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ABSTRACT
Differences in Body Esteem among Young School-Aged Children
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IMPLICATIONS FOR COOPERATIVE EXTENSION: High self-esteem and body esteem are important for preventing disordered eating and body image disturbances in children. Results from this investigation indicate that body esteem and feelings about appearance varied by weight status and gender in 8-10 year olds. Additionally, feelings about weight-related body esteem varied by amount of physical activity. Thus, effective interventions to promote healthy behaviors and positive feelings about appearance are needed for young children.
Overview: 
Previous research indicates that high self-esteem and positive body image are important for psychological well-being and prevention of eating disorders and body image disturbances among youth. The construct of body esteem is the physical counterpart to self-esteem that is comprised of three factors: self-evaluation of body weight, self-evaluation of appearance, and attributions to others of self-evaluations about body and appearance. 

Research indicates that body esteem is strongly related to overall self-esteem. Most studies on body esteem have examined adults, adolescents and some older children, and have suggested that weight status, gender, and physical activity are related to body esteem. However, few studies have focused on children and results are inconsistent. The current study evaluates body esteem in young elementary school-aged children and examines differences by weight status, gender, and physical activity.

Method:
Sample: Data were collected from 214 children aged 8 to 10, with 115 boys and 99 girls. The participants were recruited from rural Oklahoma elementary schools and were predominately Caucasian.

Procedure: Using standardized measures, height and weight were obtained for each child and BMI-for-age percentile was calculated. Individual child interviews were used to obtain demographic information and to complete two questionnaires: the Body Esteem Scale (with scores for global body esteem (BES), and BE-appearance and BE-weight). Physical activity was assessed using a modified version of the Self-Administered Physical Activity Checklist for children.

Results:
There were significant differences in global BES by weight and a significant weight by gender interaction. Body esteem scores for obese boys were significantly lower than normal weight boys, but overweight boys did not differ from normal boys in body esteem. In contrast, global body esteem scores for overweight girls were more similar to scores for obese girls and both groups had significantly lower body esteem than normal weight girls. Overall, body esteem scores were significantly lower in girls than in boys. 

Additionally, a significant interaction effect was found between weight status and physical activity on BE-weight (i.e., esteem or feelings about their weight). Children who engaged in high or low levels of physical activity had the same pattern of differences in BE-weight between groups: overweight and normal children had equivalent esteem with obese children having lower BE-weight than both overweight and normal weight children. In the middle activity group, the pattern was different: obese and overweight children were similar and both groups had significantly lower esteem about their own weight than normal weight children.

Discussion:
This study shows that body esteem is related to weight status and gender in middle childhood. Previous research has demonstrated that adult and adolescent females experience lower levels of body satisfaction than males. Results from this study suggest that these effects can be observed earlier in childhood, because 3rd grade girls appear to be more sensitive to how weight affects their appearance than boys. This may put them at a greater risk for disordered eating and body image disturbances in adolescence and adulthood. 

Although previous studies indicate that greater physical activity is related to increased body esteem in adolescents and adults, the results from this study did not find a significant link between physical activity and global or appearance-related body esteem. However, there was a significant interaction effect between weight status and physical activity on children’s weight-related body esteem. These results suggest that when physical activity is low or high, obese weight status has an even greater effect on children’s body esteem related to weight. Further research is necessary to better understand the relationship between children’s physical activity and body esteem.
