician judgment (Garner, Olmstead, & Polivy, 1983). 

Figure Rating Scale (FRS; Stunkard, Storenson, & Schlusinger, 1983). The FRS 

consists of 9 male and 9 female images ranging from a very thin to very obese adult. For 

the purposes of this study, only female images will be included. Participants are 

instructed to select the images that best represent how they feel they look most of the 

time and the image that captures their ideal body shape. Greater body dissatisfaction is 

associated with a larger calculated discrepancy between feel-ideal figures. 

Thompson and Altabe (1991) demonstrated good test-retest reliability with α-

values ranging from .71 to .89 with feel, think, and ideal figure ratings. In addition, figure 

rating discrepancies were found to have high correlations with other measures of 

disordered eating and body dissatisfaction including the Bulimia, Body Dissatisfaction, 

and Drive for Thinness subscales of the Eating Disorder Inventory (Garner, 1983) and 

low correlations with the Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale (Rosenberg, 1965).  

Racial Body Image Questionnaire (RBIQ; Hargrove, 1997). Developed by 

Hargrove (1997) to address the absence of assessment relevant to Black women’s body 
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image, this measure examines Black women’s attitudes regarding physiognomy and 

appearance satisfaction. This measure consists of two subscales: Physiognomy and 

Appearance Satisfaction. For the purpose of this study, only the Physiognomy subscale 

will be utilized. This subscale is composed of 15 items designed to assess extent of 

dissatisfaction/satisfaction with certain aspects of the body. A unique aspect of this 

measure is its inclusion of features relevant to Black women’s body image (e.g., nose 

size, hair, hair texture, skin color). A Likert-type response scale is designed to indicate 

how satisfied/dissatisfied respondents are with particular body parts ranging from 1 (Very 

satisfied) to 5 (Very dissatisfied). Thus higher scores are associated with greater body 

dissatisfaction. Reliabilities for the Physiognomy scale have been reported as α=.91, .89 

(Caples, 2008; Hargrove, 1999). 

Demographic Questionnaire. The demographic questionnaire developed for this 

study will obtain information regarding sex, age, race/ethnicity, class standing, 

cumulative grade point average, and major. To limit potentially confounding 

associations, socioeconomic status, current Body Mass Index (BMI), and race/ethnic 

makeup of former neighborhoods were included in the questionnaire. As previously 

discussed, these variables have been linked to the development of Black women’s body 

standards and will be controlled for in subsequent analyses. 

 Scale of Subjective Status (Adler, Epel, Castellazzo, & Ickovics 2000; Ostrove, 

Adler, Kuppermann, & Washington, 2000). The Scale of Subjective Status scale provides 

a subjective assessment of socioeconomic status. This scale has demonstrated adequate 

test-retest reliability and strong relationships with objective measures of SES (Operario, 
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Adler, & Williams, 2000). Research suggests that when studying psychological outcomes 

perceptions of social class are more accurate than traditional objective measures of SES 

(Adler et al., 2000; Operario et al., 2000).  

Body Mass Index (BMI). BMI (kg/m2) will be calculated using an individual’s 

weight in pounds divided by their height in inches squared and multiplied by 703. 

According to the Center for Disease Control and Prevention (2008), BMI categories 

include: less than 18.5 kg/m2 as underweight, 18.5-24.9 kg/m2 as normal weight, 

overweight ranges from 25.5-29.9 kg/m2, and 30 kg/m2 or greater as obese.  

Racial/Ethnic Makeup. In measuring the racial/ethnic makeup of college students’ 

previous environments, this study will draw upon previous research that utilizes the 

racial/ethnic makeup of former high schools (Bentley & Stevenson, 2007; Molloy & 

Herzberger, 1998).  
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