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Research Article

Body Language: Affecting Body
Satisfaction by Describing the Body
in Functionality Terms

Jessica M. Alleva1, Carolien Martijn1, Anita Jansen1,
and Chantal Nederkoorn1

Abstract
With the current studies, we aimed to improve body satisfaction by inducing a functionality-based focus on the body. Objec-
tification theory was used as a guiding framework for this approach. In Study 1, 59 female and 59 male undergraduates and, in
Study 2, 118 women between the ages of 30 and 50 years completed a writing assignment to experimentally manipulate their
body focus. The writing assignment instructions were to describe what one’s body can do (functionality focus) or what one’s
body looks like (appearance focus); a control writing task was also included. Functionality and appearance satisfaction, as well
as global self-esteem, were measured at baseline, on test-day, and at a 1-week follow-up. In Study 1, male undergraduates in
the functionality condition experienced an increase in functionality satisfaction from baseline to test-day; female undergrad-
uates in the appearance condition experienced a decrease in functionality satisfaction both from baseline to test-day and from
baseline to follow-up. In Study 2, women in the functionality condition experienced an increase in functionality satisfaction
from baseline to follow-up. The current studies are the first known to experimentally manipulate the functionality-based
approach to the body and to investigate its effects on body image—serving to suggest perceived functionality as a potentially
fruitful focus for further research and intervention.
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The majority of women are dissatisfied with their bodies and

when asked about the specific source of body dissatisfaction,

most women point to body weight and shape (Garner, 1997;

Tiggemann, 2004). Body dissatisfaction has become second

nature to women, so much so that it has been termed the ‘‘nor-

mative discontent’’ (Rodin, Silberstein, & Striegel-Moore,

1984). Importantly, discontent about one’s body is neither a

harmless nor a trivial discontent: Body dissatisfaction has

been associated with low self-esteem (Cash & Pruzinsky,

2002a), depression (Paxton, Neumark-Sztainer, Hannan, &

Eisenberg, 2006), social anxiety (Cash & Fleming, 2002a),

and diminished quality of life (Cash & Fleming, 2002b). Fur-

ther, body dissatisfaction has been identified as a main causal

and maintenance factor in eating disorders and body dys-

morphic disorders (Cooley & Toray, 2001; Stice, 2002). Con-

sidering the serious consequences of body dissatisfaction on

well-being, it is imperative to develop novel strategies to

ameliorate it. Accordingly, our aim with the present studies

was to develop an innovative technique to improve body

satisfaction, namely, by focusing on the functionality of the

body. The theoretical framework for this approach stems from

objectification theory (Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997)—one

of the most researched theories related to the body image

of women.

Objectification Theory

Objectification theory posits that, in Western culture, girls

and women are judged and valued mainly for their appear-

ance rather than for their internal qualities (Fredrickson &

Roberts, 1997). Central to the objectification theory is the

experience of sexual objectification. A woman is sexually

objectified any time her body (parts) or sexual functions are

seen as separate from her person, are seen as reflecting who she

really is, or are ‘‘reduced to the status of mere instruments’’

(Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997, p. 175) for the pleasure of oth-

ers (Bartky, 1990). In other words, when a woman is sexually

objectified, she is seen as less fully human. For example,

studies have shown that when focusing on a woman’s appear-

ance, rather than on her personality, the degree of human

nature assigned to her may be diminished (the attribution of
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human nature helps people distinguish between humans and

objects; Haslam, Loughnan, & Holland, 2013; Heflick &

Goldenberg, 2009; Heflick, Goldenberg, Cooper, & Puvia,

2011; Loughnan & Haslam, 2007; Vaes, Paladino, & Puvia,

2011). Sexual objectification may be present in social inter-

actions (e.g., as when a woman is the subject of a ‘‘cat call’’)

and is omnipresent in mainstream media, where women are

often portrayed in a sexually explicit, submissive manner

(Halliwell, Malson, & Tischner, 2011).

Another central tenet of objectification theory is self-

objectification, women’s internalisation of the observer’s

perspective toward their own bodies (Fredrickson & Roberts,

1997). Within the cultural milieu of sexual objectification,

where women’s bodies are viewed as objects (Bernard, Ger-

vais, Allen, Campomizzi, & Klein, 2012; Gervais, Vescio,

Förster, Maass, & Suitner, 2012), women are socialised to see

their own bodies as objects, too. For instance, throughout a

woman’s life, investment in her appearance will be reinforced

(e.g., through receiving attention for wearing revealing cloth-

ing or by being praised for losing weight). Again, this self-

objectification may be strengthened by the social environ-

ment (e.g., getting honked at by a driver in a passing car;

Kozee, Tylka, Augustus-Horvath, & Denchik, 2007) and by

the media (e.g., through the depiction of the thin ideal

whereby slim, attractive women are depicted as happy and

successful; Tolman & Debold, 1994). As a result of being

sexually objectified, and of seeing their own bodies as aes-

thetic objects, women inevitably learn to focus predomi-

nantly on the appearance of their bodies (Fredrickson &

Roberts, 1997). Furthermore, women may experience anxiety

and body shame (when the body does not measure up to

unrealistic cultural standards of appearance), which may ulti-

mately contribute to the development of depression, sexual

dysfunction, and even eating disorders (see Fredrickson &

Roberts, 1997, for an overview). These relations have been

confirmed by empirical tests of the objectification theory

(e.g., Tiggemann & Williams, 2011) as well as by a compre-

hensive review of over a decade of research on objectification

(Moradi & Huang, 2008).

Self-Objectification and Body Dissatisfaction

Given the relations between self-objectification, body shame,

and eating disorders, it seems logical that self-objectification

is also closely related to body dissatisfaction. Indeed, this

appears to be the case. To take a few key examples, self-

objectification has been significantly correlated with mea-

sures of body dissatisfaction and negative body image (Myers

& Crowther, 2007; Noll & Fredrickson, 1998). Moreover,

Myers and Crowther (2007) found evidence for the mediating

role of self-objectification between thin-ideal internalisation

and body dissatisfaction. In other words, in women who inter-

nalise the thin-ideal, evaluating the body predominantly for

its appearance may lead to body dissatisfaction. In addition,

in an experiment by Quinn, Kallen, and Cathey (2006),

participants tried on either a swimsuit or a sweater in a private

dressing room with a full-length mirror. Here, trying on a

swimsuit was hypothesised to induce self-objectification.

After changing back into their regular clothing, participants

completed a word-stem completion task and then wrote down

their thoughts for several minutes. The results showed that

women who tried on a swimsuit experienced more body

shame and defined their bodies more by appearance com-

pared to women who tried on a sweater. Further, these women

also demonstrated more body-related thoughts, such as ‘‘I

need to get in better shape’’ or ‘‘My body has gone downhill

since I came to college’’ (p. 871). The authors concluded that

engaging in self-objectification induced body shame and

caused women to have more (negative) body-related

thoughts, even after the experimental manipulation was over.

Body Functionality: An Alternative to Body Appearance

As Fredrickson and Roberts (1997) proposed, self-

objectification necessitates a predominant focus on the

appearance of the body. Research has shown that, through

this predominant focus on appearance, women may eventu-

ally separate themselves from their bodily functioning (Mor-

adi & Huang, 2008; Roberts & Waters, 2004). In other words,

their experience of their bodies becomes more about ‘‘How

do I look?’’ than about ‘‘How do I feel?’’ and ‘‘What am I

capable of?’’ (Roberts & Waters, 2004). This shift is impor-

tant, because bodily functioning comprises the unobservable

dimension of the body (e.g., health, fitness, physical strength)

that forms a substantial part of the experience of the body

(Franzoi, 1995; Franzoi & Shields, 1984; Fredrickson &

Roberts, 1997). In comparison to body appearance, bodily

functioning has been scarcely investigated (Cash & Pru-

zinsky, 2002b; Franzoi, 1995). Considering the negative con-

sequences of viewing the body as an aesthetic object and

focusing on its appearance, it is imperative to investigate the

alternative, focusing on bodily functioning. In our studies, we

termed bodily functioning body functionality, and we exam-

ined whether focusing on body functionality, as opposed to

focusing on body appearance, can improve body satisfaction.

Conceptualisation of Body Functionality

To date, body functionality has most often been conceptua-

lised as related either to the fitness of the body or to its inter-

nal biological functioning. For instance, in the validation of

the Body Esteem Scale (BES), Franzoi and Shields (1984)

identified three body esteem dimensions. Two of these

dimensions were related to appearance (Sexual Attractive-

ness and Weight Concern in women; Physical Attractiveness

and Upper Body Strength in men). The third dimension,

Physical Condition, was related to body functionality and

constituted stamina, strength, and agility. Further, Avalos and

Tylka (2006) conceptualised body functionality as the inter-

nal signals and functions of the body, such as feelings of
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fullness or hunger cues. In addition, Avalos, Tylka, and

Wood-Barcalow (2005, p. 286) identified the ‘‘respect of the

body by attending to its needs and engaging in healthy beha-

viours’’ as one of the main components of positive body image.

Attending to this aspect of positive body image necessitates an

emphasis on body functionality. Although these studies con-

ceptualised body functionality in terms of fitness or internal

biological functioning, it is important to note that the current

studies will extend upon this conceptualisation of body func-

tionality by including aspects such as the body’s skills (e.g.,

drawing, playing an instrument) or the ways in which the body

may interact with others (e.g., holding hands, body language).

Current Evidence for Body Functionality

Despite the scarcity of body functionality research, several

studies do suggest that focusing on body functionality may

benefit body image. For instance, Avalos and Tylka (2006)

tested a model of intuitive eating in two samples of under-

graduate women. In both samples, their model demonstrated

that focusing on body functionality (here, how the body func-

tions and feels internally), rather than on body appearance,

was related to more positive feelings toward the body and

to greater body appreciation. In addition, focusing on body

functionality was related to healthier eating behaviour,

namely, to intuitive eating (i.e., eating in response to internal

physiological cues, rather than in response to internal emo-

tional cues or external environmental cues; Tylka, 2006).

Avalos and Tylka even stressed that focusing on body func-

tionality, rather than focusing on looking attractive for others,

should be encouraged to promote a healthier relationship with

the body. To provide a better understanding of positive body

image, Wood-Barcalow, Tylka, and Augustus-Horvath (2010)

conducted interviews with women who identified as having

positive body image. One of the overarching themes among

these women was the appreciation of body functionality

and engagement in behaviours to keep their bodies func-

tioning well (e.g., by participating in sports or by eating

healthy meals). In a similar vein, Frisén and Holmqvist

(2010) interviewed early adolescent boys and girls with the

aim of identifying common positive body image character-

istics. Like the women interviewed by Wood-Barcalow

et al., these adolescents’ positive body image was charac-

terised by a predominant focus on the functionality of the

body rather than on the appearance of the body. These stu-

dents valued their bodies’ capability to perform in sports

(e.g., ‘‘I can run really fast!’’) or in school activities

(e.g., studying for an exam). In addition, most participants

viewed physical activity as important in taking care of their

bodies and in improving what their bodies can do. Frisén

and Holmqvist advised parents and teachers to underline

the importance of evaluating the body for its functionality,

rather than for its appearance.

Further evidence for the benefits of focusing on body func-

tionality comes from research on physical activity and yoga-

based fitness. According to Martin and Lichtenberger (2002),

engaging in physical activity may encourage people to focus

more on the functionality of their bodies and to focus less on

their appearance. They also stated that, unlike appearance,

there are no strict cultural standards regarding body function-

ality to which people can compare. In a meta-analysis of

physical activity interventions, Campbell and Hausenblas

(2009) found that the interventions had a small positive effect

on body satisfaction. Moreover, although greater exercise fre-

quency produced larger improvements in body satisfaction,

these improvements were unrelated to objective changes in

physical fitness. These results paralleled previous findings

(Fox, 2000; Martin & Lichtenberger, 2002) and support the

notion that exercise interventions may effectively improve

body image by encouraging people to focus more on their

body functionality. However, Campbell and Hausenblas

noted that the underlying mechanisms must be better under-

stood, because it could also be that physical activity produces

subtle changes in appearance from which people may derive

body satisfaction (Martin & Lichtenberger, 2002).

Regarding yoga-based fitness specifically, it has been

theorised that yoga teaches people to focus on how the body

feels internally rather than on how the body looks (Boudette,

2006). For instance, exercises in yoga classes are based on

observing internal sensations rather than on monitoring

appearance, and mirrors are usually absent. Thus, by learning

to focus on body functionality ‘‘on the mat,’’ participants may

adopt this focus outside yoga classes as well (Boudette,

2006). In support of this notion, Prichard and Tiggemann

(2008) found that participation in yoga-based fitness classes

was related to lower levels of self-objectification and to exer-

cising for health and fitness reasons (which may reflect a

functionality-based focus). Likewise, Daubenmier (2005)

found that women who attended yoga-based fitness classes

showed lower levels of self-objectification compared to

women who participated in aerobics classes and to women

who did not exercise. Notably, they also experienced greater

levels of body satisfaction.

Finally, a massage intervention conducted by Dunigan,

King, and Morse (2010) may provide more insight into the

benefits of focusing on body functionality. In their study,

the effect of massage on body image was investigated,

wherein participants in the experimental group received a

50-minute massage from a massage therapist, and partici-

pants in the control group watched a neutral documentary.

The results showed that participants who received a mas-

sage experienced increased body satisfaction compared to

the control participants. Dunigan et al. suggested that one

of the reasons massage may improve body image is because

it offers participants the opportunity to experience their bod-

ies as a ‘‘vehicle for the experience of pleasure’’ (p. 411),

where the focus is on how the body feels rather than on how

the body looks.

These studies investigated body functionality in different

ways and in different contexts, including mediational models,
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in-depth interviews, (yoga-based) fitness, and massage. The

extant evidence for the benefits of focusing on body function-

ality is piecemeal yet promising. At the same time, the scar-

city of this research highlights the importance of further

investigation into body functionality.

The Current Studies

A handful of body image interventions has included elements

related to body functionality as a component of their pro-

grams, for example, by encouraging participants to engage

in behaviours that induce a feeling of mastery or pleasure

rather than focusing on appearance (Butters & Cash, 1987;

Fisher & Thompson, 1994; McLean, Paxton, & Wertheim,

2011). Moreover, some eating disorder prevention programs

have also challenged participants to describe their bodies in

nonappearance terms, such as by commenting on their beha-

vioural, emotional, or social characteristics while standing in

front of a full-length mirror (Becker, Ciao, & Smith, 2008;

Stice, Trost, & Chase, 2002). Although all of these programs

have evidenced successful reductions in body dissatisfaction,

it is important to note that the techniques related to body

functionality that were included in these interventions were

only a small part of a broader program.

Cash and Pruzinsky (2002b) stated that the lack of

research into body functionality is one of the major limita-

tions to research in body image and how to improve it. To the

authors’ knowledge, currently no body image interventions

have focused exclusively on body functionality. In addition,

the evidence for the body functionality approach discussed

earlier is yet to be supported by experimental studies that

have manipulated a functionality focus on the body. An ex-

periment of this sort is necessary to determine causality and

to directly evaluate the impact of focusing on body function-

ality. Therefore, by experimentally inducing a focus on body

functionality in the current studies, we aimed to investigate

emphasising body functionality as a method to improve body

satisfaction. To this effect, we employed a randomised con-

trol design across two samples (an undergraduate sample of

men and women and a community sample of 30 to 50 year-

old women) with a pretest, posttest, and 1-week follow-up

assessment.

We formulated the following hypotheses. First, we predict

that focusing on the functionality of the body will improve

body satisfaction, because previous research has suggested

that a functionality-based approach to the body is related to

positive body image. Second, in contrast, we expect that

focusing on the appearance of the body will lead to a decrease

in body satisfaction because an appearance-based focus on

the body is an expression of self-objectification and has been

related to negative body image. Third, we hypothesize that

improvements in body image will persist at the 1-week

follow-up, because a recent review of stand-alone body

image interventions showed that body image gains persist

over time (Jarry & Berardi, 2004). Finally, we assessed global

self-esteem because studies of body image interventions have

shown that changes in body satisfaction are often paralleled

by changes in self-esteem (Martijn, Vanderlinden, Roefs,

Huijding, & Jansen, 2010), which may be explained by the

importance of appearance to women’s self-esteem (Fredrick-

son & Roberts, 1997; Lerner, Orlos, & Knapp, 1976; Rodin

et al., 1984). We therefore predict that focusing on body func-

tionality will lead to an increase in global self-esteem,

whereas focusing on body appearance will lead to a decrease

in global self-esteem (given the negative effects of an

appearance-based focus on body image).

Study 1

In Study 1, we tested our hypotheses in a sample of under-

graduate women and men. We decided to include men

because, although women are more body dissatisfied than

men are (Muth & Cash, 1997), nearly half of all men are dis-

satisfied with their bodies as well (Garner, 1997). Body dis-

satisfaction in men has been shown to have many of the

same negative consequences it has in women, such as low

self-esteem, depression, and eating disorders, in addition

to steroid use, muscle dysmorphia, and preoccupation with

muscularity (Cafri, Olivardia, & Thompson, 2008; Olivardia,

Pope, Borowiecki, & Cohane, 2004). Regarding objectifica-

tion theory, research suggests that women are the primary tar-

gets of sexual objectification, not men (see Fredrickson &

Roberts, 1997, for a review) and that women show higher lev-

els of trait self-objectification than men do (Fredrickson,

Roberts, Noll, Quinn, & Twenge, 1998). Moreover, in an

experimental study where female and male participants tried

on either a swimsuit (to induce self-objectification) or a swea-

ter (control), men who tried on a swimsuit neither experi-

enced body shame nor demonstrated restrained eating

(Fredrickson et al., 1998). These results were replicated by

Quinn et al. (2006), with the additional finding that there

were no differences in the amount of body-related thoughts

between men who tried on a swimsuit and men who tried

on a sweater. These findings suggest that, although many men

may be dissatisfied with their bodies, focusing on the appear-

ance of their bodies does not immediately elicit body

dissatisfaction.

With regard to focusing on the functionality of the body,

men may be especially well suited to this approach. From a

young age, differences in the ways that girls and boys view

their bodies emerge. Stephens, Hill, and Hanson (1994) noted

that girls view their bodies as objects to attract others,

whereas boys view their bodies as instruments to achieve

mastery over their environments. This contrast emerges

largely due to differences in how girls and boys are socia-

lised, such as through the toys they are given with which to

play (e.g., Barbie vs. Ninja Turtle), the clothes in which they

are dressed (e.g., dress vs. overalls), and the compliments

given to them (e.g., ‘‘You look so pretty!’’ vs. ‘‘You’re so

strong!’’; Franzoi, 1995; Stephens, Hill, & Hanson, 1994).
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Similar to differences between girls and boys, women are

more likely to focus on and judge their bodies for their

beauty, but men are more likely to focus on and judge their

bodies for their functionality (Cash & Brown, 1989; Lerner

et al., 1976). Moreover, women’s self-concept is more

affected by their perception of physical attractiveness,

whereas men’s self-concept is more affected by their percep-

tion of physical effectiveness (Lerner et al., 1976). These

findings suggest that men’s body orientation may be more

functionality based than women’s and that body functionality

is important to men.

In light of this information, we specified our hypotheses

for Study 1 to incorporate expectations based on the sex of the

participants. We hypothesised that (a) focusing on the func-

tionality of the body would improve body satisfaction both

in women and in men, (b) focusing on the appearance of the

body would lead to a decrease in body satisfaction in women

but not in men, and (c) improvements in body image would

persist at 1-week follow-up. As for self-esteem, we pre-

dicted that focusing on body functionality would improve

global self-esteem both in women and in men. However,

we predicted that focusing on body appearance would only

lead to a decrease in self-esteem in women (because the

appearance manipulation should not negatively affect men’s

body satisfaction).

Method

Participants

Fifty-nine female (Mage ¼ 20.31, standard deviation [SD] ¼
2.10) and 59 male (Mage ¼ 21.36, SD ¼ 2.02) participants

completed baseline and test-day measures. The nationality of

most participants was Dutch (n¼ 63, 53.8%) followed by Ger-

man (n ¼ 31, 26.1%), Eastern-European (e.g., Czech, Polish,

Slovakian; n ¼ 4), and Northern European (e.g., Finnish,

Swedish; n ¼ 4). The nationalities of the remaining partici-

pants were American (n¼ 3), French (n¼ 3), South American

(e.g., Brazilian, Chilean; n¼ 3), Southern European (e.g., Por-

tuguese, Spanish; n¼ 3), Asian (e.g., Chinese; n¼ 2), and Bel-

gian (n ¼ 2). Two female and six male participants did not

complete the follow-up measures, leaving a total of 57 female

(Mage ¼ 20.23, SD ¼ 2.08) and 53 male (Mage ¼ 21.52, SD ¼
2.06) participants. Power analyses using G*Power (Faul, Erd-

felder, Lang, & Buchner, 2007) indicated that the present sam-

ple size (N ¼ 118) can detect significant small to medium

differences (f ¼ .18) between the groups with a minimum sta-

tistical power of .84 and a ¼ .05.

Procedure

Participants (N¼ 125) were recruited from the undergraduate

psychology program or by advertisements on campus for a

study about ‘‘life satisfaction.’’ After providing informed

consent and using a randomisation program (Graph Pad Soft-

ware, 2012), participants were randomly assigned into one of

the three Body Approach conditions, functionality, appear-

ance, or control. Participants who completed at least baseline

and test-day measures were included in our analyses.

The study was completed from the participants’ homes via

an online experiment system. Each participant received a per-

sonalised link to the study that was e-mailed 2 days before the

measures were to be completed. Reminder e-mails were sent

until the participants completed the measures. At baseline,

participants completed measures of body concern, body satis-

faction, and global self-esteem. At test-day (1 week later), par-

ticipants first completed the writing assignment and then

measures of body satisfaction, global self-esteem, mood, and

demographic information. At follow-up (1 week later), partici-

pants filled in measures of body satisfaction and global self-

esteem. They were also asked to guess the purpose of the study

(note that no participant guessed the purpose of the study). At

the end of data collection, participants in the appearance con-

dition received the functionality writing assignment to counter-

act any negative effects of the appearance writing assignment.

Participants were debriefed at the end of the experiment and

were compensated with 10 Euro and a chance to win an iPod.

Experimental Manipulation

To manipulate the body focus, a writing assignment was

used, the structure of which was inspired by Pennebaker

(1997). Participants in the functionality condition received

the following instructions:

This is a writing assignment. I would like you to describe what

your body can do. In your writing, I would like you to take your

time, really let go and explore the different things your body can

do. For example, you might want to tie your answer to physical

activity and movement (e.g., walking, stretching), to health (e.g.,

healing, digesting), to daily functions (e.g., eating, sleeping), or

even to your body’s relationship with other people (e.g., hugging,

holding hands). Different bodies can do many different things, so

there are no right or wrong answers. Your answer will be unique

depending on your body. All of your answers will be completely

confidential and anonymous. Don’t worry about spelling, sen-

tence structure, or grammar. The only rule is that you write at

least 100 words. (total word count of these instructions: 133)

Paralleling this same general structure, participants in the

appearance condition received these instructions:

This is a writing assignment. I would like you to describe what

your body looks like. In your writing, I would like you to take

your time, really let go and explore the appearance of your

body. For example, you might want to tie your answer to body

shape and weight (e.g., height, bone structure), to facial features

(e.g., eye brows, hair texture), to body parts (e.g., arms, hands),

or even to your body’s other markings (e.g., birthmarks, pier-

cings). Different bodies . . . [continuing as above]. (total word

count: 129)
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Finally, the control participants received the following

directions:

This is a writing assignment. I would like you to describe what

your route to university is like. In your writing, I would like

you to take your time, really let go and explore what your route

is like. For example, you might want to tie your answer to signs

(e.g., street signs, shop signs), to buildings (e.g., garages,

libraries), to public areas (e.g., parks, market squares), or even

to fine details (e.g., flowers, colours). Everyone takes a different

route to the university, so there are no right or wrong answers.

Your answer will be unique depending on the route you take. All

of your answers . . . [continuing as above]. (total word count: 131)

Measures

Body Concern was measured to check for group differences

at baseline using the 36-item Eating Disorder Examination–

Questionnaire (EDE–Q; Fairburn & Beglin, 1994). The

EDE–Q measures eating disorder pathology over the past

28 days and contains four subscales: Restraint, Eating Con-

cern, Shape Concern, and Weight Concern. Answers are

gathered on 7-point Likert-type scales ranging from 0 (not

at all) to 6 (highly frequent). Participants completed all 36

items, but we only used items from the Shape Concern sub-

scale (8 items; e.g., ‘‘On how many of the past 28 days have

you had a definite desire to have a totally flat stomach?’’) and

the Weight Concern subscale (5 items; e.g., ‘‘On how many

of the past 28 days have you had a strong desire to lose

weight?’’). The two subscale items were averaged to create

a single body concern score, with higher scores representing

greater body concern (most of these items load onto one

underlying factor; Peterson et al., 2007). In a sample of

undergraduate women, the EDE–Q demonstrated good-to-

excellent internal consistency (as of the subscales ranged

from .81 to .93) and 2-week test–retest reliability (rs ranging

from .81 to .94; Luce & Crowther, 1999). In a community

sample of women, EDE–Q scores were correlated with scores

on the Eating Disorder Examination (EDE) interview (r of the

subscales ranged from .68 to .78; Mond, Hay, Rodgers,

Owen, & Beaumont, 2004).

Body satisfaction was divided into appearance satisfac-

tion and functionality satisfaction. Appearance satisfaction

was measured using the 6-item Body Image States Scale

(BISS; Cash, Fleming, Alindogan, Steadman, & Whitehead,

2002) which taps the following dimensions based on how

the participant feels ‘‘right now, at this very moment’’:

(a) dissatisfaction-satisfaction with physical appearance, (b)

dissatisfaction-satisfaction with body size and shape, (c)

dissatisfaction-satisfaction with weight, (d) feelings of physical

attractiveness-unattractiveness, (e) feelings about how one

looks compared to how one usually feels, and (f) evaluation

of appearance in comparison to the appearance of others. Parti-

cipants rated their responses on 100 mm visual analogue scales

(VAS). The ratings were averaged to create an appearance satis-

faction score, with possible scores between 0 and 100, and with

higher scores reflecting greater appearance satisfaction. In a

sample of female and male undergraduates, the BISS demon-

strated acceptable internal consistency as well as 2- to 3-week

test–retest reliability of .68 (women) and .69 (men); BISS scores

were also highly correlated with scores on other measures of

body image (e.g., objectified body consciousness) and were

sensitive to positive and negative contexts (Cash et al., 2002).

Functionality satisfaction was measured using an adapted

version of The Visual Analogue Body Dissatisfaction Scale

(VABDS; Heinberg & Thompson, 1995). The VABDS is sen-

sitive to changes in body satisfaction and correlates highly

with other measures of body satisfaction (e.g., with the Body

Dissatisfaction subscale of the Eating Disorder Inventory;

Garner, 1991; Heinberg & Thompson, 1995). In our study,

participants were asked to rate how they feel ‘‘right now’’

regarding the statement ‘‘Overall, I am satisfied with every-

thing that my body can do.’’ The participants put a mark on

a 100 mm horizontal line, with answer possibilities ranging

from 0 (not at all) to 100 (very much).

Global self-esteem was assessed using the 10-item Rosen-

berg Self-Esteem Scale (RSES; Rosenberg, 1965). RSES

items (e.g., ‘‘On the whole I am satisfied with myself’’) are

rated on a 4-point Likert-type scale, ranging from 1 (strongly

agree) to 4 (strongly disagree). After recoding the reverse-

scored items, item ratings were summed, with higher scores

indicating greater self-esteem. In a sample of undergraduate

women and men, RSES scores were shown to be stable across

measurement points (mean r¼ .69; Robins, Hendin, & Trzes-

niewski, 2001); mean Cronbach’s a across samples from over

50 countries including undergraduates and participants from

the general population was .81 (Schmitt & Allik, 2005).

Across most of these countries, RSES scores were correlated

positively with extroversion and negatively with neuroticism

(Schmitt & Allik, 2005).

Mood was measured to test for differences in mood at test-

day. Participants were asked to rate how they feel ‘‘right

now’’ regarding the feelings anxious (reverse-scored), happy,

sad (reverse-scored), positive, and energetic on 100 mm VASs,

ranging from 0 (not at all) to 100 (very much). An average of

the ratings was taken for a mood score (a¼ .78), with a higher

score representing a more positive mood.

Demographic information included participants’ age, sex,

nationality, height, and weight. Self-reported weight and

height were used to calculate body mass index (BMI, kg/m2)

to check for any differences in BMI between the conditions

at baseline. To disguise the purpose of the study, all question-

naires were interspersed with filler questions (e.g., ‘‘Overall, I

think that the availability of public transport in Maastricht is

excellent’’; ‘‘Overall, I think that the availability of housing

options in Maastricht is excellent’’).

As a manipulation check, the writing assignment

responses were scored for valence (i.e., how positively or

negatively the participants described their bodies in the writ-

ing assignment), because we expected that describing body

functionality would induce a more positive stance toward the
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body than describing appearance. Valence was scored using a

5-point scale from 1 (very negative) through 3 (neutral) to 5

(very positive). The control writing assignment was not

scored, because it was unrelated to the body (the responses

were checked to make sure that none mentioned the body).

Two independent raters (one female and one male, for

whom the condition, sex of respondent, and hypotheses

were masked) were trained by the first author regarding

what constituted each score. The raters then scored every

appearance and functionality writing assignment response

separately. Valence ratings that differed by at least two

points (four cases) were discussed to reach consensus (i.e.,

a new score was decided upon). To compute the valence

score, an average was taken of both the raters’ scores. The

interrater reliability between the raters was high; the intra-

class coefficient was .80. Finally, the word count of each

writing assignment response was tallied to check for differ-

ences among conditions.

Results

Participant Characteristics

Thirty-seven participants (19 male, 18 female) composed the

functionality condition, and 39 participants (18 male, 21

female) composed the appearance condition. The remaining

42 participants (22 male, 20 female) took part in the control

condition. Female participants’ BMI ranged from 17.99 to

31.19 (M ¼ 21.97, SD ¼ 2.58); male participants’ from

15.50 to 35.14 (M ¼ 22.91, SD ¼ 3.43). There were no group

differences at baseline in BMI, body concern, appearance and

functionality satisfaction, or self-esteem scores, all Fs < 1.

There were no group differences in mood at test-day, F(2,

115)¼ 1.22, p¼ .30. The means and SDs for all comparisons

are reported in Table 1, and the correlations among the ques-

tionnaire scores at baseline are given in Table 2. The results

reported here did not change when the analyses were run with

mood, BMI, and body concern as covariates. Also, no outliers

(i.e., scores 3 SD above or below the group mean) were

identified.

Manipulation Checks

Men’s valence scores on the writing assignment were: func-

tionality condition, M ¼ 3.53, SD ¼ 0.61, and appearance

condition, M ¼ 3.03, SD ¼ 0.54. Women’s valence scores

on the writing assignment were: functionality condition,

M ¼ 3.31, SD ¼ 0.69, and appearance condition, M ¼
2.75, SD¼ 0.79. Results of an analysis of variance (ANOVA)

of Body Approach and Sex on valence showed that only the

main effect of Body Approach was significant, F(1, 70) ¼
11.42, p ¼ .001. Overall, responses to the writing assign-

ments were more positive in the functionality condition,

M ¼ 3.42, SD ¼ 0.65, compared to those in the appearance

condition, M ¼ 2.88, SD ¼ 0.69.

Men’s word count on the writing assignments was: func-

tionality condition, M ¼ 154.00, SD ¼ 115.97; appearance

condition, M ¼ 160.00, SD ¼ 71.91; and control condition,

M ¼ 184.26, SD ¼ 83.37. Women’s word count on the writ-

ing assignments was: functionality condition, M ¼ 167.78,

SD ¼ 77.00; appearance condition, M ¼ 156.90, SD ¼
92.87; and control condition, M ¼ 264.42, SD ¼ 138.62.

An ANOVA of Body Approach and Sex on word count

showed no significant effects.

Table 1. Undergraduate’s Mean Body Satisfaction and Self-Esteem Scores in the Three Body Approach Conditions Over Time.

Functionality Condition Appearance Condition Control Condition

Time Point
Funct Satisf

(M, SD)
Appear Satisf

(M, SD)
Self-Esteem

(M, SD)
Funct Satisf

(M, SD)
Appear Satisf

(M, SD)
Self-Esteem

(M, SD)
Funct Satisf

(M, SD)
Appear Satisf

(M, SD)
Self-Esteem

(M, SD)

Women
Baseline 68.44

(19.65)
52.18

(13.46)
29.56
(4.90)

67.86
(22.26)

54.51
(19.93)

29.00
(5.19)

64.95
(19.86)

55.24
(11.92)

30.25
(5.07)

Testing 62.28
(19.74)

54.73
(14.41)

29.39
(4.67)

56.38
(23.74)*

53.36
(18.70)

28.38
(4.65)

69.35
(14.54)

58.37
(11.60)

29.30
(4.89)

Follow-up 63.24
(17.56)

54.34
(14.31)

29.65
(4.97)

57.52
(25.05)*

55.08
(18.18)

29.43
(5.17)

72.68
(11.47)

56.44
(10.18)

29.21
(4.59)

Men
Baseline 66.11

(20.68)
59.29

(11.05)
30.63
(5.30)

67.37
(22.11)

54.74
(15.13)

29.68
(4.64)

73.09
(18.21)

61.59
(11.43)

31.44
(4.47)

Testing 78.32
(12.11)*

61.57
(14.74)

31.37
(4.80)

58.42
(25.99)

53.69
(18.67)

29.84
(5.33)

70.30
(13.60)

61.74
(13.20)

31.52
(4.21)

Follow-up 69.39
(17.66)

66.16
(12.79)

30.94
(4.84)

63.94
(23.90)

55.20
(20.36)

30.94
(5.60)

68.10
(17.23)

61.93
(15.34)

31.86
(4.56)

Note. Funct Satisf¼ Functionality Satisfaction; Appear Satisf¼ Appearance Satisfaction; SD¼ standard deviation. Significant differences are always in reference
to scores at baseline in the corresponding condition.
*p < .05.
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Functionality Satisfaction

Participants’ functionality satisfaction scores were analysed

in a 2 between (Sex: female, male) � 3 between (Body

Approach: functionality, appearance, control) � 3 within

(Time: baseline, test-day, follow-up) repeated measures

ANOVA. The result of Mauchly’s test indicated a violation

of the sphericity assumption, w2(2) ¼ .936, p ¼ .03, so

Greenhouse-Geisser corrections were applied. The main

effects of Sex, Body Approach, and Time were nonsignificant,

Fs < 1. The interaction between Sex and Time was nonsigni-

ficant, F(1.88, 195.45) ¼ .28, p ¼ .74. Similarly, the interac-

tion between Body Approach and Time was nonsignificant,

F(3.76, 195.45) ¼ 2.42, p ¼ .054. However, the three-way

interaction of Sex, Body Approach, and Time was signifi-

cant, F(3.76, 195.45) ¼ 3.42, p ¼ .01, Z2 ¼ .06. (The fol-

lowing guidelines apply for interpreting eta-squared effect

sizes: small ¼ 0.01, medium ¼ 0.06, and large ¼ 0.14;

Cohen, 1988).

This analysis was followed up with separate repeated mea-

sures ANOVAs for men and women. The sphericity assump-

tion was not violated for these analyses, so no corrections

were applied. For men, the main effect of Time was nonsigni-

ficant, F(2, 100) ¼ .14, p ¼ .87, whereas the interaction

between Body Approach and Time was significant, F(4,

100)¼ 2.96, p¼ .02,Z2¼ .11. Similarly, for women, the main

effect of Time was nonsignificant, F(2, 108) ¼ 1.08, p ¼ .34,

whereas the interaction between Body Approach and Time

was significant, F(4, 108) ¼ 2.85, p ¼ .03, Z2 ¼ .09.

Subsequently, we followed these interactions with planned

contrasts based on our hypotheses; we compared the different

time points (baseline with test-day, and baseline with follow-

up) per Sex, and per Body Approach condition. Compared to

baseline, men’s functionality satisfaction significantly incr-

eased after writing about what their bodies can do, p ¼ .03,

95% confidence interval (CI): [�21.91, �1.20]. However,

at 1-week follow-up, this difference was no longer signifi-

cant, p ¼ .64, 95% CI: [�13.32, 8.32]. Moreover, there were

no significant changes at test-day or at follow-up in men in

the appearance condition or in the control condition. Men’s

functionality satisfaction scores over time are presented in

Figure 1a.

In contrast to men, women’s functionality satisfaction did

not change at test-day or at follow-up after writing about what

their bodies can do. However, immediately after women

wrote about their appearance, they showed decreased func-

tionality satisfaction compared to baseline, p ¼ .02, 95%
CI [1.86, 21.06]. Further, this difference was maintained at

follow-up, p ¼ .04, 95% CI [0.51, 20.16]. Women in the con-

trol condition experienced no changes in functionality satis-

faction at test-day or at follow-up. Women’s functionality

satisfaction scores over time are presented in Figure 1b.

Appearance Satisfaction and Self-Esteem

Participants’ scores on appearance satisfaction were also ana-

lysed using a repeated measures ANOVA. The result of

Table 2. Correlations Among the Measures of Study 1 and Study 2 at Baseline.

Measures FS BISS RSES EDE–Q

Functionality satisfaction (FS) — .42** .41** �.27**
Appearance satisfaction (BISS) .53** — .52** �.71**
Global self-esteem (RSES) .43** .46** — �.39**
Body concern (EDE–Q items) �.57** �.79** �.52** —

Note. BISS ¼ Body Image State Scale; RSES ¼ Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale; EDE–Q ¼ Eating Disorders Examination–Questionnaire (Shape and Weight
Concern subscales). Correlations for Study 1 appear above the diagonal, and correlations for Study 2 appear below the diagonal.
**p < .01.

Figure 1. Undergraduate (a) men’s and (b) women’s functionality
satisfaction scores across time for the control, appearance, and
functionality conditions.
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Mauchly’s test of sphericity was nonsignificant, thus no cor-

rections were applied. No main effects of Sex, Body

Approach, or Time were found, Fs < 2.36. The two-way inter-

actions of Sex� Time and Body Approach� Time were both

nonsignificant, Fs < 1. The three-way interaction of Sex �
Body Approach � Time was also nonsignificant, F < 1.

Regarding self-esteem, the result of Mauchly’s test of

sphericity was nonsignificant, so no corrections were needed.

Results of a repeated measures ANOVA showed that the

main effects of Sex, Body Approach, and Time were non-

significant, Fs < 3.47. The two-way interactions of Sex �
Time, and Body Approach � Time were both nonsignificant,

Fs < 1.84. Finally, the three-way interaction of Sex, Body

Approach, and Time was also nonsignificant, F < 1.

Discussion

The aim of Study 1 was to establish whether focusing on body

functionality would improve body satisfaction in a sample of

undergraduate women and men. Our hypotheses were par-

tially supported. First, in line with our first hypothesis, men

in the functionality condition experienced an increase in one

aspect of body satisfaction, namely, functionality satisfac-

tion. Previous research has shown that people are more pos-

itive about their body functionality compared to their body

appearance (Franzoi, 1995) and that men specifically are

more inclined to think of their bodies in terms of functionality

(Cash & Brown, 1989; Franzoi, 1995; Stephens et al., 1994).

In addition, men’s self-concept is sculpted by their perception

of their body functionality (Lerner et al., 1976). Thus, this

‘‘match’’ between men and the functionality-based focus on

the body may have made the writing assignment both mean-

ingful and effective for them.

Contrary to our first hypothesis, women in the functional-

ity condition did not experience any change in their satisfac-

tion with their body functionality or appearance. Research

has shown that women are accustomed to thinking of their

bodies in appearance terms rather than in functionality terms

(e.g., Cash & Brown, 1989; Franzoi, 1995; Fredrickson &

Roberts, 1997; Lerner et al., 1976; Stephens et al., 1994).

Therefore, it is possible that the current writing assignment

was too brief for these women to sufficiently focus and reflect

on their body functionality. It may thus be necessary to have

women complete the writing assignment more often and to

require them to write longer responses to encourage more

reflection on their body functionality.

Regarding our second hypothesis, as expected, women in

the appearance condition experienced a decrease in function-

ality satisfaction. It is noteworthy that describing how their

bodies look made women feel less satisfied with what their

bodies can do. Focusing on body appearance may have made

the appearance dimension more salient, encouraging women

to see their bodies as objects (Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997;

Fredrickson et al., 1998; Quinn, Kallen, & Cathey, 2006).

When seeing their bodies as objects, women may be less

likely to perceive their body functionality positively (Roberts

& Waters, 2004). It is also important to note that this decrease

in functionality satisfaction even persisted at 1-week follow-

up, which may reflect the overall, longer term negative

impact of seeing the body as an object. One reason why

women’s appearance satisfaction did not decrease after writing

about how their bodies look may be that appearance dissatis-

faction has become normative to them (Rodin et al., 1984).

Another reason may be that writing about the appearance of

the body was not as confrontational as looking at the body in

a mirror. Many studies have induced an appearance focus by

having women stand in front of a mirror in a swimsuit, which

has been shown to reduce body satisfaction (Moradi & Huang,

2008). Finally, as expected, men in the appearance condition

did not experience any changes in body satisfaction. This is

in agreement with extant research that has demonstrated that

men’s body satisfaction is not immediately affected by focus-

ing on the appearance of the body (Fredrickson et al., 1998;

Quinn et al., 2006).

Finally, contrary to hypothesis, the positive changes in

functionality satisfaction in men were not maintained at

follow-up. The manipulation may not have been intense

enough to instil longer lasting effects because writing 100

words did not consume much of the participants’ time. Simi-

larly, it is likely that global self-esteem, a rather stable con-

struct, was not affected by the writing assignment given the

short-term effects of the manipulation. Despite the absence

of longer term positive changes in body satisfaction, or

improvements in self-esteem, the current writing task did pro-

duce some of the expected effects at test-day, which is note-

worthy considering its short duration and the ease with which

it can be distributed.

Study 2

Our aim in Study 2 was to investigate whether focusing on

body functionality would improve body satisfaction in a com-

munity sample of women between the ages of 30 and 50 years.

Although most body image research has been conducted in

women between 18 and 25 years old (Grogan, 1999), some

studies have investigated body image in older women. Unfor-

tunately, body dissatisfaction remains remarkably stable across

the female life span (Grogan, 1999; Stevens & Tiggemann,

1998; Tiggemann, 1992, 2004; Tiggemann & Lynch, 2001).

Considering that aging inevitably takes women’s bodies fur-

ther from the thin, youthful beauty ideal (Tiggemann, 2004),

it is perhaps counterintuitive that body dissatisfaction does not

increase with age.

However, there are reasons to suggest why body dissatisfac-

tion in fact remains unaltered with time. For instance, a distinc-

tion can be made between the importance women place on

their appearance and the evaluation of their appearance (i.e.,

body satisfaction; Muth & Cash, 1997). Importance of appear-

ance is reflected by how much women invest in their ‘‘looks’’

(e.g., via beauty rituals) and by how much appearance defines
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their sense of self (Muth & Cash, 1997). In line with this

notion, studies have shown that the importance of appearance

decreases as women get older, even though body dissatisfac-

tion remains stable (Pliner, Chaiken, & Flett, 1990; Tiggemann

& Lynch, 2001). Furthermore, Webster and Tiggemann (2003)

demonstrated that as women age, they adopt more cognitive

strategies that help them cope with body changes, such as mak-

ing reappraisals, lowering their expectations (e.g., regarding a

realistic weight), or accepting physical aspects they cannot

change (e.g., the appearance of wrinkles). It has also been

hypothesised that, over time, women compare their bodies

with more age-appropriate peers (Grogan, 1999), which has

been supported by research, which demonstrates that women’s

ideal body shape becomes more realistic as they age and as

their BMI increases (Stevens & Tiggemann, 1998; Tiggemann

& Lynch, 2001).

Another explanation for the stability of body dissatisfaction

across the female lifespan stems from objectification theory

(Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997). Objectification theory posits

that women are most targeted for sexual objectification in the

reproductive stage of their lives. Thus, self-objectification

should intensify during adolescence and decline as women get

older, allowing older women to ‘‘escape from the culture of

objectification along with its negative psychological repercus-

sions’’ (Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997, p. 195) such as body

shame and anxiety. Central to this shift is that older women

should no longer hold the outside observer perspective on their

bodies as the main view of themselves, thus they will likely

place less importance on their appearance (Fredrickson &

Roberts, 1997; Tiggemann & Lynch, 2001). The first known

study to investigate the relation among self-objectification,

body image, and age was conducted by Tiggemann and Lynch

(2001) and has supported these postulations. In their cross-

sectional study, they showed that self-objectification decreases

as women get older as do its corollaries body monitoring and

appearance anxiety. (Note, however, that levels of body dissa-

tisfaction and body shame remained stable.) The authors con-

cluded that as women age, appearance is deemphasised (lower

self-objectification), is critiqued less (reduced body monitor-

ing), and evokes less anxiety (lower appearance anxiety).

Regarding body functionality, to the authors’ knowledge,

no studies have investigated satisfaction with body function-

ality over the lifespan so the notions we propose here are

speculative. Similar to aspects of appearance, certain aspects

of body functionality may decline as women age (Hurd,

2000). For example, as women get older, they may need to

rely on functional aids (e.g., glasses) or may experience more

frequent bodily pain compared to younger women. In addi-

tion, physical life changes, such as menopause, may pose a

challenge to body image (Tiggemann, 2004). In this light,

satisfaction with body functionality should decrease as

women get older (Hurd, 2000).

On the other hand, mature women may have more positive

body functionality experiences to draw from than younger

women do, such as childbirth or raising a family. Also, many

skills may become more refined and improved over time,

which may elicit satisfaction with body functionality as well.

Moreover, as discussed earlier, women focus less on their

appearance as they get older (Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997;

Tiggemann & Lynch, 2001). This may give women ‘‘room’’

to shift their focus to other dimensions of their bodies,

namely, to the functionality dimension. These two factors

may counteract negative changes in body functionality satis-

faction that women may experience as they get older. For

these reasons, and considering the benefits of focusing on

body functionality (discussed in the general introduction),

in Study 2 we hypothesised that focusing on body functional-

ity would improve body satisfaction. Given that importance

of appearance decreases with age, we hypothesised that

describing body appearance would not lead to decreases in

body satisfaction. We further hypothesised that changes in

body satisfaction would persist at 1-week follow-up and that

global self-esteem would improve in women who focus on

body functionality. (We did not expect changes in global

self-esteem in the appearance group.)

Method

Participants and Procedure

A total of 118 participants (M age ¼ 40.98, SD ¼ 5.84, range

¼ 30–50) completed baseline and test-day measures. Eight

participants did not complete follow-up measures, leaving a

total of 110 participants (M age ¼ 40.78, SD ¼ 5.75, range

¼ 30–50). All participants were of Dutch nationality. Power

analyses using G*Power (Faul et al., 2007) indicated that the

present sample size (N ¼ 118) can detect significant small

differences (f¼ .10) between the groups with a minimum sta-

tistical power of .88 and a ¼ .05.

To recruit baseline participants (N ¼ 125), a chain or

snowball sampling method was used. An initial sample of

five women between 30 and 50 years old each distributed

an invitation to participate in the study to approximately 10

other women in this age group. These women, in turn, invited

other eligible women to participate in the study. Note that the

initial five women did not participate in the study themselves

nor were they aware of the hypotheses. Participants who com-

pleted at least baseline and test-day measures were included

in the analyses. The remainder of the procedure was identical

to Study 1. Regarding the experimental manipulation, control

participants described the route to the store or shopping cen-

tre where they do their shopping. All other instructions

remained the same.

Measures

In Study 2, the original BISS (six 7-point Likert-type scales)

was administered. All other measures remained the same:

EDE–Q (Weight and Shape Concern items combined),

RSES, and mood (a ¼ .86). The ratings for valence scores

differed by 2 points between the raters in four cases; these
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cases were discussed to reach consensus. Interrater reliability

was high between the two raters; the intraclass correlation

coefficient was .72.

Results

Participant Characteristics

Forty-one participants composed the functionality condition,

and 39 participants composed the appearance condition. The

remaining 38 participants took part in the control condition.

BMIs ranged between 18.10 and 43.36 (M ¼ 24.04, SD ¼
3.99). There were no group differences at baseline in BMI,

body concern, appearance and functionality satisfaction, or

in self-esteem, Fs < 1.10. There were no group differences

in mood at test-day, F(2, 115) ¼ 0.01, p ¼ .99. The correla-

tions among the questionnaire scores at baseline are given in

Table 2, and the means and SDs for all comparisons are

reported in Table 3. The results of the analyses reported

below did not change when run with mood, BMI, and body

concern as covariates. Regarding outliers (identified as a

score 3 SDs above or below the group mean), only one was

detected; the results did not change when this participant was

excluded, so she was not removed from the data set.

Manipulation Checks

The valence scores for the writing assignment were: function-

ality condition, M ¼ 3.39, SD ¼ 0.63, and appearance condi-

tion, M ¼ 2.99, SD ¼ 0.67. Valence scores differed by Body

Approach condition, F(1, 78)¼ 7.68, p¼ .001, Z2¼ .09. Par-

ticipants described their bodies more positively in the func-

tionality condition compared to the appearance condition.

The word count on the writing assignments was: functionality

condition, M ¼ 156.59, SD ¼ 79.99; appearance condition,

M ¼ 168.77, SD ¼ 69.42; and control condition, M ¼ 169.18,

SD ¼ 78.38. An ANOVA of Body Approach on word count

showed no significant results, F(2, 115) ¼ 0.36, p ¼ .70.

Functionality Satisfaction

Women’s functionality satisfaction scores were analysed in a

3 between (Body Approach: functionality, appearance, con-

trol) � 3 within (Time: baseline, test-day, follow-up)

repeated measures ANOVA. The result of Mauchly’s test

of sphericity revealed no violation of the sphericity assump-

tion, so no corrections were applied. The main effects of

Body Approach and Time were nonsignificant, Fs < 1. A sig-

nificant interaction between Body Approach and Time was

found, F(4, 206) ¼ 2.58, p ¼ .04, Z2 ¼ .05. Subsequently,

we followed this interaction with planned contrasts based

on our hypotheses, comparing levels of functionality satisfac-

tion from baseline to test-day, and from baseline to follow-up,

for each group separately. Although women in the function-

ality condition experienced improvements in functionality

satisfaction from baseline to test-day (see Table 3), the results

did not reach significance, p ¼ .12, 95% CI [�8.46, 1.02].

However, at follow-up, the improvements in functionality

satisfaction in women in the functionality condition were sig-

nificant, p ¼ .04, 95% CI [�9.25, �.31]. No significant

changes were found in women in the appearance condition

or in the control conditions, both at test-day and at follow-

up. Women’s functionality satisfaction scores over time are

presented in Figure 2.

Appearance Satisfaction and Self-Esteem

Participants’ scores on appearance satisfaction were analysed

using a repeated measures ANOVA. The result of Mauchly’s

test of sphericity showed a significant violation of the sphericity

assumption, w2(2) ¼ .93, p ¼ .02, so Greenhouse-Geisser cor-

rections were applied. The results showed that the main effects

of Body Approach and Time were nonsignificant, Fs < 1.

Furthermore, the interaction between Body Approach and Time

was also nonsignificant, F < 1.81. Additionally, a repeated mea-

sures ANOVA was conducted to analyse participants’ self-

esteem scores. The sphericity assumption was not violated

according to Mauchley’s test, so no corrections were applied.

The main effects of Body Approach and Time were both

Table 3. Women’s Mean Body Satisfaction and Self-Esteem Scores in the Three Body Approach Conditions Over Time.

Functionality Condition Appearance Condition Control Condition

Time Point
Funct Satisf

(M, SD)
Appear Satisf

(M, SD)
Self-Esteem

(M, SD)
Funct Satisf

(M, SD)
Appear Satisf

(M, SD)
Self-Esteem

(M, SD)
Funct Satisf

(M, SD)
Appear Satisf

(M, SD)
Self-Esteem

(M, SD)

Baseline 77.00
(21.47)

4.60
(1.01)

32.60
(4.89)

77.62
(21.89)

4.31
(1.09)

34.03
(4.95)

74.05
(21.67)

4.69
(1.01)

33.13
(5.55)

Testing 81.15
(17.30)

4.73
(0.89)

32.85
(4.74)

81.15
(14.87)

4.55
(1.03)

33.48
(4.81)

71.63
(19.10)

4.57
(1.08)

33.18
(4.87)

Follow-up 80.17
(15.54)*

4.57
(0.93)

32.86
(5.74)

76.35
(21.61)

4.51
(1.06)

33.43
(4.41)

74.06
(21.12)

4.71
(1.14)

33.39
(5.12)

Note. Funct Satisf ¼ Functionality Satisfaction; Appear Satisf ¼ Appearance Satisfaction; SD ¼ standard deviation. The significant difference is in reference to
the baseline score in the corresponding condition.
*p < .05.
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nonsignificant, Fs < 1. Additionally, the interaction between

Body Approach and Time was nonsignificant, F < 1.67.

Discussion

The aim of Study 2 was to establish whether focusing on body

functionality would improve body satisfaction in a commu-

nity sample of mature women. In Study 2, our hypotheses

were partially supported. Although women who focused on

their body functionality experienced improvements in func-

tionality satisfaction at test-day, these improvements did not

reach significance. Interestingly, these women did experience

significant improvements in functionality satisfaction from

baseline to follow-up. This finding implies that the improve-

ments in functionality satisfaction were gradual yet longer

lasting. It could be that these women reflected more on their

bodies in functionality terms between test-day and follow-up.

Moreover, similar to the men in Study 1, for mature women,

body functionality may be a suitable ‘‘match’’ with their self-

concept that becomes less dependent on appearance over time

(Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997).

As expected, women who described their appearance did

not experience any change in body satisfaction. This may also

reflect an underlying decrease in the importance of appear-

ance, whereby describing appearance does not negatively

affect women’s body image. Contrary to expectation, self-

esteem did not improve in the functionality condition. Similar

to Study 1, the brevity of the writing assignment may not have

been strong enough to alter a stable construct such as global

self-esteem. It is also likely that the writing task needs to be

intensified to achieve stronger and longer lasting effects.

General Discussion

Body functionality constitutes the unobservable dimension of

the body, which largely goes unnoticed in comparison to

body appearance—the observable dimension of the body on

which an inordinate amount of focus and importance is placed

(Avalos & Tylka, 2006; Franzoi, 1995; Franzoi & Shields,

1984; Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997; Wood-Barcalow, Tylka,

& Augustus-Horvath, 2010). Using objectification theory as

a guiding framework, we have argued that focusing on body

functionality (instead of body appearance) may improve body

satisfaction. The current studies are the first known to experi-

mentally manipulate a functionality-based approach to the

body. Our hypotheses were partially supported. In Study 1,

we found that undergraduate men (but not women) became

more satisfied with everything their bodies can do when they

focused on their body functionality. We also found that under-

graduate women who focused on their body appearance felt

less satisfied with what their bodies can do, both at test-day and

at follow-up. In Study 2, we showed that mature women also

became more satisfied with their body functionality when they

described their bodies in functionality terms, but these changes

were more gradual and only reached significance at 1 week

follow-up. Unexpectedly, although undergraduate men and

mature women experienced improvements in functionality

satisfaction, they did not experience any improvements in

appearance satisfaction. Therefore, the effects of the function-

ality writing assignment appear to be dimension-specific and

did not extend to the appearance dimension of body image.

Also unexpectedly, no improvements in global self-esteem

were found.

Apart from discussing the findings of Study 1 and Study 2

separately, it is vital to draw some of the findings of both stud-

ies together. Fredrickson and Roberts (1997) posited that

women are most targeted for sexual objectification in their

reproductive years, whereas mature women gradually become

free of this burden. We suggested that mature women would

therefore focus more on the functionality of their bodies and

that body functionality would be a source of greater satisfac-

tion for them. Indeed, retrospectively, looking at functionality

satisfaction at baseline between Study 1 women and Study 2

women, we do see that mature women (M ¼ 76.25, SD ¼
21.54) are significantly more satisfied with their body func-

tionality than the younger women (M ¼ 68.05, SD ¼ 20.37)

are, t(175) ¼ 2.73, p ¼ .01. Furthermore, in Study 1, women

who wrote about their appearance experienced both a short and

longer term decrease in functionality satisfaction, whereas this

was not the case in mature women. These findings suggest that,

as appearance becomes less important in mature women (Muth

& Cash, 1997), other aspects of their body (such as body func-

tionality) become more important.

Another commonality between Study 1 and Study 2 is the

absence of effects on appearance satisfaction. One reason for

this absence may be the nature of the writing assignment

instructions. The instructions for all writing assignments were

purposely phrased in a neutral way to avoid biasing the par-

ticipants’ answers positively or negatively. In fact, responses

to the appearance writing assignments received a neutral

valence score in both the studies. Previous research has

Figure 2. Women’s functionality satisfaction scores across time for
the control, appearance, and functionality conditions.
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shown that having participants describing their bodies neu-

trally may diffuse negative feelings toward their appearance

(Jansen et al., 2008). This may explain why women in the

appearance condition did not experience changes in appear-

ance satisfaction. This does not explain, however, why under-

graduate men and mature women who focused on their body

functionality did not experience an improvement in appear-

ance satisfaction (despite experiencing improvements in

functionality satisfaction). First, the relations between

appearance satisfaction and functionality satisfaction are

unclear; it could be that neither causes the other. Addition-

ally, it is possible that describing body functionality does not

change appearance satisfaction but rather the importance

placed on appearance. In other words, reflecting on all the

things the body can do may put appearance into perspective,

without necessarily increasing satisfaction with appearance.

Limitations and Future Directions

Several limitations to the current studies should be men-

tioned. First, information about ethnicity, socioeconomic sta-

tus, sexual orientation, and eating disorder history was not

collected. These factors may have influenced participants’

responses and should be incorporated into future studies. Sec-

ond, although the online administration of the studies was

convenient for participants, it was not possible to control for

factors that may have influenced participants while writing.

Third, several participants did not write the requested number

of words for the writing assignment (8 participants in Study 1

wrote between 37 and 97 words; and 13 participants in Study

2, 16–92 words). In future experiments, participants should

be required to fulfil the word count before continuing with the

outcome measures so as to ensure that all participants reflect

on the subject matter sufficiently. Fourth, the writing assign-

ment did not instil any longer term improvements in body

satisfaction in Study 1. As previously noted, to strengthen

the effects of the writing assignment, it may be necessary

to administer it repeatedly (e.g., several times per week),

to intensify it (e.g., by increasing the required word count),

and to alter the instructions (e.g., by framing the writing

instructions positively rather than neutrally). Fifth, any

comparisons made between Study 1 and Study 2 women are

speculative. To directly compare between these groups of

women, it will be important to conduct a study that includes

women of various age groups within the same study.

Finally, a major limitation of the current studies concerns

the measurement of functionality satisfaction. Unfortu-

nately, a validated questionnaire devoted entirely to body

functionality does not currently exist. Therefore, we stress

the importance of developing a measure of body functional-

ity to drive and improve research in this field.

For future research, it will be important to incorporate

these changes. In addition, it will be necessary to investigate

how the functionality approach can be applied in younger

women. It could be that an intensified manipulation is

required, because younger women are accustomed to thinking

of and evaluating their bodies in terms of appearance rather

than functionality (Cash & Brown, 1989; Fredrickson &

Roberts, 1997; Lerner et al., 1976). Furthermore, given the

relevance of objectification theory for the functionality-

based approach, it will also be imperative to include measures

of self-objectification as well as body shame and body mon-

itoring. In this way, the proposed mechanisms of the

functionality-based approach can be empirically tested and

developed further.

Conclusion

In sum, the current studies contributed to the body image lit-

erature by experimentally manipulating a functionality-based

focus on the body as a novel technique to improve body satis-

faction. Two groups that are largely underrepresented in body

image research were included, namely, undergraduate men

and mature women. We provided preliminary support for

focusing on the functionality of the body and have identified

important limitations that should be addressed in future

research on body functionality. Furthermore, we have also

incorporated objectification theory, one of the most substan-

tial theories regarding women’s body image, into the field of

body functionality research. We echo the statements of previ-

ous researchers who stressed the importance of focusing on

the functionality of the body as a method of improving body

image (Avalos & Tylka, 2006; Frisén & Holmqvist, 2010). It

is hoped that the groundwork laid by our studies will only be

the start of a burgeoning field into a neglected, yet potentially

vital, aspect of body image.
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