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Abstract

Body shaming is the act of saying something negative about one's own body or about another person's
body. The aim of this research was to identify the predisposition of high school students in grades IX and
X to body shaming, as a form of bullying and cyberbullying, through the use of digital technologies. The
present study examined the propensity of young participants in bodyshaming research between April and
May 2021. The method used was a sociological survey based on a questionnaire. The study was
conducted with 1967 students from 15 different high schools in Caras-Severin County (Romania). The
average age of the students included in the research was 16 years, 56.5% being female, 42.4 male, and
1.1% refused to specify their gender. The data was collected through an online questionnaire. The results
obtained consisted in building a score that highlights the trend towards cyberbullying and body shaming,
a score built on the significance of specific situations in which body shaming can manifest. The data
obtained during the research show that the score regarding the tendency of high school students towards
cyberbullying and body shaming differs depending on the gender of the respondents, the boys registering

much higher scores of cyberbullying and body shaming, compared to their female colleagues.
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1. Introduction

The physical element symbolizes the version of ourselves that we portray to other people and to
society. The extensive promotion of aesthetic standards about the physical appearance of the human body
may lead to feelings of inadequacy or victimization among those who do not fulfil these standards.
Adolescents (particularly adolescent females) are exceptionally susceptible to negative feedback from
others (Bearman et al., 2006).

Adolescence is accompanied by numerous and profound changes in biological, physical, mental,
moral, social, etc. terms, as it is the period during which the characteristics of childhood fade against the
backdrop of the intensification of specific individual psychic transformations and manifestations that
facilitate the transition to the next stage of development. At the same time, adolescence is a period of life
characterized by searches, discoveries, knowledge of one's own identity and that of others, and of society
with its norms, patterns, and required standards. Among adolescent females, the effect of body image is
significantly more pronounced. They are much more susceptible to peers' negative comments regarding
their physical appearance (Frisén et al., 2008; Menzel et al., 2010). However, research indicates that there
are adolescents who, despite experiencing unfavorable interactions about their physical appearance, do
not develop body image issues.

During adolescence, adolescents devote ever increasing attention to their personal growth and to
the characteristics that distinguish them from others. Particularly among girls, body image dissatisfaction
increases with the advent of adolescence (Bucchianeri et al., 2013; Cusumano & Thompson, 2001;
Thompson et al., 1999)

Physical development during puberty, which controls the accentuation of the human body's curves
and favors the deposition of fat in some places of the body, often conflicts with socially sanctioned
criteria of physical attractiveness. In this context, an increasing number of adolescent girls are dissatisfied
with their physical appearance (Ricciardelli et al., 2003), with some making significant efforts to
eliminate what displeases them and thus approach the social representation of the ideal female appearance
(Allen & Land, 1999; Gilbert & Irons, 2009).

Many teenagers (particularly from Western cultures) believe that body image determines social
outcomes, such as a person's beauty, power, success, and popularity (Duarte et al., 2017; Pinto-Gouveia et
al., 2014), as well as their feeling of security and self-esteem (Gilbert, 1997; Kurzban & Leary, 2001).
Body image is a real determinant of social attractiveness for many individuals. A beautiful, harmonious
physique that conforms to the criteria socially promoted and prized by others, along with an acceptable
mindset, may boost a person's chances of receiving social approval. In contrast, the absence of some
features/physical aspects valued by society or the presence of some characteristics/aspects that others may
perceive as physical defects affects self-esteem and self-confidence, contributing to the emergence and
amplification of feelings of inferiority, shame, and guilt, which are frequently maintained and developed

through interactions with others.
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2. Problem Statement

The social emotion of shame is complicated and self-centered. It is characterized by negative self-
evaluations such as being inferior or flawed, being judged or criticized by others, and being exposed to
social exclusion, rejection, or even attacks from others (Duarte et al., 2017; Tracy & Robins, 2004).
Shame about one's body image has deep roots and is related to ideal standards of bodily beauty (Lestari,
2019). According to Fredrickson and Roberts (1997), body shame is a form of evaluating one's own and
others' physical appearance in relation to internalized standards of ideal beauty.

Irons and Gilbert (2005) found that teenagers are especially sensitive to social messages and cues
about what is attractive and acceptable in their group. Adolescents' tendency to detach themselves from
their parents, as the main attachment figures, orients them more and more towards their peer group,
becoming extremely receptive to the signals and messages transmitted verbally, nonverbally, and/or
paraverbally by them (Allen & Land, 1999). In this phase of development, adolescents pay special
attention to the highlighting of socially valued features and try to camouflage as much as possible the
contrasting aspects with the standards of the group to which they belong. At the same time, fears of
rejection, disapproval, or potential attacks from the peer group intensify (Gilbert & Irons, 2009).
Teenagers who have bodies that differ greatly from ideal beauty standards sometimes feel ashamed and
unsure of being accepted by their social group (Libing et al., 2021).

Negative self-evaluations as well as the subject's beliefs that others consider him unattractive or
undesirable because of his physical appearance can generate feelings of shame towards his body image
(Gilbert, 2002). The feedback received from others permanently shapes one's own perceptions of body
image, building either a positive self-image when the person feels validated, appreciated, included, and
accepted by others, or a negative self-image when one feels devalued, bullied, guilty, ignored, and/or
excluded by others.

Cyberbullying can be defined as an aggressive, repetitive act carried out by using electronic means
of communication, individually or in a group, against a victim who cannot easily defend themselves, with
the intentional aim of harming them (Smith et al., 2008). Bullying and cyberbullying, of which a number
of adolescents are victims, is often focused on physical appearance, especially among adolescent girls
(Frisén et al., 2008; Menzel et al., 2010). Even in cases where bullying is not fueled by aspects related to
body image, according to research in the field, the experience of victimization is often associated with
perceptions of unattractiveness and inferiority (Duarte et al., 2015; Kaltiala-Heino et al., 1999; Matos et
al., 2014).

Body shaming is one of the common forms of bullying and/or cyberbullying. The phenomenon of
bullying and cyberbullying, respectively, body shaming experiences, are ubiquitous in adolescence
(Nansel et al., 2001), but their impact on the mental health of adolescents can be different from case to
case. Research in the field (Cunha et al., 2012; Gilbert & Irons, 2009; Kaltiala-Heino et al., 1999) shows
that adolescents' experiences as victims of bullying, cyberbullying, and body shaming affect their general
health, especially mental health, generating a series of difficulties, including those related to their body

image.
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3. Research Questions

The purpose of this study was to address the following research question:

i. In the 9th and 10th grade classes of Caras-Severin (Romania) do adolescents indicate body

shaming behaviors?
4. Purpose of the Study

The purpose of this research was to determine the propensity of ninth- and tenth-grade students to

participate in body shaming via the use of digital technologies.
5. Research Methods

The research is part of a wider study undertaken in conjunction with students at the University of
Turin (Italia) and led by Professor Renato Grimaldi between March 2021 and June 2021, when data were
gathered from Romanian and Italian teenagers.

In this paper, only Romanian group findings will be discussed, meaning that data comparing

Romania and Italy will be discussed in the future.
5.1. The investigated population — the sample structure

In the research, 1965 teenagers from grades IX and X were randomly selected from 27 schools in
the Caras-Severin area of Romania. 57.54% are female, 42.39% are male, and 1.07% choose to remain
anonymous. The tables 1-3 illustrate the organization of the experiment depending on the grade level

examined, the kind of experiment, and the age of the participants.

Table 1. The sample's format is determined by the class in which the student is enrolled

Grade The number of students %
9" Grade 1043 53,1%
10" Grade 922 46,9%

Total 1965 100%

Table 2. The sample's format is determined by the gender

Participants gender The number of students %
Male 833 42.39%
Female 1111 56.54%
Unspecified 21 1.07%
Total 1965 100%
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Table 3. The sample's format is determined by the age

Participants age The number of students %
14 68 3.46%
15 717 36.49%
16 906 46.11%
17 237 12.06%
18 27 1.37%
19 2 0.10%
20 8 0.41%
Total 1965 100%

6. Research methodology

A sociological survey based on a questionnaire was used as the methodology. Based on the
responses to the questionnaire, it was possible to determine the respondents' propensity for body shaming
by gauging their level of agreement or disagreement with a variety of real instances. The questionnaire
items were designed to describe concrete situations susceptible to body shaming, and the adolescents who
participated in the study indicated their level of agreement on a scale from 1 to 5, where 1 indicates total

disagreement and 5 indicates total agreement with the proposed statements.
7. Findings
The interpretation of the study outcomes will be dependent on certain questionnaire questions.

Item: A person who is overweight should not publish images of oneself in a swimsuit on social

media.

Table 4. Adolescents' attitude on posting swimsuit photos of overweight people

Scale level The number of students %
1 (Total disagreement) 1001 50.94%
2 257 13.08%
3 335 17.05%
4 88 4.48%
5 (Total agreement) 284 14.45%
Total 1965 100%

As shown by the data in Table 4, most respondents (50.94%) strongly disagree with the statement
that an overweight person should avoid sharing images of himself in a swimsuit on social networks.
However, 14.44% of respondents fully agree with this statement, which may indicate that these
individuals have a significant propensity for body shaming. In addition, the recommendation that
overweight individuals avoid sharing photos of themselves in swimsuits might be seen by some
responders as an effort to shield overweight individuals from potential criticism or even acts of body

shaming.
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Item: When a colleague's physical attractiveness is criticized on the Internet, I feel sad for him.

Table 5. Adolescents' attitude towards online insulting of a peer for his physical appearance

Scale level The number of students %
1 (Total disagreement) 142 7.23%
2 58 2.95%
3 131 6.67%
4 221 11.25%
5 (Total agreement) 1413 71.91%
Total 1965 100%

A The majority of adolescents who participated in our study (71,91% - Table 5) demonstrate a
high level of empathy when they indicate entire agreement with the preceding statement. In contrast, 7.23
percent of adolescents look indifferent when their friends are insulted based on their physical appearance.

Empathy is the capacity to comprehend and absorb the emotional condition of another individual
(Stavrinides et al., 2010). According to the research, there is a negative association between empathy and
violence (Endresen & Olweus, 2001; Gini et al., 2007). Also, research on bullying indicate that kid
aggressors lack empathy for their victims, indicating a negative association between empathy, defined as
children's capacity to understand how another person feels, and bullying, i.e. with the child's propensity to
bully others (Olweus, 1993; Stavrinides et al., 2010). Cyberbullies exhibited less empathic reactivity than
non-cyberbullies, according to a research involving 2,070 pupils from secondary schools in Luxembourg.
(Steffgen et al., 2011, p. 643).

It is far less severe to offend a coworker online for the way they dress than it is to do so face-to-
face.

Utilizing modern tools, the preceding piece investigates adolescents' propensity for body shaming.
In contrast to the previous item, in Table 6 we observe a doubling of the percentage of adolescents who
express total agreement with this statement (15.01%), which suggests that they may be willing to engage
in body shaming cyberbullying if given the chance, given that they view such acts as less serious than
face-to-face bullying. The rising use of the Internet and digital communication platforms has enabled the
creation and growth of cyberbullying, as described in the literature (Ispas & Ispas, 2021). Cyberbullying
often has considerably more severe repercussions than traditional bullying. owing to the fact that
electronic gadgets constantly alert and download material from social networks and other websites

(Tanrikulu et al., 2015).

Item: When a colleague's physical attractiveness is criticized on the Internet, I feel sad for him.

Table 6. Adolescents' attitudes towards insulting a peer on the Internet for the way they dress

Scale level The number of students %
1 (Total disagreement) 732 37.25%
2 287 14.61%
3 472 24.02%
4 179 9.11%
5 (Total agreement) 295 15.01%
Total 1965 100%
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Item: It is unethical to exclude from social groupings those who do not fulfill particular beauty

criteria.

Table 7. Adolescents' attitudes towards immorality of excluding from social groupings those who do not
fulfill particular aesthetic criteria

Scale level The number of students %
1 (Total disagreement) 465 23.66%
2 86 4.38%
3 99 5.04%
4 90 4.58%
5 (Total agreement) 1225 62.34%
Total 1965 100%

23.66% (Table 7) believe that those who do not fulfill particular beauty criteria should be excluded
from social organizations, while 62.34% feel that this practice is incorrect. The fact that over a quarter of
the kids polled express strong feelings about the conditional admittance in social groups based on
particular aesthetic standards demonstrates that for them, physical beauty remains a sensitive topic that

may be used to weave or obstruct interpersonal bonds.

Item: If you post images of your physical faults online, you must accept any and all feedback (you

can’t to complain).

Table 8. Adolescents' attitudes towards the internet publishing of photographs depicting bodily

abnormalities
Scale level The number of students %

1 (Total disagreement) 492 25.04%
2 190 9.67%

3 409 20.81%

4 251 12.77%

5 (Total agreement) 623 31.70%
Total 1965 100%

The preceding item relates to the assumption of persons with aggressive tendencies that victims
embrace their position as victims, i.e., suffer in silence if others make cruel remarks based on the
photographs they upload of themselves. The views of teens responding to this item are mixed, with the
highest score (31.7% - Table 8) being recorded at level 5 of the scale, i.e. total agreement, which may
imply that they are in favor of accepting responsibility for the consequences of posting images that reveal
his physical faults. At the other end of the spectrum, 25.04% of respondents allow space for humanistic

principles, demonstrating their entire disagreement with the scenario outlined in this item (Table 8).

Item: It is inappropriate to invite others to engage in online Challenges that put their bodies

through rigorous testing.
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Table 9. Adolescents' attitudes on invitations to engage in online challenges (online challenges) that put
their bodies through rigorous examinations

Scale level The number of students %
1 (Total disagreement) 337 17.15%
2 149 7.58%
3 343 17.46%
4 239 12.16%
5 (Total agreement) 897 45.65%
Total 1965 100%

The majority of responses (45.65% - Table 9) indicate the complete consent of the adolescents
participating in the study about the invitation of others to engage in online Challenges that put their
bodies to rigorous tests. The responses indicate that a significant proportion of teenagers recognize the
high degree of risk involved in participating in those online challenges in which the human body is
subjected to strenuous tests and, as a result, exercise caution in relation to them; therefore, considering

them to be a request of this nature addressed to others is incorrect.

Item: It might be entertaining to put someone in an embarrassing position in order to capture a

picture or video of them and then upload it to the internet.

Table 10. Adolescents' attitudes towards embarrassing someone in order to capture a picture or video and
then upload it on the Internet

Scale level The number of students %
1 (Total disagreement) 1421 72.32%
2 211 10.74%
3 169 8.60%
4 54 2.75%
5 (Total agreement) 110 5.60%
Total 1965 100%

The item has the lowest score (2.75% - Table 10) for level 4 of the scale and the fifth-highest score
(5.6%) for level 5 indicating complete agreement with a deliberate scenario of bullying and
cyberbullying. Practically all of these adolescents have genuine worries about bullying and cyberbullying.
Motivated by the desire to entertain themselves at others' expense, they create humiliating circumstances
for others, which may subsequently be utilized as cyberbullying. The majority of adolescents (72.32%)

reject fiercely the notion of seeing a possible act of cyberbullying in a humorous light (Table 10).

Item: Even though everyone does it, it is inappropriate to call out a person's physical faults in a

picture or video.
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Table 11. Adolescents' attitudes towards displaying a person's physical flaws in a picture or video, even
if it is common practice

Scale level The number of students %
1 (Total disagreement) 303 15.42%
2 118 6.01%
3 176 8.96%
4 204 10.38%
5 (Total agreement) 1164 59.24%
Total 1965 100%

Even if everyone does it, highlighting a person's physical flaws beneath a picture or video is
improper, according to the majority of replies (59.24% - Table 11) from teens. In contrast, 15.42% of
teens express absolute disagreement with the circumstances provided in the preceding item, indicating
that they believe it is perfectly OK to emphasize a person's shortcomings beneath a picture (i.e., to engage

in body shaming), particularly if "everyone does it."

Item: If someone receives a meme concerning a physical condition, they are not required to pay

attention to it since it is only a meme.

Table 12. Adolescents' perceptions of the situation's attitude When someone gets a meme on a physical
issue, they should disregard it since it is just a meme

Scale level The number of students %
1 (Total disagreement) 224 11.40%
2 137 6.97%
3 415 21.12%
4 292 14.86%
5 (Total agreement) 897 45.65%
Total 1965 100%

Often, the inclination to minimize the severity of an act of body shaming might be seen as a
technique for coping with the act's consequences. Most of the time, it is simple to say but difficult to
execute, particularly if the related memes do not refer to you directly.

Teenagers may cope with body-shaming events by downplaying the significance of the specific
meme, employing humor, or engaging in self-irony. It is conceivable that this was also the view of the
45.65% of adolescents (Table 12) who selected level 5 on the scale for this item, so expressing their
complete agreement with the scenario provided in the item. On the other end of the spectrum, 11.4% of
the adolescents (Table 12) who participated in the study strongly disagreed with the recommendation to
disregard a meme concerning a physical disability and consider it harmless. The concern of teens that
such occurrences (getting memes about physical faults) would be repeated constantly in the absence of a
solid attitude of unequivocal rejection of them, making them hard to accept or ignore, is concealed behind
this abrasive attitude.

The frequency distribution of the standardized body shaming propensity score was determined by
analyzing all the data collected from the 1965 adolescents from Romania who participated in the study.

The level classes were established using a standard deviation of 1 as the basis (Table 13, Figure 1).
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Table 13. Distribution of the standardized body shaming propensity score by frequency

The number of

Scale level % of Total Cumulative%
students
Very Low Body Shaming Level (*; -1) 325 16,5% 16,5%
Body Shaming Low (-1; 0) 759 38,6% 55,2%
Body Shaming Medium Level (0, +1) 529 26,9% 82,1%
High Level Body Shaming (+1, +2) 290 14,8% 96,8%
Very High Level Body Shaming (+2, *) 62 3.2% 100%
Total 1965 100%

Very high level of body shaming (+2, *)

High Level Body shaming (+1, +2)

Body shaming Medium Level (0, +1)

Body shaming Low (-1; 0)

Very low body shaming level (*; -1)

0 100 200 300 400 500 600 700 800

Figure 1. Distribution of the standardized body shaming propensity score by frequency

Regarding the frequency distribution of the standard body shaming propensity score by gender
among the 1944 teenagers (1111 females and 833 males) who stated their gender, the following statistics

are reported in Table 14, Figure 2 and Table 15.

Table 14. Distribution of the standardized body shaming propensity score by gender

Participants gender

Scale level Female Male TOTAL
Very Low Body Shaming Level(*; -1) 266 50 316
Body Shaming Low(-1; 0) 479 273 752
Body Shaming Medium Level(0, +1) 244 282 526
High Level Body Shaming (+1, +2) 102 187 289
Very High Level Body Shaming (+2, *) 20 41 61
Total 1111 833 1944
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Very high level of body shaming (+2, *)
High Level Body shaming (+1, +2)
.
Body shaming Medium Level (0, +1)
I
Body shaming Low (-1; 0)
|
Very low body shaming level (*; -1)
0 100 200 300 400 500

600

Male

® Female

Figure 2. Distribution of the standardized body shaming propensity score by gender

Table 15. The gender-specific frequency distribution of the standardized body shaming propensity score

Participants gender

Scale level Female Male
% %

Very Low Body Shaming Level(*; -1) 23.94%, 6.00%
Body Shaming Low(-1; 0) 43.11% 32.77%

Body Shaming Medium Level(0, +1) 21.96% 33.85%
High Level Body Shaming (+1, +2) 9.18% 22.45%

Very High Level Body Shaming (+2, *) 1.80% 4.92%
Total 100.00% 100.00%

Table 16, Figure 3 and Table 17 indicate the frequency distribution of the standard score for

propensity to body shaming based on the class of teenagers who participated in the study.

Table 16. Frequency distribution of the body shaming propensity score according to the participant’s

grade
The participants’ grade
Scale level 9™ Grade 10" Grade TOTAL

Very Low Body Shaming Level(*; -1) 179 146 325
Body Shaming Low(-1; 0) 396 363 759

Body Shaming Medium Level(0, +1) 294 235 529
High Level Body Shaming (+1, +2) 136 154 290
Very High Level Body Shaming (+2, *) 38 24 62
Total 1043 922 1965
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Very high level of body shaming (+2, *)

High Level Body shaming (+1, +2)

m Totale
Body shaming Medium Level (0, +1)
10th grade
m Oth grade
Body shaming Low (-1; 0)
Very low body shaming level (*; -1)
0 200 400 600 800

Figure 3. The frequency distribution of the standard score of inclination towards body shaming, as
determined by the study grade

Table 17. Percentage frequency distribution of the standard score of inclination towards body shaming,
as determined by the study grade

The participants’ grade

h b
Scale level 9" Grade 10" Grade TOTAL
% % %
Very Low Body Shaming Level(*; -1) 17,2% 15,8% 16,5%
Body Shaming Low(-1; 0) 38,0% 39,4% 38,6%
Body Shaming Medium Level(0, +1) 28,2% 25,5% 26,9%
High Level Body Shaming (+1, +2) 13,0% 16,7% 14,8%
Very High Level Body Shaming (+2, *) 3,6% 2,6% 3,2%
Total 100% 100% 100%

8. Conclusion

When adolescents approach adolescence, they spend a growing amount of attention not just on
aspects of their life related to their own development, but also on features that distinguish them from
others. Body shaming refers to the act or practice of disparaging or making fun of someone based on their
physical appearance. The passage of time has resulted in a variety of beauty standards being established
by society. Historically, body shaming has been intended towards persons who do not correspond to the
commonly accepted standards of physical attractiveness. The present study collected and examined the
answers of 1965 teenagers from the Romanian county of Caras-Severin in order to identify their
propensities for body shaming via the use of digital technologies. The replies of these teenagers were
gathered and studied by the researchers, who questioned them about particular scenarios that fell under

the scope of body shaming practices. In light of the data, it seems that males are more likely than females
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to participate in body shaming (1.8% vs. 4.92%), as shown by their score on the former. In terms of
distribution by grade, ninth-graders exhibited a larger incidence of body shaming (3.6%), compared to
their tenth-grade counterparts (2.6%). Teenage body shaming may lead to a number of mental health

problems, including eating disorders, anxiety, depression, and low self-esteem, among others.
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