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Abstract
Because poor body image is correlated with poor academic outcomes, it is possible that body
appreciation may be associated with improved academic outcomes. The problem that was
addressed in the current investigation was the lack of research on the potential relationships
between academic outcomes and positive body image, conceptualized as body appreciation.
Accordingly, this study leveraged a positive psychology approach to examine the ways body
appreciation and self-esteem predict academic self-efficacy and self-reported GPA. The
framework combined Bandura’s (1977) theory of self-efficacy and Higgins’ (1987) self-
discrepancy theory with Seligman’s (2000) positive psychology approach. This quantitative
study followed a non-experimental correlational design. Data were collected via online survey
which consisted of the Body Appreciation Scale-2, Rosenberg’s Self-Esteem Scale, the Student
Self-Efficacy Scale, and a demographic questionnaire. The sample consisted of 112 currently-
enrolled U.S. college and university students. Regressions examined each research question.
Analysis revealed a significant relationship between body appreciation, self-esteem, and self-
efficacy. Self-esteem was a significant predictor in the model, but body appreciation was not.
However, there was not a significant relationship between body appreciation, self-esteem, and
self-reported GPA. Findings may encourage academic leaders, policymakers, and school
counselors to leverage body appreciation as a tool to improve students’ academic outcomes and
overall well-being. Strategies for leveraging body appreciation to foster academic achievement
may include the development and implementation of school-based programs designed to nurture

positive body image.
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Chapter 1: Introduction to the Study

Introduction

Body image describes individuals’ perceptions, thoughts, and feelings about their
physical bodies (Holland & Tiggemann, 2016). Although this construct has received extensive
scholarly attention over the last decade (Braun, Park, & Gorin, 2016; Cook-Cottone, 2015;
Fardouly, Diedrichs, Vartanian, & Halliwell, 2015; Holland & Tiggemann, 2016; Piran, 2015;
Webb, Wood-Barcalow, & Tylka, 2015), it has historically been examined as a negative
construct; that is, as the absence of healthy body image or the presence of poor body image.
From this perspective, researchers have reported that poor body image is associated with a
number of negative outcomes, including body dysmorphia, eating disorders (Holland &
Tiggemann, 2016), poor self-esteem (Shloim et al., 2013), social anxiety (Holzhauer, Zenner, &
Waulfert, 2016), and depression (Braun, Park, & Gorin, 2016).

Body image can also have negative, indirect effects on academic outcomes (Paolini,
2016), via its influence on self-esteem and self-efficacy. In education, self-efficacy beliefs are
reliable predictors of academic outcomes (Putwain et al., 2012). Poor body image can have
deleterious effects on self-esteem and academic outcomes (Diedricks et al., 2015; Shloim,
Hetherington, Rudolf, & Feltbower, 2013). As Elsherif and Abdelraof (2018) explained, body
image can affect self-esteem, which can then affect academic success.

Poor body image can impede school performance and feelings of self-worth, and create
overall dissatisfying school experiences (Florin, Shults, & Stettler, 2011; Halliwell, Diedrichs, &
Orbach, 2014; Paolini, 2016; Yanover & Kevin, 2008). Body image may influence a number of

academic domains, resulting in increased absenteeism (Elsherif & Abdelraof, 2018), and lower



standardized test scores, grade point averages, and college completion rates (Murphy, 2012;
Paolini, 2016; Tallat, Fatima, & Adiya, 2017).

Less prominent in the body image literature is research on the positive consequences of
healthy body image. However, a growing number of scholars are examining the construct of
healthy body image through the positive psychology lens of body appreciation (Frisen &
Holmgqvist, 2010; Tylka, 2013; Tylka & Barcalow, 2015; Wood-Barcalow, Tylka, & Augustus-
Horvath, 2010). This area of inquiry is still emerging, but studies indicate that body appreciation
is correlated with a number of positive life outcomes, including intuitive eating, better sexual
function, and high self-esteem (Iannatuono & Tylka, 2012; Satinsky, Reece, Dennis, Sanders, &
Bardzell, 2012; Tiggemann & McCourt, 2013). Despite promising findings on the positive
effects of body appreciation, research is lacking on the relationships between body appreciation
and factors associated with academic outcomes, such as academic self-efficacy and self-esteem.
Accordingly, the aim of this investigation was to explore the predictive relationships between
body appreciation, academic self-efficacy, self-esteem, and self-reported GPA among U.S.
college students. Findings from this study revealed potential mechanisms through which body
appreciation influences academic outcomes.

This chapter provides an introduction to the current investigation. It begins with the
background of the problem, followed by the problem statement, purpose statement, research
questions, and hypotheses. Next, the study framework, method, and design are presented. Key
terms, assumptions, delimitations, and limitations are also detailed. Finally, the study

significance is highlighted, followed by a summary and transition to the literature review.



Background

Body image has been studied heavily in recent years (Braun, Park, & Gorin, 2016; Cook-
Cottone, 2015; Fardouly et al., 2015; Holland & Tiggemann, 2016; Piran, 2015; Webb et al.,
2015). Research indicates that poor body image is correlated with a number of negative
outcomes, including depression (Gillen, 2015; Jackson et al., 2014), anxiety (Junne et al., 2016),
and low self-esteem (Fuller-Tyszkiewicz et al., 2015). In terms of education, poor body image is
associated with reduced academic outcomes, including lower standardized test scores, grade
point average, and college completion rates (Murphy, 2012; Paolini, 2016; Tallat et al., 2017).

Historically, body image researchers have focused predominantly on the negative effects
of poor body image (Tylka & Wood-Barcalow, 2015). However, as the field of positive
psychology has emerged and expanded in recent years, more psychology researchers are
recognizing the value of exploring psychological topics from a positive perspective. The interest
in positive psychology has increased in response to the pervasive orientation of mainstream
psychology, which emphasizes dysfunction and distress (Lambert, D’Cruz, Schlatter, & Barron,
2016). In contrast, positive psychology is an approach to psychological research and
interventions that focuses on factors that contribute to well-being and equips individuals with the
skills needed to overcome challenges and pursue opportunities (Lambert et al., 2016).

As a result of the increased interest in positive psychology, recent scholars have
examined the construct of body image through the positive psychology lens of body appreciation
(Frisen & Holmgqvist, 2010; Tylka, 2013; Tylka & Barcalow, 2015; Wood-Barcalow, Tylka, &
Augustus-Horvath, 2010). Body appreciation is defined as accepting one’s body, treating it with
respect, and holding favorable attitudes toward it while rejecting socially-constructed ideals of

physical appearance as the only form of beauty (Tylka & Wood-Barcalow, 2015). Examining



body image from a positive perspective may better enable researchers to focus on positive
solutions to pervasive problems, such as poor body image (Lambert et al., 2016). Because
positive psychology is solutions-oriented (Lambert et al., 2016), a positive psychology lens may
provide helpful new solutions to problems related to poor body image.

While research exists on the relationships between negative body image and academic
outcomes (Murphy, 2012; Paolini, 2016; Tallat et al., 2017), little is known about the
relationship between positive body image and academic outcomes. Because evidence exists of
the relationship between negative body image and poor academic outcomes, it may follow that
body appreciation is associated with improved academic outcomes. The current investigation

addressed this gap and contributed important new scholarship to the body image literature.

Problem Statement
Because poor body image is correlated with poor academic outcomes (Murphy, 2012;
Paolini, 2016; Tallat et al., 2017), it is possible that body appreciation may be associated with
improved academic outcomes. The problem that was addressed in the current investigation is the
lack of research on the potential relationships between academic outcomes and positive body
image, conceptualized as body appreciation. Accordingly, this study leveraged a positive
psychology approach to examine the ways body appreciation and self-esteem predicted academic
self-efficacy and self-reported GPA (Elsherif & Abdelraof, 2018; Gupta, 2012; Putwain, Sander,
& Larkin, 2012). This study filled an important gap in the research while addressing the
persistent problem of body image (Rumsey & Diedrichs, 2018) from a positive psychology lens.
Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this investigation was to explore the predictive relationships between

body appreciation, academic self-efficacy, self-esteem, and self-reported GPA among U.S.



college students. To address the current gap in knowledge and practice, I conducted a cross-
sectional, quantitative study. Research indicates that poor body image is associated with reduced
academic performance (Elsherif & Abdelraof, 2018; Murphy, 2012; Paolini, 2016; Tallat et al.,
2017); this relationship may exist because poor body image is linked to poor self-esteem and low
levels of self-efficacy, which negatively affect academic achievement (Booth & Gerard, 2011;
Zimmerman, 2000). Because body image researchers generally focus on the negative effects of
poor body image (Tylka & Wood-Barcalow, 2015), little is known about the positive effects of a
healthy body image. Accordingly, the current study followed a positive psychology approach by
examining body appreciation and its relationship with academic self-efficacy, self-esteem, and
self-reported GPA. The independent variables were body appreciation and self-esteem, and the

dependent variables included academic self-efficacy and self-reported GPA.

Research Questions and Hypotheses

RQ1. Is academic self-efficacy predicted by body appreciation and self-esteem?

H1y. There is no predictive relationship between academic self-efficacy, body
appreciation, and self-esteem.

H1.. There is a predictive relationship between academic self-efficacy, body
appreciation, and self-esteem.

RQ2. Is self-reported GPA predicted by body appreciation and self-esteem?

H2y. There is no predictive relationship between self-reported GPA, body appreciation,
and self-esteem.

H2,. There is a predictive relationship between self-reported GPA, body appreciation,

and self-esteem.



Theoretical Framework

The framework for this study combined Bandura’s (1977) theory of self-efficacy and
Higgins’ (1987) self-discrepancy theory with Seligman’s (2000) positive psychology approach.
According to Bandura, self-efficacy describes individuals’ beliefs in their abilities to complete
tasks and achieve goals. Self-efficacy is fostered through four types of experiences, including
mastery experience, vicarious experiences, verbal persuasion, and emotional/physiological states.
In school, self-efficacy beliefs are reliable predictors of academic outcomes (Putwain et al.,
2012). That is, individuals who believe they possess the abilities to achieve their academic goals
are more likely to experience positive academic outcomes. In the current study, the correlations
between self-efficacy and body appreciation were examined.

Higgins’ (1987) self-discrepancy theory was also used in the framework. Higgins
postulated that people make comparisons of themselves to idealized standards. When
representations of the self are contradictory to internalized standards, discomfort can occur.
Self-discrepancy theory is particularly salient to body image research, as the gap between the
idealized standards individuals develop for their bodies and their perceptions of the ways their
bodies actually appear can result in poor body image. In turn, that poor body image can have
deleterious effects on self-esteem and academic outcomes.

Finally, I employed Seligman’s (2000) positive psychology approach. According to
Seligman, psychological researchers have traditionally focused on the pathologies of
psychological disorders, rather than the “positive features that make life worth living” (Seligman,
2000, p. 5). Seligman posited that the field of psychology has traditionally focused on how
individuals survive or cope with extreme adversity and challenges instead of examining how

individuals flourish under less tragic circumstances. Positive psychology offers an alternative



approach to psychological research and interventions — one that emphasizes well-being,
contentment, satisfaction, hope, optimism, flow, and happiness. The current study followed this
emerging trend in psychological research by examining body image, a construct that has been
traditionally viewed from the perspective of pathology (Tylka & Wood-Barcalow, 2015),
through the positive psychology lens of body appreciation.

Nature of the Study

The nature of this study was quantitative, and it followed a non-experimental
correlational design. One regression was performed for each research question. I selected a
quantitative method because this type of research is useful for exploring the statistically
significant relationships between independent and dependent variables (Nardi, 2018). In
contrast, qualitative research involves deductive analysis to explore themes related to phenomena
under investigation (Merriam & Tisdall, 2016), rather than testing relationships among
predetermined variables. Although qualitative research results in rich, in-depth data, findings
cannot be generalized to populations, and no statements can be made regarding the statistical
significance of findings.

Because I investigated relationships between the variables of body appreciation, self-
esteem, and academic self-efficacy, a quantitative method was most appropriate. This
quantitative investigation followed a non-experimental, cross-sectional design. I selected this
design because my study did not involve randomization (a requirement for experimental designs)
and utilize data collected for a single point of time, rather than longitudinal data.

I collected data via a convenience sample of undergraduate students attending U.S.
colleges and universities. Study data were collected through an online survey, in partnership

with the online survey company, SurveyMonkey. The online survey consisted of a demographic



survey, as well as three existing, validated instruments that I used to assess the variables of body
appreciation, self-esteem, and academic self-efficacy. I used Tylka and Wood-Barcalow’s
(2015) Body Appreciation Scale-2 to assess body appreciation. Rosenberg’s (1979) Self-Esteem
Scale was employed to assess self-esteem. Finally, I examined academic self-efficacy using the
Student Self-Efficacy Scale (SSE; Rowbotham & Schmitz, 2013). I used the demographic
questionnaire portion of the study survey to provide descriptive statistics of the sample. Data
collected from the demographic questionnaire included participants’ age, race, gender, and GPA.
Definitions

The following key terms are conceptually defined for this study, as follows.

Academic self-efficacy. Academic self-efficacy describes students’ beliefs in their
abilities to master and complete academic tasks (Bandura, 1997).

Academic success. Academic success is defined as “academic achievement, engagement
in educationally purposeful activities, satisfaction, acquisition of desired knowledge, skills and
competencies, persistence, attainment of educational outcomes” (Kuh et al., 2006, p. 5).

Body appreciation. Body appreciation is defined as accepting one’s body, treating it
with respect, and holding favorable attitudes toward it while rejecting socially-constructed ideals
of physical appearance as the only form of beauty (Tylka & Wood-Barcalow, 2015).

Self-esteem. Self-esteem describes the totality of individuals’ thoughts and feeling
toward themselves (Rosenberg, 1979).

Assumptions

This research was conducted under certain assumptions. First, I assumed that all

respondents possessed the reading and cognitive abilities to answer all survey questions.

Because the instruments were validated for use among young adults, and because respondents



were all individuals who completed high school (or equivalent) and were enrolled in post-
secondary institutions, this assumption was reasonable.

I also assumed that participants would truthfully respond to survey questions. Because
the survey was completely anonymous, and because none of the questions were sensitive in
nature, it was reasonable to expect respondents to truthfully complete the survey. Another factor
assumed as true was that each of the three instruments actually assessed the constructs they were
intended to measure. Because only existing, validated, and extensively used instruments were
used for this study, this assumption was also reasonable.

Two final assumption related to the use of SurveyMonkey for data collection. I assumed
that SurveyMonkey distributed the survey only to participants within my defined parameters;
that is, men and women who were currently enrolled in undergraduate programs at U.S. colleges
and universities. In addition, I assumed that data collected from the survey were accurately
stored and provided to me by SurveyMonkey. Based on SurveyMonkey’s established reputation
for online surveys and data collection, this assumption was within reason.

Scope and Delimitations

The scope of this research was limited by a number of boundaries defined by me. First,
the study only included a sample of U.S. college students. Individuals of other ages and those
located in countries with different cultural ideals and expectations may experience body
appreciation, self-esteem, and self-efficacy in very different ways. The method and design were
also delimiting factors. The study followed a quantitative survey design with the aim of
producing findings that were generalizable to U.S. college students. However, findings did not
provide the rich, in-depth information that a qualitative investigation may afford. My selection

of variables related to academic outcomes (self-esteem, self-efficacy, and GPA) were additional
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delimiting factors. Finally, my decision regarding the theoretical framework, which provided the
lens through which study findings were examined and interpreted, served as a delimitation.
Limitations

This study was subject to a few important limitations. First, time and financial
constraints limited the investigation. I had time limitations related to my doctoral study; thus,
data were collected for a single period of time. A longitudinal investigation may have provided
different or more robust findings. In addition, the study was limited by my financial resources.
Because SurveyMonkey was used to collect data, I was required to pay for each response. To
keep the cost burden down, I limited the sample to the number of respondents required, as
calculated by the power analysis described in Chapter 3.

The current investigation was also limited by the availability of instruments to assess
body appreciation, as this is a relatively new construct. At the time of this study, the only
validated instrument available to assess body appreciation was Tylka and Wood-Barcalow’s
(2015) Body Appreciation Scale-2. Although this instrument has been used extensively in a
variety of samples (Avalos et al., 2005; Halliwell 2015; Lobera & Rios, 2011), it is important to
mention that body appreciation was assessed entirely through this instrument, as other measures
of the construct did not yet exist.

This study was also limited to respondents who were currently enrolled at U.S. colleges
and universities. In this way, the generalizability of findings were limited to young adults
around the ages of 18 to 22. Levels of body appreciation, as well as self-esteem and self-
efficacy, may vary significantly in older samples or among individuals who do not attend
college. Findings may also vary among individuals in other countries and cultures where body

ideals and pressures related to the physical appearance are different. Additionally, although
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body image has been traditionally examined among female samples, this study did not target a
sample based on sex. In this way, findings were more general to all college students; however,
an in-depth analysis of gender differences in findings fell outside the scope of this investigation

While online surveys offer strong response rates and an economical strategy for quickly
and efficiently gathering data (Sue, 2007; Tuten, 2010), this collection strategy limited my
control over the sample. Although screening questions were integrated to ensure participants
were eligible based on inclusion criteria, I had no way of determining whether respondents were
truthful in their responses to the screening questions. Thus, an unavoidable limitation of this
study was that I had no way of knowing whether all respondents were actually college students
who met all inclusion criteria.

Significance

This study was significant for a few reasons. First, following a positive psychology
approach, the current investigation provided new insights into the ways body appreciation and
self-esteem correlated with academic self-efficacy (which is a reliable predictor of positive
academic outcomes). Findings may encourage academic leaders, policymakers, and school
counselors to leverage body appreciation as a tool to improve students’ academic outcomes and
overall well-being. Strategies for leveraging body appreciation to foster academic achievement
may include the development and implemen