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Abstract Despite the multitude of negative outcomes
associated with thin-ideal internalization for girls and
women living in westernized societies, we know very little
about how early in development thin-ideal internalization
occurs or how it might manifest in very young children.
This cross-sectional investigation assessed body size stereo-
typing and thin-ideal internalization in 55 preschool girls
(ages 3–5 years) from the Southwestern U.S. using a new
method of assessment that is more sensitive to the cognitive
developmental stage of this age group. Results suggest that
girls as young as 3 years old are already emotionally
invested in the thin ideal. Discussion considers moving
beyond the demonstration of fat stigmatization per se to
measure how personally invested preschool children may
be in beauty ideals.
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Introduction

The central purpose of the present research was to examine
body size stereotyping and thin-ideal internalization among a

sample of preschool girls. Despite the multitude of negative
outcomes associated with thin-ideal internalization for girls
and women living in westernized societies such as the U.S.
(Calogero et al. 2007; Greenfield et al. 1987; Stice 2002;
Thompson and Stice 2001), we know very little about how
early in development the internalization of the thin ideal
occurs or how it might manifest in very young children. This
limited knowledge is due, in part, to the lack of appropriate
assessment tools for this age group. Extending prior research
on fat stigmatization in young children (Cramer and
Steinwert 1998; Musher-Eizenman et al. 2004), this cross-
sectional investigation sought to assess body size stereo-
typing and thin-ideal internalization in American preschool
girls (ages 3–5 years) using a method of assessment that is
more sensitive to the cognitive developmental stage of very
young children.

It is well-established in westernized societies that
physically attractive people are more often socially
rewarded and less likely to be stigmatized compared to
less attractive people (Cash 1990; Dion et al. 1972; Eagly et
al. 1991; Swami and Furnham 2007). Yet, plenty of
evidence has demonstrated that physical appearance is
more important for women’s social success than for men’s
(Davis 1990; Dellinger and Williams 1997; Eagly et al.
1991; Engeln-Maddox 2006; Evans 2003; Fiske et al. 1991;
Seid 1989)—and girls and women are defined and treated
more often as bodies than boys and men (Calogero and
Thompson 2010; Fredrickson and Roberts 1997; Unger
1979), even preschool age girls (Ambrosi-Randic 2000;
Davison et al. 2000; Martin 1998; Wood et al. 1996). A
recent qualitative report indicated that while mothers of
4-year-old children communicate weight concerns to both
sons and daughters, it is primarily with their daughters that
they instill a fear of becoming “fat” and the importance of
weight control (McCabe et al. 2007). Researchers have
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demonstrated that 5 and 6-year-old girls are already
reporting a desire for a thinner body (Flannery-Schroeder
and Chrisler 1996; Gardner et al. 1997; Lowes and
Tiggemann 2003).

Accordingly, girls and women come to place more
importance on appearance than boys and men, and they
engage in more appearance management to conform to
feminine beauty ideals (Dion et al. 1990). For girls and
women living in westernized societies, the most prominent
feature of ideal feminine beauty and attractiveness is thinness
(Calogero et al. 2007; Hesse-Biber 1996; Owen and Laurel-
Seller 2000; Thompson et al. 1999). Researchers have
further documented that the current ideal body type for
women is not only thin, but a ‘curvaceously thin’ body
shape (Harrison 2003; Overstreet et al. 2010)—which is not
simply a matter of attaining a low body weight but also
having the necessary fat distribution in certain areas (e.g.,
breasts, buttocks) to achieve the desired body proportions.

Although boys and men also experience body dissatis-
faction (Jones 2004; McCabe and Ricciardelli 2004;
Thompson and Cafri 2007), the nature of sociocultural
ideals for a masculine appearance feature muscularity,
muscle size, and leanness more prominently than thinness
(Smolak et al. 2001; Thompson et al. 1999)—and boys are
not as dissatisfied with their bodies as girls (McCabe and
Ricciardelli 2004). For example, Williamson and Delin
(2001) found that girls between the ages of 5 and 10 years
chose an ideal body size that was smaller than their actual
body, whereas no difference between actual and ideal body
size was demonstrated for boys. For these reasons, we
narrowed the scope of this paper to focus on preschool girls.

Of particular concern is the accumulation of experimental
and longitudinal evidence demonstrating that personal inter-
nalization of these beauty ideals, especially of the thin ideal, is
a risk factor for body image disturbance and eating pathology
in girls and women (Greenfield et al. 1987; Stice 2002; Stice
and Shaw 2002; Thompson and Stice 2001). Researchers
have demonstrated that a negative attitude toward fatness has
implications for girls’ self-perceptions as well (Cramer and
Steinwert 1998; Mendelson et al. 1996; Musher-Eizenman et
al. 2004; Neumark-Stzainer et al. 1998; Pierce and Wardle
1993). If we consider that the average weight of girls and
adult women in the United States is increasing (Ogden et al.
2004), internalization of the thin ideal may become even
more detrimental to girls and women. Despite the multitude
of negative outcomes associated with thin-ideal internaliza-
tion, we know very little about how early in development it
occurs and how it might manifest in preschool girls (for
review of children’s body image concerns, see Ricciardelli
and McCabe 2001). In the service of prevention and early
intervention of negative body image and eating-related
pathology in young girls, the purpose of this study was to
examine body size stereotyping and thin-ideal internalization

in preschool girls using age-appropriate tasks for the
assessment of these constructs.

Body Size Stereotyping in Preschool Children

In westernized societies, fatness is highly stigmatized whereas
thinness is generally glorified (Crandall 1994; Puhl and
Heuer 2009). Fatness is associated with negative stereotypes
such as lazy, stupid, unattractive, and undisciplined and,
perhaps consequently, fat people experience more social
exclusion, isolation, and criticism compared to thin people
(Allon 1982; Cash 1995; Chen and Brown 2005; Fikkan and
Rothblum 2005; Tiggemann and Rothblum 1988). The
stigmatization of fatness is apparent early in childhood
(Goldfield and Chrisler 1995; Latner and Stunkard 2003;
Tiggemann and Anesbury 2000) and communicated in
children’s media (Baker-Sperry and Grauerholz 2003;
Herbozo et al. 2004; Latner et al. 2007). Researchers have
demonstrated that both female and male preschool children
are aware of the body-size stereotypes that exist in their
culture (Musher-Eizenman et al. 2004). For example,
American and Australian boys and girls demonstrate a
preference for thin and average-sized targets as early as
3 years old (Frankova 2000; Lowes and Tiggemann 2003)
and an aversion to fat-sized targets (Brylinsky and Moore
1994; Cramer and Steinwert 1998; Wright and Bradbard
1980). Other research has demonstrated that 3-year-old boys
and girls attribute negative characteristics to fat-sized targets,
and prefer thin and average-sized targets as playmates
compared to fat-sized targets (Cramer and Steinwert 1998;
Frankova 2000).

Although these studies have established that preschool
children engage in body size stereotyping, they do not
demonstrate whether children at this age have adopted these
views as their own. It has proven difficult to examine
personal internalization of these views in children younger
than 6 years old. Most studies require children to point to
the figure that they like best, like least, or that they think
looks most similar to a given characteristic (e.g., mean/nice,
cute/ugly) that is read to them (Musher-Eizenman et al.
2004). However, preschool children are unable to accurately
select figures that represent their own body type (Collins
1991; Gardner et al. 1997) or their feelings about their own
body size (Eder and Magelsdorf 1997; Marsh et al. 2002).

While there is controversy in the literature as to when
children are metacognitively able to accurately express their
own feelings, most researchers agree that 3-year-olds are
not capable of doing so (Kuhn 2000; Perner 2000)—and
that self-report indices are inappropriate for 3-year-olds,
and also for some 4-year-olds (Kuhn 2000; Perner 2000).
Researchers also agree that 4 and 5-year-olds are relatively
capable of reflecting on aspects of self and identity;
however, this ability does not seem to emerge before the
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age of 4 (Eder and Magelsdorf 1997; Marsh et al. 2002).
Yet, when asking 4 and 5-year-olds to self-report, many
biases still enter into their responses that are not evident in
older children, who by 7 or 8 years of age can articulate
coherent and construct-oriented self-narratives (von Baeyer
et al. 2009). Because self-report measures are not appro-
priate for children younger than 5, the present study
developed and utilized an alternative method for measuring
the internalization of body size ideals that is sensitive to the
cognitive developmental stage of very young children.

Thin-Ideal Internalization in Preschool Girls

Thin-ideal internalization refers to the extent to which girls
and women cognitively accept the cultural beauty ideal of
thinness and a slender body shape as their own personal
standard and engage in behaviors designed to help them
meet that standard (Thompson et al. 1999; Thompson and
Stice 2001)—and is typically measured via self-report
questionnaires. The thin ideal represents the particular body
shape and weight that girls and women would like to have
or wish to be. Thin-ideal internalization has been primarily
studied in adult and adolescent populations (for review, see
Stice 2002), but some research has reported thin-ideal
internalization in girls as young as 8-years-old (Blowers et
al. 2003; Eddy et al. 2007). As described above, very young
children are not yet capable of providing accurate self-
reports of their thin-ideal internalization. It is possible that
evidence for thin-ideal internalization might be found even
earlier by using a method more appropriate for preschool-
aged girls.

One way to assess this phenomenon in girls could be via the
degree of emotional investment in particular body sizes.
Emotional investment tasks are designed to elicit emotion in
the participant, and are used often in infant and toddler research
where the participants are unable to express their feelings and
thoughts. For example, instead of asking 2‐year‐olds how they
would feel if they spilled a glass of water (which would likely
elicit a blank stare), researchers set up a situation in which the
glass the children are holding starts to dribble uncontrollably
and then measure or code the children’s responses (Cole et al.
1992). In other words, emotional investment tasks allow the
researcher to obtain information that children may not be able
to accurately verbalize.

Previous studies have asked preschool children to indicate
which characteristics they associate with different body sizes
(e.g., via an adjective attribution task) or to select potential
playmates from a range of figures with different body shapes
in a friend selection task (Cramer and Steinwert 1998;
Musher-Eizenman et al. 2004). To our knowledge, no
research to date has examined children’s emotional invest-
ment in these selections. The degree to which preschool girls
are emotionally invested in particular body ideals reflects a

key distinction between the mere awareness of cultural body
size ideals and the internalization of these ideals as their own
personal standards (Thompson et al. 1999; Thompson and
Stice 2001). While it is important to measure children’s
awareness of body size stereotypes, we know that awareness
is a precursor to the internalization of these beliefs
(Thompson et al. 1999), and thus it seems critical to begin
investigating the actual internalization of the thin ideal in
preschool children. Indeed, awareness of body size stereo-
types is not a risk factor for eating pathology and body
dissatisfaction, whereas internalization of these body ideals
is a known risk factor (Blowers et al. 2003; Thompson et al.
1999; Thompson and Stice 2001).

Emotional investment in thinness may indicate that
preschool girls have attributed significance to westernized
ideals of thinness and fat stigmatization and that these ideals
have become central to their own belief system. In particular, a
measure of emotional investment in thinness could overcome
certain demand characteristics in children, such as merely
repeating what they have heard in the media or at home, or
providing the answers that they think the researcher wants to
hear (Huon et al. 1997). As described below, the present study
attempts to overcome these biases and limitations of past
self-report research by including an emotional investment
task to measure thin-ideal internalization in very young girls.

Studying Thin-Ideal Internalization in Preschool Girls

Since our primary interest was in studying thin-ideal
internalization in preschool girls, we developed a new method
of assessment of this construct that would be more appropriate
for this age group. This method relied on the use of two
popular board games for children between the ages of 3 and 5-
years-old. Specifically, preschool girls were invited to play
either Candy Land or Chutes and Ladders with the first author.
Children were asked which game piece they would like to be
when playing the game. Three different game pieces were
specially designed for this task such that they varied only in
body type: one was thin, one was average, and one was fat.
After they chose a game piece, the researcher offered to switch
game pieces with the children. The main purpose of the task
was to assess the emotional investment of each girl in the
specific game piece that she selected to play the game based
on how willing she was to switch her game piece for a
different one. Since the only difference between the three
game pieces was body type, if the girls selected the thin body
type as the character they want to be to play the game, we
inferred that they want to have that body type more than the
other types. In the context of preparing to play the game,
preschool girls were asked to switch their thin body game
piece for the fat body game piece to play the game, and their
responses to this request were coded for willingness to
change pieces—thus, willingness to switch game pieces
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served as an additional index of thin-ideal internalization.
The current study explores the utility of using this game
piece selection task for studying the internalization of body
size ideals in preschool girls.

Overview of Research

The present study examined body size stereotyping and thin-
ideal internalization in 3 to 5-year-old girls. The first purpose
of this study was to replicate previous findings by demon-
strating body size stereotyping in children as young as 3-
years-old. The second purpose of this study was to explore the
utility of a game piece selection task to assess the degree of
emotional investment in different body size ideals in
preschool girls, thus serving as a proxy for thin-ideal
internalization in this age group. The specific hypotheses for
the tests of body size stereotyping were as follows:

H1: We expected that preschool girls would attribute more
negative adjectives (i.e., mean, ugly, has no friends,
stupid, sloppy, and loud) to fat targets than to thin or
average size targets, and more positive adjectives (i.e.,
nice, cute, has friends, smart, neat, and quiet) to thin and
average size targets than to fat targets.

H2: We expected that preschool girls would select thin or
average size targets more frequently than fat targets
as their desired playmates.

The specific hypotheses for the tests of thin-ideal
internalization were as follows:

H3: We expected that preschool girls would be more
likely to select a figure with a thin body type
compared to a fat or average size body type as their
personal character to play a popular board game.

H4: We expected that preschool girls who selected a
character with a thin body type to play the board
game would be more likely to refuse than agree to
switch their game piece for a character with a fat
body type.

Method

Participants

A total of 55 girls between the ages of 3 and 5 years old
participated in the study. The sample included 19 3-year-olds
(M=3.59, SD=.28), 20 4-year-olds (M=4.60, SD=.25), and
16 5-year-olds (M=5.55, SD=.31). Half of the sample was
Caucasian (51%), 35% was Hispanic, and 14% was
comprised of other ethnicities. Participants were recruited
from a database of families who had previously participated
in research at the University of New Mexico. A trained

research assistant called those families with children who
met the gender and age requirements of the study, and
scheduled appointments with the families to attend a session
at the University of New Mexico. Of the families who were
contacted, 63% scheduled an appointment to participate.

Materials

Body Size Stereotyping

Two tasks were employed to assess body size stereotyping.
The first task was an adjective attribution task. Each child was
presented with a sheet of paper that displayed three female
figures taken from Collins’ (1991) original figure array for
children that differed in body size. Collins’ original figure
array displays seven figures identical in every way except for
body size, ranging from very thin to very fat. For the purpose
of the current study, only the thinnest, fattest, and most
average figure were selected to represent the thin, fat, and
average size same-gender targets for the adjective attribution
task. These body types correspond to figures A, D and G
from Collins’ (1991) original study, respectively, and each
figure was 2 in. tall. Adequate reliability and validity for the
use of these figures with samples of young children has been
demonstrated and reported elsewhere (Collins 1991;
Ricciardelli & McCabe 2001; Vander Wal and Thelan 2000).

To complete the adjective attribution task, the preschool
girls were instructed to point to one of the three figures placed
in front of them that they thought matched one of 12 given
descriptors: “Point to the girl that you think is/has _____.” Six
of the adjectives were positive descriptors: nice, smart,
friends, neat, cute, and quiet. Six of the adjectives were
negative descriptors: mean, stupid, no friends, sloppy, ugly,
and loud. The 12 adjectives were read to the children in
randomized order. For data analysis, when an adjective was
read aloud, the selection of the thin target was coded “1,” the
average size target was coded “2,” and the fat target was coded
“3.” This differed slightly from the task used by Musher-
Eizenman et al. (2004) where they asked 4 to 6-year-olds to
place each sized figure in one of seven boxes along a scale
between the two polar adjectives. It was decided that for the
current study, the task should be modified to facilitate
comprehension of the task for 3-year-olds. This task initially
yielded 12 responses for each girl—the girls’ figure selection
for each adjective that was read to them. The adjectives were
then categorized as positive or negative attributes. Mean
scores for number of positive adjectives and negative
adjectives attributed to each body type were calculated.
Scores ranged from 1 to 6, with higher scores indicating that
more adjectives were attributed to that body type. Prior
research has demonstrated the reliability and validity of the
adjective attribution task for the assessment of body size
stigmatization in young children (Brylinsky and Moore
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1994; Cramer and Steinwert 1998; Musher-Eizenman, et al.
2004; Tiggemann and Wilson-Barrett 1998).

The second task was a friend selection task. Preschool
girls were presented with the same three body types as
described above, but for this task there were three identical
figures presented for each body type for a total of nine
figures randomly arranged on the page. Preschool girls were
asked to circle the three targets with whom they would most
like to play, and then circle the target that they would want to
have for a best friend. For each girl, the body type of the
target selected was recorded for Friend 1, Friend 2, Friend 3,
and Best Friend. Past research has reported adequate
reliability and validity for the friend selection task as a
measure of fat stigmatization in young children (Cramer and
Steinwert 1998; Goldfield and Chrisler 1995; Musher-
Eizenman et al. 2004; Strauss et al. 1985).

Thin-Ideal Internalization

A game piece selection task was created specifically for this
study to assess thin-ideal internalization in preschool
children. Children had the opportunity to play either Candy
Land or Chutes and Ladders. Game pieces were specially
designed for this task such that they varied only in body
type. The figures were identical to the figures used in the
previous two tasks except for their clothing, which was
colored differently from the figures used in the previous
tasks in order to prevent the child from becoming
habituated to the figures. The figures were laminated
colored drawings of identical girls wearing identical
clothing that were approximately the same size as the
original game pieces. The only difference between the three
game pieces was the body type of the character: one was
thin, one was average size, and one was fat. Children were
asked which game piece they would like to be when
playing the game. For each girl, the selection of the game
piece was recorded as thin, average, or fat.

Preschool girls’ emotional investment in the game piece
was inferred from their willingness to switch their game
piece. After preschool girls chose their game piece, the
researcher offered to switch game pieces with them.
Specifically, the researcher said, “Wait, I wanted to be that
one! How about you be this one?” If the child selected the
thin body or average body game piece, then the researcher
asked to switch it with the fat body game piece. If the child
selected the fat body game piece, then the researcher offered
the average body game piece. The emotional reactions of the
preschool girls when asked to switch their selected game
piece with the fat body or average body game piece were
videotaped and coded by independent judges for the degree
of emotional investment in the selected game piece.

A coding scheme was created to classify the girls’
responses to being asked to switch their game piece: willing

to switch (e.g., the child immediately said “yes” and
expressed no discomfort or unhappiness when asked to
switch), reluctant to switch (e.g., the child hesitated for
more than 5 sec, refused to make eye contact with the
researcher, or the child looked at parent for guidance as to
what to do in the situation), and not willing to switch (e.g.,
the child said “no” or shook their head no upon being asked
to switch). Responses were coded by a White, female,
undergraduate research assistant blind to the hypotheses of
the study who was trained by the first author to code the
responses of preschool girls using five videotapes from
pilot participants tested earlier for the study. When a 90%
proficiency rate was attained (the research assistant and the
first author agreed on 90% of the participants), the assistant
was allowed to code the actual data. The same trained
observer coded all of the videotapes. To confirm reliability,
20% of the videotapes were randomly selected and coded
by the first author. Inter-rater reliability between the two
coders was 100%, indicating perfect agreement.

Procedure

Participants were recruited through a database of families
who had previously expressed interest in participating in
infant and child research at the University of New Mexico.
Additionally, fliers were posted detailing the study in an
effort to recruit additional participants. Interested parents
and their daughters visited the university laboratory for one
session lasting approximately 60 min. Preschool girls were
videotaped throughout the session. For all tasks, the child
was seated on a little chair at a small table. The parent(s)
were seated off to the side in the same room and were asked
to read a newspaper or magazine. Parents were instructed to
not provide any help to their child, as the researcher was
interested in the child’s personal preferences. Parents were
informed that if their child became upset and required
emotional support for any reason during the session, the
task would be discontinued immediately and the parent
could provide the support needed by their child. They were
also informed that appropriate measures would be taken to
ensure confidentiality of the information obtained during
the session and that they could withdraw their child from
the study at anytime without penalty.

Although the researcher played the game with the
girls, the focus of the research was on their selection of
the game piece. Because the girls’ behavior during the
game was not relevant to the present study, the game was
manipulated so that the girls would win and thus finish
the study in a positive mood. To avoid antagonizing any
of the girls, if they expressed distress over switching the
game piece, the researcher quickly allowed them to keep
the originally selected game piece and continue with the
game. Even if the girls did switch their game piece with
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the researcher, they were all given the opportunity to
play the game with the piece that they originally
selected. Upon completion of the study, parents were
asked to provide additional demographic information
about their child, including age and ethnicity. Parents
were debriefed concerning the nature of the study and
given the opportunity to ask questions. All parents were
assured that their children had performed adequately.
Finally, they received a $10 gift card as compensation for
their participation in the study.

Analytic Strategy

Power analyses indicated that there were enough partic-
ipants to conduct each planned analysis. To test the first
hypothesis (H1), preschool girls’ attributions of adjec-
tives to body types were analyzed using a two-way,
mixed-level repeated measure ANOVA with Target (thin
vs. average vs. fat) as the between-subjects variable and
Adjective Valence (positive vs. negative) as the within-
subjects variable. Follow-up t-tests were used to deter-
mine group differences. Effect sizes for the omnibus F-
tests are indexed by eta-squared (η2). Effect sizes for the
follow-up dependent t-tests are indexed by r (Rosnow and
Rosenthal 1996). To test the remaining hypotheses (H2–
H4), we conducted overall chi-square goodness-of-fit tests
to determine if the body types were equally distributed
across each figure selection. Follow-up Marascuilo con-
trasts were used to make the relevant pairwise compar-
isons between body types where appropriate (Glass and
Hopkins 1996).

Results

Body Size Stereotyping

Hypothesis 1: Adjective Attribution Task

Table 1 presents the means and standard deviations for the
number of positive and negative adjectives attributed to
the three body types. A 3 (Target: Thin vs. Average vs.
Fat) × 2 (Adjective Valence: Positive vs. Negative)
repeated measures ANOVA indicated a significant main
effect of Target, F(2,52)=3.14, p<.05, η2=.06, but not
Valence, F(1,52)=.63, p=.44, η2=.01, on the attributions
of adjectives. However, of greatest interest was the
significant Valence x Target interaction, F(2,52)=31.81,
p<.001, η2=.38. As expected, follow up tests indicated
that preschool girls attributed significantly more positive
adjectives to the thin target than to the fat target, t(54)=
16.85, p<.001, r=.54, or the average body target, t(54)=
13.09, p <.001, r=.27. In addition, more positive adjec-

tives were attributed to the average body target compared
to the fat target, t(54)=8.43, p <.001, r=.34. Also as
expected, the preschool girls attributed significantly more
negative adjectives to the fat target compared to the thin
target, t(54)=20.35, p <.001, r=.67, or to the average
body target, t(54)=14.05, p<.001, r=.58. In addition,
more negative adjectives were attributed to the average
body target compared to the thin target, t(54)=10.17,
p<.001, r=.23. Overall, these findings provide support for
the first hypothesis that preschool girls attribute more
negative characteristics to fat body types and more
positive characteristics to thin body types.

Hypothesis 2: Friend Selection Task

Table 2 presents the frequency of body types selected for
the three friends and best friend. A one-way chi-square
goodness-of-fit test indicated that the proportions for the
body types selected for Best Friend were not equally
distributed, χ2 (2, N=55)=36.69, p<.001. Follow-up tests
revealed that preschool girls were significantly more likely
to select the target with a thin body type compared to a fat
body type, χ2(1, N=55)=28.49, p<.001, or an average
body type, χ2 (1, N=55)=4.00, p <.05, when asked who
they would want as a best friend. In addition, targets with
an average body type were more likely to be preferred as a
best friend than those with a fat body type, χ2 (1, N=55)=
14.29, p<.001.

A series of one-way chi-square tests demonstrated
similar patterns for the selection of other playmates,
indicating that the selection of targets was not equally
distributed across body types for Friend 1, χ2 (2, N=55)=
28.62, p<.001, or Friend 2, χ2 (2, N=55)=9. 42, p <.01;
however, body types were more evenly distributed in the
selection of Friend 3, χ2 (2, N=55)=2.22, p=.330. Follow-
up tests revealed that Friend 1 was more likely to have a
thin body type than a fat body type, χ2 (1, N=47)=15.51,
p<.001, or an average body type, χ2 (1, N=45)=18.69,
p<.001. For the selection of Friend 2, preschool girls were
significantly more likely to choose a target with a thin body
type than a fat body type, χ2 (1, N=34)=9.53, p<.01, but
there was no difference with an average body type, χ2 (1,
N=47)=.53, p=.46. Overall, these findings support the
second hypothesis that preschool girls are more likely to

Table 1 Mean number of adjectives attributed to each body type

Thin Body Average Body Fat Body

Negative Adjectives 1.24 (.90)a 1.67 (.88)b 3.09 (1.12)c
Positive Adjectives 2.69 (1.18)a 2.04 (1.15)b 1.24 (1.09)c

N=55. Standard deviations included in parentheses. Scale range=1–6.
Means with different subscripts within rows differ significantly at p<.001
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want as a best friend and playmate those targets depicted as
having a thin body type compared to a fat body type, and in
some instances even to those depicted with an average body
type.

Thin-Ideal Internalization

Hypothesis 3: Game Piece Selection

An overall significant one-way chi-square test indicated
that the proportion of thin body, average body, and fat body
game pieces selected were not equally distributed, χ2 (2,
N=55)=32.33, p<.001. A total of 38 (69.1%) participants
chose the thin body game piece, 11 (20%) chose the
average body game piece, and 6 (10.9%) chose the fat body
game piece. Follow-up comparisons revealed that preschool
girls were significantly more likely to select the thin body
game piece compared to the fat body game piece, χ2 (1,
N=44)=23.27, p<.001, or the average body game piece, χ2
(1, N=49)=14.88, p<.001. Thus, in support of the third
hypothesis, preschool girls were more likely to choose a
thin body type than a fat body type or an average body type
as the character they wanted to be to play the board game.

Hypothesis 4: Willingness To Switch Game Piece

As an indicator of emotional investment in body size ideals,
we examined preschool girls’ willingness switch their game
piece for a different piece. Table 3 displays the number of
girls willing to switch their game pieces as a function of
their initial game piece selection. For girls who initially
chose the thin body game piece, 20 participants (52.6%)
were completely unwilling to switch for the fat game piece
(said “no” or shook their heads to indicate refusal to
switch); 4 (10.5%) switched their game piece but appeared
reluctant (expressed discomfort or hesitancy but did
switch); and 14 (36.8%) were willing to switch pieces. It
is also notable that among those girls who initially selected
the average body game piece—and were then asked to
switch this piece for the fat body game piece—only one girl

was willing to make this switch, whereas 8 girls refused to
switch. As evident from Table 3, the low variability within
some rows and low frequency within some cells precluded
us from testing the distribution of proportions for the entire
3×3 table. However, the critical test here was how readily
the thin body game piece (when initially selected) would be
switched for the fat body game piece. To achieve sufficient
power to perform the critical hypothesis test, we collapsed
across the two groups who had expressed any reluctance to
switch the thin body game piece (N=24) and compared
them to those girls who were willing to switch the thin
body game piece (N=14). This comparison demonstrated a
marginally significant difference between the proportions,
χ2(1, N=38)=2.63, p=.10.

Discussion

The present study examined body size stereotyping and
thin-ideal internalization in 3 to 5-year-old girls. Although
consistent evidence has demonstrated fat stigmatization
among preschool girls (Cramer and Steinwert 1998;
Musher-Eizenman et al. 2004), we know very little about
when in development these sociocultural beliefs and standards
for appearance become internalized as preschool girls’
personal preferences for appearance. Indeed, given that most
research does not focus on children this young, it was
necessary to develop and test a method of assessment that
was developmentally sensitive to the cognitive stage of young
children. Therefore, in addition to replicating previous
findings for body size stereotyping in preschool girls, we
explored the utility of a game piece selection task to assess the
degree of emotional investment in different body size ideals in
preschool girls, which could serve as a proxy for thin-ideal
internalization in this age group.

The first set of findings confirmed earlier studies
demonstrating that preschool girls between the ages of 3
and 5 attribute more negative adjectives to fat targets and
more positive adjectives to thin targets. In addition,
preschool girls were less likely to select a fat target as

Initial selection Willing to switch Hesitant to switch Unwilling to switch

Thin body (n=38) 14 (36.8%) 4 (10.5%) 20 (52.6%)

Average body (n=11) 1 (9.1%) 2 (18.2%) 8 (72.7%)

Fat body (n=6) 4 (66.7%) 0 (0%) 2 (33.3%)

Table 3 Frequency count of
preschool girls willing to switch
their game piece based on body
type of game piece initially
selected

N=55

Best Friend Friend 1 Friend 2 Friend 3

Thin Body 39 (70.9%) 37 (67.3%) 26 (47.3%) 18 (32.7%)

Average Body 12 (21.8%) 8 (14.5%) 21 (38.2%) 23 (41.8%)

Fat Body 4 (7.3%) 10 (18.2%) 8 (14.5%) 14 (25.5%)

Table 2 Frequency count of
preschool girls preferred body
type for each playmate

N=55
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their playmate or best friend and more likely to select a thin
target as a playmate or best friend, also consistent with past
research. However, departing from earlier research, we
found that preschool girls were also more likely to attribute
positive characteristics to thin targets compared to average
size targets—and more likely to choose a thin playmate and
best friend compared to an average size playmate.

Although consistent with our predictions, prior research
has not demonstrated significant differences between thin
and average size targets (Cramer and Steinwert 1998;
Musher-Eizenman, et al. 2004), and one study found that
preschool children may endorse more negative attitudes
towards thinner targets while preferring average size targets
(Brylinsky and Moore 1994). We suspect that these results
reflect young girls’ increasing awareness of the anti-fat
attitudes that are so pervasive in American culture (Daniels
2006; Schwartz and Henderson 2009). That is, children
receive messages that being fat or “overweight” are
unhealthy and undesirable physical states (Neumark-
Stzainer et al. 2006; Schwartz and Henderson 2009).
Additionally, it has been established that young children
display an awareness of dieting messages (Holub et al.
2005; Schur et al. 2000) and cultural standards for feminine
beauty prior to puberty (Feldman et al. 1988). Preschool
girls may not be immune to these influences, and it is quite
plausible that a combination of anti-fat messages and
pressure to achieve unrealistic beauty standards is related
to the development of body-size stereotypes and thin-ideal
internalization in girls at a very early age.

To further explore thin-ideal internalization in preschool
girls, this study tested the utility of a game piece selection task
to assess this construct that was designed in such a way as to
be sensitive to the cognitive developmental stage of this age
group. The second set of findings provides preliminary
evidence for the use of game piece selection tasks in the
assessment of thin-ideal internalization in preschool girls.
When asked who they wanted “to be” to play a popular board
game, the majority of preschool girls selected the thin body
game piece compared to the average body or fat body game
piece. Again, the difference between the selection of the thin
body type and the average body type is striking in that the thin
body type was significantly preferred to the average body type
in the context of playing a board game.

In addition, those girls who initially selected the thin
body game piece appeared to be more resistant to switching
their game piece for the fat body game piece when asked to
exchange pieces with the researcher. Although this result
did not reach conventional levels of statistical significance,
it is likely that a larger sample would have been more
powerful in detecting a difference. It is also noteworthy that
we could not perform the reverse analysis to test the
willingness of preschool girls to switch the fat body game
piece for the thin body game piece, as so few girls initially

selected the fat body game piece as their character to play
the game (n=6). Some anecdotal responses offer further
support for the emotional investment of preschool girls in
their selection of the game piece, displaying a clear
preference for the thin body and an aversion toward the
fat body. For example, when asked to switch the thin body
game piece for the fat body game piece, girls stated that, “I
don’t want to be her. She is fat and ugly” or “I hate her
because she has a fat stomach.”

There are several limitations as well as future directions
to acknowledge from this research. As noted above, a
primary limitation of the current research was the small
sample size, which restricted the number of meaningful
tests that we could conduct. For example, we were not able
to test for age differences in body size stereotyping or thin-
ideal internalization, but this is important because the
preschool years constitute a critical period for the develop-
ment of self-concept and an autobiographical sense of self.
Although the age at which this sense of self develops
differs depending on each child, researchers seem to agree
that a developmental shift occurs between the ages of 3 and
5 (Nelson and Fivush 2004). This sense of self involves the
development of an explicit, temporally extended self-
concept in which the child begins to understand the
individual uniqueness of his/her own past and develops an
enduring, personal sense of self (Nelson and Fivush 2004;
Povinelli 2001; Povinelli and Simon 1998). The develop-
ment of an autobiographical self is a key acquisition in the
process of internalization, whereby sociocultural messages are
accepted as personally meaningful to the self. Therefore, we
would expect thin-ideal internalization to increase with age as
the autobiographical self develops, thereby demonstrating
greater thin-ideal internalization in 5-year-olds as compared to
3-year-olds. It would be important to measure this in future
studies with larger sample sizes.

In addition, a larger sample is necessary to test for ethnic
differences in a diverse sample similar to that of the current
study. Although prior research has not demonstrated consis-
tent or clear ethnic differences in body image investment
among adult women (Cash et al. 2004; Grabe and Hyde
2006; Shaw et al. 2004), it would be important to examine
ethnic differences in preschool girls, especially among those
whose family environments represent differences in genera-
tional status. It would also be important to extend the
research to include girls from non-westernized societies, as
research indicates that westernized values for appearance are
increasingly influential in the beauty ideals embraced by
other cultures (Becker 2004; Dunkel et al. 2010). It is
important to note the response rate of the study as another
limitation related to sample size. It is possible that the beliefs
and attitudes of the parents about thinness and fatness
influenced their willingness to allow their children to
participate in this study. Since we did not measure parents’

616 Sex Roles (2010) 63:609–620



fat stigmatization or thin-ideal internalization, we cannot rule
out parental bias in the selection of our sample.

We limited our design to focus on the internalization of
thinness as the most desirable body ideal relative to an average
or fat body shape. Although thinness is the most highly valued
appearance attribute among young girls (McCabe and
Ricciardelli 2003; McCabe et al. 2002), feminine beauty
ideals also include having particular body proportions to
portray the right amount of curvaceousness in conjunction
with low body fat (Calogero et al. 2007; Harrison 2003;
Overstreet et al. 2010). Moreover, feminist and other
scholars have documented the increased sexualization of
very young girls—such as the dressing of preschool girls in
t-shirts that read “Porn Star,” in high-heeled shoes, or in
make-up (American Psychological Association Task Force
on the Sexualization of Girls 2007; Levin and Kilbourne
2008; Smolak and Murnen 2010). Thus, it may be more than
thinness that becomes internalized by preschool girls. In
future investigations, it would be worthwhile to broaden our
portrayals of body types, or beauty types, to further our
understanding of what attributes and qualities of feminine
appearance may be influencing the self-development of very
young girls. The versatility of the game piece selection task
easily allows for the design of any range of appearance types
to explore girls’ personal investment in sociocultural
appearance ideals.

Moreover, although we focused exclusively on girls in
this study, it would clearly be beneficial to include
preschool boys in future studies, as boys also exhibit fat
stigmatization at early ages (Cramer and Steinwert 1998;
Musher-Eizenman et al. 2004), and boys and men are also
susceptible to societal pressures to obtain specific body
types. The masculine body ideal entails a lean and muscular
body shape as opposed to thinness (Jones 2004; McCabe
and Ricciardelli 2003; McCreary et al. 2005; Ricciardelli
and McCabe 2004; Ridgeway and Tylka 2005; Smolak et
al. 2001). In this case, game pieces could be designed to
represent body types that vary in muscularity instead of
thinness, to assess how early in development boys may
internalize the muscular ideal. Indeed, the versatility of the
game piece selection task is a particular strength of this
methodology. In addition, while the attribution of adjectives
to fat or thin targets maps onto sociocultural pressures to be
thin, it does not map onto sociocultural pressures to be
muscular. Therefore, this task could also be modified to
account for these gender differences in body type ideals.

It is important to acknowledge that even if we establish the
reliability and validity of this methodology for the assessment
of thin-ideal internalization, we do not know the source of
transmission of these ideals. Researchers would do well to
investigate how anti-fat attitudes and body ideals are
communicated to girls as young as 3-years-old. What are the
explicit and implicit messages they are exposed to—and from

where do these messages originate? Although school environ-
ments and peers may reinforce these stereotyped beliefs, they
appear to be in place well before children begin formal
schooling. A related point for further investigation is to
include a measure of body mass index (BMI) in tests of
preschool girls’ body size stereotyping and thin-ideal inter-
nalization. We cannot yet determine how preschool girls’ own
weight may factor into their preferences for thin vs. fat body
types across the tasks administered. In general, more
longitudinal and prospective research is needed to investigate
the development of body size stereotyping and thin-ideal
internalization in this age group.

In conclusion, across several different tasks, we found that
preschool girls display body size stereotyping and thin-ideal
internalization as early as the age of 3, insofar as they express
a preference for thin body types but not fat body types. This
study is novel in the use of an age-appropriate method for the
assessment of thin-ideal internalization in preschool girls.
Overall, these findings suggest that asking preschool girls to
select a game piece to play a popular board game, and then
asking them to switch their preferred piece for a less preferred
piece, is a potentially effective method for assessing the
degree of emotional investment in particular body shape
ideals. This method allows us to move beyond the demon-
stration of fat stigmatization per se to measure how personally
invested preschool girls may be in these ideals. The versatility
of this method for examining the internalization of a range of
beauty ideals within and between groups is a particular
strength of this approach. Clearly, this methodology must be
subjected to more extensive construct validation among larger
samples of preschool girls before we can draw any conclusions
from these data. We extend a call to researchers in the area of
children’s body image to further investigate the utility of this
method for measuring the internalization of body ideals in
preschool children.
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