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Abstract 

The Relationship of Positive Body Image to  

Self-Compassion and Ethnic Identity in Adult Women 

 Erica D. Wiley  

A positive body image is theorized to be more than the absence of a negative 

body image, which has been the primary focus of research. Self-compassion, ethnic 

identity, and age are all variables that have been shown to be important to healthy self-

concept in women, and there is some initial evidence that they may also be important for 

positive body image (Smith & Silva, 2011; Wasylkiw, MacKinnon, & MacLellan, 2012) 

This study investigated the role of self-compassion and ethnic identity in positive body 

image in a diverse sample of adult women. Participants (n=291) completed an online 

survey consisting of the Body Appreciation Scale (Avalos, Tylka, & Wood-Barcalow, 

2005), Multi-Ethnic Identity Measure (Phinney & Ong, 2007), Self-Compassion Scale 

(Neff, 2003b), and a demographic questionnaire. Overall, both self-compassion and 

ethnic identity accounted for a statistically significant variance in positive body image, 

which did not vary with women’s age. Implications for future research and counseling 

interventions are discussed. 
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The Relationship of Positive Body Image to  

Self-Compassion and Ethnic Identity in Adult Women 

 Research on body image has historically focused on the prediction and outcomes 

of a poor image (Tiggemann, 2004), suggesting that a positive body image is simply the 

absence of negative elements such as pressure for thinness, poor self-esteem, and the 

presence of disordered eating behavior. Research from a strengths-based perspective has 

recently begun to challenge this assumption by exploring the existence of positive body 

image as a separate variable (Avalos, Tylka, & Wood-Barcalow, 2005; Wood-Barcalow, 

Tylka, & Augustus-Horvath, 2010). Thus, recent research has begun to more clearly 

define the concept of positive body image. This literature review will focus upon the area 

of body image, with a particular emphasis on positive body image, self-compassion, 

ethnic identity, and age.  

 More theorists and researchers in positive health psychology are emphasizing that 

health is not simply the absence of disease (Schmidt, Raque-Bogdan, Piontkowski, & 

Schaefer, 2011; Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2000). Schmidt, et al. (2011) investigated 

the inclusion of positive psychology constructs in health psychology research and found 

that although slightly more than one-third of the articles in three health psychology 

journals mentioned an identified positive construct, only three percent had a clear focus 

in this realm.  Additionally, within the same content analysis, Schmidt et al. (2011) found 

only four articles with positive body image as the main focus.  Thus, the field of health 

psychology has historically focused more on negative constructs, and more research is 

needed in the area of positive body image. The current study stems from (a) the growth of 

positive psychology as a field (Seligman, 2008), and (b) the suggestion of Schmidt, et al., 
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(2011) that positive health psychology needs more research to specifically determine 

what variables and constructs are related to optimal health, including positive body image.  

Positive Body Image 

 Body image can be described as a construct that is both complex and 

multidimensional. It includes both self-perceptions and attitudes (i.e., thoughts, feelings, 

and behaviors) related to one’s body (Cash, 2002). Additionally, concepts such as 

appearance evaluation, appearance orientation, body esteem, and accuracy of size 

perception have all been deemed important components of body image (Avalos, et al., 

2005). Research on body image has been heavily focused on exploring how people 

demonstrate a negative orientation toward their bodies (Cash, 2002). Individual, cultural, 

and family factors, including low self -esteem and pressure for thinness, have been a 

central focus of the prediction of poor body image, while outcomes of negative body 

image have included eating disorders, negative emotions, social difficulties, and sexual 

concerns (Cash & Deagle, 1997; Cash & Fleming, 2002; Noles, Cash, & Winstead, 1985; 

Stice, 1982; Tylka & Subich, 2004; Wiederman, 2002).  Thus, there is depth of 

knowledge regarding poor body image, but we know comparatively little about the 

factors that contribute to the development of a positive body image. 

 Striegel-Moore and Cachelin (1999) have speculated that the factors contributing 

to or resulting from a positive body image may or may not be related to those associated 

with negative body image and suggest that there may be entirely different factors leading 

to positive body image.  For example, high self-esteem or having a thin body build could 

serve as protective factors in the prevention of eating disorders, and therefore could be 

predictors of positive body image.  Avalos et al. (2005) cited only one study that has 

focused on identifying characteristics of women with a positive body image, which 
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compared groups of women with positive body image to those with negative body image, 

as well as to a group referred to as having “normative body discontent”  (Williams, Cash 

& Santos, 2004). The findings of this study demonstrated that women with a positive 

body image reported more appearance satisfaction, less body image distress, and a greater 

tendency to report that their body image positively influenced their life and functioning 

than participants with negative body image or normative body discontent (Avalos et al., 

2005). It was suggested that exploring positive body image is a necessary next step for 

understanding positivity and sense of well-being related to the body. 

 The measurement of the concept of positive body image has been a focus of 

recent research. Avalos et al. (2005) developed the Body Appreciation Scale (BAS), 

which assesses four characteristics that are often identified as qualities of positive body 

image. These characteristics, developed from the women’s self-help literature (e.g., Cash, 

1997, Freedman, 2002, Maine, 2000, Williams et al., 2004), include: (a) favorable 

opinions of the body (regardless of actual physical appearance), (b) acceptance of the 

body in spite of weight, body shape, and imperfections, (c) respect for the body by 

attending to its needs and engaging in healthy behaviors, and (d) protection of the body 

by rejecting unrealistic body images portrayed by the media. Avalos et al. (2005) found 

that higher BAS scores were strongly associated with higher body esteem (perceptions of 

sexual attractiveness, physical condition, and lower body weight concern), as well as 

lower body surveillance and lower body shame. BAS scores were also strongly related to 

self-esteem and moderately to strongly related to optimism and proactive coping. They 

further found that higher BAS scores were strongly associated in a positive direction with 

a greater tendency to evaluate one’s appearance favorably and in a negative direction 

with body preoccupation and body dissatisfaction.  
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Wood-Barcalow et al. (2010) attempted to identify the many characteristics of 

positive body image, including appreciating the unique beauty and functionality of their 

body, filtering negative information, and highlighting their body’s assets while 

minimizing perceived imperfections. This study used a qualitative research design to 

analyze interviews from 15 multicultural college women ranging in age from 18 to 21, 

who were classified as possessing a positive body image. They found that when women 

embraced positive information and showed compassion towards themselves by accepting 

their bodies and rejecting negative information such as unrealistic media ideals, their 

body investment decreased and their body evaluation became more positive. Furthermore, 

when women helped others to love their bodies and surrounded themselves with others 

who promote body acceptance, their positive information increased which led to a more 

positive body image. Thus, it appears that compassionate views toward the self and 

others are an important component of positive body image. 

Self-Compassion and Body Image 

 Self-compassion has recently become a burgeoning area of research in 

psychology. This construct involves experiencing kindness towards oneself, being 

mindful of one’s suffering, and recognizing one’s experience as part of the common 

human experience (Neff, 2003a). Compassion, including self-compassion, involves being 

open to and moved by the suffering of others as well as the suffering of oneself, so that 

one desires to ease the suffering.  It also involves offering self and others patience, 

kindness and nonjudgmental understanding, recognizing that all humans are imperfect 

and make mistakes. Wasylkiw, MacKinnon, and MacLellan (2012) built upon the earlier 

work of Neff (2003a) and defined self-compassion as made up of three core components 

including (a) kindness to one’s self as compared to harsh self-judgment, (b) recognition 
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that one’s experiences are common to all as compared to a sense of isolation, and (c) 

mindful awareness of one’s shortcomings as opposed to over-identification with them. 

Both definitions have at their core that people high in self-compassion are accepting of 

themselves. 

 Wasylkiw, MacKinnon, & MacLellan (2012) researched self-compassion and its 

relation to body image. They hypothesized that self-compassion would be linked to 

women’s positive body image, as well as self-esteem.  Participants were 142 female 

undergraduate students (primarily Caucasian Canadian) with a mean age of 19 years. 

Measures included the Self-Compassion Scale (Neff, 2003b), Rosenberg Self-Esteem 

Scale (Rosenberg, 1965), and three body image measures including the Body 

Appreciation Scale (Avalos et al., 2005). Using hierarchical regression analysis, the 

authors found that increased self-compassion was associated with less body 

preoccupation, fewer concerns about weight, and greater appreciation toward one’s body. 

Further, they found that all three aspects of self-compassion significantly correlated with 

women’s perceptions of their bodies. Furthermore, self-compassion predicted women’s 

body image above and beyond the contribution of self-esteem, indicating that self-

compassion is a unique variable and different from self-esteem (Wasylkiw et al., 2012). 

Neff and Vonk (2009) examined the hypothesis that self-compassion would be 

associated with a more stable and less reactive sense of self-worth than would global self-

esteem. Participants included 2,187 individuals (26% men and 74% women, X = 38.6 

years). They found that self-compassion predicted more stable feelings of self-worth than 

self-esteem. Self-compassion also had a stronger negative association with social 

comparison, public self-consciousness, and anger. Interestingly, self-esteem was 

positively related to narcissism and self-compassion was linked to self-worth stability. 
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Neff and Vonk (2009) also reported that self-compassion predicted self-worth that is less 

dependent on appearance as compared to self-esteem. This study suggests that self-

compassion may be a useful alternative to global self-esteem, which has been the 

predominant construct related to body image in past research, when considering what 

constitutes a healthy self-stance. 

 Adams and Leary (2007) investigated the role of self-compassion in buffering 

negative reactions to eating behaviors in a lab study. Eighty-four female undergraduate 

students completed a measure to assess their rigid restraint eating behaviors.  Participants 

were asked either to eat an unhealthy food or no food and were induced to think self–

compassionately about their eating or given no intervening treatment. The authors found 

that participants who were induced to be more self-compassionate reported less distress 

about their eating during the experiment and participated in less overeating of available 

candy during the “cover” experimental task of taste testing. The authors reported that this 

may have been because they were less judgmental and more accepting of themselves, 

even when they behaved in ways that were inconsistent with their own goals. 

Thus, self-compassion has been found in recent studies to be an important 

variable in relation to positive body image, and other variables suggestive of positive 

body image. Self-compassion appears to be a variable that is important beyond global 

measures of self-esteem, which can be more dependent on appearance rather than internal 

self-acceptance. While research into this important construct has been gaining 

momentum, relatively little has been done examining self-compassion’s role in body 

image with diverse samples, and there is evidence that ethnicity and ethnic identity play a 

role in body image.  

 



POSITIVE BODY IMAGE IN ADULT WOMEN   

 

 

7 

Ethnic Identity and Body Image 

 Cultural, racial, and ethnic differences in body image have been of interest to 

researchers for some time.  In recent years, two meta-analytic studies were conducted on 

racial and ethnic differences in body image and dissatisfaction.  In an examination of 98 

studies on this topic, Grabe and Hyde (2006) found that while White women had more 

body dissatisfaction than other racial groups, the differences were small. A second meta-

analysis included 55 studies conducted between 1967 and 2002 and found that Black 

women had lower levels of body dissatisfaction than White women, though they found 

that this difference appeared to be less significant over time (Roberts, Cash, Feingold, & 

Johnson, 2006). That is, studies done more recently tended to show less difference 

between Black and White women on indicators of poor body image. Roberts et al. (2006) 

speculated that this may be due to increasing social norms for thinness in the Black 

community in recent years. In an examination of Asian-American women, researchers 

have found that women with more traditional Asian values showed more body 

dissatisfaction, as did those who were more influenced by media values (Lau, Lum, 

Chronister, & Forrest, 2006). Tolaymat and Moradi (2011) studied 118 Muslim women 

in the United States and found medium to large positive correlations among (a) 

internalization of cultural standards of beauty, (b) body surveillance, (c) body shame, and 

(d) eating disorder symptoms. Thus, variables related to race and culture have historically 

played a role in poor body image, but have not been studied in relation to positive body 

image. 

 Ethnic identity is the degree to which individuals perceive themselves to be 

included and aligned with an ethnic group, and is a defining characteristic for many 

people, especially people of color (Phinney, 2000). The concept of ethnic identity is 
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broader than that of racial identity and refers to a sense of self that is shared with others 

who belong to the same ethnic group. It is also an important contributor to a person’s 

sense of well-being, and allows people to derive positive self-attitudes from belonging to 

groups that are meaningful to them (Phinney, 1990). Smith and Silva (2011) conducted a 

meta-analysis of 184 studies over 20 years and found that the construct of ethnic identity 

has received significant focus in the psychological research literature. The results 

demonstrated that ethnic identity was modestly salient to the self-esteem and well-being 

of people of color. In the studies examined in this analysis, ethnic identity was shown to 

be more associated with positive aspects of well-being than acting as a buffer against 

distress. Since ethnic identity is associated with more positive elements of well-being, 

one could predict that it will relate more clearly with positive body image than with 

negative body image. 

 Other researchers have explored the role of ethnic identity and its relation to 

internalization of societal beauty standards, which is related to body dissatisfaction. 

Specifically, Wood, and Petrie (2010) examined the relationship between ethnic identity, 

societal pressure to be thin, internalization of societal beauty ideals and body image 

concerns in 322 African American female undergraduate students. They hypothesized 

that higher reported levels of societal pressures to be thin would be related to more 

internalization of societal beauty ideals, higher levels of ethnic identity would be related 

to less internalization of societal beauty ideas, internalization of societal beauty ideas 

would be directly and positively related to body image concerns, and body image 

concerns would be associated with higher levels of disordered eating. They found that 

ethnic identity was inversely related to internalization of societal beauty ideals. 

Furthermore, they found a direct positive relationship between internalization of societal 
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beauty ideals, body image concerns and disordered eating. Since higher levels of ethnic 

identity were directly and negatively related to internalization of societal beauty ideals, 

these results suggest that having a strong ethnic identity reduces the likelihood of an 

eating disorder. In light of these findings, ethnic identity could well predict positive body 

image, though this relationship has not yet been examined, nor has ethnic identity been 

researched in relation to self-compassion.  

 Age Differences in Positive Body Image  

 In addition to ethnic identity, age is a construct that has been examined with 

regard to body image, but more research is needed on how positive body image may 

change throughout adulthood.  There is reason to expect that body image will become 

poorer as women age, as every year is likely to move women further from the thin and 

youthful ideal of beauty (Tiggemann & Lynch, 2001). Individuals often gain weight 

through the lifespan, change shape and lose skin elasticity. For women, all the biological 

developmental events of puberty, pregnancy, and menopause increase the possibility of 

these changes to the body (Rodin, Silberstein, & Striegel-Moore, 1985). Gupta and 

Schork (1993) found that a thin shapely body is associated with favorable looks, 

especially among women, and that as a group, women were more concerned about aging-

related changes than men. Positive body image, therefore, is important throughout 

adulthood and appears to be likely to change and vary throughout various stages of 

adulthood. 

Age has not yet been extensively researched in relation to positive body image, 

though it has been studied in relation to negative body image. Tiggemann and Lynch 

(2001) investigated women’s body image across the lifespan. Three hundred and twenty-

two women ranging in age from 20 to 84 years completed questionnaires measuring body 
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dissatisfaction, self-objectification, and its consequences. They found no significant 

correlation between age and body dissatisfaction or between age and body-esteem. Their 

results confirmed the conclusion of other researchers that body dissatisfaction remains 

relatively stable across the lifespan (Altabe & Thompson, 1993; Cash & Henry, 1995; 

Paxton & Phythian, 1998; Tiggemann, 1992). This is an interesting finding given that 

young women are more likely than older women to develop eating disorders (Hudson, 

Hiripi, Pope, & Kessler, 2007). It leads to the question as to whether there are age 

differences in positive body image that could explain this apparent contradiction. 

 Preliminary research has found that body appreciation is negatively related to age. 

Swami, Hadji-Michael, and Furnham (2008) administered the Body Appreciation Scale 

(BAS), along with several other instruments, to a British community sample of 101 

women and 106 men. They found that women’s BAS scores were significantly positively 

correlated with higher education, self-assessed overall attractiveness, and instrumentality, 

and negatively correlated with age.  Thus, further investigation into the relationship 

between positive body image and age is needed.  

 In studying positive body image and age, it is important to recognize that 

women’s bodies change throughout adulthood in ways that are reflected through 

developmental stages. Augustus-Horvath and Tylka (2011) refer to three different age 

groups of adult women as related to body image: emerging adulthood (ages 18-25), early 

adulthood (ages 26-39), and middle adulthood (ages 40–65). These three groups reflect 

developmental changes that occur throughout much of adulthood, though late adulthood 

has been excluded. 

 Emerging adult women are in a developmental stage theoretically and empirically 

distinct from adolescence and early adulthood (Arnett, 2000; Santrock, 2008). They tend 
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to explore a variety of directions in life, have not yet achieved their goals, and are more 

closely focused on their appearance and body as a reflection of their identity. They 

experience negative body image, and are keenly aware of negative media images that 

portray thin and attractive women their age as successful (Arnett, 2000; Gillen & 

Lefkowitz, 2009). 

 Early adult women tend to have responsibilities that may include career, marriage 

and motherhood (Arnett, 2000). Their bodies often are changing as part of the natural 

aging process and the experience of pregnancy, and they tend to place less emphasis on 

appearance (Arnett, 2000). Results of a ten year longitudinal study found that women in 

early adulthood reported lower disordered eating and higher body satisfaction as 

compared to when they were in emerging adulthood, though their desire to lose weight 

remained high (Heatherton, Mahanedi, Striepe, Field, & Keel, 1997).  

 Middle adult women are even more established in family and career roles. They 

tend to be less objectified because they are no longer in the highly sexualized stage of life 

(Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997). Their body image can be tied to their attitudes about the 

importance of aging and appearance, resulting in a wide range of body image attitudes 

and an overall lower level of positive body image (Kearney-Cooke & Isaacs, 2004; 

Santrock, 2008). This group of women may devalue their bodies because of its aging 

appearance (Gupta, 1995). 

  Augustus-Horvath and Tylka (2011) investigated the links between intuitive 

eating, body acceptance by others, perceived social support, and body appreciation for 

women of different age groups. Their participants were emerging adult women (n=318), 

early adult women (n=238), and middle adult women (n=245).  They found age group 

differences for several variables, including body appreciation. Specifically, the middle 
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and emerging age groups were significantly different, with the middle age group being 

less appreciative of their bodies than emerging adult women. However, the early adult 

group did not differ from either group in their reported level of body appreciation, 

potentially indicating a slow decline in body appreciation over the lifespan of women.  

Thus, there is initial evidence that body dissatisfaction remains stable throughout 

adulthood, while body appreciation (positive body image) may decrease as women get 

older. Perhaps this is because body appreciation measures the extent to which one is 

appreciative of all aspect of one’s body, not just appearance, and older women may have 

bodily concerns (such as health concerns) that younger women do not. 

 Like the construct of body appreciation, self-compassion has also been shown to 

be related to age. Neff and Vonk (2009) hypothesized that self-compassion would be 

associated with a more stable and less reactive sense of self-worth than would global self-

esteem throughout adulthood. They used data from a large community-based survey 

collected over an eight-month period (n=2187). They found that self-compassion 

displayed a significant positive association with age. Specifically, the authors reported a 

significant positive relationship between age and self-compassion, when controlling for 

self-esteem, sex and income.  Thus, while body appreciation appears to decrease through 

the years, there is evidence that self-compassion will increase.  Therefore, the interplay 

between age and self-compassion deserves attention when investigating these variables 

with regard to positive body image. 

Summary 

Positive body image has been a focus of recent research though relatively little is 

known about its predictors. Through related research in negative body image, self-

compassion, ethnic identity, and age appear to be important constructs in this area of 
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women’s well-being and may play a role in maintaining a positive image of one’s body. 

Both self-compassion and ethnic identity have been associated with variables that relate 

to enhanced well-being and positive body image, though these relationships have not 

been examined directly. Further, research on positive body image across the lifespan 

indicates that body dissatisfaction remains stable though body appreciation may gradually 

decrease as women age.   The extent to which self-compassion and ethnic identity serve 

as protective factors in the maintenance of a positive body image over time is worthy of 

exploration.  Thus, the present study will examine the extent to which self-compassion 

and ethnic identity predicts positive body image for women of different ages in a 

multicultural sample.  

Hypotheses   

H1: There will be age differences in the reporting of positive body image.  Specifically, 

middle adult women (40-65) will demonstrate lower positive body image than emerging 

(18-25) or early adult (26-39) women. Early adult women (26-39) will demonstrate 

higher positive body image than emerging (26-39) or middle adult women (40-65). 

H2: Positive body image in women will be predicted by self-compassion and ethnic 

identity.  Specifically, those who have higher levels of self-compassion and higher levels 

of ethnic identity will have higher body appreciation.  

H3: Self-compassion will moderate the relationship between positive body image and age, 

such that women with high self-compassion will exhibit positive body image regardless 

of age, and women with low self-compassion will show differences in positive body 

image across age groups. 

H4: Ethnic identity will moderate the relationship between positive body image and age, 

such that women with a more developed sense of ethnic identity will be more likely to 
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have a positive body image regardless of age, and women with low ethnic identity will 

show differences in positive body image across age groups. 

Methods 

Participants and Procedures 

Participants (N=291) included women between the ages of 18 and 72 (M= 29.84). 

The racial composition of the sample included 57% Caucasian, 21% African American, 

8% Latina, 10% Asian American, and 3% Other. The educational background of 

participants was 46% high school graduates, 25% Bachelor’s degree, 12% Master’s 

degree, and 9% Doctoral degree.  The majority of participants reported family income to 

be $60,000 and higher.  (see Table 1). Participants completed an online survey consisting 

of self-report measures of the variables of interest. Participants were recruited from the 

Psychology subject pool, listserves, Craigslist, and word-of-mouth.  Recruitment efforts 

focused on obtaining a diverse sample in terms of ethnic identity and age. According to 

Cohen (1992), a minimum sample size of 76 is needed to detect a medium effect at the 

alpha=.05 level with this particular study design. 

 The online data collection tool, CampusLabs, was used to create the survey and a 

link was distributed to interested participants.  Participants were instructed to read an 

informed consent document, and once they indicated agreement, they were directed to the 

online survey.  

 Measures 

 Demographics.  A demographic questionnaire included questions related to age, 

gender, education level, socioeconomic status (SES), citizenship, and commitment to 

religion (see Appendix A). Education and SES were included in order to assess 

comparability of the sample when comparing by age. Citizenship was included to perhaps 
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exclude international participants if their numbers were large. And commitment to 

religion was included due to religion potentially being part of some participants’ culture. 

Race and ethnicity were included in a subsequent measure (see MEIM below). 

Positive Body Image. Avalos et al. (2005) developed the Body Appreciation 

Scale (BAS) to measure positive body image (see Appendix B). The BAS is a 13-item 

self-report measure that requires participants to indicate the frequency of each on a scale 

from 1 (never) to 5 (always). Examples of items include: “On the whole, I am satisfied 

with my body” and “I respect my body.” The mean of the item scores is calculated to 

result in a possible score between 1 and 5, with higher scores indicating more positive 

body image. Avalos et al. (2005) reported evidence in support of internal consistency of 

the scores, with Cronbach’s alpha ranging from .91 to .94. They also found test-retest 

reliability of .90 over three weeks.  Wasylkiw et al. (2012) reported Cronbach’s alpha 

of .91.  Avalos et al. (2005) emphasized the limitations of their instrument, in that 

validation studies involved only American college women who were overwhelmingly 

Caucasian, and the need to include diverse populations in the study of positive body 

image. Research has been done on international samples (Swami, et al., 2008), but 

validation using multicultural samples has not been undertaken. Thus, the BAS has been 

found to be a reliable and valid measure for the assessment of positive body image with 

Caucasian samples, but more evidence is needed regarding its application to ethnically 

diverse samples. The Cronbach’s alpha in the current study was .92 with an ethnically 

diverse sample. 

 Self-Compassion. The Self-Compassion Scale (SCS; Neff, 2003b; see Appendix 

D) is a 26-item self-report measure in which participants respond to the frequency of each 

item (e.g., “I’m tolerant of my own flaws and inadequacies”) on a scale from 1 (almost 
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never) to 5 (almost always). Scores on this scale are averaged and can range from 1 to 5, 

with higher scores indicating greater self-compassion. Neff (2003b) reported a test–retest 

reliability of .93 in a sample of undergraduates for an interval of approximately three 

weeks as well as evidence of construct validity. This scale can yield scores for six 

subscales. Three of the subscales (i.e., self-kindness, common humanity, mindfulness) 

correspond to the three defining components of self-compassion whereas the remaining 

three subscales (i.e., self-judgment, isolation, and over-identification) reflect the 

opposites of those components. Consistent with Neff’s (2011) recommendations, the 

current study will use the mean of the total scale in the analyses. The subscales of self-

kindness and self-judgment are each made up of five items and the remaining four 

subscales are comprised of four items. Cronbach’s alpha was found to be .93 for the total 

score (Wasylkiw, et al., 2012). Cronbach’s alpha for the current study was .97.  

Ethnic Identity. The Multigroup Ethnic Identity Measure (MEIM; see Appendix 

C) was originally developed to measure the process of ethnic identity development in 

adolescents and young adults (Phinney, 1992). It has since been used in research with 

individuals ranging from 12 years to adult and has been used across a wide range of 

ethnic groups and ages (Ponterotto, Gretchen, Utsey, Stracuzzi, & Sava, 2003; Worrell, 

2000). Phinney and Ong (2007) developed the most current version of the MEIM, a 6-

item instrument that was developed using confirmatory factor analysis to test competing 

models of the structure of ethnic identity. This version uses a 5-point Likert scale with 

responses ranging from strongly disagree (1) to strongly agree (5), with 3 as a neutral 

position. For studies concerned only with the overall strength of ethnic identity or the 

degree to which ethnic identity is achieved, the two scales can be combined, which will 

be the procedure followed in the current study. The total score is calculated as the mean 
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of items on the scale. Reliability analyses of the full scale showed Cronbach’s alpha 

of .81 (Phinney & Ong, 2007) and .92 for the current study. 

Results 

Table 2 lists the means, standard deviations, and bivariate correlations for all 

variables. The first hypothesis, which was exploratory due to the mixed findings 

regarding age differences in body image reported by previous research, stated that there 

would be age differences in positive body image. This hypothesis was not supported. 

Specifically, it had been hypothesized that middle adult women (40-65) would 

demonstrate lower positive body image than emerging (18-25) or early adult (26-39) 

women. Further, it was hypothesized that early adult women (26-39) would demonstrate 

higher positive body image than emerging (18-25) or middle adult women (40-

65).  Participants were coded into these three groups: emerging (18-25), early (26-39), 

and middle (40-65) adulthood, and means across groups were compared using ANOVA 

procedures. There were not statistically significant mean differences in positive body 

image (F (2,282) = 0.50, p > .05). It is of note that the highest mean positive body image 

score was in the middle adult group (M = 3.69; age 40-65), and the lowest mean positive 

body image score was in the emerging adult group (M = 3.58; age 18-25), though the 

difference was not statistically significant. Correlation analyses did not reveal a 

statistically significant correlation between age and positive body image, though it did 

reveal a statistically significant positive relationship between age and self-compassion. 

The second hypothesis stated that positive body image in women would be 

predicted by self-compassion and ethnic identity.  It was hypothesized that those who 

have higher levels of self-compassion and higher levels of ethnic identity would have 

higher body appreciation. A stepwise multiple regression analysis was performed on the 
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data. Self-compassion was entered in step one, and ethnic identity was added in step two. 

Results revealed that self-compassion, F (2,288) = 75.54, p < .01, R2 = .34, and ethnic 

identity, F (3, 287) = 53.75, p < .05, R2 = .36, were both statistically significant 

contributors to positive body image (see Table 3). These findings demonstrated that 

participants who reported higher levels of self-compassion and ethnic identity were 

shown to have higher ratings of positive body image, thus supporting the hypothesis. 

Self-compassion contributed the most unique variance to positive body image (R2 = .34), 

while ethnic identity contributed a small percentage of variance beyond its relation with 

self-compassion (R2 = .36). 

As the ANOVA examining differences in positive body image across age groups 

failed to show differences in this construct for women of different ages, hypothesis 3, 

which stated that self-compassion would moderate the relationship between positive body 

image and age, could not be tested.   The same was true for Hypothesis 4, as a lack of 

differences in age groups on positive body image precluded the ability to test the 

potential moderating role of ethnic identity in the relationship between age and positive 

body image.  

Post hoc analyses were performed to investigate the role of potential racial and age 

differences in body image. First, a post-hoc ANOVA was performed and indicated no 

differences in positive body image by racial group (F = 0.58, p > .05), indicating that all 

five racial groups (Caucasian, African American, Asian American, Latina, and other) had 

comparable mean scores on the BAS. To investigate the potential differences between 

White women and women of color as a group, three 3X2 ANOVAs were performed on 

the variables of interest (positive body image, self-compassion, and ethnic identity) to 

determine if there were differences across the three age groups (Emerging, Early, and 
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Middle Adult) and two racial groupings (White and Women of Color). For positive body 

image, the results of the analysis were not statistically significant (F = 1.28, p > .05). 

However, differences in self-compassion across age and racial group were statistically 

significant (F = 2.61, p < .05), with women of color scoring higher on self-compassion in 

all three age groups, and self-compassion being lowest in emerging adult women and 

highest in middle adult women for both racial group categories. Similarly, differences in 

ethnic identity were statistically significant (F = 4.49; p < .001), such that women of 

color scored higher on ethnic identity than White women. No statistically significant 

differences were evident by age group.  

Discussion 

The present study explored the relationship between positive body image, self-

compassion and ethnic identity in a diverse sample of adult women. Overall, self-

compassion and ethnic identity accounted for statistically significant variance in positive 

body image, which did not vary with women’s age. Further, post-hoc analyses showed no 

statistically significant difference in positive body image by ethnic group. This is 

supportive of research that demonstrates that more current differences in racial groups in 

body dissatisfaction are minimal (Grabe and Hyde, 2006; Roberts et al., 2006). 

The results of this study build on previous research on positive body image. By 

examining a diverse sample of women across ages and ethnicities, the findings extend the 

limited research on positive body image, which has indicated a link between self-

compassion and positive body image in a Caucasian sample of college students 

(Wasylkiw et al., 2012).  In the current study, self-compassion contributed the most 

variance to the prediction of positive body image for adult women. Wasylkiw et al. 

(2012) describe that self-compassion entails less harsh judgement of the self and it is 
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therefore intuitive that those who are more self-compassionate are more accepting of 

themselves. The current findings more clearly add positive body image to the increasing 

number of variables that are predicted by self compassion, including adaptive 

psychological functioning (Neff, Kirkpatrick & Rude, 2007), positive aging (Allen & 

Leary, 2013), and self-improvement motivation (Breines & Chen, 2012). The current 

findings also support research by Wood-Barcalow et al. (2010) who found that women 

classified as having positive body image also had compassion toward themselves by 

accepting their bodies in spite of perceived appearance flaws. Those high in self-

compassion appear to be accepting of things they cannot change and working to change 

the things they can (Leary, Tate, Adams, Allen, & Hancock, 2007). Self-compassion 

appears to be a variable that has a very broad and positive effect on human functioning, 

including maintaining a positive body image. 

Ethnic identity also contributed significant variance to the prediction of positive 

body image. This concurs with previous research that found ethnic identity to be salient 

to the self-esteem and well being of people of color (Smith & Silva, 2012) as well as 

White individuals (Brooks, 1999). Specifically, ethnic identity has been associated to a 

greater degree with positive aspects of well-being than distress. The current research 

extends this finding to specifically link ethnic identity to positive body image in a 

multicultural and multi-age sample. Ethnic identity involves the identification of oneself 

as a member of a particular social grouping and a commitment and sense of belonging to 

this group (Phinney & Ong, 2007). A more fully developed sense of ethnic identity 

indicates more positive images and feelings regarding one’s belonging to their ethnic 

group and would contribute to a more favorable image of one’s self overall. Thus it is 

reasonable to have found that ethnic identity is also a predictor of positive body image. 



POSITIVE BODY IMAGE IN ADULT WOMEN   

 

 

21 

Self-compassion contributed the most variance to positive body image of the two 

predictors, while ethnic identity added only a small percentage of unique variance above 

and beyond its relation with self-compassion. Thus, the shared variance of these two 

predictors in positive body image deserves note.  Both ethnic identity and self-

compassion involve a sense of self-acceptance, which is positively associated with 

personal well-being (Smith & Silva, 2011; Neff, 2003a). Phinney (1990) emphasized that 

ethnic identity allows people to derive positive self-attitudes from belonging to groups 

that are meaningful to them. Self-compassion as a concept involves a sense of common 

humanity and kindness to oneself and others (Neff, 2003a), which seems to overlap 

significantly with the concepts underlying ethnic identity. It is clear that both self-

compassion and ethnic identity have acceptance of self and others at the core of their 

definitions. Thus, further exploration of the similarities and differences in the underlying 

cognitive processes involved in both self-compassion and ethnic identity would help to 

clarify the relation between these variables. 

The research on age and body image has been mixed, with some studies showing 

a relationship (Swami, Hadji-Michael, & Furnham, 2008) and others not (Tiggemann & 

Lynch, 2001). The hypotheses of the current study were based on the findings of 

Augustus-Horvath & Tylka (2011) that suggested a complex relationship with a potential 

slow decline in positive body image over the lifespan of women, along with a stable 

negative body image. In their study of positive body orientation, they included other’s 

acceptance of their bodies and social support among their variables. They found that body 

acceptance by others related more significantly to body appreciation by self in the older 

two groups of women than for emerging adult women. They interpreted this as indication 

that body acceptance by others and perceived social support was a more important factor 
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in body appreciation for older women than for emerging adult women. The findings of 

this study were not in line with these findings; positive body image did not differ across 

age groups. Since perceived social support and body appreciation by others were not 

variables in the current study, it is difficult to tease out the myriad factors that may be 

affecting positive body image as women age. 

Another possible interpretation of these findings is that the sample in Augustus-

Horvath & Tylka’s (2011) study was largely Caucasian (80%), while the current study 

had larger representation across racial and ethnic groups. Finally, it should be noted that 

roughly two-thirds of the sample of the current study was made up of younger women 

(176 participants), and that participants representing ethnic minority groups were 

primarily in lower age groups, while older participants were predominately Caucasian. It 

will be important in future research to include differences in the racial composition of the 

sample as a focus when studying positive body image and age. 

An interesting finding that was not related to the research hypotheses is that age 

and self-compassion were related, which concurs with previous research (Neff and Vonk, 

2009). Notably, older women had higher levels of self-compassion than younger women, 

but this did not translate into better body image. Currently no research has been done to 

examine the differences in self-compassion and positive body image over the lifespan, so 

this area is worthy of further investigation. 

Other post hoc analyses found that women of color scored higher on self-

compassion in all three age groups, with self-compassion being lowest for younger 

women and highest for older women in both racial categories. This suggests that women 

develop more self-compassion as they get older, and women of color as a group have 

higher self-compassion than White women. It was also found that women of color scored 
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significantly higher on ethnic identity than White women. This suggests that women of 

color derive more positive attitudes from their identification with their ethnic group than 

do White women.  The role of race and age in strength-based variables such as self-

compassion and ethnic identity warrant further investigation.   

Limitations and Future Research 

The findings of this study should be interpreted in the context of its limitations. 

As noted above, recruitment efforts resulted in a sample that was largely made up of 

younger women.  In addition, the composition of the sample was such that participants 

representing ethnic minority groups were primarily in lower age groups, while older 

participants were predominately Caucasian. This reduces the generalizability of certain 

findings, and future research should aim to obtain a broad and representative group of 

women of different ethnicities and age groups in order to enhance confidence in the 

generalizability of findings. 

Another consideration when interpreting the findings of this study is the cross 

sectional design. It is not possible to determine if the lack of statistically significant 

differences across age groups is a reflection of developmental or generational differences. 

A longitudinal design would allow the questions related to positive body image, self-

compassion and ethnic identity to be more accurately assessed within individuals over 

time. 

Finally, the results are limited because this study exclusively used self-report 

measures that rely on accurate and honest responding of participants. Participants’ 

perceptions of themselves and social desirability issues may have had an impact on their 

responses to these measures. 
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Implications for Practice and Research 

        Additional research on positive body image is needed. In particular, research 

exploring the link between self-compassion and ethnic identity, as well as other 

psychological resources, and how these constructs relate to positive body image, is 

warranted. Wasylkiw et al. (2012) stated that there is also a need to explore the individual 

components of self-compassion and how they relate to positive body image. For example, 

is kindness to oneself a stronger factor in positive body image when compared to 

recognition that one’s experiences are common to all? The clarification of self-

compassion as a global variable as opposed to a combination of three separate factors in 

predicting positive body image would be a valuable area for future research. 

        More research can and should be conducted with the BAS (Avalos et al., 2005) to 

determine its utility in assessing positive body image for research and clinical purposes. 

The current study provides an additional contribution to the research using the BAS as a 

measure of positive body image yet continuing validation on diverse populations is 

needed.  

 The concepts underlying self-compassion continue to be refined. For example, 

Kraus and Sears have developed the Self-Other Four Immeasurable Scale (SOFI; 2009), 

which measured the Buddhist concepts of loving kindness, compassion, joy, equanimity. 

Their initial validation study has suggested four distinct subscales: positive qualities 

toward self, positive qualities toward others, negative qualities toward self, and negative 

qualities toward others. As the field of Psychology expands research in the area of self-

compassion, it is interesting to note that the field is focusing on the importance of 



POSITIVE BODY IMAGE IN ADULT WOMEN   

 

 

25 

variables such as these, which have been empirically derived. Future research will be 

important both to clarify the concept of self-compassion and its measurement. 

There are also implications of this study for potential counseling interventions 

designed to enhance positive body image. Numerous interventions and treatment 

techniques have been aimed at improving a negative body image, but very few exist for 

strengthening or improving a positive body image (e.g., O’Dea, 2004). The current 

findings suggest that more counseling interventions could be designed to increase both 

self-compassion and ethnic identity. Neff (2014) and her colleagues have compiled an 

extensive list of exercises that increase self-compassion including mindfulness 

meditations, written worksheets, audio interventions, and workshops. Interventions aimed 

at promoting positive body image could incorporate such self-compassion building 

techniques with a specific focus on positive body image and ethnic identity throughout 

the lifespan. Such interventions could then be researched to determine their effectiveness.  
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Table 1 

Participant Demographics (n=291) 

_______________________________________________________________________                                  

   M SD    Range     Frequency % 

Age           29.38      14.13     18-72         18-25              176           62          

              26-39               55            19 

                                                                                40-72               54            19 

Race            Caucasian          167           57 

  African-American     61 21 

         Latina           24            8 

   Asian American       28 10 

          Other           11  3 

Education     High School Grad   135         46 

     Associate Degree     22            8 

                                                                          Bachelors Degree     74          25 

                                                                          Masters Degree        35          12 

                                                                         Doctoral Degree        25            9 

Household Income   Less than $30,000      23            8 

                                                                        $30,000-59,999         53           18 

                                                                        $60,000-99,999         80           27 

                                                                       $100,000-149,999      72           25 

                                                                        Over $150,000           63           22 

 

American Citizen?   Yes                            282          97 
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   No                      9                3 

Strongly Identified w/ Religious Group/Practice     Not at all        62              21 

            Slightly              104            36 

                                                                               Very                  78              27 

                                                                              Extremely           47             16 

  

_______________________________________________________________________    
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Table 2 

Means, Standard Deviations, Bivariate Correlations Between Self-Compassion, Ethnic 

Identity, Age, and Positive Body Image (n=291) 

_______________________________________________________________________                                  

Variable   M SD  1 2 3 4 

1. BAS            3.61      .72                 ---     .58**    .21**     .11      

2. SCS                      3.19      .77                         ---      .14*      .27**     

3. MEIM            3.32      1.0               ---      -.03 

4. Age                       29.38   14.13     --- 

_______________________________________________________________________    

Note: * denotes significance at .05 level and ** denotes significance at .01 level. 

BAS = Body Appreciation Scale; SCS = Self-Compassion Scale; MEIM = Multi Ethnic 

Identity Measure 

_______________________________________________________________________    
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Table 3 

Summary of Multiple Regression Analysis for Variables Predicting Positive Body Image 

by Self-Compassion and Ethnic Identity (n=291) 

_______________________________________________________________________    

Variable   B        SE B  β F R2 R2 

SCS**              5.3        .04           .57     75.54  .34 

MEIM*             .09        .03           .13     53.75   .36       .02 

_______________________________________________________________________    

Note: * denotes significance at .05 level and ** denotes significance at .01 level. 

BAS = Body Appreciation Scale; SCS = Self-Compassion Scale; MEIM = Multi Ethnic 

Identity Measure 

_______________________________________________________________________    
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Appendix A 

Gender 

 _____Female 

 _____Male 

 _____Other 

Age in Years 

 _____ 

Please check your highest Education Level 

_____ Elementary School/Junior High 

_____ High School 

_____ Associates Degree 

_____ Bachelor’s Degree 

_____ Master’s Degree 

_____ Doctoral Degree 

Socioeconomic Status 

____ Low Socioeconomic Status 

____ Middle Socioeconomic Status 

____ High Socioeconomic Status 

Are you an American Citizen? 

____ Yes 

____ No 

Do you consider yourself committed to your religion? 

____ Yes 

____ No 
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Appendix B 

Body Appreciation Scale (BAS) (Avalos, Tylka & Wood-Barcalow, 2005) 

Please indicate the frequency of each item on a scale from 1 (never) to 5 (always). 

______1. I respect my body 

______2. I feel good about my body 

______3. On the whole, I am satisfied with my body 

______4. Despite its flaws, I accept my body for what it is 

______5. I feel that my body has at least some good qualities 

______6. I take a positive attitude toward my body 

______7. I am attentive to my body’s needs 

______8. My self-worth is independent of my body shape or weight 

______9. I do not focus a lot of energy being concerned with my body shape or 

weight 

______10. My feelings toward my body are positive, for the most part 

______11. I engage in healthy behaviors to take care of my body 

______12. I do not allow unrealistically thin images of women presented in the media 

  to affect my attitudes toward my body 

______13. Despite its imperfections, I still like my body 
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Appendix C 

Multigroup Ethnic Identity Measure—Revised (MEIM—R) 

Please identify your ethnic group:__________________________________________ 

Please indicate your agreement on each item on a scale from strongly disagree (1) to 

strongly agree (5), with 3 as a neutral position. 

______1.  I have spent time trying to find out more about my ethnic group, such as its 

history,  traditions, and customs. 

______2. I have a strong sense of belonging to my own ethnic group. 

______3.  I understand pretty well what my ethnic group membership means to me. 

______4.  I have often done things that will help me understand my ethnic background 

better. 

______5.  I have often talked to other people in order to learn more about my ethnic 

group. 

______6. I feel a strong attachment towards my own ethnic group. 

Please check which of the following ethnic groups you belong to: 

______Caucasian/White 

______African-American 

______Latino/Latina 

______Asian-American 

______Other______________________________________ 

______Other______________________________________ 

______International: ________________________________ 
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Appendix D 

Self Compassion Scale (Neff, 2003b) 

HOW I TYPICALLY ACT TOWARDS MYSELF IN DIFFICULT TIMES 
 
Please read each statement carefully before answering. To the left of each item, indicate 

how often you behave in the stated manner, using the following scale: 
  
     Almost                                                                                               Almost 
      never                                                                                                 always 
          1                         2                         3                         4                         5 
 
 

_____ 1.  I’m disapproving and judgmental about my own flaws and 

inadequacies. 

_____ 2.  When I’m feeling down I tend to obsess and fixate on everything 

that’s wrong. 

_____ 3.  When things are going badly for me, I see the difficulties as part of 

life that everyone goes through. 

_____ 4.  When I think about my inadequacies, it tends to make me feel more 

separate and cut off from the rest of the world. 

_____ 5.  I try to be loving towards myself when I’m feeling emotional pain. 

_____ 6.  When I fail at something important to me I become consumed by 

feelings of inadequacy. 

_____ 7. When I'm down and out, I remind myself that there are lots of other 

people in the world feeling like I am. 

_____ 8.  When times are really difficult, I tend to be tough on myself. 

_____ 9.  When something upsets me I try to keep my emotions in balance.   

_____ 10. When I feel inadequate in some way, I try to remind myself that 

feelings of inadequacy are shared by most people. 

_____ 11. I’m intolerant and impatient towards those aspects of my personality 

I don't like. 

_____ 12. When I’m going through a very hard time, I give myself the caring 

and tenderness I need. 

_____ 13. When I’m feeling down, I tend to feel like most other people are 
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probably happier than I am. 

_____ 14. When something painful happens I try to take a balanced view of the 

situation. 

_____ 15. I try to see my failings as part of the human condition. 

_____ 16. When I see aspects of myself that I don’t like, I get down on myself. 

_____ 17. When I fail at something important to me I try to keep things in 

perspective. 

_____ 18. When I’m really struggling, I tend to feel like other people must be 

having an easier time of it. 

_____ 19. I’m kind to myself when I’m experiencing suffering. 

_____ 20. When something upsets me I get carried away with my feelings. 

_____ 21. I can be a bit cold-hearted towards myself when I'm experiencing 

suffering. 

_____ 22. When I'm feeling down I try to approach my feelings with curiosity 

and openness. 

_____ 23. I’m tolerant of my own flaws and inadequacies. 

_____ 24. When something painful happens I tend to blow the incident out of 

proportion. 

_____ 25. When I fail at something that's important to me, I tend to feel alone 

in my failure. 

_____ 26. I try to be understanding and patient towards those aspects of my 

personality I don't like. 
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Appendix E 
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Curriculum Vita 
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