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The Impact of Racial Socialization and Racial Identity on Body Dissatisfaction in 

African American Women College Students 

 

 

Desire Shenay Taylor, Ph.D. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2015 

 

Supervisor: Germine H. Awad 

 

A lack of knowledge exists regarding the sociocultural factors involved in African 

American women’s experience of body dissatisfaction. This study examined the body image 

attitudes of African American women through the constructs of racial socialization from family 

and racial identity. This study was partially exploratory in nature, as few researchers have 

examined the relation between racial socialization from family and body dissatisfaction.  

Specifically, this study examined (1) the relationships between endorsement of various racial 

socialization messages and body dissatisfaction (2) the relationships between racial identity 

attitudes and body dissatisfaction (3) the role of racial socialization messages and racial identity 

attitudes in the prediction of body dissatisfaction (4) racial identity attitudes as mediators of the 

relationship between racial socialization messages and body dissatisfaction.  

Participants included 187 African American women. The majority of the population was 

recruited from a large, southwestern, predominantly White university.  With regard to racial 

socialization, results did not support a significant relationship between Protective messages and 
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body dissatisfaction, Coping messages and body dissatisfaction, and Affirmation messages and 

body dissatisfaction. However, Stereotyping messages were found to be significant and 

positively related to body dissatisfaction. Results revealed that among racial identity attitudes 

Pre-Encounter Self-Hatred was significantly and positively related to body dissatisfaction. 

Findings did not support significant relationships between Pre-Encounter Assimilation, Pre-

Encounter Miseducation, Immersion-Emersion Anti-White, Internalization Afrocentric, 

Internalization Multicultural Inclusive racial identity attitudes and body dissatisfaction. 

Additionally, Stereotyping messages and Pre-Encounter Self-Hatred were predictive of body 

dissatisfaction among this sample of African American women. Finally, Pre-Encounter Self-

Hatred racial identity attitudes mediated the relationship between Stereotyping messages and 

body dissatisfaction. Theoretical and practical implications of these findings are discussed.
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

 

The value placed on body aesthetics is one of the most defining aspects of contemporary 

Western culture. Various mediums relay narrow standards of beauty that influence individuals’ 

perceptions of their own physical appearance or what is commonly referred to as body image 

(Tiggeman, 2011). Understanding the various factors linked to development of body image is an 

important endeavor, as body dissatisfaction 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). 

In the realm of body politics, the intersection of race, gender, heterosexuality, and class-

based oppression largely shapes what is viewed as desirable and undesirable (Capodilupo & 

Kim, 2013; Hesse-Biber, Howling, Leavy, Lovejoy, 2004; Lovejoy, 2001). Thus, African 

American
1
 women’s experiences of their bodies must be contextualized within an overlapping 

system of race, gender, and class-a system that continues to be influenced by the legacy of 

slavery (Hunter, 2002; Hunter, 2007). Both racism and sexism are thought to uniquely impact the 

experience of body for Black women (Gooden, 2011; Patton, 2006). Bombarded with messages 

that belittle ethnic standards of beauty and attractiveness, African American women are at risk of 

internalizing sociocultural standards of beauty and suffering from body dissatisfaction (Watson, 

Ancis, White, Nazari, 2013). While all are exposed to these messages from a variety of mediums, 

certain factors may make one more or less susceptible to the development of body 

dissatisfaction. Given the entrenched nature of beauty standards and implications of poor body 

image, research on risk and protective factors that impact Black women’s body image is 

warranted.  

                                                 
1
 For the purpose of this dissertation, the researcher uses African American, Black, and African 

descent interchangeably when referring to this population. 
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Statement of the Problem 

Within the body image literature findings 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). Black women are commonly believed to be inoculated from body 

dissatisfaction when contrasted with White women (Lovejoy, 2001). Some scholars caution 

against acceptance of this view, citing empirical findings that indicate marginal differences 

between Black and White women’s body image and the real presence of body image concerns 

among this population (Demarest & Allen, 2000; Grabe & Hyde, 2006; James, Phelp, & Bross, 

2001; Molloy & Herzberger, 1998). Discrepancies within the literature have spurred debate 

regarding the limitations of commonly used forms of body image measurement and the absence 

of culturally relevant factors in the study of Black women’s body image (Kashubeck-West, 

Coker, Awad, Stinson, Bledman & Mintz, 2013). Taken together these findings lead to an 

indeterminate picture of African American women’s body image. 

Historically, White women have served as the main subjects of body image research 

(Grabe & Hyde, 2006; Hall, 1995; Tiggeman, 2011). Thus, measures used for assessment in this 

domain largely reflect the unique concerns of White women (Grabe & Hyde, 2006; Mulholland 

& Mintz, 2001). Weight and size, have both been key components of appearance evaluation for 

White women and have been the main focus of measurement within body image research 

(Harris, 1995). This perspective on body image disregards physical characteristics that are salient 

to how African American women view body image. Absent from these measures are questions 

regarding hair, skin color, and facial features, all of which are key elements of Black women’s 

body image (Awad, Norwood, Taylor, Martinez, McClain, Holman, & Chapman-Hilliard, 2014; 
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Capodilupo & Kim, 2013). In addition, widespread among existing studies are examinations of 

traditional correlates of body image that fail to acknowledge the impact of race on how Black 

women’s bodies are perceived (Mulholland & Mintz, 2001). Researchers have called for an 

increase in within-group studies on African American women’s body image that address 

inconsistent findings across the literature base through the use of appropriate forms of 

measurement and in-depth consideration of cultural context (Falconer & Neville, 2000; Harris, 

1995; Tiggeman, 2011). 

Racial identity status and racial socialization have emerged as relevant sociocultural 

variables that are related to Black women’s attitudes regarding their bodies (Harris, 1995; Hesse-

Biber, Livingston, Ramirez, Barko, Johnson, 2010; Oney, Cole, Sellers, 2011). Strong 

affirmations of one’s race and specific racial socialization messages may buffer against the 

combined and negative impact of racism and sexism on Black women’s body image (Hesse-

Biber, Howling, Leavy, & Lovejoy, 2004; Watson, Ancis, White, & Nazari, 2013). While the 

relationship between specific racial identity statuses and body evaluation has been examined 

(Falconer & Neville, 2000; Harris, 1995; Hesse-Biber, 2004; Hesse-Biber et al., 2010; Watson, 

Ancis, White, & Nazari, 2013), there are few empirical investigations on racial socialization in 

the context of body image for Black women. A concurrent investigation of racial identity and 

racial socialization is needed and would contribute greatly to the realms of both research and 

practice on body dissatisfaction among African American women.  

Theoretical Framework 

  There 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 
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perspective is one of the prevailing frameworks for body image evaluation (Tiggeman, 2011) and 

will be the focus of this research. This theory emphasizes the importance of examining social 

context, and the unique ways a person’s identity and social status is shaped by their cultural 

positioning. In general, this model dictates that culturally specific standards of beauty are 

transferred through various mediums and impact the degree of satisfaction/dissatisfaction with 

appearance. The extent to which ideals are internalized can impact the level of satisfaction or 

dissatisfaction. Family, media, and peers are important sources to consider when examining the 

social context of body image development. Research suggests that direct and indirect messages 

from these sources are key to any investigation of body image satisfaction or dissatisfaction 

(Tiggeman, 2011). The sociocultural model acknowledges that while most individuals are 

exposed to cultural standards, body image outcomes are differentially shaped by mediating 

variables. While this framework has offered insight into moderating and mediating mechanisms 

related to body dissatisfaction in conjunction with the role of family, media, and peers, it has 

done so with an almost exclusive focus on White women (Grabe & Hyde, 2006; Hall, 1995; 

Tiggeman, 2011). Using the sociocultural framework as a guide, further investigation of African 

American women’s body image is warranted. A particular focus on the mechanisms that mediate 

body dissatisfaction in the presence of rigid cultural standards is needed.  

Integral to understanding the sociocultural context that underlies African American 

women’s body image is the consideration of Black women’s unique experience of embodiment, 

which involves both gender and race and thus the experience of gender oppression and racism 

(Hill Collins, 2009). Cultural norms for the ideal appearance extend to many groups; however, 

women are disproportionately influenced by these standards. Western society overemphasizes 

the bodies of women and simultaneously reduces other critical aspects of identity. Women are 
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objects to be looked at and judged along physical lines while men are evaluated on a variety of 

dimensions that extend beyond physicality. This process begins early. Young girls are socialized 

to focus on factors related to appearance and taught that their presentation is central to who they 

are (McKinley, 2011). This kind of instruction gives power to the observer’s view of the body. 

As a result, young women begin to look at themselves from the outside in. This can lead to the 

view and treatment of the body as an object to be manipulated for acceptance and pleasure for 

others. Objectification theory (Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997) suggests that women may develop 

some level of body image disturbance from the internalization of these experiences. 

Objectification theory posits that women who view their bodies as objects may engage in 

constant monitoring of one’s appearance, exhibit body shame, and hold beliefs that appearance 

can be controlled. Perhaps the most important thing to call attention to is the link between this 

kind of orientation and the increased likelihood of body dissatisfaction. In addition to the 

experience of gender, it is also key to consider the experience of racism.  

Further, while gender operates as a critical aspect of Black women’s body experiences, 

the sociocultural landscape of body is heavily and simultaneously affected by race. Western 

ideals of appearance are race-specific and hold body characteristics that are more in line with 

European presentations in high regard. Consistent with the sociocultural perspective, the extent 

to which these ideals are internalized and eventually impact body image can be influenced by 

risk/protective factors related to race. Two important constructs to consider include racial 

socialization and racial identity. 

For Black youth, racial socialization involves a specific form of communication generally 

geared towards what it means to be a member of a specific racial group. In order to prepare 

youth for a racist reality and to promote healthy development, Black families identify, buffer, 
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filter, and reinterpret negative messages regarding Black humanity (Bentley, Adams, & 

Stevenson, 2009; Thorton, 1997). Not all racial socialization messages are adaptive. Messages 

with themes associated with acceptance of stereotypes and negative societal views of Black 

people may be maladaptive in nature (Bentley, Adams, Stevenson, 2009). It has been suggested 

that racial socialization messages have the power to shape Black women’s perceptions of beauty 

and their own physical form. However, there is a dearth of research that has examined this 

construct in relation to body dissatisfaction.  

Racial identity, a construct that is closely related to racial socialization, refers to the 

degree and quality of identification with a person’s respective racial group (Cross, 1991; Helms, 

1990). Developed to capture psychological responses to racism, Cross’s Nigrescence theory 

details various racial identity statuses and common characteristics associated with each. Statuses 

that include negative associations with or rejection of one’s Black identity are commonly 

associated with increased body dissatisfaction (Awad et al., 2008; Hesse-Biber et al., 2010; Root, 

1990). Findings suggest that those with more affirming racial identities have lower levels of 

dissatisfaction with their own body (Harris, 1995; Falconer & Neville, 2000; Hesse-Biber, 2004; 

Hesse-Biber et al., 2010). In this way, affirming racial identities are thought to act as buffers that 

prevent the development of body image disturbance for African American women (Harris, 1995; 

Falconer & Neville, 2000; Hesse-Biber, 2004; Hesse-Biber et al., 2010). To the knowledge of 

this author,while racial identity has been explored in research on Black women’s body image, it 

has yet to be considered concomitantly and in relation to racial socialization.  

Significance of the Study 

Past research has relied heavily on a comparative framework when examining body 

image, often comparing differences in body image between White women and Black women. 
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This approach has failed to accurately capture the complexity of Black women’s body image. 

The current study will focus exclusively on African American women in college in an effort to 

develop a more detailed and holistic view of body dissatisfaction among this population. 

Previous studies on body image are centered on dissatisfaction with weight and size. This study 

will incorporate measures of body image that assess weight and size along with hair, skin color, 

and facial features as these physical characteristics have proved to be key elements of Black 

women’s body image. There is still a need for more research that situates the development of 

body dissatisfaction within a context that acknowledges the combined impact of racism and 

sexism. In line with the sociocultural model, this study will situate the African American 

experience of body in relation to racial and gender oppression. The primary purpose includes an 

investigation of the role of racial identity attitudes and endorsement of racial socialization 

messages in the body dissatisfaction of African American Women college students.  

A review of body image research and a historical account of the influence of racism and 

sexism on the body experiences of Black women will be presented. Racial identity, the nature of 

African American families, and racial socialization will be discussed in relation to the body 

experiences of Black women. This study will employ quantitative methods to investigate the 

impact of racial identity and racial socialization on body dissatisfaction, expanding upon current 

conceptualizations of Black women’s body image. Knowledge derived from this research could 

inform future studies and the tailoring of interventions to effectively address body image 

concerns among African American women.  
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CHAPTER TWO: INTEGRATIVE ANALYSIS 

 

Brief History of Body Ideals 

 

Body ideals are products of the sociopolitical context in which they are situated. In the 

19
th

 century a tightly corseted waist, pale skin, and fragile demeanor defined the popular look. 

The corset limited women’s ability to freely move which in turn fostered stronger reliance on 

men (Hesse-Biber, 1996). Moving onward to the 20
th

 century, standards shifted from a more 

external to an internal, biological focus with an increased focus on weight and size (Hesse-Biber, 

1996). In the early 1920s a slender look was adopted. 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).  

Women’s worth and well being still remains inextricably bound to how close their own 

physical form matches the contemporary ideal. Departure from Eurocentric cultural standards of 

beauty bears negative implications for a person’s overall success, happiness, and social status 

(Grogan, 1999; Hesse-Biber, 1996). While adherence to cultural body ideals may allow for 

societal acceptance, it can also be associated with poor body image and negative psychological 

outcomes (Hesse-Biber, 1996). Body dissatisfaction, chronic self-monitoring, and modification 

of the body are related to extreme adherence to body ideals and poor body image (Calogero, 

Tantleff-Dunn, & Thompson, 2011). Pressure to conform to cultural 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). Therefore this population is important to consider 

when examining body dissatisfaction. 
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Body Image Research  

Within the field of psychology body image research did not become a prominent area of 

focus until the 1990s and began to flourish in the 21
st
 century (Cash & Smolak, 2011). Tiggeman 

(2011) notes 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 women (Tiggeman, 2011). As a 

result, contemporary research and historical accounts on body image have focused almost 

exclusively on the impact of gendered (non racial) 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). 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 they do not consider 

the unique history, perspectives, influential mechanisms, and outcomes related to body attitudes 

for other racial/ethnic groups. It is imperative that this void in the literature be addressed. 

The Black Body and Gendered Racial Oppression 

Appearance is not nor ever has been simply an aesthetic concern. What is deemed 

beautiful in relation to the human body is most often a reflection of the standards and preferences 

of those who maintain power (Patton, 2006). The United States’ past history and present 

experience of patriarchy, racism, and heteronormative standards has continued to perpetuate 

White hegemonic standards of beauty and womanhood that center largely on the form and 
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sexuality of women. For the Black women, this has resulted in Whiteness as the main point of 

reference, limited stereotypes of Black womanhood, and an absence of their diverse form in a 

variety of mediums (Patton, 2006). 

 Essed (1991) describes the experience of gendered racial oppression as the combined 

and simultaneous experience of both racism and sexism. Findings suggest that African American 

women’s body image is situated within a larger system of gendered racism, and the experience of 

physicality can be their first conscious or sub-conscious encounter with gendered racial 

oppression (Lewis, Mendenhall, Harwood, & Huntt, 2013; Thomas, Hacker, & Hoxha, 2011).  

Immersed in gendered racial oppression, dissatisfaction with the body may arise. Some may feel 

inclined to alter one’s physical self in order to assimilate into the mainstream. African American 

women who are aware of the dominant ideology may actively resist it through the cultivation of 

alternative definitions of beauty or through radical acceptance of their physical form (Lewis, 

Mendenhall, Harwood, & Huntt, 2013). The way in which gendered racial oppression impacts 

body image among African American women may be impacted by risk/protective factors such as 

racial identity and racial socialization.  

In the U.S. there has been a history of the systematic privileging of certain phenotypes 

over others (Hunter 2002; Hunter, 2007). As a result, skin colors, specific hair textures, and 

facial features that more closely resemble European ideals have been privileged (Hunter 2002; 

Hunter, 2007). The historical origins of this hierarchy can be linked to European colonialism, 

slavery, and racism (Hunter 2002; Hunter, 2007). Features perceived as African were 

malevolently labeled as unappealing and animalistic. False depictions of the Black body were 

used to argue subhuman status, justify oppressive practices, and the unequal distribution of 

resources. Among the enslaved and other African Americans, those whose physiques were more 



11 

 

closely aligned to the White ideal were often granted higher status and access to resources and 

privileges not afforded to others (Hall, 1995; Russell-Cole, Wilson, & Hall, 2013). This 

hierarchy that privileged Whiteness over Blackness was widely propagated by the White 

community and eventually, these ideals were internalized and perpetuated within the Black 

community (Russell-Cole, Wilson, & Hall, 2013).  

Prior to and following Emancipation, internalized notions of worth based on appearance 

began to shape social structure within the Black community. Racialized standards of beauty were 

perpetuated through Black institutions, media, and family (Gooden, 2011; West, 1995). To 

belong to the Black elite one had to boast light skin, specific hair texture, and sometimes 

Europeanized facial features (Lindsey, 2011). Embodying this standard allowed the sense that 

one was able to psychologically, socially, and economically separate from enslavement and 

oppression (Lindsey, 2011), thus distinguishing themselves from other Black people and 

escaping the lasting vestiges of inferiority. In the early to mid part of the twentieth century, the 

Black press commonly featured ads featuring skin bleaching creams and hair straightening 

products for coarse hair (Gooden, 2011). African American women with light skin and longer 

hair were portrayed in photograph spreads as beauty icons (Gooden, 2011). In addition to the 

media, a longstanding history of communication from family to women regarding image and its 

influence on life chances was pervasive in the Black community (West, 1995). Often these 

messages confirmed that the closer to Whiteness one is, the more one can expect in the way of 

status, opportunity, and relationships.  

Stereotypical images of Black womanhood emanated from slavery. These images 

pervaded time and became deeply entwined in the social fabric of the U.S. and the psyche of its 

citizens across generations (Hooks, 1981). Mammy is a prolific image whose roots lie in this era. 
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She was usually depicted with dark skin and African facial features, a rag covering her head, and 

in obese form (West, 1995). She was stripped of femininity and depicted as asexual and therefore 

non-threatening (Collins, 2000). Sapphire was a woman with a brown or Black skin complexion 

and distinguished by her loud, aggressive, and an emasculating persona (Hooks, 1981; West, 

1995). Jezebel, featured as a desirable woman closer to the White ideal with thin lips, straight 

hair, light skin, and a slender nose, tended to be hypersexual and manipulative (West, 1995).  

Among these images, it is the Jezebel that is deemed attractive and is commonly reproduced 

today (Collins, 2000; Townsend, Thomas, Neilands, & Jackson, 2010). Although different, each 

represents an objectified depiction that casts Black womanhood into a category of otherness and 

inferiority, and is used to justify oppression (Collins, 2000). These images of Black womanhood 

are pitted against images of middle class, White womanhood. The latter becomes normative and 

ideal while the former represents a deviation.   

The legacy of these stereotypes can lead to dissatisfaction with one’s body. Bass (2000), 

an African American woman and academic details her own dissatisfaction with her self-

professed large size. She notes that it is her shape that prevents her from fully blending into her 

White middle class environment. Despite her educational status, income, and various other 

refinements, she equates herself to Mammy based on her size and states that in her present 

context her “fat signifies the perpetuation of a stereotype” (p. 230). While conscious of her 

dissatisfaction, Bass mentions that she has never made attempts to change her form through 

dieting and exercise. Some Black women may work to dispel the personal remnants of 

stereotypical myths through fashioning their appearance knowingly or unknowingly to emulate 

the lifestyles, mannerisms, and appearance associated with White womanhood. This can lead to 

changes in diet, exercise, hairstyling, and skin care practices. 
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Also prominent was a tradition of active resistance against the defaming of Black 

femininity within Black movements, institutions, and individuals. Black movements such as Pan 

Africanism, Black Separatism, and Black Cultural Nationalism were opposed to altering the 

body to approximate Whiteness and pinned it to hatred of self and lack of racial consciousness 

(Lindsey, 2011). Unfortunately, some of these responses were reductionist in nature and too 

often reinforced a singular vision of beauty. Gooden (2011) highlights the ways in which the 

Black press was vested in displaying a physical image of Black women as desirable, 

sophisticated, and civilized to refute stereotypical representations. Often the Black press may 

have overemphasized light skin and straight hair and sometimes served to discount the inherent 

diversity and complexity within the Black population. Over time many African American 

women chose to rely on radical redefinition of their own identities and cultivation of 

consciousness as methods of opposition to limited and offensive representations of the Black 

body (Collins, 2000).  African American women worked to create a counter-narrative that 

celebrated the versatility and beauty of Black women (Jacobs-Huey, 2004). Resistance against 

limited cultural standards could be seen in celebration and fashioning of Black hair. Mercer 

(1987) explains that the extensive diversity and complexity found within the styling of African 

American hair was cultivated as a creative response to racism. In a society that sought to define 

and constrain Black womanhood, the fashioning of one’s hair was a limitless form of expression 

and a mechanism for regaining control over cultural image.   

The privileging of certain phenotypes and perpetuation of stereotypical images remains a 

thriving system within U.S. culture and is practiced by all races alike. Both are salient issues 

with meaningful implications for African Americans and Black women in particular.  The 

connection between body dissatisfaction and self-esteem is stronger for African American 
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women when compared to African American men (Oney, Cole, & Sellers, 2011). Research 

suggests that the relationship between skin tone and perceived physical attractiveness is stronger 

for African American women when compared to males and that lighter skin color is preferred 

(Hill, 2002). Studies demonstrate that lighter skin tones among African American women predict 

higher educational status, increased levels of personal income, and higher spousal status (Hunter, 

2002).   

There are also meaningful consequences for stereotypical images of Black women. 

Distorted depictions and misrepresentations present a limited view of what truly is a diverse 

Black population and serve to limit access to resources. Jewell (2002) states the following: 

It is alarming to consider how damaging these images have been in depriving the 

African American woman of opportunities, societal resources, and the recognition 

of her value as a human being and contributing member of society. One of the 

results of distorted images of African American women is that other individuals 

may have difficulty recognizing the inaccuracy of these images. (p.34) 

 It is the combined interaction between racism and sexism in which African American 

women’s experience of their bodies can be located. As a result, questions related to body image 

for this population are inseparable from questions and concepts related to race and sex. The 

previously mentioned cultural images and confining expectations operate as challenges to the 

cultivation of positive self-concept (hooks, 1981). Society has directly contrasted the Black body 

with the European ideal and found it to be devoid of beauty, without femininity, and lacking the 

essential elements for womanhood. Black women’s physicality became the grounds for inequity. 

This process was an intentional means for legitimizing economic disenfranchisement and the 

unequal distribution of social resources and power.  
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These appearance-based hierarchies, negative cultural images, and their repercussions are 

present today. They are embedded within our social fabric and continue to have unfavorable 

economic, social, and psychological effects for African American women. In an attempt to 

minimize association with these negative depictions and gain access to various resources, 

African American women may seek to emulate White lifestyles, mannerisms, and appearance 

(hooks, 1981). Therefore, focus on appearance and subsequent body dissatisfaction may operate 

as responses to gendered racialized oppression and the powerlessness that it generates (Kempa & 

Thomas, 2000).  Extensive dissatisfaction with aspects of the body may precipitate behaviors 

that are centered on altering one’s appearance to be closer to cultural standards of beauty. As 

one’s body begins to more closely resemble cultural norms, that person will have access to 

power and status and perhaps the ability to minimize future experiences of discrimination rooted 

in racism and sexism. This mentality and its pursuit can be damaging. Therefore mechanisms 

that protect against the devaluation of self are critical. Heightened racial consciousness and 

socialization methods by family that draw awareness to racism and context and reinforce racial 

pride play an important role in this regard by mitigating messages and negative depictions of the 

Black body (Belgrave, 2009; Jewell, 2002).   

Body Dissatisfaction 

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). Body image is 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 common within Western nations (Thompson & Stice, 2001). 
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“Normative discontent” is the phrase called upon to represent the pervasive nature of negative 

body attitudes among women and girls in the United States. Although 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 

associated with low self-esteem (Oney, Cole, & Sellers, 2011), the consideration of cosmetic 

surgery (Slevec & Tiggemann, 2010), increased risk for depression (Keel, Mitchell, Davis, & 

Crow, 2001), eating pathology (Stice & Shaw, 2002), problems with social functioning (Wilson, 

Latner, & Hayashi, 2013) and decreased quality of life (Cox, Zunker, Wingo, Thomas, & Ard, 

2010). 

Body Dissatisfaction among African American Women 

A full account of the body image experiences of African American women 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 

women undergraduate students has also been linked to lowered self esteem, preoccupation with 

weight, a lack of competence regarding physical capabilities, internalization of societal beauty 

ideals, and disordered eating (Harris, 1995; James, Phelps, & Bross, 2001; Jefferson & Stake, 

2009; Oney, Cole, & Sellers, 2011; 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 
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impact of gendered (non-racial) oppression on body image disturbance (Lovejoy, 2001). Black 

women must navigate gendered racial oppression or the intersection of both race and gender in 

the experience of oppression. 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. Experiences of gendered racial oppression shape the way Black women perceive 

and subsequently treat their bodies. 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. Dissatisfaction with aspects of the body stemming from the interaction between racism 

and sexism may precipitate behaviors that are centered on altering one’s appearance to be closer 

to cultural standards of beauty. Excessive focus on body and binging, purging, and dieting may 

act as unhealthy coping mechanisms or tools to attain a physique that will allow for mainstream 

acceptance (Root, 1990; Thompson, 1992). As one’s body begins to more closely approximate 

cultural norms, that person may then have increased access social capital and resources. In order 

to account for the dual influence of racism and sexism, explorations of African American 

women’s body image must move beyond a comparative framework rooted in White women’s 

experiences of oppression. To do this, research must examine the influence of race related 

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

Comparative research with African American women. 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 scholarship presents mixed findings, the general consensus is that Black 
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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 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). 

Jefferson and Stake (2009) found that African American women in contrast to European 

American women were more satisfied with weight-based features. This study also reported that 

African American women rate specific appearance features such as hair, skin color, lips, and 

nose as important aspects of their body image, but were found to be closer to ideals than 

European American women.  

Various reasons have been posited to explain why Black women are able to maintain high 

levels of body appreciation in a culture that preys on women’s body insecurities. Black women 

have been described as cultivating flexible definitions of what constitutes beauty (Shuttlesworth 

& Zotter, 2011; 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, African American women may be less likely to internalize White beauty 

norms and make comparisons to mainstream media (Jefferson & Stake, 2009). Community and 

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

(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 effect for White women having greater disordered eating 

than African American women, but similar rates of bulimic symptomatology.  

Within-group research on African American women. 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). Comparative 

research is often a superficial examination and results in tremendous gaps in understanding the 

complexity inherent within Black women’s experience of their own bodies (Oney, Cole, & 

Sellers, 2011). With-in group research allows for in-depth examinations of both 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 
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populations. Educational status is commonly examined in context of 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 women college 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; Jackson & Stake, 2009; Oney, Cole, & Sellers, 2011; Zhang, 

Dixon, & Conrad 2009).  

Despite its wide use in body image research, there are limitations with the use of self-

report BMI as a measure for body mass. The validity of BMI has been called into question 

because of its inability to offer a direct measurement of body fat, potential inaccuracies 

associated with self-report height and weight, and BMI cut-off points for obesity vary among 

ethnic groups (Deurenberg & Deurenberg-Yap, 2001; Flegal, Shepherd, Looker, Graubard, 

Borrud, Ogden, Harris, Everhart, & Schenker, 2009). Specifically, it does not distinguish 

between body fat and other aspects that contribute to mass including bones and muscle. 

However, direct measures of body fat are difficult to conduct due to the invasive nature and high 

cost of such procedures. Body mass remains as an important variable to consider as it is 

positively correlated with overall body dissatisfaction and overweight preoccupation among 
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African American women (Harris, 1995; Falconer & Neville, 2000; Kashubeck et al., 2013). 

Therefore, BMI is an important index to include given its potential to act as a confounding 

variable. 

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). African American women who are able to seek out higher 

education within a collegiate context are considered upwardly mobile and may experience 

increased risk for body dissatisfaction due to combined impact of their social status and being 

situated in a predominately White setting. Also important to consider in body image research is 

self-esteem Low self-esteem is generally associated with higher body dissatisfaction and 

disordered eating behaviors across racial groups and is a major predictor among African 

American women (Akan & Grilo, 1995; Oney, Cole, & Sellers, 2011) 

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. Body image among African American women must be 

contextualized in a way that acknowledges the role of racism and sexism. The vast majority of 

variables uniquely related to Black women’s experience of gendered racial oppression have been 

distinguished through with-in group research. Among African American samples, greater ethnic 
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group identification has been associated with decreased body dissatisfaction (Hesse-Biber, 

Livingstone, Ramirez, Barko, & Johnson, 2010; Zhang, Dixon, Conrad, 2009) while greater 

alliance with White culture is linked to increased body dissatisfaction (Hesse-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 cultural group, as measured by 

the Multigroup Ethnic Identity Measure (MEIM; Phinney, 1992), were less likely to internalize 

Eurocentric beauty standards. Specifically, Rogers et al. (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 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 

predominately 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 predominately 

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

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

In addition to the sociocultural variables, 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 (Kashubeck et al., 2013; Lovejoy, 2001; O’Neill, 2003). 

The majority of existing measures were normed and created with predominately White, middle 
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class women 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).  

  Evidence suggests 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 American community is multidimensional and 

extends to skin color, hair, and facial features in addition to weight and size (Awad et al., 2011; 

Belgrave, 2009; Boyd-Franklin, 1991; Hall, 1995; Hesse-Biber et al. 2004; Jefferson & Stake, 

2009; Poran, 2006; Thomas et al., 2011). Skin color, hair, and facial features can be sources of 

body dissatisfaction and the focus of high levels of investment. In a qualitative study at a large 

predominately White university, Awad et al. (2011) found that body concern for African 

American women college students primarily included hair, skin, and body type. Jefferson and 

Stake (2009) found that hair was among the most important features to African American women 

and those who desired change in skin color wished to be lighter in tone. 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. 

As detailed previously, historically Black women’s hair standards have been heavily 

influenced by gendered racism, so that which is acceptable must replicate White notions of 

beauty (Craig, 2002). Implicit and explicit messages communicated to Black women often treat 

their hair textures and styles as peculiar aberrations (Sue, Capodilupo, & Holder, 2008). Political 

ideology, professionalism, and personality are inferred from how Black women chose to fashion 
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their hair (Mercer, 1987; Sue et al., 2008). Generally speaking, those in power view Black 

women who more closely resemble European ideals in a positive light and those who deviate in a 

negative light. There are real consequences associated with these perceptions. For African 

American women, hair perceived to be inappropriate, distracting, or a radical display of ideology 

can limit academic and economic opportunities (Byrd & Tharps, 2002). Underlying these 

assumptions is antipathy of the Black form and the penalization of the failure to conform to the 

golden standard. In a qualitative study by Awad et al. (2011), African American college women 

detailed pressure to choose permed, straight hairstyles over more natural options for social 

acceptance and opportunity. This choice is complicated given that straight hair comes with 

sacrifice. Perming one’s hair is an expensive pursuit that demands time, can be painful, and 

present health risks for both the hair and the scalp (Battle-Walters, K., 2004). In addition, within 

the Black community the choice may not be viewed as one based on beauty, but more so a 

conscious decision to renounce one’s Blackness. In a focus group study conducted by Awad et 

al. (2011), an African American college student stated the following: 

“People in power have straight hair and they are mostly White, it’s like you have to 

emulate them if you want to get that position, and anything that says that you are Black,    

I guess, and your hair is part of that, then you want to change it . . . .” 

This statement suggests that Black women are fully aware of the requirements and consequences 

tied to their bodies. Some comply in order to prevent additional limitations on their professional 

and economic attainment. Bombarded with negative messages and the constraints of various 

styles, it is not surprising that hair is a major aspect of body image and potential body 

dissatisfaction for African American women. 
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In addition to hair, skin color is also an important factor in Black women’s overall body 

image satisfaction (Hill, 2002; Falconer & Neville, 2000). The system of colorism privileges 

light skin over dark skin and is associated with meaningful consequences. Assumptions 

regarding Black women’s character are commonly inferred from the color of their skin and, 

relatedly, skin can act as a form of social capital that predicts education attainment, income, and 

spousal status (Hunter, 1998; Hunter, 2002; Maddox & Gray, 2002). 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. Awad et al. (2011) reported that Black college women indicate that a strong 

preference for light skin still exists in both White and Black circles and directly impacts how 

they view themselves. Many shared experiences with family where messages with a focus on 

color consciousness were regularly communicated. One participant noted the following: 

“I have aunts and uncles that referred to me as the little Black one or darkie and stuff like 

that because I was darker than others . . . I remember when I was younger I went to 

school and we played this game where we would get married during play time.  You 

would find a boy you liked and you’d get married and have fun and it was great. None of 

the boys wanted to marry me because I was too dark and they were already asking me 

‘you know your children are going to come out really, really dark and that’s not good.’ 

But my light skinned friend got married to a different boy every day. But, I didn’t 

because I wasn’t light enough, and that really hurt my feelings, and to this day, it still 

brings me back to the idea that I’m not good enough.” 
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As previously addressed, weight and size are key components of body image for Black 

women in addition to hair and skin color. For many Black women, their body shape is tied to 

social and professional status. Research by Awad et al. (2011) echoed these themes. Black 

women in these focus groups expressed a desire to align with White standards of beauty, 

described as being thin and less curvy, to fit in and increase their chances of achievement. One 

participant stated the following about desiring to fit in an academic environment: 

“In high school I went to like a predominately White high school and everyone was like 

really skinny and tall. I used to like always work out and barely eat, so I could lose 

weight . . . .” 

Another participant detailed the pressure Black women experience with regard to body and 

professional environments: 

“It’s not even professional to be like super shapely, like in a suit you know. So it’s not 

professional to be Black. It sucks, but you know we got to be successful.” 

 

Given the history of Black women’s bodies and these findings, it is important that the 

impact of mainstream beauty ideals be considered in light of both culturally specific (e.g., skin 

color, hair, facial features) and general (e.g., weight and size evaluation) aspects 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 
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dissatisfaction the current study will also examine the influence of race related sociocultural 

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

Racial Identity 

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

topic (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. Theories and seminal models detailing 

Black racial identity development did not appear until the 1970s (Cokley & Chapman, 2009). 

Cross’s original (1971) Nigrescence model developed as one of the more influential racial 

identity models within the realm of psychology. 

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 was more generally applied to African Americans (Cross & Vandiver, 

2001). Cross’s (1971) 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 (Cross, 1971). 

However, Cross’s revised theory no longer assumes that Pre-Encounter attitudes are synonymous 

with poor mental health outcomes (Vandiver, 2001; Vandiver, Fhagen-Smith, Cokley, Cross, & 

Worrell, 2001). 

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

Emersion, Internalization, and Internalization-Commitment. Nigrescence model has undergone 

change since its initial development. The revised Nigrescence model  (1991, 1995) featured eight 

Black identities as a representation of the wide spectrum of Black identities (Cross & Vandiver, 
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2001). These identities included: Pre-Encounter Assimilation, Pre-Encounter Miseducation, Pre-

Encounter Self-Hatred, Immersion-Emersion Anti-White, Immersion-Emersion Intense Black 

Involvement, Internalization Afrocentric, and Internalization Multiculturalist. To measure the 

revised theory of Nigrescence, the CRIS (Vandiver et al., 2000) was developed.  

In the revised form Pre-Encounter consists of Pre-Encounter Assimilation, Pre-Encounter 

Miseducation, and Pre-Encounter Self-Hatred. Exemplars of the Pre-Encounter Assimilation 

cluster do not consider race as an important aspect of their life, may identify as American, and 

are likely to adopt mainstream values (Vandiver, Fhagen-Smith, Cokley, Cross, & Worrell, 

2001). Pre-Encounter Miseducation and Pre-Encounter Self-Hatred are both apart of an 

orientation marked by high race salience where Blackness is viewed in a negative light 

(Vandiver, 2001). Pre-Encounter Miseducation consists of belief in stereotypical representations 

of Black people while Pre-Encounter Self-Hatred involves the internalization of negative 

stereotypes that leads to devaluation and self-hatred because of one’s Black identity (Vandiver, 

2001; Vandiver, Fhagen-Smith, Cokley, Cross, & Worrell, 2001).  

In the revised form of Nigrescence theory, Encounter refers to some kind of occurrence 

or series of events that may lead individuals to critically examine aspects of the Black experience 

(Cross, 1991). This is thought to potentially usher in a shift of identity. It is not considered to be 

an actual identity and is not included as an aspect of measurement.  

Immersion-Emersion includes two separate identities, Immersion-Emersion Anti-White 

and Immersion-Emersion Intense Black Involvement. Immersion-Emersion Anti-White is 

conceptualized as the adoption of anti-White attitudes and hostility towards white society.  

Immersion-Emersion Intense Black Involvement is marked by a rigid pro-Blackness, 

engagement in and extensive explorations of Blackness (Vandiver, Fhagen-Smith, Cokley, 
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Cross, & Worrell, 2001). Although both Immersion-Emersion Anti-White and Intense Black 

Involvement involve an increased level of engagement and include an acknowledgement of one’s 

Black Identity, they are also characterized by rage, guilt, and stereotypic assumptions about what 

constitutes Blackness. While Intense Black Involvement is detailed within Nigrescence theory, it 

is not included as a subscale on the CRIS due to methodological issues. 

Internalization Afrocentric and Internalization Multiculturalist are the exemplars for 

Internalization and both involve Black self-acceptance (Vandiver, Fhagen-Smith, Cokley, Cross, 

& Worrell, 2001). Internalization Afrocentric is marked by empowerment and awareness of 

Black culture. Internalization Multiculturalist Inclusive is an identity marked by the 

incorporation of multiple identities in addition to Black culture and an appreciation for diverse 

worldviews. 

Racial identity and body dissatisfaction. Recent research has extended beyond the 

more general, traditional correlates of body dissatisfaction to consider the role of specific 

sociocultural factors such as racial identity. 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.  

  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 with 
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negative perceptions of themselves as a result of their Black identity. Hesse-Biber et al. (2010) 

posits 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 

Among African American college students within predominately White institutions and 

historically Black colleges, both binge eating and bulimic pathologies where associated with 

lower levels of ethnic identity (Shuttlesworth & Zotter, 2011). 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.  While the majority of 

research suggests that Pre-Encounter attitudes are related to poorer self-image, some findings are 

inconsistent with assertion. Edwards-Hewitt & Gray (1993) found that Pre-Encounter racial 

identity attitudes were not related to attitudes and behaviors consistent with eating disorders, but 

internalization attitudes were related to bulimic attitudes and behaviors in Black college women. 

Research suggests that positive racial identification may buffer against experiences of 

racism and sexism and contribute to decreased likelihood of internalizing European American 

standards of beauty (Watson, Ancis, White, & Nazari, 2013). Among African American women 

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). The 

majority of research on the relationship between racial identity and body image is largely 

centered on weight/size.  

 It is important to note that some studies have failed to reveal a relationship between the 

adoption of Black cultural standards and body image in Black populations (Arguete, Nickleberry, 
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& Yates, 2004). However, overall the majority of literature suggests that strong identification 

with White culture and low salience of Black identity may bear 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, appearance for Black women extends 

beyond size to include texture of hair, skin color, nose, and lip shape. Varying levels of 

dissatisfaction and satisfaction with these features may exist for African American women and it 

is not clear how racial identity will alter these relationships. Future research with new 

methodological approaches are needed to disentangle the meaning of racial group identification. 

In addition, this body of research reflects great heterogeneity in terms of how Black identity is 

measured. Multi-group Ethnic Identity Measure (Phinney, 1992), African Self Consciousness 

scale (Baldwin & Bell, 1982, 1985), Multidimensional Inventory of Black Identity (Sellers et al. 

1997) along with qualitative measures are among some of the scales previously used to assess 

racial identity within the body image literature (Falconer & Neville, 2000; Hesse-Biber et al., 

2010; Oney, Cole, & Sellers, 2011; Shuttlesworth & Zotter, 2011). 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 

It is not simply African American women who are exposed to Eurocentric standards of 

physical attractiveness. Cultural norms of beauty can also be internalized or actively resisted by 

African American families. As previously detailed, during the era of slavery the White 

community offered African Americans with lighter skin color preferential treatment over their 

darker skinned counterparts (Hall, 1995). Lighter skin was sometimes a mark that an individual 
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was mixed with both Black and White. Although still relegated to 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;Russell-Cole, 

Wilson, & Hall, 2013). The issue of hair also represents the influence of White standards on the 

notions of physical attractiveness within the Black community. Similar to skin color, Black hair 

that appeared to closely mirror Caucasian hair become valued within the African American 

community. Hair texture identified as flowing, long, straight, and manageable became the ideal 

(Hall, 1995).   

As members of the Black community, African American families are not immune to 

societal messages. Notions of beauty can be internalized by families and projected onto youth. 

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” (p. 231). The authors note that “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). Belgrave (2009) states that African American 

girls are shaped by family far more that any other source or institution. Therefore it is critical to 

investigate the role of family when seeking to understand the sociocultural factors that impact 

Black women’s body image. The extent to which family members internalize societal 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 
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Eurocentric physical standards as ideal may develop an appreciation for their unique features and 

shape.  

Parmer et al. (2004) explains that some Black families are likely to internalize the 

Western cultural aesthetic as preferential such that lighter skin tone, longer hair, and more 

Eurocentric facial features are viewed as ideal. 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 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 the nature of 

messages communicated by African American families varies with specific features, body image 

research must expand beyond an exclusive focus on body size and weight to consider hair, skin, 

and facial features in the assessment of body dissatisfaction.   

The characteristics of primary caregivers and parenting approaches are among the most 

important factors with potential to shape the emergent self-image of youth. 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 four-year college degrees. Harris 

(1995) acknowledges that meaningful interpretation of these results is limited by the nature of 

demographic factors, but that 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 
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possible that parent-child interactions where the father has obtained higher educational 

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 (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. 

Given that body image for Black women is rooted in a lived experience and history of 

oppression, it is essential to also explore how families influence African American women’s 

body image. Specifically, it is imperative to consider body image in relation to the 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 that devalues and 
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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 ones 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).  

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 
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between racist experiences and poor mental health (Anglin & 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.  

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 more likely to communicate messages regarding African American 

heritage and racial discrimination with 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 report a 

greater history of racial socialization messages 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. Based on age and gender, one 

might expect that African American college women have had experiences with racial 

socialization messages communicated from family regarding both racial bias and cultural pride.  

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 
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& 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, 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 

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. Neighborhood racial/ethnic diversity is important 

to consider when examining racial socialization with African American women. 

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

frequency these ideas are communicated. 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). Examinations of 

racial socialization often consider frequency of exposure to certain kinds of racial socialization 

messages communicated by family. Considering a persons belief, in addition to frequency of 

exposure, may provide a more accurate portrayal of the individual’s alignment with the particular 

message communicated. 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).  

Racial Socialization and Body Dissatisfaction 

Racial socialization messages can insulate and defend against stressors that emerge from 

oppression, specifically racism (Belgrave, 2009). Hall (1995) posits that the majority of body 

image concerns among African American women are rooted in perceived deviation from 
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Eurocentric beauty standard and that racist/sexist external forces uphold these ideals. Therefore, 

for African American women, the experience of body image is directly connected to the 

experience of racism.  

There is a large challenge inherent in altering racism and the dominant culture’s 

perceptions of beauty. However, an awareness of oppressive forces, healthy strategies for dealing 

with racism, and messages communicated from Black families may act as ways to foster body 

acceptance in a racist and sexist environment. Research suggests that there is a strong association 

between high body dissatisfaction and low self-esteem for Black women who believed that out 

groups had a negative view of African Americans (Oney et al., 2010). Although research has yet 

to examine how this process occurs, it may be that Black women with these beliefs have limited 

exposure or low endorsement of adaptive racial socialization messages. As a result they may fail 

to link the perceptions of the Black body to racism. As a result, these individuals may be likely to 

internalize the mentality of dominant culture and perceive their own bodies in relation to 

Eurocentric beauty standards. This may lead to poor outcomes related to psychological well-

being and body image. 

Research by Thomas et al. (2011) links the experience of body and body image for Black 

women to gendered racism. Qualitative results from this study suggest that young Black women 

who are able to cultivate body acceptance often exhibit Africentric attitudes as a component of 

their gendered racial identity. Thomas argues that culturally affirming messages that emphasize 

the strengths of the African Americans will help to develop Africentric attitudes and decrease the 

likelihood that Black women will endorse Eurocentric standards of beauty. Messages of cultural 

affirmation and racial pride are a key aspect of racial socialization communication 
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In a qualitative study Hesse-Biber et al. (2004) found that family members influenced 

body satisfaction among African American girls. Black 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. 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 that are inconsistent with Eurocentric 

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 towards the 

important role of racial socialization messages communicated by families and neighborhood 

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

Given the interaction of racism and sexism, the experience of racial socialization may be 

unique for African American girls and young women (Thomas & King, 2007). They may also 

receive specific messages from family on managing themselves as Black women, some of which 
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may be related to appearance, beauty, and body.  Presently, there are no measures that examine 

specific racial socialization messages communicate to African American women that include a 

focus on appearance and body.  

  Implicit in these findings is that Black families are important 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. The absence of research on racial socialization 

messages communicated to Black women regarding body must also be considered. Based on the 

previous review, examination of belief in adaptive and maladaptive messages will allow for a 

more meaningful interpretation of the impact of racial socialization experiences on body image.  

Purpose of the Proposed Study 

In line with the sociocultural framework on body image, this study positions African 

American women’s experience of body in a system of gendered racial oppression. Culturally, 

there exists an excessive focus on women’s form that privileges Whiteness. The extent of 

internalization of these ideals may be influenced by risk/protective factors related to race such as 

racial identity and racial socialization. Through this integrated review of research, various 

connections between African American women’s body image and the impact of racial identity 

and racial socialization on body dissatisfaction have been elucidated. Empirical findings point 

towards higher levels of body dissatisfaction among individuals with stronger identification with 
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White culture and negative perceptions of self due to their Black ancestry. Lower levels of body 

dissatisfaction have been found to exist among African American women with strong and 

positive identification with the Black community. Racial socialization is thought to be a factor 

that shapes body image satisfaction, but has yet to be examined quantitatively.  The primary 

purpose of this study is to build on these previous findings and employ quantitative methods to 

investigate the role of racial identity attitudes and endorsement of racial socialization messages 

in the body dissatisfaction of African American women college students. The current study will 

focus exclusively on African American women in college. In addition measures of body image 

dissatisfaction will assess weight and size along with hair, skin color, and facial features as these 

physical characteristics have proved to be key elements of Black women’s body image. 

Specifically, this study will test the following hypotheses: 

Proposed Hypotheses 

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

messages and body dissatisfaction in African American women college students?  

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

measured by the Cultural and Racial Experiences of Socialization (CARES; Bentley & 

Stevenson, 2011) will be negatively associated with body dissatisfaction for African American 

women 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 exploratory 

in nature. The literature identifies family members as playing a critical role in the development 

of African American women’s body image (Harris, 1995). However, the way in which this 

occurs remains unclear. Racial socialization, or the direct and indirect messages received from 
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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; Hesse-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. As defined by the CARES, 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, 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 women 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 
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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 women 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 women college students. 

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

families practiced racial socialization had higher levels of positive 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, which 

focuses on the promotion of knowledge regarding African American culture and history (Hughes 

& Chen, 1997; Hughes, 2003). In a qualitative study, Hesse-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 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 women students. 

Rationale 1b. The Stereoptyping subscale of the CARES reflects negative judgments and 

broad assumptions about Black people. Root (1990) argues that exposure to stereotypes, which 
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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. 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 (Hesse-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. 

Research question 2. What is the relationship among types of racial identity attitudes 

and body dissatisfaction in African American women college students?  

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

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

for African American women college students. 

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

dissatisfaction, a large majority of the literature indicates that low salience 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; Hesse-

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

associated with body dissatisfaction for African American women. In addition, it is also expected 

that Internalization Afrocentric and Internalization Multiculturalist Inclusive will be negatively 

associated with body dissatisfaction. 

Rationale 2b. Stronger identification with Black culture and Afrocentric orientations 

have 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. Women who are in the process of rejecting pro-White perspectives 

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

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

with appearance, fitness evaluation and health orientation. Specifically, positive identification 

with one’s Blackness were related to positive perceptions of their appearance and participation in 

behaviors that promote health. 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; 

Watson, Ancis, White, & Nazari, 2013).  

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 (e.g., BMI, socioeconomic status, self-esteem) 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?  
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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 women 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 are expected to 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, self-esteem, 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; Hesse-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 are expected to positively predict body dissatisfaction 

while Affirmation messages are expected to negatively predict body dissatisfaction. 



47 

 

Research question 4.  Do racial identity attitudes partially mediate the link between 

endorsement of racial socialization messages and body dissatisfaction? 

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. 

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. Various 

relationships between racial socialization and body dissatisfaction with certain racial identity 

attitudes will be explored. Previous findings suggest a possible relationship between belief in 

culturally affirming messages and more positive perceptions of body. This relationship might be 

explained by a link between culturally affirming messages and Internalization attitudes, and an 

association between Internalization attitudes and lower levels of body dissatisfaction. This 

relationship will be specifically explored in analyses.  
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Chapter Three: Method 

Statement of Purpose 

 The primary purpose of this study was to conduct an investigation of the sociocultural 

factors that influence body dissatisfaction in African American women. 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 that may not be capture the 

experience of body image for Black women. 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 proposed study aimed to advance existing research in several important ways. First, 

this research provided a within group account of sociocultural correlates of body dissatisfaction 

relevant to Black women. Second, this study considered 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 was made available through examining the degree of 

association between distinct racial socialization messages and body dissatisfaction. Fourth, the 

prediction of body dissatisfaction by racial identity and racial socialization while controlling for 

other pertinent variables was explored. Because African American women’s body image is 
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multidimensional, this investigation included hair, skin, and facial features in addition to 

size/weight in the assessment of body dissatisfaction. Finally, this study included a test of the 

potential mediating roles of certain racial identity statuses in the relationship between racial 

socialization and body dissatisfaction. 

Participants 

Participants were recruited via convenience and snowballing methods with the criteria 

that participating subjects self-identify as an African American or Black women who are 18 

years of age or older and are affiliated with a predominately White collegiate institution. The 

majority of participants were recruited from the subject pools of the Educational Psychology and 

Psychology Departments at the University of Texas at Austin during the Spring 2014, Fall 2014, 

and Spring 2015 semesters. Campus wide recruitment strategies were utilized with recruitment 

emails sent to Black student organizations and university professors. Snowball sampling 

occurred via email requests to participants to forward study information to other individuals who 

met the study criteria. All participants of the Educational Psychology and Psychology 

Department subject pools received course credit in exchange for participation. All participants 

were given the option to enter into a drawing for a $50.00 Target gift card.  

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 a medium 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 a review of prior research with similar variables and outcomes. 

Results revealed that using a significance level of .05, 140 subjects were needed to obtain a 

minimum power of 80% for all analyses.  
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The sample for this study consisted of 187 individuals. Primarily, participants self-

identified as Black/African American (58.2%). The remaining identified as Black/African 

(14.9%), Biracial (10.6%), Black/Caribbean (3.4%), Black/Hispanic (2.4%), or other (1%). 

Participants ranged in age from 18 to 56 years (M = 21.6, SD = 3.95). The majority of 

participants self-identified as women, and two participants identified as transgender. With regard 

to socioeconomic status, 44.7 % of the sample identified as middle class, 26.9% identified as 

working class, 15.9% identified as upper middle class, and 2.4% identified as upper class. When 

asked about sexual orientation, 86.1% identified as straight/heterosexual, 2.4% as bisexual, 1% 

as gay or lesbian, and .5% as questioning. The majority of participants noted their relationship 

status as single (46.6%) , (20.2%) stated they are dating seriously,  and (13.5%) stated they are 

dating casually. Participants represented a variety of academic standings: freshman (12.5%), 

sophomore (17.3%), junior (19.7%), senior (23.1%), graduate (13%), and other (4.3%).  Body 

Mass Index ranged from 17.78 to 45.71 (M = 25.12, SD = 1.20). When asked about the 

race/ethnicity of their former high schools, which was used to gauge neighborhood racial 

diversity, 35.1% revealed they attended a predominately White school, 26.4% attended a 

predominately Black school, 17.8% attended a predominately Hispanic school, and 10% noted 

other for this question. Please see Table 1 for more detailed demographic information including 

frequency and percent values for race/ethnicity, academic classification, socioeconomic status, 

gender, sexual orientation, race/ethnicity of former high school, current residence, relationship 

and status. Table 1 also includes information about age and Body Mass Index.  

Measures 

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

Scale was used to assess racial identity. It was designed to assess African American racial 
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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. A mean was calculated for each subscale. 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 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 Afrocentric perspective.”); and Internalization 

Multiculturalist Inclusive assesses 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  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 



52 

 

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). In this study, reliability scores were calculated for each identity status. 

Cronbach’s alpha scores ranged from .81 to .93 and reflected the following: Pre-encounter 

Assimilation in this study (.90) Pre-encounter Miseducation (.85), Pre-encounter Self-Hatred 

(.93), Immersion-Emersion Anti-White (.90), Internalization Afrocentric (.81), and 

Internalization Multiculturalist Inclusive (.81). See Appendix A to view items for this measure.  

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 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 offers a 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 was used as a measure of 

belief in racial socialization messages received. Only family sources were 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 ranging from 1 (never) to 3 (lots of 

times), level of agreement ranging from 1(strongly disagree) to 4 (strongly agree), and source 
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(e.g., Mother, Father, Grandparent, Teacher/Professor, Sibling, Other Adult, Peers, Media, No 

one told me this) associated with each message. For the purposes of this study, sources were 

limited to family. The frequency of messages received was not included in analyses thus the 

focus was on endorsement of messages. There are 5 subscales that correspond with different 

types of racial socialization messages: Protection, Affirmation, Racialism, Coping, and 

Stereotyping. Racialism was not included in this study based on a lack of theoretical evidence to 

support its connection to body image. For each subscale, a mean was calculated. 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 which 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 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”). In this study, higher 

scores on subscales indicated greater degree of endorsement of specific racial socialization 

messages. Open-ended questions regarding messages not listed follow the measure. For the 

purpose of this study, these questions were altered to ask about specific messages on appearance, 

hair, skin color, weight, and body shape.  

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  value of .93 and an  value of .87 for beliefs (CARES-B). Good reliability has been 

found among (CARES-F) subscales with  values ranging from .72 to .82. Moderate to good 
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reliability has been found among (CARES-B) subscales with  values ranging form .59 to .80. 

Convergent validity was established between (CARES-F) and family communications about 

racism. In this study, Cronbach’s alpha scores were calculated for the (CARES-B) for each type 

of racial socialization message used in the analysis. Cronbach’s alpha scores ranged from .43 to 

.83 and reflected the following: Protection (.83), Affirmation (.82), Coping (.43), and 

Stereotyping (.79). Coping was found to have a very low alpha score. See Appendix B to view 

items for this measure. 

Body Image Ideals Questionnaire (BIQ; Cash & Szymanski, 1995). The Body Image 

Ideals Questionnaire was utilized to assess body image dissatisfaction. This measure was 

selected because it considers the congruence/discrepancy between perception of one’s physical 

characteristics and their own body ideals in addition to the level of importance associated with 

various aspects of body. Items focus on a wide array of physical features that extend beyond 

weight and size. In it’s original form, the BIQ is a 22-item measure that consists of 11 items that 

assess discrepancy from ideals for physical characteristics along with 11 corresponding items 

that assess the level of personal importance tied to these aspects of body. The physical 

characteristics featured are as follows: height, skin complexion, hair texture and thickness, facial 

features (eyes, nose, ears, facial shape), muscle tone and definition, body proportion, weight, 

chest size, physical strength, physical coordination, and overall physical appearance. Because of 

the salience of certain features for Black women various items were slightly altered. Skin 

complexion was changed to skin color, hair was changed to state hair texture, thickness, and 

length, and for facial features lips replaced ears. Buttocks and thighs were added to the list of 

physical characteristics. With these changes, the BIQ measured 13 characteristics and consisted 

of 26 items total. Participants were asked to consider how their features compare to their ideal 
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based on a 4-point scale. Items were ranked on a scale ranging from 0 (exactly as I am) to 3 (very 

unlike me). After completing the self-ideal discrepancy ratings, participants were instructed to 

rate the level of important associated with each ideal. This portion is also based on a 4-point 

scale ranging from 0 (not important) to 3 (very important). In order to score BIQ, self-ideal 

discrepancy ratings for 0 (exactly as I am) must be recoded from 0 to -1. This ensures that cross 

products are not equal to 0 and that a perfect match between self and ideal congruence does not 

obscure the level of importance. Then a mean for the item-by-item cross products of discrepancy 

and importance was created to find the total Body Dissatisfaction score. Scores can range from -

3 (high importance of the feature with self-ideal congruence) to 9 (high importance of the feature 

with a large discrepancy between self and ideal.) Therefore, higher scores on the BIQ are 

associated with higher levels of body image dissatisfaction. 

The BIQ has been shown to have adequate reliability ranging from  values of .73 to .81 

(Cash & Szymanski, 1995; Jefferson & Stake, 2009; Oney, Cole, & Sellers, 2011). Convergent 

validity between the BIQ weighted discrepancy scores and other body images measures 

including the BASS, SIBID, and ASI has been established (Szymanski & Cash, 1995). The BIQ 

has relationships with perfectionism, depression, eating disturbance, and anxiety (Cash & 

Szymanski, 1995). In this study, a Cronbach’s alpha of .90 was obtained. See Appendix C to 

view items of this measure. 

Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale (RSE; Rosenberg, 1965). The Rosenberg Self-Esteem 

scale is a widely used measure. It is composed of 10 items that are used to get at how someone 

generally evaluates himself or herself. Higher scores are associated with higher levels of self-

esteem. Items are scored on a 4-point Likert scale with response options ranging from 1 (strongly 

disagree) to 4 (strongly agree). Oney et al. (2011) found adequate reliability with African 
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American college women with  value of .88. In this study, a Cronbach’s alpha of .90 was 

obtained. See Appendix D to view items for this measure.  

Mental Health Inventory-5 (MHI-5; Veit and Ware, 1983). The Mental Health 

Inventory is an overall measure of emotional functioning developed by Veit and Ware (1983) 

and covers a wide range of negative and positive emotions. The five-question Mental Health 

Inventory (MHI-5) is a brief questionnaire that is derived from the (MHI) and can be used to 

briefly screen for general symptoms of mental health. This questionnaire is correlated highly 

with the full length (38-Item) MHI. A mean for this scale was calculated and higher scores 

reflect positive emotional functioning. For this study, Cronbach’s alpha was found to be .85. See 

Appendix E to view items for this measure.  

Demographic Questionnaire. The demographic questionnaire developed for this study 

was used to obtain information regarding gender, age, race/ethnicity, class standing, cumulative 

grade point average, sexual orientation, socioeconomic status, residence, relational status, and 

major. Height and weight for the calculation of Body Mass Index (BMI), the Scale of Subjective 

Status, and race/ethnic makeup of former high school were also included in the questionnaire. 

See Table 1 for more information about demographic variables. See Appendix F for the 

demographic questionnaire.  

Body Mass Index (BMI). BMI (kg/m
2)

 was 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/m
2
 as 

underweight, 18.5-24.9 kg/m
2
 as normal weight, overweight ranges from 25.5-29.9 kg/m

2
, and 

30 kg/m
2
 or greater as obese.  
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Scale of Subjective Status (Adler, Epel, Castellazzo, & Ickovics 2000; Ostrove, Adler, 

Kuppermann, & Washington, 2000). The Scale of Subjective Status provides a subjective 

assessment of socioeconomic status. This scale has demonstrated adequate test-retest reliability 

and strong relationships with objective measures of SES (Operario, 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).  

Racial/Ethnic Makeup of Former High Schools. In measuring the racial/ethnic makeup 

of college students’ previous environments, this study drew upon previous research that utilized 

the racial/ethnic makeup of former high schools (Bentley & Stevenson, 2007; Molloy & 

Herzberger, 1998).  

Procedure 

The proposed study adhered to the guidelines and procedures outlined by the Institutional 

Review Board (IRB) for the Protection of Human Subjects at the University of Texas at Austin. 

As such, prior to the study, the research proposal, informed consent, and a draft of the survey 

were submitted to the Institutional Review Boards (IRB) of the University of Texas at Austin 

and approval was received. Participants were recruited from the subject pools of the Departments 

of Educational Psychology and Psychology, Black student organizations, using snowball 

techniques, and through recruitment via university professors. Participants were directed to 

complete a series of online questionnaires via Qualtrics, a web-hosted survey program. 

Participants were able to take the survey at any location of their choosing. It was anticipated that 

the online survey should take approximately 30-45 minutes. 



58 

 

Using Qualtrics, participants viewed a cover letter describing the study and the nature of 

the investigation.  The cover letter included the investigator’s contact information in the event 

that students had questions or concerns regarding the study.  Given that the data was collected 

via the Internet, participants provided electronic consent to participate in the study. See 

Appendix G for the informed consent.  The study maintained confidentiality, as participants’ 

identities remained anonymous to the investigator and other participants.  Individuals were 

informed they could choose not to participate in the study if they did not agree to the terms of 

consent and could withdraw from the study at any time.  Alternative options without penalty 

were provided to students who chose to forgo participation to fulfill their research requirement.  

Once participants completed the study, they were provided a debriefing statement and instructed 

to e-mail the investigator verification of participation and specify if they had interest in enrolling 

in a drawing for a $50.00 Target gift card. See Appendix H for the debriefing statement. Given 

the study’s focus on African American women’s body image, participants were excluded from 

the analysis if they were under the age of 17 and did not identify as African American or Black. 

Quantitative data were analyzed using the Statistical Package for Social Sciences (SPSS) version 

22 for Windows operating system.  

Preliminary analyses. Preliminary analyses were conducted prior to main analyses. 

Main analyses included Pearson’s product-moment correlation, hierarchical multiple regression, 

and additional mediation analyses. Prior to testing statistical significance this researcher 

examined if the assumptions for the determined statistical procedures were met.  Relevant 

assumptions included establishing evidence of normality, linearity between variables, 

homoscedasticity, independence of error, and lack of multicollinearity. Measures of skewness 

and kurtosis were evaluated to test the assumption of normality. Plots of standardized residuals 
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and predicted values were 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 and VIF statistics were examined. Presence for outliers was assessed. 

In addition, descriptive statistics were computed.   

Main analyses. Main analyses included Pearson’s product-moment correlation and 

hierarchical multiple regression with additional mediation analyses using the method as proposed 

by Baron and Kenny (1986).  

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

messages would be negatively associated with body dissatisfaction for African American women 

college students.  

Analysis 1a. Pearson’s correlation was used to test the relationship among variables. 

After it was established that the assumptions for Pearson’s correlation were met, the strength, 

direction, and significance of various relationship were examined. A correlation matrix was 

generated and contains 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 BIQ. 

It was expected that at the .05 level there would be significant negative relationships between 

belief in Protective, Coping, and Affirmation messages and body dissatisfaction. 

Hypothesis 1b. It was expected that Stereotyping would be positively associated with 

body dissatisfaction for African American women.  

Analysis 1b. The researcher assessed this hypothesis through the use of Pearson’s 

correlation. It was expected that there would be a significant positive relationship between belief 
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in Stereotyping messages and body dissatisfaction scores as measured by the BIQ at the .05 

level. 

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

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

for African American women students.  

Analysis 2a. Pearson’s correlation was used to explore the relationships between body 

dissatisfaction as measured by BIQ and Pre-Encounter Assimilation, Pre-Encounter 

Miseducation, and Pre-Encounter Self Hatred racial identity statuses. This hypothesis was tested 

at the .05 significance level. 

Hypothesis 2b. It was expected that Immersion-Emersion Anti-White would be 

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

addition, it was also expected that Internalization Afrocentric and Internalization Multiculturalist 

Inclusive would be negatively associated with body dissatisfaction.   

Analysis 2b. Pearson’s correlation was conducted to test this hypothesis. It was expected 

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

Multiculturalist Inclusive would be negatively associated with body dissatisfaction as 

operationalized by the BIQ at the .05 level.  

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

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

dissatisfaction among African American women college students. Pre-Encounter Self-Hatred and 

Internalization attitudes were expected to be the strongest racial identity status predictors of body 

dissatisfaction. Belief in messages of Affirmation and Stereotyping were expected to be the 

strongest messages of racial socialization in the prediction of body dissatisfaction. 
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Analysis 3. This hypothesis was tested through hierarchical multiple regression. Body 

dissatisfaction, as measured by the BIQ, acted as the criterion variable. Predictor variables 

included BMI, Self-Esteem, relevant racial identity statuses and racial socialization messages. 

Prior to conducting hierarchical regression, data were examined to ensure intercorrelation 

between predictors and criterion variables. The researcher also assessed for multicollinearity or 

high correlations among predictors. Relevant racial identity statuses and racial socialization 

messages served as the primary predictors of interest. In the first step, BMI and Self-Esteem 

were simultaneously entered to control for their influence on body dissatisfaction. In the second 

step, body dissatisfaction was regressed onto racial identity and belief in racial socialization 

messages in the prediction of body dissatisfaction as measured by the BIQ. A significance test of 

the overall regression model was conducted, using the F-ratio. The R
2  

resulting from the addition 

of racial identity statuses and belief in racial socialization messages was examined to determine 

if these variables explained a significant portion of the variability in body dissatisfaction and at 

what level of significance. To assess the importance of predictors, standardized regression 

coefficients and beta weights were used. Statistical significance for each beta weight was 

established through examining the associated p-value.  

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. Based 

on theoretical literature, it was expected that exploratory mediation analysis would reveal 

Internalization attitudes as partial mediators between the endorsement of Affirmation racial 

socialization messages and body dissatisfaction.  

Analysis 4. To test the presence of partial mediations, the method proposed by Baron and 

Kenny (1986) was utilized in exploring three sets of relationships. Consistent with this outlined 
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procedure, four primary steps were conducted for each relationship explored. If there was 

evidence for the proposed partial mediation, the initial steps were followed by a test of the 

significance of the mediation.  

To show that there was an effect to be mediated the initial variable was correlated with 

the outcome. Specifically, belief in Affirmation messages was entered into a regression equation 

with BIQ as the criterion variable. If belief in Affirmation messages was found to be a significant 

predictor of body dissatisfaction, the second step was tested. Next, Internalization 

Multiculturalist Inclusive acted as the criterion with belief in Affirmation messages entered into 

the regression equation as the predictor. Analysis was continued if it was shown that the 

predictor correlated with the mediating variable.  

The effects of the third and fourth step were examined in the same regression equation. In 

the third step, body dissatisfaction acted as the criterion variable with both belief in Affirmation 

messages and Internalization Multiculturalist Inclusive racial identity attitudes as predictors. This 

allowed for a test of the effect of the mediator on the criterion variable while controlling for 

belief in Affirmation messages. Finally, the fourth step involved examining whether 

Internalization Multiculturalist Inclusive attitudes acted as full or partial mediator. Partial 

mediation would be indicated by a reduced, but still significant relationship between the 

predictor and outcome variable with the addition of the mediating variable. Sobel’s test was used 

to test the significance of the indirect effect. This procedure was used to test three different 

mediations.  
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CHAPTER 4: RESULTS 

Preliminary Analyses 

 Pearson product-moment correlations and hierarchical multiple regression were the 

primary analyses used for this study.  Preliminary analyses were completed to verify that all 

pertinent assumptions were met in order to use these statistical analyses. Relevant variables were 

checked for normal distribution, linearity between the variables, and homoscedascity. In 

addition, the data were assessed for outliers. For hierarchical multiple regression, the absence of 

multicollinearity was reviewed along with normality, linearity, and homoscedasticity. 

Cronbach’s alpha test of reliability was conducted for each scale and is reported in the methods 

section. Overall, the scales exhibited good reliability except for the Coping subscale of the 

CARES ( = .43). 

Normality of variables was assessed using a variety of methods, which included visual 

inspection of the data using histograms, normal Q-Q plots, and through evaluation of skewness 

and kurtosis. Skewness is a measure of the symmetry of distribution while kurtosis is a measure 

of the extent to which the data is peaked.  Histograms and normal Q-Q plots revealed a 

reasonably normal distribution for most variables, with the exception of Pre-Encounter 

Assimilation, Pre-Encounter Self-Hatred, and Immersion-Emersion Anti-White which were 

revealed to have a positive skew (i.e., most participants reported having low agreement with 

Assimilation, Self-Hatred, and Immersion-Emersion attitudes). A more normal distribution was 

not achieved when attempting transformations for these variables. In addition, Internalization 

Multiculturalist Inclusive was negatively skewed (i.e. most participants reported having high 

agreement with Internalization Multiculturalist Inclusive Attitudes) and a more normal 

distribution was not achieved with this variable when using transformations. Finally, Body Mass 



64 

 

Index was positively skewed. A logarithm transformation was used with Body Mass Index to 

create a more normal distribution and to better meet the assumptions of parametric techniques. 

Descriptive statistics for Body Mass Index were calculated using back transformation to ensure 

the values were consistent with the original scale. With larger sample sizes around 200 

participants, skewness is thought to have a minimal impact on analyses (Tabachnick & Fidell, 

2013). Based on the large sample size, these non-transformed variables are viewed as acceptable 

for the analyses of this study. See Table 2 for results of skewness and kurtosis values.  

Scatterplots were used to assess linearity and homoscedasticity. Scatterplots indicated 

linear relationships among variables of interest. Scatterplots also revealed that dependent 

variables exhibited mostly similar amounts of variance across the range of values for 

independent variables, thus suggesting homoscedasticity.  

The data were assessed for outliers using visual inspection of stem-and-leaf diagrams and 

box plots. Z-scores were also assessed for possible outliers.  This revealed there were no outliers, 

as defined by cases that have a value above an absolute value of 3 (Stevens, 2007).  Further, 

examination of the 5% trimmed mean statistic indicated the presence of more extreme values had 

little impact on mean scores.  Thus, no outliers were removed from the dataset.   

For hierarchical multiple regression, multicollinearity was assessed. Multicollinearity 

occurs when independent variables are highly correlated in a regression model and obscure the 

importance of predictor variables. Multicollinearity was initially assessed by reviewing Pearson 

product-moment correlations among all variables to assess for correlations at or above .7. All 

correlations were found to be below .7 and thus based on this criterion multicollinearity was not 

suspected.  Further analysis of multicollinearity was assessed via examination of tolerance and 

VIF statistics for each independent variable in multiple regression analyses.  A tolerance statistic 
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of .10 or less and VIF (Variance Inflation Factor) above 10 would indicate that the correlation 

with other variables is high and would suggest multicollinearity (Pallant, 2013). All tolerance 

values were found to be substantially above .10 and all VIF values were significantly less than 

10. Thus, multicollinearity was not present. 

The Normal Probability Plot of the Regression Standardized Residual was used to assess 

normality and linearity. The points were found to lie in a relatively straight line suggesting that 

there were no major deviations from normality and that the residuals were normally distributed 

about the predicted dependent variable scores. The relationship between variables appeared 

linear as evidenced by a reasonably straight line in the Normal Probability Plot, thus suggesting 

the residuals have a mostly straight-line relationship with predicted dependent variable scores. 

Using a scatterplot of standardized residuals, homoscedasticity, or the assumption that the 

variance of residuals about predicted dependent variable scores are the same for all predicted 

scores, was assessed.  The scatterplot revealed a primarily rectangular distribution with most 

scores in the center of the plot and suggested homoscedasticity. Using the scatterplot, no 

significant outlying residuals were detected.   

Descriptive statistics 

Descriptive statistics (i.e., mean, standard deviation, minimum and maximum scores) are 

presented for each variable for the total sample.  See Table 3 for descriptive statistics. 

Main Analyses 

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

messages and body dissatisfaction in African American women college students?  

Hypothesis 1a. It was predicted that Protective, Coping, and Affirmation messages as 

measured by the Cultural and Racial Experiences of Socialization (CARES; Bentley & 
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Stevenson, 2011) would be negatively associated with body dissatisfaction for African American 

women. 

Hypothesis 1a was not supported. Results of Pearson product-moment correlations 

revealed a non-significant relationship between Protective messages and body dissatisfaction, (r 

= .008, p = .921).  A non-significant relationship was found between Coping messages and body 

dissatisfaction (r = .050, p = .581) and between Affirmation messages and body dissatisfaction (r 

= -.042, p = .593).  Refer to Table 4 for results of Pearson product-moment correlations. 

Hypothesis 1b. It was predicted that Stereotyping messages would be positively 

associated with body dissatisfaction for African American women. 

Hypothesis 1b was supported. Results of Pearson product-moment correlations revealed a 

significant positive relationship between Stereotyping messages and body dissatisfaction (r = 

.269, p < .001, p = .000). Thus, those with higher belief in Stereotyping messages reported higher 

levels of body dissatisfaction (See Table 4). 

Research question 2. What is the relationship among types of racial identity attitudes 

and body dissatisfaction in African American women college students?  

Hypothesis 2a. Hypothesis 2a was partially supported. It was predicted that Pre-

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

positively related to body dissatisfaction for African American women. Results of Pearson 

product-moment correlations revealed a non-significant relationship between Pre-Encounter 

Assimilation attitudes and body dissatisfaction (r = .019, p = .806) and between Pre-Encounter 

Miseducation attitudes and body dissatisfaction (r = .115, p = .134).  Results of Pearson product-

moment correlations revealed a significant positive relationship between Pre-Encounter Self 

Hatred attitudes and body dissatisfaction (r = .335, p < .001, p = .000). Thus, those who reported 
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having strong Pre-Encounter Self-Hatred attitudes reported higher levels of body dissatisfaction 

(See Table 4).  

Hypothesis 2b. It was predicted that Immersion-Emersion Anti-White would be 

negatively associated with body dissatisfaction for African American women. In addition, it is 

also expected that Internalization Afrocentric and Internalization Multiculturalist Inclusive 

would be negatively associated with body dissatisfaction. 

Hypothesis 2b was not supported. Results of Pearson product-moment correlations 

revealed a non-significant relationship between Immersion-Emersion Anti-White attitudes and 

body dissatisfaction (r = .059, p = .447).  A non-significant relationship was found to exist 

between Internalization Afrocentric attitudes and body dissatisfaction (r =. 068, p = .376).  

Results revealed a non-significant relationship between Internalization Multiculturalist Inclusive 

and body dissatisfaction (r = -.054, p = .479)  (See Table 4). 

Research question 3. What do racial identity attitudes and racial socialization messages 

add to the prediction of body dissatisfaction above what can be explained by traditional 

correlates of body image (e.g., BMI, self-esteem)? 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 was predicted 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 women college students in the presence of traditional 

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

Internalization attitudes were expected to be the strongest racial identity predictors of body 
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dissatisfaction. Belief in messages of Affirmation and Stereotyping were expected to be the 

strongest messages of racial socialization in the prediction of body dissatisfaction. 

To assess this hypothesis, a series of hierarchical multiple regression analyses were 

conducted to determine if racial identity attitudes and racial socialization messages account for a 

significant portion of variability in the prediction of body dissatisfaction in the presence of 

traditional predictors of body image (e.g., BMI, Self-Esteem). The criterion variable included in 

this regression analysis was body dissatisfaction. The predictor variables were Pre-Encounter 

Self-Hatred and Stereotyping Messages. Body Mass index and Self-Esteem were entered into the 

first step to control for their effects. Both Pre-Encounter Self-Hatred and Stereotyping Messages 

were entered in the second step. Based on the recommendation that independent variables that do 

not have a relationship with dependent variables of interest (e.g. ideally above r = .30) should be 

considered for omission, Pre-Encounter Assimilation (r = .01), Pre-Encounter Miseducation (r = 

.11), Immersion-Emersion Anti-White (r = .06), Internalization Afrocentric (r = .07), and 

Internalization Multiculturalist Inclusive racial identity attitudes (r = -.05) were not included in 

the analysis (Pallant, 2013). In addition, Affirmation (r = -.04), Coping (r = .05), and Protection 

(r = .01) racial socialization messages were removed from the analysis as they were also not 

significant correlates of body dissatisfaction.  

Hypothesis B was partially supported. Results of the first step of hierarchical multiple 

regression analyses revealed that body dissatisfaction was significantly predicted by Body Mass 

Index and Self-Esteem, F(2, 164) = 22.99, p < .001, p = .000), R
2
 = .468. Body Mass Index and 

Self-Esteem explained 46.8% of variance in body dissatisfaction. For the first step, an 

examination of the beta weights indicated that Body Mass Index (β = .210, p < .01, p = .003) and 

Self-Esteem (β = -.403, p < .001, p = .000) were both significant predictors of body 
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dissatisfaction. Self-Esteem was the strongest unique contributor to body dissatisfaction. After 

entry of Pre-Encounter Self-Hatred and Stereotyping messages at the second step the total 

variance in body dissatisfaction explained by the model as a whole was 52.9%, F(4, 162) = 

15.73, p < .001, p = .000), R
2 

= .529. After controlling for Body Mass Index and Self-Esteem, 

Pre-Encounter Self-Hatred and Stereotyping messages explained an additional 6.1% in body 

dissatisfaction, R
2 

= .061, F
2
(2, 162) = 6.83, p < .01, p = .001).  Belief in Stereotyping 

messages was a significant predictor of body satisfaction (β = .170, p < .05, p = .02). Pre-

Encounter Self Hatred was also a significant predictor of body dissatisfaction (β = .151, p < .05, 

p = .05). Refer to Table 5 for results of the hierarchical multiple regression analysis for belief in 

racial socialization messages and racial identity attitudes on body dissatisfaction. 

Research question 4.  Do racial identity attitudes partially mediate the link between 

endorsement of racial socialization messages and body dissatisfaction? 

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. Based 

on theoretical literature, it was expected that exploratory mediation analysis would reveal 

Internalization attitudes as partial mediators between the endorsement of Affirmation racial 

socialization messages and body dissatisfaction.  

The four-stepped method proposed by Baron and Kenny (1986) was utilized in assessing 

the potential mediating role of Internalization Multiculturalist Inclusive attitudes in the 

relationship between belief in Affirmation messages and body dissatisfaction. For the initial step, 

Affirmation was tested to see if it was a significant predictor of body dissatisfaction using 

regression. The first step of Baron and Kenny’s method was not satisfied as the linear multiple 

regression analysis showed that Affirmation was not a significant predictor of body 
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dissatisfaction (B = -.121, β = -.042, p = .593). A statistically significant outcome is not always 

deemed necessary to move on to subsequent steps because the mediator could obscure possible 

relationships between variables (MacKinnon, 2008). Based on this the second step was 

conducted. The second step required that Affirmation would be a significant predictor of the 

potential mediator, Internalization Multiculturalist Inclusive attitudes. Results indicated that 

belief in Affirmation messages was a significant predictor of Internalization Multiculturalist 

Inclusive attitudes (B = .509, β = .206, p < .01, p= .005). The third step required that the 

mediation variable, Internalization Multiculturalist Inclusive attitudes, significantly predict body 

dissatisfaction when belief in Affirmation messages is controlled. Internalization Multiculturalist 

Inclusive did not significantly predict body dissatisfaction (B =-.064, β = -.054, p = .506). 

Because of the failure to establish significance at step three, the mediation analysis was 

discontinued at this point. Given that a predication was only made regarding this relationship, 

Hypothesis 4 was not supported.  

The potential mediating role of Internalization Afrocentric attitudes in the relationship 

between belief in Affirmation messages and body dissatisfaction was analyzed using Baron and 

Kenny’s (1986) method described above. For the initial step, Affirmation was tested to see if it 

was a significant predictor of body dissatisfaction using regression. The first step was not 

satisfied as the linear multiple regression analysis showed that Affirmation was not a significant 

predictor of body dissatisfaction (B = -.121, β = -.042, p = .593). As discussed previously, given 

that a mediator could obscure the relationship between Affirmation and body dissatisfaction, the 

second step was still conducted. The second step required that Affirmation be a significant 

predictor of the potential mediator, Internalization Afrocentric attitudes. Results indicated that 

belief in Affirmation messages was a significant predictor of Internalization Afrocentric attitudes 
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(B = 1.178, β = .435, p < .001, p = .000). The third step required that the mediation variable, 

Internalization Afrocentric attitudes, significantly predict body dissatisfaction when belief in 

Affirmation messages is controlled. Internalization Afrocentric attitudes did not significantly 

predict body dissatisfaction  (B = .113, β = .106, p =. 226). Because of the failure to establish 

significance at step three, the mediation analysis was discontinued at this point.  

Using the same method, the potential mediating role of Pre-Encounter Self Hatred 

attitudes in the relationship between belief in Stereotyping messages and body dissatisfaction 

was examined. For the initial step, Stereotyping was tested to see if it was a significant predictor 

of body dissatisfaction using regression. The first step of Baron and Kenny’s was satisfied as the 

linear multiple regression analysis showed that Stereotyping was a significant predictor of body 

dissatisfaction (B = .762, β = .269, p < .001, p =.000). The second step required that Stereotyping 

act as a significant predictor of the potential mediator, Pre-Encounter Self Hatred. Results 

indicated that belief in Stereotyping messages was a significant predictor of Pre-Encounter Self-

Hatred (B =1.289, β = .369, p < .001, p = .000). The third step required that the mediation 

variable, Pre-Encounter Self-Hatred, significantly predict body dissatisfaction when belief in 

Stereotyping messages is controlled. Pre-Encounter Self-Hatred did significantly predict body 

dissatisfaction  (B = .225, β = .289, p < .001, p = .000). Pre-Encounter Self-Hatred was found to 

be a partial mediator of the relationship between belief Stereotyping messages and body 

dissatisfaction, as the effect for Stereotyping was reduced and not eliminated (B = .454, β = .160, 

p < .05, p = .04). Results of the Sobel test suggest that the association between belief in 

Stereotyping messages and body dissatisfaction is significantly partially mediated by Pre-

Encounter Self-Hatred (z’ = 3.05, p < 0.01). Together, these results suggest that belief in 

stereotyping messages predict body dissatisfaction, and that they do so in part by strengthening 
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Pre-Encounter Self Hatred attitudes among African American women. See Figure 1 for this 

proposed mediation model, which includes unstandardized and standardized path coefficients.
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CHAPTER 5: DISCUSSION 

The present study involved a thorough and focused examination of body dissatisfaction 

among African American women college students from a sociocultural perspective. To date, 

there is a dearth of literature that explores sociocultural risk and protective factors and their 

impact on body image when it is measured as a multidimensional construct (Capodilupa & Kim, 

2014).  Based on a limited understanding of influential sociocultural variables and inadequate 

psychometric measures, the field has called for research that examines the social and cultural 

underpinnings of body image for Black women when body image is expanded to include the 

evaluation of weight along with racialized features (Falconer & Neville, 2000; Lovejoy, 2001). 

This study was conducted in an effort to address this important gap within the existing literature. 

This section includes a summary of key findings and discusses results in the context of the 

existing literature. Following the discussion of findings, limitations and implications will be 

thoroughly addressed.  

Based on a sociocultural framework of body image, racial socialization messages and 

racial identity attitudes in relation to body dissatisfaction were explored. Previous research has 

focused on the impact of racial identity on body image among Black women. In addition, 

theoretical and qualitative work has identified socialization as important to the shaping of body 

ideals in Black women. However, to this scholar’s knowledge, there are no quantitative studies 

that examine the influence of racial socialization on body dissatisfaction as it relates to weight, 

body proportionality, hair, skin color, and facial features. In addition, despite research suggesting 

a concomitant relationship between racial socialization and racial identity, the two variables have 

yet to be simultaneously explored in the body image literature.  
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In the current study negative racial socialization messages and negative perceptions of 

one’s racial background were predictive of body dissatisfaction. Specifically, endorsement of 

Stereotyping racial socialization messages and Pre-Encounter Self-Hatred racial identity attitudes 

were both found to be positively related to body dissatisfaction in Black women. Further, Pre-

Encounter Self-Hatred racial identity attitudes were found to partially mediate the relationship 

between Stereotyping messages and body dissatisfaction. However, contrary to previous 

research, there were no significant relationships between body dissatisfaction and stronger, more 

positive identifications with one’s racial background. Surprisingly, relationships between body 

dissatisfaction and socialization messages that focused on cultural affirmation, coping with 

racism, and alertness to oppression were not found. These findings will be further explored 

below. 

Racial Socialization and Body Dissatisfaction 

Several hypotheses were examined regarding the relationships between racial 

socialization messages and body dissatisfaction. Non-significant findings will be addressed first 

followed by explanation of significant results. The first prediction was that belief in Protective 

(e.g. messages that increase awareness of racism), Coping (e.g. messages that impart a sense of 

how to manage racial hostility), and Affirmation (e.g. messages that focus on racial pride) would 

be negatively associated with body dissatisfaction for African American women. Results did not 

support a significant relationship between Protective messages and body dissatisfaction, Coping 

messages and body dissatisfaction, and Affirmation messages and body dissatisfaction. 

In light of the existing literature on socialization and body esteem, lack of significant 

relationships between Protective, Coping, and Affirmation messages and body dissatisfaction is 

surprising. When racial socialization leads to a keen awareness of racism and pride in one’s 
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cultural heritage, it is thought promote adaptive coping with racism related experiences and 

positive psychological outcomes (Stevenson, Reed, Bodison, & Bishop, 1997). Previous 

researchers have postulated that messages that focus on pride in heritage, awareness of racially 

biased standards, and coping strategies for managing racism are all associated with decreased 

likelihood of internalizing negative depictions of the Black women’s form, decreased preference 

for Eurocentric beauty standards, and higher levels of body satisfaction (Baturka, Hornsby, & 

Schorling, 2000; Granberg et al., 2009; Hesse-Biber et al., 2004;Parker, Nichter, Nichter, 

Vuckovic, & Ritenbaugh, 1995; Rubin et al., 2003).  Given that the experience of body image for 

most Black women is impacted by gendered racism, it was expected that socialization from 

family that centered on pride, awareness of racism, and ways to manage racial hostility would be 

negatively related to body dissatisfaction. Results from this study were inconsistent with prior 

research as this study suggested there was no link between Protective, Coping, and Affirmation 

messages and body dissatisfaction.   

When seeking to understand these findings, one might consider the nature of questions 

included in the racial socialization measure used. One possible explanation for the lack of 

relationships between endorsement of Protective, Coping, and Affirmation messages to body 

dissatisfaction may be related to the nature of the items included within each subscale. While 

each subscale is designed to assess racial socialization within the domains of alertness to racism, 

managing racial hostility, and racial pride, none of the item on the Protection, Coping, and 

Affirmation subscales include specific messages related to physicality, body, or beauty. 

However, there are a variety of items in the Stereotyping subscale that refer to various aspects of 

the body. For example, the Stereotyping subscale includes the following items: “Life is easier for 

light-skinned Blacks than it is for dark-skinned Black people,” “Some Black people are just born 
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with good hair,” and “Light-skinned Blacks think they are better than dark-skinned Black 

people.”  This might suggest that racial socialization messages that do not explicitly address 

physicality and body image may have little relationship to the way in which Black women regard 

their overall appearance. The critical racial consciousness that can be derived from exposure to 

Protective, Coping, and Affirmation messages seems to have little relationship to body 

satisfaction when these messages do not directly address appearance. Given we know that 

families do provide specific messaging to African American women regarding body, it is critical 

that measures of racial socialization expand to capture these body salient messages. Additionally, 

the Cronbach’s alpha for the Coping subscale was found to very low (= .43). Given the low 

internal consistency of this subscale, it is likely that that validity of this subscale may also impact 

interpretation of results.  

In reconciling the differences between previous literature and this study with respect to 

Protective, Coping, and Affirmation messages and body dissatisfaction, it is important to identify 

distinct differences in measurement. The majority of the previous literature has focused on 

messaging from family and culture as protective against the development of dissatisfaction with 

an exclusive focus on weight. This study examined feelings about body in a variety of domains 

and was not limited to weight alone. The results suggest that Black culture and families may not 

offer the necessary protection and reinforcement to ensure healthy body image when body is 

broadly conceptualized beyond weight to also include racialized physical features such as hair, 

facial features, and skin color. Thus, previous literature that describes the impact of socialization 

as protective against the development of body dissatisfaction may have a narrow focus on weight 

and obscure the impact of messaging on body image as it is truly experienced by Black women. 

Poran (2006) echoes this and argues that a clear picture of African American women’s body 
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image is missing, and that the theory of cultural protection may be misleading due to 

methodologically biased research that limits body image to a weight dependent construct.  While 

there was no link found between Protective, Coping, and Affirmation messages and body 

dissatisfaction, there was a relationship between Stereotyping messages and body image. This 

relationship will be further explored below. 

Belief in Stereotyping messages (e.g. negative representations of Blackness) was found to 

be positively associated with body dissatisfaction for African American women, confirming the 

second prediction. Results revealed a significant positive relationship between Stereotyping 

messages and body dissatisfaction. Thus, stronger endorsement of Stereotyping messages was 

associated with higher levels of body dissatisfaction. Belief in messages that focus on stereotypes 

or broad assumptions about a group of people have been thought to be associated with higher 

levels of body image dissatisfaction and this study’s findings were consistent with this idea 

(Root, 1990). This study lends support to the idea that for African American women, a 

relationship exists between belief in negative representations of Black people and higher levels 

of dissatisfaction with one’s body.  

When interpreting the positive relationship found between Stereotyping messages and 

body dissatisfaction, Objectification Theory is an important framework to invoke. Objectification 

theory was originally developed and applied with respect to White women. Frederickson and 

Roberts (1997) developed this theory and posited that gendered socialization and sexual 

objectification focus on women’s physicality and appearance. As a result, girls and women 

internalize dominant standards of beauty and engage in the process of self-objectification. With 

this increased self-objectification, body shame can develop. When this theory is extended to the 

unique experiences of culturally diverse groups, the theory suggests that socialization 
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experiences that involve racist messaging may impact the standards of beauty that African 

American women internalize and may ultimately shape how racial minorities feel about their 

bodies (Moradi, 2010).  Root (1990) describes that individuals may react to salient cultural 

stereotypes by attempting to distance themselves from these negative depictions and may attempt 

to align more closely with dominant, mainstream standards.  It may be the case that African 

American women who espouse stereotypical beliefs about Black people desire to draw a 

distinction between themselves and the negative misrepresentations of Black people and culture. 

One outcome related to this may be an adoption of dominant, White standards of body image. If 

these standards are adopted and become the lens through which they view their own bodies, 

Black women may be at risk for poor body image due to the inherent challenges of aligning with 

these standards of beauty.  

This study’s results suggest that Stereotyping messages are associated with increased 

levels of body dissatisfaction. It is important to refrain from pathologizing families who 

communicate Stereotyping messages because this kind of messaging may be well intentioned 

and purposeful. While it is easy to view Stereotyping messages as an intergenerational 

transmission of internalized racial oppression and thus harmful and negligent, to do so would be 

an oversimplification of the challenges of rearing youth in a racist society. While the majority of 

these messages are clearly influenced by racist ideas, family members may engage in this kind of 

messaging to ensure that youth are prepared to move through a society that is largely shaped by 

racism. Pyke (2010) notes that this kind of socialization may serve the purpose of preparing 

youth for future experiences they will likely encounter as racial minorities and may also be an 

attempt to reduce the impact of racism on youth. Thus, this form of messaging could be 
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unconsciously or consciously shared in an effort to help youth operate in a racist reality that is 

heavily shaped by stereotyped notions of race.  

Racial Identity and Body Dissatisfaction 

In addition to racial socialization, this study examined the relationships between racial 

identity attitudes and body dissatisfaction. Generally, it was assumed that racial identity attitudes 

that represent a more positive view of blackness would be associated with more positive body 

image, while those attitudes that are more reflective of a negative or stereotypical view of 

blackness would be associated with more negative body image.  

The first prediction relating to racial identity was partially confirmed. Pre-Encounter 

Assimilation (e.g., assimilation and pro-American stance which minimizes race), Pre-Encounter 

Miseducation (e.g., attitudes that reflect endorsement of negative depictions of Blackness), and 

Pre-Encounter Self Hatred racial identity attitudes (e.g., self-hatred and disdain of self due to 

one’s identity as Black person) were expected to be positively related to body dissatisfaction for 

African American women college students. Results did not support a significant relationship 

between Pre-Encounter Assimilation attitudes and body dissatisfaction, and between Pre-

Encounter Miseducation attitudes and body dissatisfaction. A significant positive relationship 

was found to exist between Pre-Encounter Self Hatred attitudes and body dissatisfaction, thus 

those with stronger Pre-Encounter Self-Hatred racial identity attitudes also reported higher levels 

of body dissatisfaction.  

A lack of significance between Assimilation and Miseducation racial identity attitudes 

and body dissatisfaction was an unexpected finding given that the majority of research associates 

weaker and more negative racial identity with body dissatisfaction. However, previous studies 

have reported a lack of significance between Pre-Encounter attitudes and body image outcomes. 
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Specifically, Edwards-Hewitt & Gray (1993) found no relationship between Pre-Encounter racial 

identity attitudes and behaviors or feelings consistent with eating disturbance among African 

American women.  

One possible explanation for the lack of relationship between Assimilation and 

Miseducation attitudes and body dissatisfaction may be related to item wording. When reviewing 

the individual items that compose the Miseducation subscale, there is no direct mention of Black 

women specifically. In addition, this subscale seems to be removed from the personal experience 

of the individual and instead refers to Black people instead of referencing self. This draws 

attention to the fact that it may be important to capture the simultaneous experience of both race 

and gender when examining identity and its relationship to body image for Black women. 

Furthermore, it may also be important to address the person’s experience of self. Research 

indicates that while race is an important aspect of identity for Black women, gendered race is 

more reflective of how Black women experience the world and self (Thomas, Hacker, & Hoxha, 

2011). Black women are members of two oppressed groups and their experience of body image 

is uniquely related to both. When identity is limited to race, it fails to address the influence of 

gender. As a result, it may also fail to capture the relationship between identity and gendered 

racialized constructs such as body image.  While still not fully capturing gendered racism, items 

on the Self-hatred subscale refer to self and use the word “I” throughout each statement. Given 

that many Black women would not separate their Black identity from their identity as a woman, 

when the questions refer to self, they may be responding to the hybrid of both race and gender 

which is more likely to map onto body image.  

Self-hatred was the only Pre-Encounter racial identity attitude to be significantly related 

to body dissatisfaction. Findings suggest that Black women who have a strong disdain of self 
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related to their racial background are more likely to be dissatisfied with their physical 

appearance. This study is consistent with previous research that has shown a connection between 

Pre-Encounter Self Hatred racial identity attitudes and body dissatisfaction in African American 

women (Awad et al., 2008). Considering the impact of internalized racism may help to further 

explain the link between Self-Hatred racial identity attitudes and body dissatisfaction. Pyke 

(2010) highlights that self-hatred is the product of internalized racism, which she defines as the 

“…individual inculcation of the racist stereotypes, values, images, and ideologies perpetuated by 

the White dominant society about one’s racial group, leading to feelings of self-doubt, disgust, 

and disrespect for one’s race and/or oneself” (p.553).  A major aspect of racism involves a focus 

on physical characteristics. Rampant within dominant culture are racist images and messages that 

defame and reinforce negative representations of the Black body while imposing White standards 

of beauty. All Black women are exposed to these processes, which occur within the context of 

larger racist society. However, Black women who are impacted by internalized racism and 

subsequently racially motivated self-hatred are likely to have internalized negative 

representations of the Black body and may espouse aesthetic values that are more consistent with 

dominant culture. As a result, this group may be dissatisfied with their own appearance if they 

view their bodies as mirroring negative cultural representations of the Black body, or if they 

seem themselves as different from dominant ideals.  

The finding that a relationship exists between Self-hatred attitudes and body 

dissatisfaction is an important contribution to the literature for the following reason.  Previous 

research on racial identity has measured body dissatisfaction with a focus on weight and size 

with out regard for the multidimensional nature of image for Black women. This study used a 

multidimensional conceptualization of body image when examining dissatisfaction. As a result, 
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this study makes a contribution to the literature by identifying that self-hatred of one’s race is not 

just related to how one feel’s about their weight/size, but is also connected to how they feel about 

their bodies on a more global level.  

The second series of predictions regarding racial identity and body dissatisfaction 

included Immersion-Emersion Anti-White (e.g., strong rejection of and disdain for White 

culture), Internalization Afrocentric (e.g., strong endorsement of Black culture and 

empowerment), and Internalization Multiculturalist Inclusive racial identity attitudes (e.g., value 

of Blackness while also embracing other identities and culture). This series of predictions was 

not supported as results did not support relationships between Immersion-Emersion Anti-White 

attitudes and body dissatisfaction, Internalization Afrocentric attitudes and body dissatisfaction, 

and Internalization Multiculturalist Inclusive and body dissatisfaction. Racial identity attitudes 

that represent stronger and more positive identification with Black identity are thought to be 

associated with healthy psychological outcomes such as lower levels of dissatisfaction with 

body. However in this study, results revealed that they were not related to body dissatisfaction. 

Predictions were based on previous findings that relied on body image measures that focused 

solely on weight.  Thus, issues related to the measurement of body dissatisfaction may have 

contributed to these non-significant findings. 

In order to explain the lack of significance between Immersion-Emersion and 

Internalization racial identity attitudes, it is important to briefly review the literature these 

predictions were based on. When research has relied on weight/size as a proxy for body image, 

studies point towards stronger identification with Black culture and Afrocentric orientations as 

being associated with higher body esteem and less body dissatisfaction (Falconer & Neville, 

2000; Hesse-Biber, Livingstone, Ramirez, Barko & Johnson, 2010; Oney et al., 2011; Root, 
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1990). These racial identity attitudes are thought to be protective against the harmful 

psychological effects of racism among Black women (Jones, Cross, & Defour, 2007). This 

protection is thought to stem from the idea that Black women with positive racial identity are 

more likely to reject Eurocentric standards of weight and size and maintain Black cultural 

standards of beauty. The lack of significance between body image and Immersion and 

Internalization attitudes challenges the notion that that Black women are protected from body 

disturbance by virtue of strong ties to their race.  

While stronger and more positive identification with one’s African American background 

may be related to more positive feelings about weight, when image is expanded to include a 

variety of dimensions and features that are particularly salient to Black women, stronger and 

more positive racial identity may not be related to body satisfaction. In spite of positive racial 

identity, Black women may not be protected from the messaging they receive from dominant 

culture, family, and the media regarding hair, skin color, and facial features.  While Black 

standards of beauty may have less of a focus on body size and weight and may be more 

accepting of larger sizes, these standards may still emphasize certain limited standards of beauty 

as it relates to hair, skin color, facial features, and body proportionality.  In the face of restrictive 

Black cultural standards of beauty, that are also echoed in mainstream culture and media, 

positive Black racial identity may not always be associated with higher levels of body 

satisfaction.  

Racial Socialization and Racial Identity as Predictors of Body Dissatisfaction 

This study investigated what racial identity attitudes and racial socialization messages 

add to the prediction of body dissatisfaction above what can be explained with traditional 
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correlates of body image. Also examined were the unique contributions of each type of racial 

socialization message and racial identity status in the prediction of body dissatisfaction.  

It was predicted that racial identity attitudes and racial socialization messages would 

account for a significant portion of variability in the prediction of body dissatisfaction among 

African American women college students in the presence of traditional correlates of body image 

and other sociocultural factors. Pre-Encounter Self-Hatred and Internalization attitudes were 

expected to be the strongest racial identity predictors of body dissatisfaction. Belief in messages 

of Affirmation and Stereotyping were expected to be the strongest messages of racial 

socialization in the prediction of body dissatisfaction.  

Based on a lack of relationship between certain variables and body dissatisfaction, some 

hypothesized control variables and predictor variables were not included in the regression model. 

Based on this, Internalization racial identity attitudes and Affirmation messages were not 

included in the analysis. The final regression included BMI and Self-Esteem as control variables. 

Pre-Encounter Self-Hatred was the only racial identity attitude included and Stereotyping was 

the only racial socialization message entered into the regression when predicting body 

dissatisfaction. After controlling for Body Mass Index and Self-Esteem, Pre-Encounter Self-

Hatred and Stereotyping predicted a significant amount of variance in body dissatisfaction. Both 

variables were found to be significant positive predictors of body dissatisfaction. Specifically, 

higher belief in stereotyping messages predicted higher levels of body dissatisfaction. Higher 

endorsement of Pre-Encounter Self-Hatred racial identity attitudes also predicted higher levels of 

body dissatisfaction among Black women.  

Findings regarding the predictive ability of racial socialization and racial identity as it 

relates to body image is a significant contribution to the study of African American women’s 
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body image. To the knowledge of this investigator, this is the first study to examine the effects of 

racial socialization and racial identity on body dissatisfaction. In addition, this is the first study to 

simultaneously examine these variables in the prediction of body image when dissatisfaction is 

defined as a multidimensional construct. Racial socialization from family and racial identity as 

risk factors in the development of negative body image is further detailed below. 

 Results indicated that family socialization that involves stereotyped messaging is not 

only related to, but is likely to influence body image in a detrimental manner given its positive 

association with body dissatisfaction. This quantitative finding is consistent with a body of 

qualitative research that points towards interpersonal influences on body image among Black 

women (Hesse-Biber et al., 2010; Rubin et al., 2003). Specifically, it confirms that family can 

play a negative role in how African American women perceive their own appearance. Rubin et 

al. (2003) explains that African American parents may send messages that accommodate and/or 

reproduce the values and ideologies of dominant culture in their attempt to help their youth adapt 

to mainstream society. These messages may also make specific reference to aesthetic ideals that 

place a higher value on thinness, lighter skin, and “good” hair among other things. Black women 

exposed to these messages explain that this kind of messaging from family resulted in feelings of 

inferiority, inadequacy, and increased pressure to fit societal ideals as it relates to image (Rubin 

et al., 2003). Messages from family may be particularly meaningful and highly detrimental when 

compared to other external messages as families generally play an important role in the 

development of confidence, self-esteem, and in the creation of aesthetic preferences (Hall, 1995). 

Findings from this study were consistent with literature that suggests negative racial 

identity is as a risk factor that can influence the development of body dissatisfaction. Results 

revealed that attitudes of racial self-hatred predict stronger body dissatisfaction when controlling 
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for BMI and Self-Esteem. As such, attitudes that reflect racial self-hatred have a negative impact 

on body esteem. Theoretical and empirical literature on Black women’s body image consistently 

points towards a negative conception of one’s racial identity as risk in the adoption of 

mainstream standards of beauty (Falconer & Neville, 2000; Hesse-Biber et al., 2004). This line 

of work suggests that a negative view of one’s racial background makes that individual more 

likely to internalize negative depictions of the Black form and less likely to reject standards of 

beauty that favor Eurocentric features. As a result, individuals with these attitudes toward self 

may value Eurocentric standards of beauty and view their own bodies in a negative light because 

they are seen as deviating from these ideals.  

To further explain why individuals who espouse Self-Hatred racial attitudes are at 

increased risk of body dissatisfaction, it is important to review how this study approached 

measurement of body image. In this study, body dissatisfaction was measured as the combination 

of the degree to which someone places importance on a certain aspect of the body and how this 

feature measures up to their perception of the ideal. As previously mentioned, negative feelings 

about one’s racial background may be associated with increased importance placed on physical 

appearance and higher levels of body preoccupation (Root, 1990). In addition to paying more 

attention to their appearance, individuals who feel poorly about themselves because of their 

racial background may also seek to manipulate their bodies as a reaction to the inequality that is 

fostered by gendered racism. Individuals with racial self-hatred attitudes may be more conscious 

of where they fall in reference to ideals and place high levels of importance on their looks in an 

effort to potentially gain status, better blend into dominant culture, or to reduce the experience of 

bias that is created by gendered racism. This higher level of importance from individuals with 

Self-Hatred racial identity attitudes may contribute to the higher levels of body dissatisfaction. 
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Racial Identity as a Mediator of Racial Socialization and Body Dissatisfaction 

The final research question sought to examine if certain racial identity attitudes mediated 

the relationship between endorsement of various racial socialization messages and body 

dissatisfaction. Objectification theory assumes that there are often intermediary variables that are 

important to understanding the relationship between experiences of socialization and body 

dissatisfaction. Theoretical and qualitative literature places an emphasis on the positive 

messaging received from black families, its impact on Black women’s identity, and the positive 

influence of these messages through identity on body dissatisfaction. Based on this body of 

work, it was expected that mediation analysis would reveal Internalization attitudes as partial 

mediators of endorsement of Affirmation racial socialization messages and body dissatisfaction. 

This analysis required that Internalization Multicultural Inclusive attitudes predict body 

dissatisfaction when Affirmation messages were controlled for. This condition was not met and 

thus Internalization Multiculturalist Inclusive attitudes did not mediate the relationship between 

Affirmation messages and body dissatisfaction. In addition, Internalization Afrocentric attitudes 

did not significantly predict body dissatisfaction when belief in Affirmation messages was 

controlled. Therefore internalization attitudes were not found to act as significant mediators 

between endorsement of Affirmation racial socialization messages and body dissatisfaction.  

In both mediation analyses, Internalization attitudes did not predict body dissatisfaction. 

Falconer and Neville (2000) found that African Self Consciousness was not predictive of Black 

women’s overall appearance evaluation, which is consistent with the current research findings. 

The absence of predictive ability of Internalization attitudes when using a broader 

conceptualization of body dissatisfaction further confirms that strong and positive racial identity 

is not always a protective factor against the development of body dissatisfaction for Black 
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women when image extends beyond weight. Therefore the relationship between racial identity 

and body image in Black women is more complex than most research suggests.   

A mediating relationship was also explored between Stereotyping messages, Pre-

Encounter Self-Hatred racial identity, and body dissatisfaction. Results showed that Pre-

Encounter Self-Hatred attitudes partially mediated the influence of endorsement of Stereotyping 

messages on body dissatisfaction. Such that belief in Stereotyping messages predict body 

dissatisfaction, and that they do so in part by strengthening Pre-Encounter Self Hatred attitudes 

among African American women.  

Pre-Encounter Self-Hatred as a mediator of Stereotyping messages and body 

dissatisfaction finding is consistent with theoretical and qualitative literature (Root, 1990). 

Hesse-Biber et al. (2004) indicates that communication from Black families has the potential to 

shape the development of identity, this identity impacts how they interpret and respond to 

cultural standards, and ultimately plays a role in how they evaluate their appearance. Messages 

rooted in internalized oppression from families have been shown to result in feelings of self-

hatred and a sense of being inferior (Parmer et al., 2004). As previously mentioned, given that 

the experience of race is also heavily related to one’s physical appearance, it makes sense that 

self-hatred related to one’s race would also be predictive of a negative experience of their 

physical form and an increased likelihood of dissatisfaction. Root (1990) confirms this process 

by suggesting that exposure to stereotypical messaging does impact the development of identity 

and increase risk for body dissatisfaction. Specifically, she indicates that these individuals have 

racial identities that put them at an increased risk for dissatisfaction because they are likely to 

distance themselves from their racial group and adopt White, mainstream standards.  
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To this author’s knowledge, no study has examined the link between racial socialization, 

racial identity, and body image. This study increases the breadth of current research by 

demonstrating the various sociocultural factors that both work alone and together to impact 

Black women’s body image. In addition, this research shows that for Black women negative 

messaging from families and the subsequent development of less affirming racial identity may 

actually play more of a critical role in the development of body image than affirming racial 

socialization and positive racial identity.  

Limitations 

While this study makes a unique contribution to the study of body image among Black 

women, there are limitations to the study findings. It is essential to review these limitations in 

order to better conceptualize generalizability and to inform future research pursuits. Limitations 

will be further explored below. 

The results of this study are likely to be somewhat influenced by the self-report nature of 

this questionnaire. While self-report, online formats are more accessible, inexpensive, and allow 

for data collection with larger populations, they also present unique challenges that may 

influence results. For example, self-report measures rely heavily on participant honesty and 

ability to engage in accurate introspection. Participants may report inaccurate information for the 

purpose of impression management. Knowingly or unknowingly subjects may present an image 

of themselves that they perceive is more socially desirable. In addition, self-report assumes 

individuals are able to engage in meaningful introspection. Some respondents may be limited in 

their ability to assess themselves accurately; particularly as it relates to more challenging 

questions of identity and satisfaction with self and body.  
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The self-report nature of this survey also relied on self-evaluation of weight and size in 

order to calculate BMI. However, anthropometric data allows for the most accurate assessment 

of BMI. Some respondents may have underreported or overestimated height and weight, which 

may impact the accuracy of the calculation of BMI for this study. However, it is not expected 

that this difference would have significantly impacted findings given that studies suggest a 

moderate to high agreement between self-reported BMI and BMI calculated from anthropometric 

data (Pursey, Burrows, Stanwell, & Collins, 2014). In addition, BMI is an approximate measure 

of healthy body weight and does not factor in body fat, muscle, and bone density (Jefferson & 

Stake, 2009). Thus, future research should focus on these aspects of body composition when 

exploring body evaluation in this population. 

In considering the format of the questionnaire, it is also important to think about the 

length of the survey. This survey included a variety of measures and questions. The survey was 

designed to take approximately 30-45 minutes. Respondent fatigue may have been a factor that 

could have shaped results. Some participants may have had a difficult time sustaining attention 

and may have experienced decreased motivation after the initial series of questions. 

When considering generalizability, it is essential to consider whom the results can be 

applied to. This study surveyed a narrow population. The majority of respondents were younger, 

heterosexual, gender conforming, and upwardly mobile Black women who attended a 

predominately White institution at a large university located in the Southwest. In general, this 

population is fairly understudied and an important group to examine based on their increased risk 

for body dissatisfaction. However, the results are fairly restricted in their applicability to other 

groups and cannot be assumed to mirror the experiences of other Black women who do not fit 

this profile of identity and context. Black women with varying demographics and who are 
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embedded in other social contexts may have different experiences of racial socialization, varying 

racial identities, and different sentiments regarding their bodies than the current population.  In 

addition, the majority of participants were recruited from the Educational Psychology and 

Psychology subject pools in a university setting. There is a chance that Black women who were 

enrolled in a psychology course, participated in the subject pools, and completed the survey are 

distinguishable or different from the broader student population thus also limiting 

generalizability even among Black women in college.  

This study provides a window into the experience of a distinct population at a specific 

stage of their development. However, it is likely that the impact of racial socialization and racial 

identity on body image may evolve over time. Future studies should use cross sectional and 

longitudinal designs to better understand different population groups and changes in body 

attitudes over time.  

Given the absence of within-group research on African American women’s body image 

and the sociocultural variables that shape appearance evaluation, the majority of this work was 

exploratory in nature. Thus, the variables included and the approach to measurement was fairly 

novel. While some of the hypotheses where rooted in previous research, a large majority of 

hypotheses were based on a combination of theoretical literature and qualitative research. With 

exploratory research, findings can often be unexpected and difficult to fully explain given the 

dearth of research on this topic. This study was intended to address these gaps by laying the 

groundwork and providing a guide for future research in the relationship between race, gender, 

and body image in Black women. The following section highlights key limitations of this study 

and current state of research on body image research and makes recommendations for future 

directions. 
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Presently, there is an absence of measures that fully capture the unique components of 

racial socialization communicated to Black women. This study relied on a measure that did not 

address the socialization process that Black women likely experience, one that places a 

simultaneous emphasis on the intersection between gender and race. While socialization 

measures do not capture this, qualitative research has demonstrated that families provide 

messaging on appearance that centers on hair, skin color, weight, body shape, and presentation in 

order to help Black women move through gender and racially biased settings (Awad, Norwood, 

Taylor, Martinez, McClain, Jones, Holman, & Hilliard, 2014; Hesse-Biber et al., 2004; Rubin et 

al., 2003). In these studies, African American women report that family has played a major role 

in shaping their overall satisfaction or dissatisfaction with their appearance and body ideals. 

There exists a need for the development of a measure that addresses messaging regarding body 

aesthetics along with other aspects of gender and racially motivated socialization. In the 

investigation of socialization and body image, a gendered racial socialization assessment would 

be a more culturally appropriate and meaningful measure when exploring body dissatisfaction 

among Black women.  

Racism and sexism are thought to have a significant impact on the body image of Black 

women. This study explored constructs related to both forms of oppression, but did not directly 

assess racism or sexism. In doing so, this research identified that certain forms of racial 

socialization and racial identities are important sociocultural variables related to African 

American women’s experience of their own bodies. However, there may be other psychological 

risk and protective factors to consider when developing a multidimensional, sociocultural model 

of body image among Black women.  
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In addition to excluding an assessment of racist and sexist oppression, this study did not 

directly assess the experience of objectification. Objectification theory suggests that gendered 

racial socialization, identity, and objectification experiences critically impact how women relate 

to and view their own bodies. For Black women, objectification can occur in a variety of ways 

and is often related to the experience of gendered racial microagressions. Gendered racial 

microagressions are the subtle expressions of racial and gender based oppression that reduce and 

objectify Black women (Lewis, Mendenhall, Harwood, & Huntt, 2013). Through qualitative 

research, Awad et al., (2014) found that microagressions impact African American’s feelings and 

choices related to their own bodies.  Racial gender microagressions can create an experience of 

otherness, hypervisibility, sense of devaluation, and can lead to a heightened awareness of body 

as deviating from the norm (Capodilupo & Kim, 2014). Based on the ability to simultaneously 

explore racist and gendered oppression while also considering objectification, future research 

should examine the experience of gendered racial microagressions in relationship to body 

dissatisfaction in Black women.  

Finally, this study relied on a measure of body dissatisfaction that simultaneously 

examined the extent to which individuals felt their physical characteristics matched ideals and 

the importance associated with this physical characteristic matching the ideal.  This study did not 

examine what cultural ideals the individual subscribed to. Thus, it is not clear whether 

participants evaluated their physicality based on White Eurocentric standards, norms that are 

more aligned with African American standards, or a combination of both.  Future research 

should consider that variation in ideals and social reference group Black women compare 

themselves and too what extend body image may be impacted by the challenges in negotiating 

competing messages regarding attractiveness.  
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Implications 

While there are certain limitations associated with this study, knowledge derived from 

this study can play an important role in informing future research and interventions related to 

African American women’s body image. First, within the field of research on body image there 

is an abundance of research that focuses on White women and defines body image as mostly 

centering on weight, size, and pursuit of the thin ideal. Early investigations on Black women’s 

body image were limited to studies that compared Black women to White women. This body of 

work suggests that African American women are mostly satisfied with their bodies, are less 

susceptible to developing disordered eating, and are protected from the development of body 

dissatisfaction due to a culture that affirms larger body sizes and has less restrictive notions of 

beauty (Lovejoy, 2001).  Recently, burgeoning literature suggests that not all Black women are 

protected from body image disturbances. The literature also points towards the presence of 

unique sociocultural variables that impact appearance evaluation. In addition, it defines body 

image as a multidimensional concept that is broader than weight and size. However, there have 

been few quantitative research pursuits focused solely on Black women with a thorough 

examination of influential sociocultural factors and a multidimensional approach to assessing 

body dissatisfaction.  

This study makes a significant contribution to the field of body image by addressing these 

gaps and does so by incorporating a more methodologically sound and culturally relevant 

approach to research. It focuses explicitly on the experience of body image among Black women. 

This study identifies key sociocultural factors related to Black women’s body development. It is 

not limited to a focus on White standards of beauty. In addition, as recommended previously by 

Kashubeck-West et al., (2013), this study utilized a pre-existing, but refined measure to assess 
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body dissatisfaction in African American women. This enhanced measure was thought to be 

more sound in measuring body image with Black women given that it focused on weight, body 

proportionality, and racialized features such as hair, skin color, and facial features.  As a result of 

this novel approach, this study highlights various factors that are uniquely related to body 

dissatisfaction while also refuting the idea that Black women are protected from body image 

disturbance as a result of their race and cultural positioning.  

Specifically, results from this investigation contribute to the literature by demonstrating 

that higher endorsement of certain sociocultural factors (i.e., Stereotyping racial socialization 

messages and Pre-Encounter Self-Hatred racial attitudes) are positively related to and predictive 

of body dissatisfaction in Black women. In addition, this study found that Stereotyping messages 

were partly related to body dissatisfaction through Pre-Encounter Self-Hatred racial identity 

attitudes.   Those who reported stronger endorsement of Stereotyping messages reported stronger 

endorsement of Self-Hatred attitudes, which in turn predicted higher levels of body 

dissatisfaction. These results draw a link between racial socialization and racial identity in the 

influence of body dissatisfaction.  

These findings have important practical outcomes. Such results provide evidence for the 

impact of racial socialization on body image. Socialization from families that relay stereotypes 

and reproduce the ideologies of dominant culture in their attempt to help promote adjustment to 

mainstream society may promote poor body image.  Further, such messages appear to be related 

to higher endorsement of Self-Hatred racial identity attitudes, which also contribute to body 

dissatisfaction. These findings suggest that for Black women the sociocultural experiences 

related to race are not always protective of body image disturbance and in some cases are 

associated with increased risk for the development of poor body image.  
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From a clinical and educational intervention perspective, there are several implications to 

consider when taking into account the impact of Stereotyping messages and Self-Hatred racial 

attitudes on body image. Stereotyping messages are likely communicated in an effort to protect 

and facilitate adjustment among Black youth. However, for families who do engage in racial 

socialization it is important to recognize the deleterious impact of some forms of messaging on 

psychological outcomes among Black women. Families may need to be provided with 

psychoeducation that fully explores the ways in which certain forms of communication can be 

helpful and harmful for African American women. Specifically, families may need to be alerted 

to the impact of Stereotyping messages on racial identity and the promotion of body 

dissatisfaction in Black women.  

Study findings also provide insight into ways to improve clinical practice with African 

American women as it relates to assessment and treatment. Mental health practitioners often fail 

to assess body image concerns among African American women based on the perception that 

this is not a concern among this population and that they are protected from the development of 

dissatisfaction by virtue of their race (Parmer et al., 1994; Root, 1990; Wood & Petrie, 2010). To 

the contrary, research and this study indicates that some Black women do experience body 

dissatisfaction and that certain sociocultural variables are risk factors. Psychologists and other 

mental health practitioners should develop awareness of this bias and consider body image 

concerns when developing a differential diagnosis with African American women.  

When engaging in the assessment process, it is essential for providers to view body 

image through a multidimensional lens and consider evaluation of dissatisfaction of weight, size, 

body proportionality, hair, skin color, and facial features (Hall, 1995). In addition, providers 

must be aware that the experience of body for African American women is heavily influenced by 
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cultural milieu. Mental health providers should engage in culturally informed assessment when 

exploring the factors thought to influence body image. Racism and sexism and elements related 

to these systemic issues impact how Black women feel about their physicality and should be 

queried in the assessment process. Providers should explore the impact of racial socialization and 

racial identity on image. This study suggests that stereotyping messages from family and racial 

identity attitudes that reflect self-hatred and internalized oppression should be taken seriously as 

they are potential risk factors for the presence of poor body image.  

Certain therapeutic options should be considered for addressing body image concerns 

among Black women. Given the impact of racism and sexism on body esteem, providers should 

provide a safe setting in which to explore the impact of these social realities from the view of the 

individual (Hall, 1995). Addressing the impact of social oppression may serve to increase the 

client’s level of awareness of the factors that have and continue to influence their body image. 

Approaches to intervention with focus on contextual factors such as gendered oppression, 

influential messages from family, and racial identity will likely help provide a strong foundation 

for the development of healthy body image. Specifically, it will help Black women deconstruct 

stereotypes and negative depictions of the Black form and allow for more self-determination and 

conscious decision making about participating in certain systems of meaning-making. Finally, in 

working with this population, practitioners should be aware that African American women may 

struggle to negotiate White mainstream beauty ideals and norms of attractiveness unique to the 

African American community and this may be a critical factor that shapes dissatisfaction 

(Buchanan, Fischer, Tokar, & Yodar, 2008; Capodilupo & Kim, 2014). Providers should be 

prepared to help their client confront the challenges of having to fit into a variety of molds. With 

increased ability to recognize and communicate about one’s experience, Black women may be 
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less impacted by dissatisfaction and less likely to engage in harmful behavior related to poor 

body image (Watson et al., 2013). 

African American women may benefit from discussing these body image concerns in a 

group format on university campuses and within community agencies (Buchanan, Fischer, 

Tokar, & Yodar, 2008). A group setting could offer the opportunity to think critically about 

forces that shape Black women’s body image and could provide additional support from other 

members (Woods & Petrie, 2010).  

Conclusion 

There is a paucity of literature that focuses specifically on body image among Black 

women. The current study sought to address this gap in a variety of ways. First, this study 

examined various sociocultural factors related to African American women’s body image with a 

particular focus on the combined experience of racism and gender based oppression. Given that 

previous research on this group has relied heavily on comparative research and measures, which 

fail to assess body image in culturally congruent manner, this study took a within-group 

approach and utilized a multidimensional measure of body dissatisfaction.  While there are a 

variety of sociocultural variables posited to impact appearance evaluation, this investigation 

looked at the role of racial identity attitudes and endorsement of racial socialization messages in 

relationships to body dissatisfaction. Overall, findings of this study indicate that endorsement of 

Stereotyping racial socialization messages and Pre-Encounter Self-Hatred racial identity attitudes 

are positively related to body dissatisfaction in African American college women. Stereotyping 

messages and Pre-Encounter Self-Hatred were also found to be predictors of body 

dissatisfaction. Further, Pre-Encounter Self-Hatred racial identity attitudes were found to 

partially mediate the relationship between Stereotyping messages and body dissatisfaction. Such 
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that belief in Stereotyping messages predict body dissatisfaction, and that they do so in part by 

strengthening Pre-Encounter Self Hatred attitudes among African American women.  

This study serves to elucidate the cultural context of African American women’s body 

image. Findings from this work should be used to inform future research and psychological 

interventions with the goal of addressing body image disturbance among African American 

women college students. Specifically, researchers and practitioners should be aware that Black 

women are not necessarily protected from the development of body image disturbance on the 

basis of race. Individual variation exists within this group and various sociocultural variables 

related to race and gender differentially impact Black women. Future investigations should focus 

on the development and use of a measure that examines gender racial socialization messages 

with a specific focus on body aesthetics. In addition, the influence of gendered racial 

microagressions on body image should be considered in future studies with this population.  

Seeking to understand body image from a cultural lens may be a more productive and sound 

approach to the study of Black women’s embodied experience. Research that adopts this 

approach can better represent the diverse and multidimensional nature of Black women’s body 

image and ultimately provide directions on promoting health body image, reducing body 

dissatisfaction, and preventing disordered eating among this population.
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Table 1 
Demographics of Participants 
 

Race/Ethnicity Frequency Percent 

Black/African American 121 58.2 

Black/African  31 14.9 

Black/Caribbean 7 3.4 

Black/Hispanic 5 2.4 

Biracial 22 10.6 

Other 1 0.5 

Academic Classification   

Freshman 26 12.5 

Sophomore 36 17.3 

Junior  41 19.7 

Senior  48 23.1 

Graduate  27 13.0 

Other  9 4.3 

Gender   

Men 0 0.0 

Women 185 88.9 

Transgender 2 1.0 

Sexual Orientation   

Straight/Heterosexual 179 86.1 

Gay or Lesbian 2 1.0 

Bisexual 5 2.4 

Questioning 1 0.5 
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Table 1, cont. 
 

 

 

 

 Minimum Maximum 

 

 

Mean 

 

Std. 

Deviation 

Age 18 56 21.6 3.95 

Body Mass Index 17.78 45.71 25.12 1.20 

Complex SES 2.00 10.00 6.20 1.64 

 

 

 

 

 

 

            

 

            

 

 

Predominant Race/Ethnicity High School   

Predominately Black 55 26.4 

Predominately White 73 35.1 

Predominate Hispanic 37 17.8 

Other 22 10.6 

Residence   

Residence Hall/Dormitory 51 24.5 

On Campus Apartment 8 3.8 

Off Campus Apartment 116 55.8 

Parents 5 2.4 

Other 7 3.4 

Relationship Status   

Single/No Partner 97 46.6 

Dating Casually 28 13.5 

Dating Seriously 42 20.2 

Married or Committed  18 8.7 

Divorced 1 0.5 

Other 1 0.5 
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Table 2 

           Skewness and Kurtosis of Main Analysis Variables 
 

 BD P C A S PEA PEM PESH IEAW IA IM BMI SE MHI 

Skewness .719 

-

.408 

-

.072 

-

.293 .244 .527 .227 .790 1.431 .001 -.983 -.789 -.286 -.715 

Std. Error 

Skewness .185 .175 .175 .179 .176 .171 .171 .170 .171 .170 .170 .179 .180 -.179 

Kurtosis .658 

-

.303 

-

.165 

-

.267 

-

.097 

-

.745 -.562 -.457 1.366 

-

.574 1.041 674 -.652 -.063 

Std. Error 

Kurtosis .367 .348 .348 .355 .350 .340 .341 .338 .341 .338 .337 .355 .357 .356 

Note. BD=Body Dissatisfaction, P=Protection Messages, C=Coping Messages, A=Affirmation Messages, S=Stereotyping 

Messages, PEA=Pre-Encounter Assimilation, PEM= Pre-Encounter Miseducation, PESH=Pre-Encounter Self Hatred, 

IEAW=Immersion-Emersion Anti-White, IA= Internalization Afrocentric, IM= Internalization Multiculturalist Inclusive, 

BMI=Body Mass Index, SE=Self Esteem, MHI=Mental Health 

 

 

Table 3 

           Descriptive Statistics for Main Analysis Variables 
 

 Minimum Maximum 

 

 

Mean 

 

Std. 

Deviation 

Body Dissatisfaction -1.44 4.50 0.94 1.185 

Protective Messages 2.00 4.00 3.10 0.439 

Coping Messages 2.00 3.64 2.91 .303 

Affirmation Messages 1.91 3.91 3.19 0.411 

Stereotyping Messages 1.00 3.17 2.01 0.435 

Pre-Encounter Assimilation 1.00 7.00 2.98 1.486 

Pre-Encounter Miseducation 1.00 7.00 3.04 1.270 

Pre-Encounter Self Hatred 1.00 6.60 2.60 1.522 

Immersion-Emersion Anti White 1.00 5.40 1.78 0.970 

Internalization Afrocentric 1.00 6.00 3.49 1.115 

Internalization Multiculturalist Inclusive 2.00 7.00 5.70 1.003 

Self Esteem 17.00 40.00 32.21 5.514 

Mental Health 1.80 6.00 4.35 .88 
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Table 4 

Hypothesis 1a, 1b, 2a, 2b—Correlations Among Variables of Interest 

 
Note. BD=Body Dissatisfaction, P=Protection Messages, C=Coping Messages, A=Affirmation Messages, S=Stereotyping Messages, PEA=Pre-Encounter 

Assimilation, PEM= Pre-Encounter Miseducation, PESH=Pre-Encounter Self Hatred, IEAW=Immersion-Emersion Anti-White, IA= Internalization Afrocentric, IM= 

Internalization Multiculturalist Inclusive, BMI=Body Mass Index, SE=Self Esteem, MHI=Mental Health,  * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p<.00

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 

1.  BMI  -            

  

2.  BD  .240** -           

  

3.  P 

 

-.016 .008 -          

  

4.  S -.094 .269*** .014 -         

  

5.  C -.016 .050 .258*** .188** -        

  

6. A -.019 -.042 .606*** -.090 .416*** -       

  

7.  PEA -.056 .019 -.528*** .156* -.080 -.479*** -      

  

8.  PEM -.146* .115 -.188** .575*** .151* -.140 .433*** -     

  

9.  PESH -.002 .335*** .129 .369*** .066 -.021 .166* .308*** -    

  

10. IEAW -.109 .059 .274*** .209** -.145* .116 -.208** .008 .198** -   

  

11. IA -.102 .068 .435*** .137 .067 .435*** -.366*** .108 .145* .385*** -  

  

12. IM -.053 -.054 .141 -.332*** .174* .206** .061 -.109 -.004 -.353*** .004 - 

  

13. SE -.075 -.419*** -.035 -.214** .003 .088 -.073 .003 -.400*** -.181* -.175* .116 - 

 

14. MHI -.064 -.226** -.109 -.094 .067 -.025 .013 -.002 -.280*** -.111 -.133 .052 .561** - 
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Table 5 

Hypothesis 3—Hierarchical Multiple Regression: Racial Identity and Racial Socialization on Body 

Dissatisfaction 

 

Variable     B Std.Error B 

 

 

β 

Step 1 
   

Body Mass Index 3.108 1.026 .210*** 

Self-Esteem -.087 .015 -.403**** 

       

      F(2,164) 22.99****   

      R
2
 .468   

Step 2 
   

Stereotyping .464 .197 .170** 

Pre-Encounter Self-Hatred .118 .060 .151** 

       

F(4,162) 15.73****   

R
2
 .529   

    

 
   

    

    

    

    

Note. *p < .10, **p < .05, *** p < .01, **** p < .001 
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Figure 1 

Hypothesis 4— Path Coefficients for the Stereotyping/Pre-Encounter Self-Hatred/Body Dissatisfaction 

Mediation Analysis 

 

Unstandardized Path Coefficients 

Standardized Path Coefficients 

 

Note.  * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p<.001 
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Body 
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.275 *** 
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1.289 *** 
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.454 ** 
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Body 

Dissatisfaction 

Pre-Encounter 

Self-Hatred 

 
b 

.289 *** 
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.369 *** 

C’ 

.160 ** 

(c= .269***) 
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Appendix A 

 

Cross Racial Identity Scale (CRIS) 

 

Instructions: Read each item and indicate to what degree it reflects your own thoughts and 

feelings, using the 7-point scale below.  There are no right or wrong answers.  To ensure that 

your answers can be used, please respond to the statements as written, and indicate the extent to 

which you agree by circling the number closest to your own feelings using the scale below: 

 

 

 

1.) As an African American, life in America for me is good. 1  2  3  4  5  6  7   

2.) I think of myself primarily as an American, and seldom as a 

member of a racial group. (PA) 

1  2  3  4  5  6  7   

3.) Too many Blacks “glamorize” the drug trade and fail to see 

opportunities that don’t involve crime. (PM) 

1  2  3  4  5  6  7   

4.) I go through periods when I am down on myself because I am 

Black. (SH) 

1  2  3  4  5  6  7   

5.) As a multiculturalist, I am connected to many groups (Hispanics, 

Asian-Americans, Whites, Jews, gays & lesbians, etc.).  (IM) 

1  2  3  4  5  6  7   

6.) I have a strong feeling of hatred and disdain for White people. 

(AW) 

1  2  3  4  5  6  7   

7.) I see and think about things from an Africentric perspective. (IA) 1  2  3  4  5  6  7   

8.) When I walk into a room, I always take note of the racial make-up 

of the people around me. 

1  2  3  4  5  6  7   

9.) I am not so much a member of a racial group, as I am an American. 

(PA) 

1  2  3  4  5  6  7   

10.)  I sometimes struggle with negative feelings about being Black.  

(SH) 

 

1  2  3  4  5  6  7   

11.) My relationship with God plays an important role in my life. 1  2  3  4  5  6  7   

12.)  Blacks place more emphasis on having a good time than on hard 

work. (PM) 

1  2  3  4  5  6  7   

13.)  I believe that only those Black people who accept and Africentric 

perspective can truly solve the race problem in America. (IA) 

1  2  3  4  5  6  7   

14.)  I hate the White community and all that it represents. (AW) 1  2  3  4  5  6  7   

15.)  When I have a chance to make a new friend, issues of race and 

ethnicity seldom play a role in who that person might be. 

1  2  3  4  5  6  7   

16.)  I believe it is important to have both a Black identity and a 

multicultural perspective, which is inclusive of everyone (e.g., 

1  2  3  4  5  6  7   

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Strongly 

Disagree 

Disagree Somewhat 

Disagree 

Neither 

Agree nor 

Disagree 

Somewhat 

Agree 

Agree Strongly 

Agree 
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Asians, Latinos, gays & lesbians, Jews, Whites, etc.). (IM) 

17.)  When I look in the mirror at my Black image, sometimes I do not 

feel good about what I see. (SH) 

1  2  3  4  5  6  7   

18.)  If I had to put a label on my identity, it would be “American,” and 

not African American. (PA) 

1  2  3  4  5  6  7   

19.)  When I read the newspaper or a magazine, I always look for 

articles and storied that deal with race and ethnic issues. 

1  2  3  4  5  6  7   

 

20.) Many African American are too lazy to see opportunities that are 

right in front of them. (PM) 

 

1  2  3  4  5  6  7   

21.)  As far as I am concerned, affirmative action will be needed for a 

long time. 

1  2  3  4  5  6  7   

22.)  Black people cannot be truly free until our daily lives are guided 

by Africentric values and principles. (IA) 

1  2  3  4  5  6  7   

23.)  White people should be destroyed. (AW) 1  2  3  4  5  6  7   

24.)  I embrace my own Black identity, but I also respect and celebrate 

the cultural identities of other groups (e.g., Native Americans, 

Whites, Latinos, Jews, Asian-Americans, gays & lesbians, etc.). 

(IM) 

1  2  3  4  5  6  7   

25.)  Privately, I sometimes have negative feelings about being Black. 

(SH) 

1  2  3  4  5  6  7   

26.)  If I had to put myself into categories, first I would say I am an 

American, and second I am a member of a racial group. (PA) 

1  2  3  4  5  6  7   

27.)  My feelings and thoughts about God are very important to me. 1  2  3  4  5  6  7   

28.)  African Americans are too quick to turn to crime to solve their 

problems. (PM) 

1  2  3  4  5  6  7   

29.)  When I have a chance to decorate a room, I tend to select pictures, 

posters, or works of art that express strong racial-cultural themes. 

1  2  3  4  5  6  7   

30.)  I hate White people. (AW) 1  2  3  4  5  6  7   

31.)  I respect the ideas that other Black people hold, but I believe the 

best way to solve our problems is to think Africentrically. (IA) 

1  2  3  4  5  6  7   

32.)  When I vote in an election, the first thing I think about is the 

candidate’s record on racial and cultural issues. 

1  2  3  4  5  6  7   

33.)  I believe it is important to have both a Black identity and a 

multicultural perspective because this connects me to other groups 

(e.g., Native Americans, Whites, Hispanics, Jews, Asian-Americans, 

gays & lesbians, etc.).  (IM) 

1  2  3  4  5  6  7   

34.)  I have developed an identity that stresses my experiences as an 

American more than my experiences as a member of a racial group. 

(PA) 

1  2  3  4  5  6  7   

35.)  During a typical week in my life, I think about racial and cultural 

issues many, many times. 

1  2  3  4  5  6  7   

36.)  Blacks place too much importance on racial protest and not 

enough on hard work and education. (PM) 

1  2  3  4  5  6  7   



 

 108 

37.)  Black people will never be free until we embrace an Africentric 

perspective. (IA) 

1  2  3  4  5  6  7   

38.)  My negative feelings toward White people are very intense. (AW) 1  2  3  4  5  6  7   

39.)  I sometimes have negative feelings about being Black. (SH) 1  2  3  4  5  6  7   

40.)  As a multiculturalist, it is important for me to be connected with 

individuals from all cultural backgrounds (e.g., Native Americans, 

Whites, Latinos, Jews, Asian-Americans, gays & lesbians, etc.). 

(IM) 

1  2  3  4  5  6  7   

Note: PA= Pre-Encounter Assimilation; PM= Pre-Encounter Miseducation; SH= Pre-Encounter 

Self Hatred, AW= Immersion-Emersion Anti-White; IA= Internalization Afrocentricity, 

IM=Internalization Multiculturalist 
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Appendix B 

 

Cultural and Racial Experiences of Socialization (CARES) 

 

Instructions: Read each item and indicate if your parents/relatives have said to you any of the 

following statements throughout your lifetime? Please circle the appropriate number or letter. 
 

 

How often? 

1= Never 

2= Few times 

3= Lots of 

times 

How much do you 

agree? 

1= Strongly 

Disagree 

2=Disagree 

3= Strongly Agree 

4= Agree 

 

Where did you hear 

this?  

M= Mother/guardian 

F= Father/guardian 

G= Grandparent 

S= Sibling 

N= No one told me 

this 

1. You should be proud to be Black. (A) 1 2 3 1 2 3 4 M F G S N 

2. You need to learn how to live in a White world and a Black world. (C) 1 2 3 1 2 3 4 M F G S N 

3. When Black people make money, they try to forget they are Black. (S) 1 2 3 1 2 3 4 M F G S N 

4. Schools should be required to teach all children about Black history. (P) 1 2 3 1 2 3 4 M F G S N 

5. You can’t trust Black people who act too friendly with White people. (R) 1 2 3 1 2 3 4 M F G S N 

6. It’s important to remember the experience of Black slavery. (A) 1 2 3 1 2 3 4 M F G S N 

7. 
"Don't forget who your people are because you may need them someday." 

(A) 
1 2 3 1 2 3 4 M F G S N 

8. 
Sometimes you have to look and act more like White people to get ahead 

in America. (R) 
1 2 3 1 2 3 4 M F G S N 

9. 
Living in an all Black neighborhood is no way to show that you are 

successful. (S) 
1 2 3 1 2 3 4 M F G S N 

10. 
Since the world has become so multicultural, it’s wrong to only focus on 

Black issues. (C) 
1 2 3 1 2 3 4 M F G S N 

11. Racism is real, and you have to understand it or it will hurt you. (P) 1 2 3 1 2 3 4 M F G S N 

12. 
Teachers can help Black children grow by showing signs of Black culture 

in the classroom. (A) 
1 2 3 1 2 3 4 M F G S N 

13. Black children will learn more if they go to a mostly White school. (R) 1 2 3 1 2 3 4 M F G S N 

14. You really can’t trust most White people. (R) 1 2 3 1 2 3 4 M F G S N 

15. 
Fitting into school or work means swallowing your anger when you see 

racism. (R) 
1 2 3 1 2 3 4 M F G S N 

16. Poor Black people are always looking for a hand out. (S) 1 2 3 1 2 3 4 M F G S N 

17. 
Going to a Black school will help Black children feel better about 

themselves. (P) 
1 2 3 1 2 3 4 M F G S N 

18. You have to watch what you say in front of White people. (R) 1 2 3 1 2 3 4 M F G S N 

19. A belief in God can help a person deal with tough life struggles. (C) 1 2 3 1 2 3 4 M F G S N 

20. 
Knowing your African heritage is important for the survival of Black 

people. (A) 
1 2 3 1 2 3 4 M F G S N 

21. 
Children need signs of Black art and music in their home to feel good 

about themselves. (A) 
1 2 3 1 2 3 4 M F G S N 

22. 
You have to work twice as hard as Whites in order to get ahead in this 

world. (P) 
1 2 3 1 2 3 4 M F G S N 

23. 
Sometimes you have to correct White people when they make racist 

statements about Black people. (C)  
1 2 3 1 2 3 4 M F G S N 

24. 
Spiritual battles that people fight are more important than the physical 

battles. (C)  
1 2 3 1 2 3 4 M F G S N 

25. 
To be Black is to be connected to a history that goes back to African 

royalty. (A) 
1 2 3 1 2 3 4 M F G S N 

26. 
It is important to go to Black festivals and African American History 

Museums. (A) 
1 2 3 1 2 3 4 M F G S N 

27. You can learn a lot from being around important White people.(R) 1 2 3 1 2 3 4 M F G S N 

28. Whites make it hard for people to get ahead in this world. (P) 1 2 3 1 2 3 4 M F G S N 

29. Racism is not as bad today as it used to be. (C)  1 2 3 1 2 3 4 M F G S N 

30. You should just ignore people that make racist comments. (C)  1 2 3 1 2 3 4 M F G S N 

31. 
Life is easier for light-skinned Black people than it is for dark-skinned 

Black people. (S) 
1 2 3 1 2 3 4 M F G S N 

32. 
"Train up a child in the way he should go, and he will not turn away from 

it." (C) 
1 2 3 1 2 3 4 M F G S N 

33. 
You should learn more about Black history so that you can prevent people 

from treating you unfairly. (P) 
1 2 3 1 2 3 4 M F G S N 

34. Black people have to work together in order to get ahead. (C) 1 2 3 1 2 3 4 M F G S N 
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Note: A= Affirmation; C=Coping; P=Protection, R=Racialism, S=Stereotyping 

 
What messages have you received regarding appearance or beauty? 

Message:             

Where did you hear this? (Mark all that apply):  Mother/Guardian   Father/Guardian  

Grandparent   Sibling  

 

What messages have you received regarding hair? 

Message:             

Where did you hear this? (Mark all that apply):  Mother/Guardian   Father/Guardian  

Grandparent   Sibling  

 

What messages have you received regarding skin color? 

Message:             

Where did you hear this? (Mark all that apply):  Mother/Guardian   Father/Guardian  

Grandparent   Sibling  

 

What messages have you received regarding body shape? 

Message:             

Where did you hear this? (Mark all that apply):  Mother/Guardian   Father/Guardian  

Grandparent   Sibling  

 

What messages have you received regarding weight? 

Message:             

Where did you hear this? (Mark all that apply):  Mother/Guardian   Father/Guardian  

Grandparent   Sibling  

 Teacher/Professor  Other Adult   Friend/Peer   Media (TV, Movies, Internet,  

 

 

35. Whites have more opportunities than Blacks. (P) 1 2 3 1 2 3 4 M F G S N 

36. You should speak up when someone says something that is racist. (C) 1 2 3 1 2 3 4 M F G S N 

37. Some Black people are just born with good hair. (S) 1 2 3 1 2 3 4 M F G S N 

38. 
Black children should be taught early that God can protect them from 

racial hatred. (C)  
1 2 3 1 2 3 4 M F G S N 

39. Black slavery has affected how Black people live today. (C) 1 2 3 1 2 3 4 M F G S N 

40. Black people are their own worst enemy. (S) 1 2 3 1 2 3 4 M F G S N 

41. Black youth are harassed by police just because they are Black. (C)  1 2 3 1 2 3 4 M F G S N 

42. 
Black people are just not as smart as White people in Math and Science. 

(S) 
1 2 3 1 2 3 4 M F G S N 

43. 
More jobs would be open to African Americans if employers were not 

racist. (R) 
1 2 3 1 2 3 4 M F G S N 

44. America built its wealth off the backs of slaves. (A) 1 2 3 1 2 3 4 M F G S N 

45. Sports are the only way for Black kids to get out of the hood. (S) 1 2 3 1 2 3 4 M F G S N 

46. 
Sometimes you have to make yourself less threatening to make White 

people around you comfortable. (C)  
1 2 3 1 2 3 4 M F G S N 

47. 
Light skinned Blacks think they are better than dark-skinned Black 

people. (S) 
1 2 3 1 2 3 4 M F G S N 

48. Black men just want sex. (S) 1 2 3 1 2 3 4 M F G S N 

49. 
African and Caribbean people think they are better than Black 

Americans. (S) 
1 2 3 1 2 3 4 M F G S N 

50. Black women keep the family strong. (A) 1 2 3 1 2 3 4 M F G S N 

51. Good Black men are the backbone of a strong family. (A) 1 2 3 1 2 3 4 M F G S N 

52. Black women just want money. (S) 1 2 3 1 2 3 4 M F G S N 

53. Africans and Caribbean people get along with Black Americans. (A) 1 2 3 1 2 3 4 M F G S N 
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Appendix C 

 

Body Image Ideals Questionnaire (BIQ)- Body Dissatisfaction 

 

 

 

Instructions: Each item of this questionnaire deals with a different physical characteristic. On 

Part A of each item, rate how much you resemble your personal physical ideal by circling a 

number from 0 to 3.  For each characteristic on Part A, think about how you would describe 

yourself as you actually are. Then think about how you wish you were. The difference between 

the two reveals how close you come to your personal ideal. In some instances, your looks may 

closely match your ideal. In other instances, they may differ considerably.  

 

Your physical ideals may differ in their importance to you, regardless of how close you come to 

them. On Part B of each item, rate how important your ideal is to you by circling a number on 

the 0 to 3 scale. 

 

1. A. My ideal height is: 

 

0   1  2  3 

 

                Exactly As          Almost As        Fairly           Very 

                      I am                  I am            Unlike Me        Unlike Me 

 

B. How important to you is your ideal height? 

 

0   1  2  3 

 

          Not             Somewhat     Moderately          Very 

     Important         Important        Important       Important 

  

 

2. A. My ideal skin color is: 

 

0   1  2  3 

 

                Exactly As          Almost As        Fairly           Very 

                      I am                  I am            Unlike Me        Unlike Me 

 

B. How important to you is your ideal skin color? 

 

0   1  2  3 

 

          Not             Somewhat     Moderately          Very 

     Important         Important        Important       Important 
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3. A. My ideal hair texture, thickness, and length is: 

 

0   1  2  3 

 

                Exactly As          Almost As        Fairly           Very 

                      I am                  I am            Unlike Me        Unlike Me 

 

B. How important to you is your ideal hair texture, thickness, and length? 

 

0   1  2  3 

 

          Not             Somewhat     Moderately          Very 

     Important         Important        Important       Important 

 

 

4. A. My ideal facial features (eyes, nose, lips, facial shape) are: 

 

0   1  2  3 

 

                Exactly As          Almost As        Fairly           Very 

                      I am                  I am            Unlike Me        Unlike Me 

 

B. How important to you are your ideal facial features (eyes, nose, lips, facial shape)? 

 

0   1  2  3 

 

          Not             Somewhat     Moderately          Very 

     Important         Important        Important       Important 

 

 

5. A. My ideal muscle tone and definition is: 

 

0   1  2  3 

 

                Exactly As          Almost As        Fairly           Very 

                      I am                  I am            Unlike Me        Unlike Me 

 

B. How important to you is your ideal muscle tone and definition? 

 

0   1  2  3 

 

          Not             Somewhat     Moderately          Very 

     Important         Important        Important       Important 
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6. A. My ideal body proportions are: 

 

0   1  2  3 

 

                Exactly As          Almost As        Fairly           Very 

                      I am                  I am            Unlike Me        Unlike Me 

 

B. How important to you are your ideal body proportions? 

 

0   1  2  3 

 

          Not             Somewhat     Moderately          Very 

     Important         Important        Important       Important 

 

 

7. A. My ideal weight is: 

 

0   1  2  3 

 

                Exactly As          Almost As        Fairly           Very 

                      I am                  I am            Unlike Me        Unlike Me 

 

B. How important to you is your ideal weight? 

 

0   1  2  3 

 

          Not             Somewhat     Moderately          Very 

     Important         Important        Important       Important 

 

 

8. A. My ideal chest size is: 

 

0   1  2  3 

 

                Exactly As          Almost As        Fairly           Very 

                      I am                  I am            Unlike Me        Unlike Me 

 

B. How important to you is your ideal chest size? 

 

0   1  2  3 

 

          Not             Somewhat     Moderately          Very 

     Important         Important        Important       Important 

 

 

9. A. My ideal physical strength is: 
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0   1  2  3 

 

                Exactly As          Almost As        Fairly           Very 

                      I am                  I am            Unlike Me        Unlike Me 

 

B. How important to you is your ideal physical strength? 

 

0   1  2  3 

 

          Not             Somewhat     Moderately          Very 

     Important         Important        Important       Important 

 

 

10. A. My ideal physical coordination is: 

 

0   1  2  3 

 

                Exactly As          Almost As        Fairly           Very 

                      I am                  I am            Unlike Me        Unlike Me 

 

B. How important to you is your ideal physical coordination? 

 

0   1  2  3 

 

          Not             Somewhat     Moderately          Very 

     Important         Important        Important       Important 

 

 

11. A. My ideal buttock size is: 

 

0   1  2  3 

 

                Exactly As          Almost As        Fairly           Very 

                      I am                  I am            Unlike Me        Unlike Me 

 

B. How important to you is your ideal buttock size? 

 

0   1  2  3 

 

          Not             Somewhat     Moderately          Very 

     Important         Important        Important       Important 

 

 

12. A. My ideal thigh size is: 
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0   1  2  3 

 

                Exactly As          Almost As        Fairly           Very 

                      I am                  I am            Unlike Me        Unlike Me 

 

B. How important to you is your thigh size? 

 

0   1  2  3 

 

          Not             Somewhat     Moderately          Very 

     Important         Important        Important       Important 

 

 

13. A. My ideal overall physical appearance is: 

 

0   1  2  3 

 

                Exactly As          Almost As        Fairly           Very 

                      I am                  I am            Unlike Me        Unlike Me 

 

B. How important to you is your overall physical appearance? 

 

0   1  2  3 

 

          Not             Somewhat     Moderately          Very 

     Important         Important        Important       Important  
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Appendix D 

 

Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale (RES)- Self-Esteem 

 

Instructions: Below is a list of statements dealing with your general feelings about yourself. 

There are no right or wrong answers, so try very hard to be completely honest in your answers. 

Read each question and indicate the extent to which you agree by selecting the number closest to 

your own feelings using the scale below: 

 

   1      2        3               4 

  Strongly Agree Agree  Disagree Strongly Disagree 

 

1. On the whole, I am satisfied with myself.  1 2 3 4 

2. At times, I think I am no good at all. 1 2 3 4 

3. I feel that I have a number of good qualities.  1 2 3 4 

4. I am able to do things as well as most other people.  1 2 3 4 

5. I feel I do not have much to be proud of.  1 2 3 4 

6. I certainly feel useless at times.  1 2 3 4 

7. I feel that I’m a person of worth, at least on an equal plane with 

others. 

1 2 3 4 

8. I wish I could have more respect for myself.  1 2 3 4 

9. All in all, I am inclined to feel that I am a failure.  1 2 3 4 

10. I take a positive attitude toward myself. 1 2 3 4 
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Appendix E 

 

Mental Health Inventory (MHI)- Mental Health 

 

Instructions: Please read each question and select the statement that best describes how things 

have been FOR YOU during the past month. There are no right or wrong answers. 

 
 

1.) During the past month, how much of the time were you 

a happy person? 

1  2  3  4  5  6    

2.) How much of the time, during the past month, have you 

felt calm and peaceful? 

1  2  3  4  5  6     

3.) How much of the time,during the past month, have you 

been a very nervous person? 

1  2  3  4  5  6   

4.) How much of the time, during the past month, have you 

felt downhearted and blue? 

1  2  3  4  5  6     

5.) How much during the past month, have you felt so down 

in the dumps nothing could cheer you up? 

1  2  3  4  5  6     

1 2 3 4 5 6  

All of the 

time 

Most of the 

time 

A good bit 

of the time 

Some of the 

time 

A little of 

the time 

None of the 

time 
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Appendix F 

 

Demographic Questionnaire  

 

Instructions: Read the items below and (a) circle the letter that best describes you, or (b) write 

in the information that most accurately reflects you. 

 

1. Age:  ___________             

 

2. Sex 

a. Man         

b. Woman        

c. Transgender 
 

3. Race/Ethnicity  

a. Black/African American 

b. Black/African 

c. Black/Caribbean 

d. Black/Hispanic 

e. Biracial (Specify): ____________ 

f. Other (Specify): ____________ 

  
 

4. Class Standing 

a. Freshman          

b. Sophomore         

c. Junior          

d. Senior 

e. Graduate Student 

f. Other (Specify):____________ 
 

5. College cumulative GPA 

a. 4.0 – 3.5 

b. 3.49 – 3.0 

c. 2.99 – 2.50 

d. 2.49 – 2.0 

e. Below 2.0 
 
 

6. What is your major? 

________________________________________ 
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7. The highest number (10) represents the people who are the best off, those who have 

the most money, most education, and best jobs. At the bottom (1) are the people who 

are the worst off, those who have the least money, least education, and worst jobs or 

no job.  Circle the number that best reflects your situation. 

 

 

Lowest 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 highest 

 

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

 

 

 

8. What was the racial/ethnic makeup of the student population of your former high 

school? 

a. Predominately Black 

b. Predominately White 

c. Predominately Hispanic 

d. Other:______________ 

 

 

9. Please indicate your current height and weight: 

 

Height: ____ft. ____in.              Weight: ____lbs. 

 

10. Sexual Orientation 

a. Straight/Heterosexual 

b. Gay or Lesbian 

c. Bisexual 

d. Questioning 

 

11. What do you consider your socioeconomic status to be? 

a. Working class 

b. Middle class 

c. Upper middle class 

d. Upper class 

e. Other__________________ 

 

12. Residence 

a. Residence Hall/Dormitory 

b. Fraternity/Sorority 

c. On-Campus apartment 

d. Off-Campus apartment 

e. With parents 

f. Other_______________________ 
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13. What is your current relationship status? 

a. Single, no partner 

b. Dating casually 

c. Dating seriously 

d. In a married or committed relationship 

e. Divorced 

f. Other___________________ 

 

 

14. What is your college cumulative GPA?___________________ 
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Appendix G 

 

Informed Consent/Cover Letter 

Role Name Title/Department Phone Email 

Investigator Desiré Taylor, 

M.A. 

Graduate Student, 

Counseling 

Psychology, 

Department of 

Educational 

Psychology of The 

University of Texas at 

Austin 

(512)-963-

1325 

desiretaylor

@gmail.com 

 

You are invited to participate in a research study entitled “Understanding African American 

Women’s Body Image: Investigating the Impact of Sociocultural Variables on Body 

Dissatisfaction.” This form provides you with information about the study. You are free to 

contact the investigator at the above address and phone number to discuss the survey. Please read 

the information below and ask questions about anything you do not understand before deciding 

whether or not to take part. Your participation is entirely voluntary and you can refuse to 

participate without penalty or loss of benefits to which you are otherwise entitled. You can stop 

your participation at any time and skip questions.  
Presently, body image research is marked by the absence of culturally relevant factors and 

subsequently, an indeterminate picture of African American women’s body image exists. The 

purpose of this study is to better understand the sociocultural influences on African American 

women’s body image. This study will thus investigate racial identity and various kinds of 

messages you have received regarding race in the context of body image. This study could help 

inform future interventions targeting African American women’s body image. Thus, the results 

of this research will have implications for counseling strategies, prevention and intervention 

programming, and psycho-educational programs for African American women. 

You must be 18 years old or older and classify yourself as an African American or Black 

women to participate. Participation in the study will involve completing confidential, voluntary 

online surveys. Surveys will take approximately 30-45 minutes to complete. Your participation 

in this survey is voluntary.  You may decline to answer any question and you have the right to 

withdraw from participation at any time without penalty.  If you wish to withdraw from the study 

or have any questions, contact the investigator listed above.   

 

If you agree to be part of this study, we simply ask you to click on the arrow at the bottom of 

the page indicating “I agree, continue”. If you agree to participate please press the arrow button 

at the bottom right of the screen otherwise use the X at the upper right corner to close this 

window and disconnect. 

The risk associated with this study is no greater than that of everyday life. Furthermore, to 

safeguard your confidentiality, we are taking the following steps: 

mailto:desiretaylor@gmail.com
mailto:desiretaylor@gmail.com
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1. All identifying information will be collected separately from any data reported.  

2. All data for this study will be stored on a password protected, secure web server and viewed 

  only by the researchers.  

If it becomes necessary for the Institutional Review Board to review the study records, 

information that can be linked to you will be protected to the extent permitted by law. Your 

research records will not be released without your consent unless required by law or a court 

order. The data resulting from your participation may be made available to other researchers in 

the future for research purposes not detailed within this consent form. In these cases, the data 

will contain no identifying information that could associate it with you, or with your 

participation in any study.  

Compensation for this study will include Subject Pool Credit for qualifying students, and/or the 

possibility to be entered into a drawing to win 1 of 20 $50.00 gift cards to Target. This will 

involve emailing a secure, third-party account with information that will not be linked to survey 

answers. Further directions will be provided on the last page of the survey. Although there are no 

direct benefits to participating in this study, your answers will help to provide more complete 

information regarding the factors the impact African American women’s body image. 

Contacts and Questions: If you have any questions about the study, please ask now. If you have 

questions later, want additional information, or wish to withdraw your participation contact the 

investigator conducting the study. The investigator’s name, phone number, and e-mail address is 

at the top of this page. 

If you would like to obtain information about the research study, have questions, concerns, 

complaints or wish to discuss problems about a research study with someone unaffiliated with 

the study, please contact the IRB Office at (512) 471-8871.Anonymity, if desired, will be 

protected to the extent possible. As an alternative method of contact, an email may be sent to 

orsc@uts.cc.utexas.edu. 

Statement of Consent: 

If you are 18 years old or older and classify yourself as an African American or Black women 

and agree to participate, please press the arrow button at the bottom right of the screen otherwise 

use the X at the upper right corner to close this window and disconnect. 

I agree, continue.  
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Appendix H 

 

Debriefing Statement 

 

You have just participated in a survey that was created to investigate various sociocultural 

factors that may impact African American women’s body image. If you would like to be entered 

into the drawing for a chance to win a $50 dollar gift card to Target, OR if you require Subject 

pool credit, please refer to the instructions below: 

 

To enter the drawing only, please email aabi.study@gmail.com with the word “DRAWING” 

as the subject of the email.  

 

To gain Subject Pool credit, please email aabi.study@gmail.com with the word 

“SUBLIMATE” as the subject of the email. If you would like to also be entered into the 

drawing, please put “SUBLIMATE DRAWING” as the subject of the email. 

 

Your information will not be linked to your survey responses. Please include the following in 

the body of your email: 

1. Name 

2. Mailing address (if you are entering the drawing) 

3. EID (if applicable) 

 
In the event that you feel psychologically distressed by participation in this study, please contact the UT 

Counseling and Mental Health Center at (512) 471-3515.  

 

 

Thank you again for taking the survey! If you completed this survey online, press “End” to exit 

the survey.  

mailto:aabi.study@gmail.com
mailto:aabi.study@gmail.com
tel:1-512-471-3515
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