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a  b  s  t  r  a  c  t

The  present  study  investigated  the  longitudinal  development  of body  size  perception  in relation  to  dif-
ferent  personality  traits.  A  sample  of Swiss  adults  (N =  2905,  47%  men),  randomly  selected  from  the
telephone  book,  completed  a questionnaire  on two  consecutive  years  (2012,  2013).  Body  size  percep-
tion  was  assessed  with  the Contour  Drawing  Rating  Scale  and  personality  traits  were  assessed  with  a
short  version  of the  Big  Five  Inventory.  Longitudinal  analysis  of change  indicated  that  men  and  women
scoring  higher  on  conscientiousness  perceived  themselves  as  thinner  one  year  later.  In contrast,  women
scoring  higher  on  neuroticism  perceived  their  body  size  as  larger  one  year  later.  No  significant  effect
was  observed  for men  scoring  higher  on neuroticism.  These  results  were  independent  of  weight  changes,
body  mass  index,  age,  and  education.  Our findings  suggest  that personality  traits  contribute  to body  size
perception  among  adults.

©  2015  Elsevier  Ltd. All  rights  reserved.

Introduction

According to the Big Five taxonomy, five traits can be used to
describe personality structure at a broad level of abstraction: open-
ness to experience, conscientiousness, extraversion, agreeableness,
and neuroticism (Costa, McCrae, & Dye, 1991). A growing body of
research suggests a relationship between some of these personality
traits and measures of perceptual and attitudinal corporeal expe-
riences, such as body image dissatisfaction and body appreciation
(e.g., Benford & Swami, 2014; Swami et al., 2013). The focus of the
present study was on perceptual body image. In particular, weight-
related figure evaluation (i.e., self-related body size perception)
was measured in two consecutive years to examine whether the
Big Five personality traits are associated with changes in perceived
body size over time.

There is a small body of research on body size perception in
relation to observer personality. For example, openness to experi-
ence and agreeableness were associated with the perception of a
wider range of figures as physically attractive (Swami, Buchanan,
Furnham, & Tovée, 2008). In addition, there have been some
studies on the Big Five and broader evaluations of body image.
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Evidence suggests that neuroticism is connected with greater
actual-ideal weight discrepancies in women (Swami, Taylor, &
Carvalho, 2011; Swami  et al., 2013) and drive for muscularity
in men  (Benford & Swami, 2014; Davis, Karvinen, & McCreary,
2005). Furthermore, neuroticism was associated with lower lev-
els of body appreciation in both genders (Benford & Swami, 2014;
Swami, Hadji-Michael, & Furnham, 2008) and poorer appear-
ance evaluation in women  (Davis, Dionne, & Shuster, 2001).
These results imply that neuroticism is a risk factor for neg-
ative body image evaluation, probably because people scoring
higher on neuroticism are more emotionally unstable, prone to
experiencing negative affect, and have diminished evaluations of
self-worth.

Conscientiousness, which describes the propensity to follow
social norms and rules, to be task- and goal-directed, self-
disciplined, and self-controlling, is negatively associated with a
drive for thinness in women  (Podar, Hannus, & Allik, 1999), though
not associated with a drive for muscularity in men (Benford
& Swami, 2014). Studies have also found a positive correla-
tion between conscientiousness and body appreciation in women
(Swami, Hadji-Michael, et al., 2008; Swami  et al., 2013), but in a
similar vein, failed to reveal conscientiousness as a significant cor-
relate of body appreciation in men  (Swami, Hadji-Michael, et al.,
2008). Despite the fact that associations between conscientious-
ness and body image evaluation have tended to be weaker and
less stable than those for neuroticism, previous results suggest a
positive association between conscientiousness and body image
evaluation.
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With regard to the other Big Five constructs, associations are
less stable and their impact seems to be largely dependent on the
outcome measured. For example, extraversion has been found to
be positively correlated with body appreciation in both genders
(Benford & Swami, 2014; Swami, Buchanan, et al., 2008) and lower
levels of actual-ideal weight discrepancy in women (Swami  et al.,
2013), but studies have also failed to find an association between
extraversion and other aspects of body image (Benford & Swami,
2014; Swami, Buchanan, et al., 2008).

In summary, previous research indicates that, with the excep-
tion of neuroticism, associations between the Big Five and body
image are not robust across different dimensions of perceptual
and attitudinal body image. In addition, many studies are based
on convenience samples (e.g., college students) and cross-sectional
data that only suggest co-occurrence of personality traits and
body image. Longitudinal studies in this area are limited and have
focused on adolescents or young adults (e.g., Quick, Eisenberg,
Bucchianeri, & Neumark-Sztainer, 2013). Of course, adolescence is
a critical time for body image development. However, these studies
do not allow conclusions to be drawn about developmental trends
in adults and the general population. Body image in general, and
body size perception in particular, is not expected to be a stable phe-
nomenon. It can vary over a person’s lifetime and is influenced by a
range of factors (e.g., internalisation of societal ideals, interpersonal
experiences, and age-related bodily changes). Thus, preoccupation
with body appearance and changes in body image evaluation are
not necessarily restricted to a certain age group and can occur in
middle aged and older adults as well (e.g., McLaren & Kuh, 2004).
This has important implications because a person’s evaluation of
his or her body and body size can have an influence on their mental
health (Jackson et al., 2014) and behaviour (Stice, 2002).

The present study was conducted using a population-based
randomly selected adult sample, which enables greater general-
isability of results than most past studies. The population-based
sample permits a survey of both genders and includes participants
from different socio-demographic groups, in different body weight
categories, and outside clinical settings. To the best of our knowl-
edge, this research is the first to estimate the degree to which the
Big Five personality traits are associated with changes in perceived
body size in a demographically diverse adult sample. Based on the
literature described above, it was predicted that neuroticism would
be associated with negative changes in people’s perceived body
size. Regarding the robustness of associations between the other
Big Five and aspects of body image, current cross-sectional evi-
dence is less clear and no concrete prediction were made regarding
its impact on the longitudinal development of body size perception.
In addition, as evidenced by prior work (Swami, Hadji-Michael,
et al., 2008; Swami et al., 2011), the Big Five personality traits may
account for a small amount of variance in body image. Moreover,
changes in peoples’ perceived body size within one year are not
expected to be large on a population level. Thus, it is unlikely that
large effects would be observed in the present longitudinal study.
Despite these considerations, by conducting a longitudinal study,
developmental trends could be uncovered and causal ordering of
effects could be examined.

Method

Sampling

The present study examined data from the third (2012) and
fourth (2013) waves of the Swiss Food Panel (2010–2014), a
population-based longitudinal study conducted in Switzerland on
behavioural determinants related to eating and physical activity.
The Swiss Food Panel began in 2010 and participants, randomly
selected from the telephone book, completed a paper-and-pencil

questionnaire each consecutive year. Study participation was vol-
untary and participants did not receive any financial incentives. For
the present study, data from persons with a body mass index (BMI)
>50 kg/m2 (n = 7) and extreme weight changes1 (weight gain/loss
of ≥30 kg) within one year (n = 5) were excluded, as it might be
indicative of an underlying clinical condition. Additionally, women
who indicated the birth of a child during the study period under
consideration (n = 72) were excluded. Further information related
to the sampling procedure, the standard data cleaning procedure,
and the sample’s development over the waves can be found else-
where (Keller & Siegrist, 2015). Ethics approval was not necessary
for this study.

Participants

The final sample for the present study was comprised of 2905
persons (47% males) with a mean age of 57.64 years (SD = 13.69)
(range 23–94 years, in 2013). Distribution of educational level2 was
as follows: 6.6% low, 37.7% middle, and 55.2% high.

Measures

Perceived body size. Perceived body size were assessed with
the Contour Drawing Rating Scale (CDRS; Thompson & Gray, 1995),
which consists of nine female and male contour drawings of gradu-
ated sizes from very thin (coded 1) to very heavy (coded 9). At both
time points, participants were asked to select the drawing that best
reflected their current body size (perceived body size). The CDRS
figures were presented in ascending order from smallest to largest.

Big Five personality traits. The 21-item short version of the
Big Five Inventory (BFI-K, Rammstedt & John, 2005) was used to
assess the five dimensions of personality: extraversion, agreeable-
ness, conscientiousness, neuroticism, and openness to experience.
Self-ratings were made on a 5-point response scale (1 = Very incor-
rect, 5 = Very correct).  Cronbach’s alpha (number of items) for the
total sample was as follows: extraversion  ̨ = .75 (4), agreeableness

 ̨ = .58 (4), conscientiousness  ̨ = .51 (4), neuroticism  ̨ = .70 (4),
openness to experience  ̨ = .68 (5). The data from the 2013 survey
were used to characterise participants’ personality traits, because
the Big Five scale was only included in the 2013 survey. This should
not be a problem, because personality factors are considered to be
a stable construct and not assumed to change significantly within
one year (Watson, 2004).

Statistical Approach

In addition to correlational analysis, a longitudinal hierarchical
multiple regression was performed. An analysis of change (i.e., a
regressor variable approach) was  conducted, which is the analysis
of choice for longitudinal continuous data with two  measurement
points (Cohen, Cohen, West, & Aiken, 2003). The dependent vari-
able was  perceived body size at T2. In a first step, perceived body
size at T1 was  included in the model as independent variable. By
including the T1 value, the potential influence of the initial value
at T1 can be removed, so that the estimated effects of the other
variables are independent of it (Cohen et al., 2003). This first step
indicates how much of the variance in perceived body size at T2
is already accounted for by the value of perceived body size at T1;

1 Weight change was calculated using self-reported body weights (kg) at T1 and
T2  (difference score T2 − T1).

2 For descriptive purposes, educational level was categorised into three cat-
egories: (low) no education, primary, and lower secondary school; (middle)
vocational school; (high) higher secondary school, college, and university.
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