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Abstract

:

Establishing a positive body image is a critical factor for adolescents’ physical and mental health as it leads to sustainable individual growth and development throughout their lives. Therefore, possible personality traits need to be examined for their capability as protective factors for a healthy body image. The current study examined how one internal personality trait (self-concept clarity) and three external factors (tripartite influence from media, parents, and peers) are associated with adolescents’ internalization of the thin-body ideal and body esteem in a sample of Korean adolescents (N = 1127). Self-concept clarity was identified as a powerful factor that is positively related with body esteem. The results showed that greater self-concept clarity, lower tripartite influences and thin body internalization were related to greater body esteem. Gender differences were found in the relationships between body esteem and the predictor variables. The implications of the findings and future research directions are discussed.
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1. Introduction


Since adolescents undergo rapid physical changes with secondary sexual characteristics and thus need new body images, they are more highly subject to social pressure with regard to their body image than other age groups [1,2]. That is, adolescents going through rapid physical changes rely more easily on others’ evaluation of their body and appearance than on their own and, therefore, they are highly sensitive to the body image required by society. Indeed, a number of previous studies reported that the tripartite influence of media, family, and peers, and comparison with others enforce adolescents’ internalization of the thin-body ideal and increase their body dissatisfaction [2,3,4,5]. A previous study comparing US and Korean middle school students found that Korean girls reported greater body dissatisfaction than US girls [6,7,8]. Additionally, Korean youths with a low level of body dissatisfaction were likely to exhibit a low level of self-esteem and a high level of depressive symptoms [2,9,10]. Consequently, research has been conducted to identify the causes of body dissatisfaction leading to adolescents’ mental problems, to develop diverse intervention strategies (e.g., exercises and cognitive behavior strategy programs), and to test the effects of such strategies.



Nevertheless, recent studies on positive body image from the perspective of positive psychology indicate that lowering body dissatisfaction does not necessarily increase positive body recognition or body esteem [11,12,13]. That is, positive body image and body dissatisfaction are two separate concepts [14] and, thus, identifying the cause of body dissatisfaction and conducting relevant intervention programs do not actually improve positive body image. Therefore, in order to establish a positive body image, it is necessary to explore and make use of factors that affect positive body recognition, body satisfaction, and body esteem. Wood-Barcalow, Tylka and Augustus-Horvath [15] defined positive body image as having self-confidence, body value, respect, acceptance, and affection toward one’s own physical appearance and abilities. On the other hand, body esteem refers to self-perception [16] and self-evaluation [17,18,19] that encompass multi-dimensional concepts including one’s emotions, attitudes, and feelings toward one’s own body and appearance. This concept is equivalent to that of body satisfaction, or satisfaction with one’s own body. Body esteem was defined in Kim and Kim [20] as a concept relevant to positive body image, with which one positively accepts the emotions caused by one’s subjective perception and evaluation of one’s own body, and values and loves one’s body.



Body esteem is formed and changes complexly with diverse social and psychological influences. Among such external factors, the sociocultural pressure on body image resulting from parents, media, and peers (tripartite influence) has been investigated by numerous researchers [2,21,22]. Their studies reported that the influence of significant others on body image exerted negative effects on individuals’ perception and internalization of body image, as well as on overall satisfaction with their bodies, directly and indirectly. The effect of the media, in particular, was shown to have a negative impact across gender and age groups, including middle school, high school, and college students [23,24,25,26,27]. A recent study showed that Korean female high school students tend to internalize the social standard of ideal beauty presented by the mass media [2,28,29].



The establishment of body esteem is associated with the psychological mechanism of self-concept, which is now considered a complex concept consisting of structural (e.g., self-concept clarity) and content-evaluative (e.g., self-esteem; positive or negative judgment of oneself) aspects. Apart from the question of how well an individual’s self-concept matches him or herself, self-concept clarity [30,31] refers to how clearly one can define oneself and how consistent and stable such a definition remains over time [30,31,32]. Therefore, people with a clear self-concept have consistent internal criteria and concepts of themselves, a clear identity and are less subject to external criteria [33]. In contrast, those with a less clear self-concept tend to rely on external criteria to establish their identity.



Only a few studies have investigated the self-concept clarity in the body image research area. Studies on young females [33,34,35,36] reported that low self-concept clarity enhanced the internalization of the thin ideal, consequently raising body dissatisfaction. Jeon [37] also found that the sociocultural pressure and self-concept clarity exerted significant influence on the internalization of the thin ideal among Korean female college students, so that females with low self-concept clarity frequently display comparative behavior related to their appearance and stronger internalization of the thin ideal.



Previous studies explored the self-concept clarity as one of the possible interventions to reduce or prevent body dissatisfaction [36]. Nevertheless, as discussed earlier, reducing body dissatisfaction does not necessarily improve body esteem. As body esteem and body dissatisfaction are constructed independently of each other, implying that body esteem is induced by different factors from those for body dissatisfaction. In addition, Vartanian and Dey [33] argued that adolescents’ body image must be understood by studying not only sociocultural factors, but also individual characteristics such as the self-concept clarity.



For many years, body esteem was studied mostly in the Western sample. Recent studies, however, suggest that these issues are also present in other ethnic groups. To our knowledge, there is no study that has examined the relationships among self-concept clarity, tripartite influence, and body esteem, in middle school students in Korea. Therefore, the current study investigates the effects of one internal (self-concept clarity) and three external (tripartite influence from media, parents, and peers) factors that affect adolescents’ internalization of the thin-body ideal and body esteem for male and female groups.



As Di Fabio [38] argued, there is a need to focus on crucial psychological aspects to concretely progress toward sustainability and sustainable development. The current study aims to explore factors that are malleable and that can be enhanced with specific training such as self-concept clarity and thin body internalization. These resources are useful and appropriate for interventions because they induce consistent and comprehensive self-recognition in early adolescence. These factors will reduce body comparative behaviors, which in turn can be expected to facilitate a positive recognition of one’s own body and sustainable individual growth. Specifically, based on previous research, we hypothesize that both internal and external factors have direct and indirect relations with body esteem. We hypothesize that girls perceive greater tripartite influence than boys. In addition, we also expect both internal and external factors to be related to body esteem via a mediator (i.e., internalization) [39], and the magnitude and significance to vary across genders. Structural equation modeling (SEM) analyses have been carried out to assess the hypothesized structural relationships based on two sub-samples (males and females).




2. Methods


2.1. Participants


Participants were 1127 students (Grades 7–9 in the US) from five middle schools in South Korea. Of the 1127 participants in the study, 632 were girls (56.1%) and 495 were boys (43.9%). The participants ranged in age from 12 to 15 years (M = 13.14; SD = 0.93).




2.2. Procedure


Data were collected in the fall semester in 2018, and we selected the middle schools in order to obtain a set of schools that was as similar as possible to the school demographic characteristics including size (number of students), location, and socioeconomic status indicators. In an effort to find as much a representative sample as possible, we sought a school with students from families of all socioeconomic backgrounds, particularly a distribution that reflected the national socioeconomic distribution. The students were asked to fill out the survey after their parents had provided consent for them to participate in the study. The entire survey was reviewed and approved by a professional panel of school counselors and ethics committee before administration. Among the total of 1152 enrolled students, 25 students declined to participate in the survey; and we excluded their incomplete surveys from the data. In addition, students completed the paper-and-pencil questionnaire in the homeroom classroom under homeroom teacher supervision. The teacher also read aloud the instructions provided by the researchers and was available to clarify or answer students’ questions. Finally, students were told not to write their names on the questionnaire for the sake of anonymity.




2.3. Measures


Self-concept clarity. To measure self-concept clarity, the self-concept clarity scale (SCCS) [31] was used. The SCCS’s reliability and validity with Korean adolescent samples were found to be in the acceptable range in previous studies (e.g., Cronbach’s α > 0.80) [40,41,42]. The scale consisted of 12 items (e.g., In general, I have a clear sense of who I am and what I am) that the respondents rated based on a scale ranging from “definitely disagree” (1) to “definitely agree” (5). Higher scores reflect greater self-concept clarity. For the current sample, the internal consistency of the scale was acceptable (Cronbach’s α = 0.85).



Body Esteem. The body-esteem scale (BES) [19] was used in this study. Body esteem refers to one’s overall appraisal or evaluation of his or her own body function, ability, and appearance; it is understood that a positive conception towards one’s body is related to a higher level of body esteem. The BES’s reliability and validity with Korean adolescent samples were found to be in the acceptable range in previous studies (e.g., Cronbach’s α > 0.86~0.88) [43,44]. This scale contains 23 items (e.g., “Other people consider me good looking”) that the respondents rated their answers based on a scale ranging from “not at all” (1) to “very true” (4). For the current study, Cronbach’s alpha was 0.88.



Internalization. The sociocultural internalization of appearance questionnaire—adolescents (SIAQ-A) [45] was used to assess internalization. The SIAQ-A’s reliability and validity with Korean adolescent samples were found to be in the acceptable range in previous studies (e.g., Cronbach’s α > 0.79~0.88) [46,47]. Five items were used to represent the incorporation of socially defined ideals of attractiveness into one’s own self-identity from media (e.g., I would like my body to look like the bodies of people in the movies). For the current sample, the internal consistency of the scale was acceptable (Cronbach’s α = 0.85).



Sociocultural Influence. To measure the sociocultural influence, 43 items (i.e., 13 for peer, 20 for parental, and 10 for media influence) of the tripartite influence scale-revised6 were used. This scale has been reported to have a good reliability with Korean adolescent samples (Cronbach’s α range = 0.85~0.90) [47,48]. For the current sample, the internal consistency of the scale was acceptable (Cronbach’s α = 0.88, 0.87, and 0.85 for peer, parent, and media pressure, respectively).




2.4. Analysis


The structural equation modeling (SEM) was used to assess the hypothesized structural relationships across genders. SEM was selected because it has the flexibility to test relationships among latent variables of interest [49]. This is one of the advantages of using SEM over traditional methods such as ANOVA and regression analysis, in that it allows researchers to quantify measurement errors in a separate term, thereby isolating the “true” effects [50]. All analyses have been carried out based on two sub-samples (males and females).



In the first step, we established the initial structural model so as to reflect the partial mediation, with both direct and indirect paths from self-concept clarity and tripartite influence factors to outcome via a mediating variable (i.e., internalization). The second structural model represented the full mediational model, which excluded the direct paths from self-concept clarity and tripartite influence factors to the outcome variable. Two mediational models were tested to compare and derive the best model. The model fit was assessed based on several criteria: The non-normed fit index (NNFI) [51], the comparative fit index (CFI) [52], and the root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA) [53]. Values less than 0.08 for the RMSEA and values close to 0.95 for the NNFI and CFI were used to determine a good-fitting model [54]. All analyses were conducted using AMOS 18 [55].



In the second step, to test the significance of the mediating effects, we used the maximum likelihood bootstrapping with a 95% confidence interval [56]. This method utilizes repeated sampling from the data set and estimates the indirect effect in each re-sampled data set. Preacher & Haye’s [57] nonparametric bootstrapping analyses were conducted to estimate the standard errors for the resulting sampling distribution.



In the third step, in testing for possible group differences on structural paths, the measurement model for each construct should operate equivalently across different groups (i.e., male and female groups), so that the differences on the structural paths can be meaningfully comparable across different groups [58]. This is called the metric invariance, which is a prerequisite for multigroup SEM. Therefore, the measurement model was constrained for equal corresponding loadings across the groups. After establishing metric invariances for the partial mediating model, each structural path was tested across genders.





3. Results


3.1. Descriptive Statistics


Descriptive results and correlations among study variables are summarized in Table 1 and Table 2. Gender differences in the study variables were analyzed using t-tests. Significant differences were found among all variables. Girls reported higher scores in items related to all three tripartite influence subscales (for peer influence, mean = 3.11 for girls and mean = 2.24 for boys, p < 0.05), while boys scored higher on body esteem items (mean = 3.20 for boys and mean = 2.77 for girls). This is in line with previous studies. Extant studies have shown that adolescent boys tend to have higher levels of body esteem than girls [20,59]. Significant correlations were found among the study variables in both males and females (i.e., correlation coefficients r ranged from 0.10 to 0.70 for males and 0.14 to 0.68 for females). According to the guidelines of severe nonnormality (i.e., skew > 2; kurtosis > 7) proposed by West, Finch & Curran [60] the normality assumption of all the variables was well met.




3.2. Testing the Mediational Models


The results for the two mediational models indicate that both models provided a good fit to the data: The partial mediational model (for females, χ2(104) = 363.97; CFI = 0.950; NNFI = 0.959; RMSEA = 0.062; for males, χ2(104) = 368.43; CFI = 0.958; NNFI = 0.951; RMSEA = 0.063) and the full mediational model (for females, χ2(108) = 399.6; CFI = 0.906; NNFI = 0.906; RMSEA = 0.080; for males, χ2(108) = 388.6; CFI = 0.916; NNFI = 0.907; RMSEA = 0.076). A chi-square difference test was conducted to determine the better-fitting model. The chi-square difference test provided support for the partial meditational model and, therefore, it was selected as the final theoretical model. The fit of the final model was deemed acceptable in terms of the three fit indices. Figure 1 and Figure 2 shows the standardized parameter estimates for this model.



According to the bootstrap results (Table 3), the self-concept clarity and two dimensions of the tripartite influence (i.e., media and peer) had significant indirect relationships on body esteem through the mediating variable (i.e., thin body internalization) for girls, but there was no significant indirect relationship found for boys. Specifically, for girls, higher levels of media and peer pressure were positively associated with the internalization of the thin-ideal and, in turn, the internalization of the thin-ideal was negatively associated with body esteem. Contrarily, two dimensions of the tripartite influence (i.e., parent and peers) had a negative direct relationship with body esteem for boys, but only parental pressure had a negative direct relationship with body esteem for girls.



In testing for possible group differences on structural paths, the results from the testing of the metric invariance model revealed a well-fitting model (χ2(210) = 760.99, CFI = 0.958; NNFI = 0.953; RMSEA = 0.066). After establishing metric invariances for the partial mediating model, each structural path was tested across genders. The results showed that there were gender differences in four paths (see Table 4). Specifically, for the path from self-concept clarity to body esteem, the effect was stronger for boys (β = 0.57, p < 0.05) than for girls (β = 0.23, p < 0.05).





4. Discussion


Adolescents lack a firm identity, go through frequent changes, experience confusion, and display comparative behaviors [61,62]. It is therefore crucial for them to establish a consistent and clear self-concept that is not based upon their appearance or body image. Particularly, self-concept clarity is far more significant, as it has been reported to positively affect various aspects of mental health, including self-esteem, positive emotions [31], subjective well-being, and psychological adjustment [63]. Therefore, the current study examined how one internal (self-concept clarity) and three external (tripartite influence from media, parents, and peers) factors are associated with adolescents’ internalization of the thin-body ideal and body esteem. The current findings also identified self-concept clarity as a powerful factor that is positively related with body esteem for both adolescent girls and boys.



According to the results, the direct positive association of self-concept clarity with body esteem was revealed to be stronger for the adolescent boys than for the girls, but its indirect association with body esteem was significant only for the girls. These findings are consistent with previous research. Kil and Oh’s study [64] on Korean college students showed that male students had a clearer self-concept than females, while females displayed stronger narcissistic characteristics such as ostentation and vanity. Also, in the same vein, Wee [47] argued that Korean female adolescents have a stronger tendency to recognize, accept, and internalize sociocultural values and have lower body satisfaction than Korean male adolescents. Cho and Lee’s study [41] on the effects of self-concept clarity on the disordered eating behaviors by Korean females in their teens and 20s found that a less clear self-concept increased body comparative behaviors and body dissatisfaction.



Among the sociocultural pressures (tripartite influence), media pressure was found to be the strongest factor enhancing internalization for both adolescent girls and boys. The internalization of ideals refers to adopting social ideals presented through media as an individual standard [65]. As these ideals, which are spread through mass media in both traditional forms and especially internet-based SNS etc., are usually unrealistic, research into body image has suggested that their internalization results in a discrepancy between actual and ideal body image, leading to low body esteem [2,23,66,67]. Furthermore, the current finding found gender differences in the relation of internalization with body esteem. According to the results, the internalization of ideals mediated between self-concept clarity, media pressure, and body esteem for girls only, whereas it did not have a significant relation with body esteem for boys. These results imply that although the media have a significant impact on the internalization of an idealized body image [23], the gender differences in the self-concept and individual characteristics also constitute a major factor exerting complex and varied influences on the relation between internalization and body esteem. Overall, internalization enhanced by media pressure was the biggest risk factor that lowers body esteem for adolescent girls.



In addition, among the three types of sociocultural pressure (tripartite influence), parental pressure was found to be negatively associated with body esteem for both genders. These results support the findings of previous studies. Wee [47] examined the effect of parents on the body image of adolescents and found that even for children of average weight, the parents tended to depict their daughters as fat and their sons as thin. Children were found to be sensitive to their parents’ judgment of their bodies and, thus, parents’ perception of their children as being overweight was associated with the female children’s low self-esteem. As body esteem is known as one of the primary constructs of self-esteem [59], these results indicated the negative influence of parents’ pressure on adolescents’ body esteem. Stice [68] also claimed that the sociocultural influence on female adolescents’ body dissatisfaction is not only limited to the media, but that parents and peers also enhance their body dissatisfaction individually and conjunctively, regardless of their actual body type. Lastly, among the three types of sociocultural pressure, peer pressure was found to lower body esteem differentially across genders. Peer pressure was directly associated with body esteem for boys, but was indirectly associated with body esteem via internalization for girls. These results support the findings of previous studies which reported a positive relation between peer pressure for thinness and body dissatisfaction [69,70,71,72]. Choo [73] argued that the individuals’ body satisfaction is not determined by objective body measurements, but by sociocultural criteria, and that the evaluation of one’s own body is based on one’s interactions with others. Gondol et al. [69] showed that peer pressure for thinness exacerbated female adolescents’ body dissatisfaction. Helfert and Warschburger [74] reported that peers had an influence on different weight concerns for different gender-muscle concerns for male adolescents and weight concerns for female adolescents.



This study has several limitations. First, this study relied on self-reported measures. Future research is needed to include observational data as well. Second, the participants consisted of only early adolescents and has been collected in South Korea, limiting the generalizability of the results. Thus, further research is required to investigate whether the results are replicable with late adolescents from different countries. In a further study, a comparison of western countries and eastern countries in terms of the relationship between body esteem and the predictor variables could also be worth exploring. Third, as adolescents’ body esteem can vary depending on their weight, data on their BMI must be collected and analyzed. Shriver et al. [75] studied 3rd graders’ body esteem and argued in favor of a gender difference concerning the effect of weight status on body esteem overall. That is, the male students with different weight statuses did not show any statistically significant differences in their body esteem, while the body esteem of overweight or obese female students was more negative than that of those with normal weight status. Therefore, future research also needs to examine the interaction between gender and BMI, in order to obtain a more comprehensive understanding of self-concept clarity and body esteem.



In conclusion, the current study findings contribute to our understanding of the psychological mechanisms of positive body recognition through the investigation of adolescents’ self-concept clarity as an internal protective factor. For adolescent girls, both self-concept clarity and two dimensions of the tripartite influence (media and peer) were associated indirectly with body esteem via thin body internalization. For adolescent boys, self-concept clarity, parental and peer influences were associated directly with body esteem. The current study finding is important in establishing the psychology of sustainability and sustainable development as a research area, rather than one that only provides theoretical perspectives. In this vein, this study can help recognize and integrate the value of psychology and psychological approaches in the construction of processes linked to positive recognition of one’s own body and sustainable individual growth. Future experimental research should explore other personality traits in order to understand this complex relation between body esteem and mental health. We also suggest that programs should be developed for building positive body image perception, with personality taken into account, and their effectiveness investigated.
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Figure 1. Final model estimation with standardized coefficients (FEMALE). Note. * p < 0.05; significant path coefficients are shown in bold line. 
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