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Abstract

Purpose: the comparison between adolescents and their physical education teachers/trainers about anti-fat attitudes and weight
stereotypes. Method: Anti-fat Attitudes and Dislike of Fat People Scale, Fat Stereotypes Questionnaire, and Semantic
Differentials referred to Physical Self, Overweight, and Normal-weight People. Results: non-agonistic adolescents expressed
higher levels of anti-fat attitudes than the others and curricular teachers showed higher levels of dislike for fat people than the
others. Both positive and negative weight stereotypes were associated to fat people both by agonistic adolescents and physical
education teachers/trainers. Agonistic adolescents expressed a more positive representation of normal-weight people and their
physical self than the others. Lastly, the more the participants expressed high levels of anti-fat attitudes, the less they positively
judged the representation of overweight people.
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1. Introduction

A wide interest for the study of anti-fat attitudes and stereotypes referred to fat people has been demonstrated by
a large amount of scholars who carried out their investigations in different socio-cultural countries, such as Crandall
(1994), Cogan, Bhalla, Sefa-Dedeh, and Rothblum (1996), Morrison and O’Connor (1999), Bell and Morgan
(2000), Tiggemann and Anesbury (2000), Musher-Eizenman and colleagues (2004), O’Brien, Hunter, and Banks
(2007), Solbes and Enesco (2010), and Carels and Musher-Eizenman (2010). For example, as reported in Bell and
Morgan’s research (2000), children chose overweight target less than average-weight ones and wished to interact
with them less than with average-weight ones. Furthermore, Musher-Eizenman et al. (2004) found that children
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tended to choose normal-weight or thin peers as best friends and playmates more frequently than overweight ones.
In addition, older adolescents rated larger sized figures as more acceptable compared with elementary school
children (Rand & Wright, 2000) and college students ranked drawings of overweight peers more favorably than did
elementary school children (Latner, Stunkard, & Wilson, 2005). In a sample of physical education students,
Greenleaf and her colleagues (2006) found that students selected more positive characteristics for the thin target and
more negative characteristics for the fat target; female students showed a greater willingness to engage in social,
academic, and recreational activities with the thin target than male ones. In relation to adulthood, findings of some
studies indicated that the more the adults expressed anti-fat prejudice and propensity to judge the others in relation
to their own physical appearance (Livingston, 2001), the more they tended to show negative attitudes toward
overweight people (Peterson, Puhl, & Luedicke, 2012a). Additionally, people who think that weight was a
controllable factor showed more negative attitudes toward obese adults than people who consider that weight was
not a controllable factor (Carels & Musher-Eizenman, 2010). Also, as reported by fitness professionals and regular
exercisers, tested by Robertson and Vohora (2008) using both implicit and explicit measures of anti-fat attitudes, fat
people were judged worse and lazier than thin people. Concerning the weight stereotypes, children, adolescents, and
adults displayed negative stereotypes toward fat people by attributing to them more negative traits and fewer
positive traits (Greenleaf, Starks, Gomez, Chambliss, & Martin, 2004) than to thin and normal-weight people
(Brochu & Morrison, 2007). Overweight teenagers were labelled more frequently as targets and victims of weight
stereotyped beliefs expressed by their teachers and coaches during physical activity at school (Peterson, Puhl, &
Luedicke, 2012b). Physical educators held negative stereotyped beliefs about overweight children’s physical
condition, self-concept and body image, and ability to play sports (Peters & Jones, 2010). The analysis of anti-fat
attitudes and weight stereotypes from infancy to adulthood in Italian context (De Caroli, Sagone, & Licciardello,
2013; De Caroli & Sagone, 2013) indicated that younger children (6-8 years-old) expressed high levels of anti-fat
prejudice and chose, more often than older ones (9-10 years-old), normal-weight peers as best friends and
classmates and rejected to walk around and to play together with overweight peers. They attributed to overweight
peers negative stereotyped traits, such as hungry, slow, and rejected by the others. Additionally, the more the
children expressed high levels of anti-fat prejudice, the more they rejected to walk around and play together with
overweight peers. Analyzing the findings referred to a large amount of participants formed by preadolescents (11-13
years-old), adolescents (14-18 years-old), university students (19-35 years-old), and adults (36-55 years-old), higher
levels of anti-fat attitudes expressed by adolescents than other age-groups and negative stereotyped traits (e.g.,
aggressive, lazy, rejected, and bossy) assigned to overweight people emerged. Differently, adults attributed positive
characteristics (e.g., happy, courageous, generous, and quiet) to overweight people more frequently than the other
age-groups. Furthermore, the group of adolescents judged the representation of overweight people less positively
than the other age-groups.

1.1. Purpose of study

The originality of the present study consisted of the analysis of anti-fat attitudes and weight stereotyped beliefs
expressed by Sicilian adolescents (involved in agonistic and non-agonistic physical activity) and by their teachers
(curricular and physical education) and trainers.

1.2. Participants

The sample of this research was composed by:

-N.128 Sicilian normal-weight adolescents (M,,.=15,4; sd=1,6), all with BMI between the 5th and 85th
percentiles according to the clinical values reported by Cacciari et al. (2006): this sample was balanced in 64
subjects (23 boys and 41 girls) involved in agonistic physical activities (that is, intensive exercise from three to
seven days for a week) and 64 subjects (39 boys and 25 girls) in non-agonistic physical activities (that is, regular
exercise for twice a week), recruited both from six Public Secondary Schools and Gym Centers in Catania (East
Sicily, Italy); parental consent was obtained for the participation of adolescents to this investigation.

-N.140 Sicilian teachers, mainly normal-weight adults, divided in 70 curricular teachers (24 men and 46 women;
M,c=48,3; sd=7,03) and 70 physical education teachers/trainers (48 men and 22 women; M,,.=42,3; sd=10,6),
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respectively, serving in the same Public Secondary Schools and Gym Centers attended by adolescents involved in
this research.

1.3. Measures and procedure

a) Demographic information. All participants completed background questions related to age, body mass index,
profession, and frequency and typology of physical activity.

b) The Anti-fat Attitudes (AFAS: a=.68) and Dislike of Fat People Scale (DFPS: a=.73) were used to analyze the
explicit anti-fat prejudice (De Caroli & Sagone, 2013; De Caroli, Sagone, & Licciardello, 2013). Ten items were
included in the AFAS: e.g., “Fat people are less sexually attractive than other people”, “Fat people have only
themselves to blame for their weight”. Fourteen items were included in the DFPS: e.g., “If I were an employer
looking to hire someone, I might avoid hiring a fat person”, “I don’t have many friends who are fat”. Participants
responded to each of the 24 items on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (anchored with “strongly disagree”) to 5
intervals (anchored with “strongly agree”). High mean scores expressed high levels of anti-fat prejudice and dislike
toward fat people.

¢) The Fat Stereotypes Questionnaire was adopted to study the stereotyped beliefs toward overweight people (De
Caroli & Sagone, 2013; De Caroli, Sagone, & Licciardello, 2013): this measure included 11 positive and 11
negative traits referred to psychological and physical features. Participants were asked to attribute, with the forced
choice format, each of 22 characteristics to one of two photos of the same target, respectively, in overweight and
normal-weight version (female target for female participants and male target for male ones).

d) The semantic differentials were utilized to analyze the representation of the following three concepts: physical
self (a=.85), overweight people (¢=.88), and normal-weight people (0=.86). These measures consisted of 36 pairs of
opposite adjectives for each concept (e.g., weak vs. strong; desirable vs. undesirable), each evaluable on a 7-point
Likert scale. High mean scores expressed a positive representation of physical self-image, overweight, and normal-
weight people.

1.4. Data analysis

The statistical analysis of data was carried out by means of the SPSS 15, using One-Way ANOVA and Pearson’s
linear correlations. Type of group was used as independent variable, while mean scores obtained on AFAS and
DFPS, weight stereotypes, and semantic differentials were used as dependent variables. Post-hoc tests were carried
out using the Bonferroni’s method to underline the differences among the groups.

2. Results
2.1. Anti-fat attitudes and dislike of fat people

Analyzing the differences among the groups with a 4 (groups of participants) x 2 (AFAS and DFPS) analysis of
variance, we noted that adolescents, especially those involved in non-agonistic physical activities, expressed higher
levels of AFAS compared to the other groups, while curricular teachers expressed higher levels of DFPS than the
others (Table 1).Post-hoc tests with Bonferroni’s method confirmed that, only for the subscale of AFAS, non-
agonistic adolescents expressed higher levels of AFAS than agonistic ones (for p=.006), curricular teachers (for
p<.001), and physical education teachers/trainers (for p<.001); in addition, curricular teachers and physical
education teachers/trainers showed lower levels of AFAS than non-agonistic adolescents (all for p<.001).
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Table 1. AFAS and DFPS: differences for type of group

Anti-fat attitudes and dislike Type of groups Means Stand. Dev. F3264)
No-agonistic adolescents 3,03 ,62
Agonistic adolescents 2,68 ,59

AFAS Curricular teachers 2,59 52 9,145*
Physical education teachers/trainers 2,53 ,67
Total 2,70 ,63
No-agonistic adolescents 2,03 58
Agonistic adolescents 1,92 44

DFPS Curricular teachers 2,14 47 2,740%*
Physical education teachers/trainers 1,93 54
Total 2,01 52

Note. Levels of significance for * p<.001 and ** p<.05

2.2. Weight stereotypes

In relation to positive weight stereotypes, statistical analysis indicated that the trait “happy” was mainly attributed
to fat people by the group of physical education teachers/trainers (n=52) (Chi’*=13.96, p=.003); the trait “sweet” was
assigned to fat people both by agonistic adolescents (n=54) and physical education teachers/trainers (n=51)
(Chi*=8.48, p=.037); the trait “intelligent” was attributed to fat people mainly by agonistic adolescents (n=44) and to
normal-weight people by non-agonistic ones (n=41) (Chi’=14.07, p=.003); the trait “self-confident” was assigned to
normal-weight people mainly by agonistic adolescents (n=59) (Chi’=8.65, p=.034). Furthermore, in relation to
negative weight stereotypes, results showed that the traits “hungry” (n=52 agonistic adolescents; n=50 non-agonistic
ones) (Chi’=10.79, p=.013) and “lazy” (n=55 agonistic adolescents; n=57 non-agonistic ones) (Chi’=8.40, p=.038)
were mainly attributed by all adolescents to fat people; the trait “rejected” was mainly assigned to fat people by all
adolescents (n=63 agonistic adolescents; n=60 non-agonistic ones) and physical education teachers/trainers (n=61)
(Chi’=9.67, p=.021); the trait “weak” was mainly attributed to fat people by agonistic adolescents (n=55)
(Chi*=16.94, p=.001). No differences for the remaining traits were found.

2.3. Semantic differentials about physical self, overweight, and normal-weight people

A 4 (groups of participants) x 3 (semantic differentials) analysis of variance indicated that the adolescents,
especially those involved in agonistic physical activities, expressed a more positive representation of normal-weight
people and physical self than the others (Table 2). No differences for the representation of overweight people were
found. Post-hoc tests with Bonferroni’s method confirmed that non-agonistic adolescents judged more positively
their physical self than curricular teachers (for p=.002) and physical education teachers/trainers valued more
positively than curricular ones the same concept (for p=.007). Furthermore, non-agonistic adolescents judged more
positively the representation of normal-weight people than curricular teachers (for p=.003), while agonistic
adolescents valued more positively normal-weight people than both curricular teachers (for p<.001) and physical
education teachers/trainers (for p=.001).

2.4. Linear correlations between anti-fat attitudes and overweight people
Statistical analysis carried out by means of Pearson’s linear correlation indicated that the more the participants

expressed high levels of AFAS (re5=-.44, p<.001) and DFPS (r(268=-.34, p<.001), the less they positively judged
the representation of overweight people. This evidence was examined for all groups, revealing the same trend.
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Table 2. Semantic differentials: differences for type of group

Semantic Differentials Type of groups Means Stand. Dev. Fa60)
No-agonistic adolescents 5,08 ,68
Agonistic adolescents 492 ,56

Physical self Curricular teachers 4,69 ,61 5,28%
Physical education teachers/trainers 5,04 ,62
Total 4,93 ,64
No-agonistic adolescents 3,93 ,68
Agonistic adolescents 4,00 ,64

Overweight people Curricular teachers 4,15 ,64 2,17 (Ns)
Physical education teachers/trainers 4,17 ,61
Total 4,07 ,65
No-agonistic adolescents 4,52 58
Agonistic adolescents 4,67 55

Normal-weight people Curricular teachers 4,20 ,56 10,27**
Physical education teachers/trainers 4,31 ,48
Total 4,42 57

Note. Levels of significance for * p=.001 and ** p<.001

4. Conclusion

The goal of this investigation was to examine the differences between adolescents (involved in agonistic and non-
agonistic physical activities) and their physical education teachers/trainers in relation to anti-fat attitudes and weight
stereotypes. Results pointed out that adolescents involved in non-agonistic physical activities expressed higher
levels of anti-fat attitudes than the others and that curricular teachers expressed higher levels of dislike of fat people
than the others. In relation to the weight stereotyped beliefs, the negative traits linked to weakness, laziness, hunger,
and rejection by others were attributed by adolescents (specifically, by those involved in agonistic physical
activities) and physical education teachers/trainers to fat people; likewise, the positive traits connected to happiness,
intelligence, and sweetness were assigned to fat people by agonistic adolescents and physical education
teachers/trainers. This last datum highlighted a “balanced stereotyped profile” associated to fat people characterized
by both negative and positive elements, produced overall by individuals (adolescents and adults) careful to aesthetic,
healthy, and physical self-image and involved in the achievement of specific agonistic performances. Additionally,
adolescents involved in agonistic physical activities expressed a more positive representation of normal-weight
people and of their physical self than the others. Lastly, findings showed that the more the participants expressed
high levels of anti-fat attitudes and dislike of fat people, the less they positively judged the representation of
overweight people, without differences for the analyzed groups. The idea about the change and controllability of
own physical self-image by means of intensive physical activities and caring for own body could be considered as a
factor useful to reduce the anti-fat prejudice and the dislike of fat people, as it’s probably inferable by the results
obtained in this study.
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