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ABSTRACT. The child develops internal mechanisms for forming references of the body 
itself, from an early age, becoming a relevant stage of life for researchers. The aim was to 
investigate attitudes related to body image from the point of view of children. This descriptive 
qualitative research was conducted in four focus groups. Nineteen children participated (10 
girls and 9 boys), aged 6 to 11 years (M=8.36 ±1.42 years old), students of public schools 
of the city of Juiz de Fora, State of Minas Gerais. The data obtained were treated by cate-
gorical content analysis. Three categories emerged from children’s report: concerns about 
specific aspects of the body; concerns about general aspects of the body and body-related 
behaviors. It is concluded that the evaluated children presented attitudes that indicate con-
cern with the body in general and specific aspects, besides behaviors related to body image. 
The development and adoption of therapy and intervention strategies in order to promote a 
positive body image in children are recommended.

Keywords: Body image; child; qualitative research.

PREOCUPAÇÕES E COMPORTAMENTOS RELACIONADOS À 
APARÊNCIA FÍSICA NA INFÂNCIA: UMA ABORDAGEM QUALITATIVA.

RESUMO. A criança elabora mecanismos internos para formação de referências do próprio 
corpo, desde a tenra idade, tornando-se uma fase da vida relevante para estudiosos. Objeti-
vou-se investigar atitudes relacionadas à imagem corporal sob o ponto de vista de crianças. 
Esta pesquisa qualitativa descritiva foi conduzida em quatro grupos focais. Participaram 
19 crianças (10 meninas e 9 meninos), de 6 a 11 anos (M=8,36±1,42 anos), estudantes de 
escolas públicas da cidade de Juiz de Fora-MG. Os dados obtidos foram tratados mediante 
análise de conteúdo categórica. Três categorias emergiram a partir das falas das crianças: 
preocupações com aspectos específicos do corpo; preocupações com aspectos gerais do 
corpo; e comportamentos relacionados ao corpo. Conclui-se que as crianças avaliadas 
apresentaram atitudes que indicam preocupação com o corpo em aspectos gerais e espe-
cíficos, além de comportamentos relacionados com a imagem corporal. Recomendam-se a 
elaboração e a adoção de estratégias de terapia e intervenção no sentido de promover uma 
imagem corporal positiva em crianças. 

Palavras-chave: Imagem corporal; infância; pesquisa qualitativa.
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PREOCUPACIONES Y COMPORTAMIENTOS RELACIONADOS A LA 
APARIENCIA FÍSICA DE LOS NIÑOS: UN ENFOQUE CUALITATIVO.

RESUMEN. El niño elabora mecanismos internos para la formación de referencias del 
propio cuerpo, desde tierna edad, convirtiéndose en una fase de la vida relevante para es-
tudiosos. Se tuvo por objetivo investigar actitudes relacionadas a la imagen corporal desde 
el punto de vista de los niños. Esta investigación cualitativa descriptiva se produjo en cuatro 
grupos focales. Participaron 19 niños (10 niñas y 9 niños), de 6 a 11 años (M=8,36±1,42 
años), estudiantes de escuelas públicas de Juiz de Fora-MG. Se trataron los datos obteni-
dos mediante análisis de contenido categórico. Tres categorías indicaron: preocupaciones 
con aspectos específicos del cuerpo; preocupaciones con aspectos generales del cuerpo; y 
comportamientos relacionados con el cuerpo. Se concluye que los niños evaluados presen-
taron actitudes que indican una preocupación con el cuerpo en aspectos generales y espe-
cíficos, además de comportamientos relacionados a la imagen corporal. Se recomienda la 
elaboración y adopción de estrategias de terapia e intervención para promover una imagen 
corporal positiva en niños. 

Palabras clave: Imagen corporal; niño; investigación cualitativa.

Introduction

Childhood comprises the period from birth to the onset of puberty/adolescence (Pa-
palia & Feldman, 2013). This phase includes three stages: early childhood (birth to three 
years); second childhood (from three to six years) and third childhood (from six to the be-
ginning of adolescence) (Papalia & Feldman, 2013). In the third childhood, period between 
6 and 11 years (Papalia & Feldman, 2013), the individual’s sense of identity becomes more 
complex (Papalia & Feldman, 2013). Thus, children can establish comparisons between 
themselves and many other children, influencing their body image (Smolak, 2011).

Body image can be understood as the mental representation of the body (Schilder, 
1999). This complex and multifaceted construct (Cash & Smolak, 2011; Ferreira, Castro & 
Morgado, 2014) involves the image that the individual has of the size, shape and contour of 
its own body, as well as feelings, thoughts and behaviors in relation to these characteristics 
(Cash & Smolak, 2011). Childhood emerges as a particularly relevant phase for resear-
chers and scholars of body image, since the construction of this begins at a younger age. 
According to Fortes et al. (2014) and Smolak (2011), it is during childhood that body-related 
attitudes such as beliefs, concerns about body weight and shape, and behaviors directed at 
improving physical appearance may begin.

It is important to note that if these attitudes are elaborated in the direction of negative 
body image, there is a picture characterized by a profound depreciation of the body itself, 
which can cause distress, suffering and depression (Ferreira et al., 2014). The development 
of this condition in early age may constitute a risk factor for the development of psychopa-
thologies in late ages, which makes it fundamental to carry out studies that focus on the 
body image of children. Nevertheless, body image in childhood has been commonly evalua-
ted with quantitative instruments. Qualitative investigations that aim to verify the children 
understanding of the importance attributed to body image aspects are still scarce (Neves, 
Cipriani, Meireles, Morgado, & Ferreira, 2017). Thus, the present study conducted a qua-
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litative investigation on attitudes related to body image from the point of view of children 
between 6 and 11 years of age.

Method

This is a descriptive qualitative research conducted through the focus group techni-
que.

Participants

The sample consisted of children aged 6 to 11 from two public schools in the city of 
Juiz de Fora, State of Minas Gerais. In total, four focus groups were formed, two in each 
school separated by ages and sexes. The selection of schools was by convenience, that is, 
those in which the researchers were open to conduct the research. It was decided to separa-
te the genders, due to differences in body image between boys and girls already demonstra-
ted by renowned researchers in the area (Cash & Smolak, 2011; Ferreira et al., 2014; Neves 
et al., 2017). As for age, Papalia and Feldman (2013) point out that there may be differences 
in the attitudes of children of different ages (for example, the elaboration of the thoughts of 
6-year-old children may differ from those of 11 years). Therefore, it is recommended in the
specific literature of focus groups to make encounters with individuals as homogeneous as
possible in their essential characteristics, in view of the non-formation of subgroups.

The students were selected by lottery, through the call list of each class. As criteria 
for inclusion in the research, children should be enrolled and attending classes regularly in 
selected schools; knowing how to read and write; to deliver the Free and Informed Consent 
Form signed by the person responsible for the child and to assent with their own voluntary 
participation.

Thus, 19 children, 10 girls and 9 boys, aged 6 to 11 years (mean = 8.36 years, stan-
dard deviation = 1.42 years) participated in the study.

Data collection procedure

Initially, contact was established with the School Principal of the selected schools to 
explain the objectives and methods of the study. After the consent, a lottery was made to 
compose the sample. The chosen children took home the Consent Form for the authoriza-
tion of those responsible for the child, as well as an informative scheduling the meeting.

All focus groups took place in rooms provided by the schools, with four researchers: 
two moderators, one observer and one assistant. A brief explanation of the research was 
given to the children, and the Assent Form was distributed so that they would consent to 
their voluntary participation. A previously planned semi-structured script served as a guide to 
foster questions regarding body image of children and guide the discussion, but with some 
flexibility for modifications that might arise at the time of each meeting. Some questions can 
be highlighted as examples: “Which parts of your body do you like most? Why?”; “Which 
ones do you least like? Why?”; “How you define a beautiful body?” The average duration of 



Body image of children4

Psicol. estud., v. 23, p. 1-16, e40289, 2018

the meetings was approximately 70 minutes. The children and their guardians were infor-
med of the need for audio and video recording.

Data analysis

All recordings of audio and video related to the meetings were transcribed in full. The 
Content Analysis technique proposed by Bardin (2011) was used to analyze focus group 
data. The three stages of analysis proposed by the author were followed (pre-analysis, ma-
terial exploration and treatment of results and interpretation). Categorical thematic content 
analysis was used (Bardin, 2011).

It should be noted that, in order to preserve the identity of the participating children, 
their names were hidden, and instead each group received an identification code composed 
of the group number (G1, G2, G3, or G4); followed by the child’s number (P1, P2, P3, (...) 
to P19); identification of the gender (♂ for boys and ♀ for girls); and finally the age of the 
participant. The complete code can be exemplified as: “G1, P1, ♀, 7 years”.

Ethical considerations

The research project was approved by the Ethics and Research Committee on Human 
Beings of the Federal University of Juiz de Fora (UFJF), through opinion number 1402233. 
All children and their guardians signed TALE and TCLE, respectively.

Results and discussion

After content analysis, three major categories emerged from the children’s speeches. 
They are: (1) Concerns about specific aspects of the body, (2) Concerns about general as-
pects of the body, and (3) Body related behaviors. Each of these categories is described and 
discussed separately below.

Concerns about specific aspects of the body

To concern means the state of one who is absorbed by an idea; with dominant thin-
king, or even caring, bothering, or worrying. According to Thompson, Heinberg, Altabe and 
Tantleff-Dunn (1999), the concern with the body is multidimensional and may be related to 
different body aspects. The children in the present study had a tendency to relate concerns 
to specific aspects of the body, separately.

One of the most prominent body parts was hair, mentioned by participants from all four 
groups formed. In a qualitative study with focus groups, Tatangelo and Ricciardelli (2013) 
pointed out that girls aged 8 to 10 years often engaged in conversations about appearance, 
and one of the focuses of these conversations is hair. In the present study, the hair was poin-
ted out: in the description of the appearance itself; among the parts of the body that the chil-
dren like the most and also the ones that they least like; in the description of how a beautiful 
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girl should be (in the groups of boys); and even comparisons of appearance with the other 
participants of the groups. Among the adjectives used to characterize the hair are: straight, 
curly, short, long, beautiful, ugly, among others. The following are some examples of these 
allusions: “My hair is long. Since I was little I was born with a lot of hair. So if I do not make 
curls, my hair looks like a drawing witch (G1, P4, ♀, 7 years)”; “Ah! I love my hair too. But 
I wanted curly hair. So, if I had a curl at least I would be happy (G2, P5, ♀, 10 years)”; “My 
niece is a beautiful girl. Her hair is too beautiful. She has straight, longer hair (G3, P13, ♂, 10 
years)”; “You have to compare. You have to look at your colleague to see if your colleague 
is the same. He looks like me. Because the hair looks like (G4, P15, ♂, 6 years)”.

Another aspect which the children also emphasized was the appearance of the face. 
Schilder (1999) already pointed out the special importance that the face has for the body 
image as a whole. This is because, according to the author, the face is the most expressive 
part of the body, since it is the one that can be seen by all (Schilder, 1999). Subjects related 
to the appearance of the face appeared in three of the four groups formed. The speeches of 
participants 2 and 11 clearly represent how much the children consider striking the features 
of the face, although they still cannot express the reason for this importance: “[part of the 
body that you like the most] the face because ... I don’t know. Because the face is important 
(G1, P2, ♀, 8 years)”; “I find a beautiful person with beautiful face features. So I think it has 
to be alike, it cannot be a very different thing from the other. The facial features are important 
(G3, P11, ♂, 10 years)”.

In this same sense, several facial features were also mentioned. Among them are: 
eyes, nose, mouth, teeth, cheek and ears. From the speeches of the participants, it was pos-
sible to identify that they care about these characteristics, since they clearly know what are 
the beauty stereotypes associated with these parts. According to Murnen (2011), the ideal of 
beauty, especially feminine, includes light eyes, elongated lashes, fleshy lips and fine nose. 
Here are a few accounts of the children in the present study exemplifying these questions: 
“[how you define a beautiful person] with blue eyes (G2, P6, ♀, 9 years). There’s one in my 
room that has green eyes (G2, P7, ♀, 9 years).”; “Let’s suppose, not wanting to offend peo-
ple, but so ... people who have a very big nose, a very big mouth ... That’s not good. (G3, 
P11, ♂, 10 years)”; “I don’t like my teeth. Because my teeth is very crooked ... (G1, P1, ♀, 
7 years)”; “I think I have a lot of cheek (G4, P15, ♂, 6 years)”; “My face is (...) it’s not very 
fluffy like that ... Just my little cheeks from when I was little. My cheek even fell down so big 
(...) my cheeks are already rosy. (G1, P4, ♀, 7 years)”; “I don’t like my ear because it’s big. 
(G2, P5, ♀, 10 years)”.

Skin color was also a significant body attribute highlighted by participants, especially 
during the description of their own appearance. Máximo, Larrain, Nunes and Lins (2012) 
identified that children from 9 to 12 years old presented a tendency to bleaching in the racial 
self-categorization. The results obtained by these researchers showed that 71% of black 
children described themselves as brown skin and 23% as white. According to the authors, 
this was due to an attribution of socially favorable characteristics (beauty and communica-
bility) associated with white figures; and of socially unfavorable characteristics (dishonesty) 
attached to dark-skinned and black figures.

The trend presented by Máximo et al. (2012) was not found in the present investiga-
tion. The description of the skin tone occurred from the children themselves, since the focus 
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group theme was the body. Words such as “white”, “black”, “coffee with milk” and “brown 
skin” were used as adjectives of skin color, without a pejorative connotation or an intention 
of self-bleaching. The following statements exemplify the body’s self-description regarding 
this characteristic: “Color may be different. She is whiter and I am brown (G2, P9, ♀, 10 
years).”; “Each one has a different color (G2, P6, ♀, 9 years).”; “I have black eyes. I’m black. 
My hair is black. My leg is black. My nose is black. My mouth is black. I’m black. Oh, I’m tall. 
Anything else (G4, P19, ♂, 8 years)”; “My color is coffee with milk. I have black eyes. Brown 
hair. My hair has a part that is white. It has white strands. But the rest is black. The legs are 
dark coffee with milk. The back is brown. (G4, P15, ♂, 6 years)”.

In the female focus groups, body characteristics related to thinness were exalted. Si-
milarly, in the study of Tatangelo and Ricciardelli (2013) with focus groups, most girls discus-
sed the importance of thinness. In the present investigation, girls reported worrying about 
body weight and with belly and waist size. They even identified that “having a big belly” or 
“potbelly”, as of their parents, would be a negative body attribute. Expressions like “good 
waist” and “six pack stomach” also appeared in their testimonials as positive characteristics: 
“I like to see how much I”m weighing. To see if I have gained weight a little, if my waist is 
good (G2, P8, ♀, 10 years)”; “I’m pulling my belly [inward] to look in the mirror. I like to have 
six pack stomach (G2, P7, ♀, 9 years)”; “My father has a big belly (G1, P4, ♀, 7 years)”; “My 
father, too. But he says I’m chubby like him. But in the case, he is fat, right?! I’m chubby (G1, 
P2, ♀, 8 years)”; “There’s a potbelly, just like my father (G1, P4, ♀, 7 years)”.

In addition to attributes related to thinness, bulky breasts and buttocks were also 
pointed out by the girls during the description of what a beautiful body would look like. In 
their language, they termed these body parts as “big busty”, “big buttock”: “I wanted big 
busty that looks like with silicone, aunt (G2, P8, ♀, 10 years)”; “I like Anita. She has a big 
busty and a big buttock. (G2, P7, ♀, 9 years)”; “I wanted to be my sister. She has a big busty 
like that girl they’re talking about. And a big buttock too, aunt (G2, P6, ♀, 9 years)”.

In one of the groups formed with boys, the expressions “buff chest” and “musclebou-
nd chest” were frequent. The boys talked about “having buff chest” as a body trait valued by 
the opposite sex. In addition, the “six pack stomach” was also highlighted by the boys. The 
following reports exemplify this question: “They [women] like a strong man. With buff chest 
(G4, P16, ♂, 8 years).”; “Musclebound chest is beautiful (G4, P16, ♂, 8 years)”; “I like to 
have a six pack stomach (G2, P13, ♂, 8 years)”.

According to Murnen (2011), the ideal body for women, advocated in Western socie-
ties, is strongly associated with thinness and, more specifically, aspects that reinforce a sexy 
body. Large breasts, broad hips and thin waist are among these characteristics (Murnen, 
2011). Among boys, the ideal body emphasizes muscularity, structured by broad shoulders 
tapering to a thin waist (“V-shape”), well-defined abdominal muscles (“six pack abs” or “six 
pack stomach”) (Murnen, 2011). Thus, well-defined chest muscles reinforce this body pat-
tern. With this in view, it is possible that the boys and girls participating in the present study 
have exalted these bodily characteristics due to the desire to reach that ideal (beautiful and 
successful) body that is increasingly propagated by the media and consumer society.

The lower limbs were also cited by the children, however, less prominently. The legs, 
knees and feet have emerged in some focus groups linked to those parts of the body that 
children like the most and least like and among the things they would like to change in their 
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body. This can be seen in the following lines: “I like my leg because with the leg I can do 
many things. You can stay in different positions (...). I do not like my knee. I like it, but I al-
ways have something about the knee. When I stretch my leg, I cannot stretch much (G3, 
P12, ♂, 10 years)”; “I wanted my two knees to be more resistant because I always fall on 
my knees and hurt (G3, P11, ♂, 10 years)”; “My foot is big. It’s from a family. I wanted to 
have a smaller foot. I wanted to wear shoes exactly like a child wears (G1, P2, ♀, 8 years)”; 
“I wanted to change my foot. I wanted my foot to be small (G2, P10, ♀, 9 years)”. In this 
sense, for the legs and knees, at times, the children’s speeches did not refer to aesthetic 
characteristics, but to their functionality, differing from the mentions made of the other parts 
of the body. Thus, it was observed that the function was stronger than aesthetics when the 
focus is lower limbs.

Concerns about general aspects of the body

In addition to concerns with specific body parts, children have also shown to be awa-
re of the overall appearance of the body. Thompson et al. (1999) describe that concern with 
the body may be directed toward body weight or appearance in general. The category “con-
cerns with general aspects of the body” encompasses children’s concerns regarding overall 
appearance, muscularity, fat, weight, and height.

In relation to the general appearance, there was no consensus in children’s speech. 
Some participants reported being satisfied and enjoying their bodies, while others had di-
vergent opinions, as can be seen below: “I don’t like being like this (G4, P17, ♂, 7 years)”; “I 
think the way I am is good. I don’t need to change anything. Each one likes to be the way it 
is (G3, P12, ♂, 10 years)”; “There’s nothing I wanted to do that I need to change my body. I 
like my body (G3, P11, ♂, 10 years)”. This incongruence was also observed in different stu-
dies in the literature. When asking directly to children about their satisfaction with their own 
body, Patalay et al. (2015) found low frequency of negative body image in girls and boys. 
On the other hand, from the studies of Leite, Ferrazzi, Mezadri and Höfelmann (2014) and 
Ling, McManus, Knowles, Masters and Polman (2015), which used Silhouette Scales, most 
of the children evaluated were discontented with some aspect of their appearance. It should 
be noted that body image is a labile construct that is constantly reworked by individuals, 
which can be influenced by social, economic and cultural relations (Cash & Smolak, 2011). 
In addition, the body image of children is developing and can change according to their daily 
findings (Papalia & Feldman, 2013).

Muscularity was an aspect that attracted the attention of the children, especially 
among the boys, being emphasized as a positive factor among them, and also as something 
valued by the opposite sex. A study by Skelton, Irby, Guzman and Beech (2012) corrobo-
rates this idea, since for boys aged 8 to 12 years, who participated in focus groups, health 
seemed to be linked to unrealistic notions about muscularity. In this way, being muscular 
was considered as synonymous with being healthy. For the authors, this limited and super-
ficial understanding of health points to the need for greater education and information and 
enlightenment measures for this age group. In the present investigation, the boys’ speeches 
illustrate the idea of muscularity as a positive factor of body appearance: “They [girls] like 
strong men, who have a buff chest (G4, P16, ♂, 8 years)”; “I sure think it’s cool to be like this 
[muscular]. So you can keep showing off. If I were that strong, I would definitely. I think I’s 
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cool to be like this (G3, P13, ♂, 10 years)”; “There are people who are strong. It’s muscle. 
Being strong is good (G4, P14, ♂, 8 years)”.

During the speeches of the children participating in the present study, it was possible 
to observe an aversion to fat. Similarly, Martin (2015) found that children over the age of 10 
saw as one of the main disadvantages of fat the lower capacity of obese children to play 
with the others. In fact, the ability to play sports with colleagues was the most cited reason 
for both sexes in this age group to want to lose weight (Martin, 2015). In the present inves-
tigation, the idea that fat is a negative aspect was reinforced by the boys, being tied to the 
idea of inferior ability: “I don’t like being fat (G4, P19, ♂, 8 years)”; “Because runs less (G4, 
P18, ♂, 7 years).”; “Because the belly is heavy and you run less (G4, P15, ♂, 6 years)”; “If 
you have big belly, if a guy hits you, you fall on time. Then you cannot, you’re already on the 
ground. If you are fat (G4, P18, ♂, 7 years)”; “Fatty boys do not run much. I like being small 
because I run a lot (G4, P15, ♂, 6 years)”.

However, negative aspects of fat directed to body esthetics were also noted: “I don’t 
like fat people (G4, P19, ♂, 8 years)”; “Aunty, fat person has nothing to do (G4, P18, ♂, 7 
years)”; “Because it’s weird. It is very fat (G4, P19, ♂, 8 years)”. Concerning this finding, 
Martin (2015) pointed out negative, consistent and emphatic views of children about being 
overweight. According to the author, for the five-year-olds, there was a clear view that being 
fat is the same as being ugly. Thus, fat was considered a negative aspect both because of 
functionality and aesthetic factors.

Moreover, negative comments from others about fat were reported by children in the 
present study. Garousi (2014) had already identified lipophobic attitudes significantly related 
to high BMI in girls. Harrison, Rowlinson and Hill (2016) investigated children’s preferences 
among characters from children’s stories who varied in weight. The results showed that chil-
dren’s judgments were affected by fat, with a clear preference for lean figures and rejection 
of obese children, thus being related to satisfaction with appearance and social acceptance. 
Participant speeches reveal that comments about their appearance affect children’s fee-
lings about their bodies: “There’s a boy who’s bullying my cousin. Because my cousin is a 
bit chubby. He does nothing to take care of the body. He feels bad (G4, P14, ♂, 8 years)”; 
“Auntie, once my colleague humiliated my other colleague. He made him cry. He made fun 
of him. He said he was fat. He said it looked like a killer whale (G4, P18, ♂, 7 years)”.

The thinness was pointed out as a positive factor, especially for the girls. Among the 
boys, some of them reported fear of being too thin. This attitude demonstrates a tendency 
towards the adequacy of what is considered ideal body for the different sexes, considering 
that thinness is valued for the female, but not for the male sex (Murnen, 2011). Thus, while 
the girls appreciated this body pattern, the boys showed a tendency to balance, that is, they 
did not want to be too thin, but only slightly. “I pull inward my belly to look in the mirror, then I 
relax (...) I like to look slim ... (G2, P7, ♀, 9 years)”; “My niece is a beautiful girl (...) Her body 
is beautiful. She is thin. That’s all (G3, P13, ♂, 10 years)”; “My cousin calls me skinny and 
I say, ‘You are too’. I do not like being skinny. I wanted to be a just little skinny (G4, P18, ♂, 
7 years).”

Still in the sense of concern about being overweight, some children reported being 
aware of their body weight. It is interesting to point out that both boys and girls said to control 
this measure, showing concern about how much they weigh. However, researchers point 
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out that girls may find it more difficult to deal with judging their weight and body size than 
boys (Fortes et al., 2014; Smolak, 2011). Concern about body weight was also present in 
Australian boys and girls evaluated by Fairweather-Schmidt and Wade (2015). The following 
statements may illustrate that concern about being overweight can afflict children, regar-
dless of sex: “I like to weigh myself to see if I’m fat or thin (G4, P19, ♂, 8 years)”; “I like to 
know how much I’m weighing. To see if I have gained weight a little, if my waist is good (G2, 
P8, ♀, 10 years)”; “I like to weigh myself to see if I’ve gained weight a bit because up to now 
it’s only 30 kg. For a while. And I wanted to get fat at least a little. (G3, P13, ♂, 10 years)”.

In addition to body weight, height also caught the attention of children. When asked 
about their desire to change something in their bodies, they reported willingness to be “tal-
ler” or “higher” or even “larger”. Similarly, “being taller” was pointed out as an advantage 
among 5-year-olds in Martin (2015). The words of participants 5 and 10 exemplify this issue: 
“I would change. I wanted to be tall. Tall, really tall. Because short I do not reach anything. 
(G2, P5, ♀, 10 years)”; “I wanted to change my height and my foot (G2, P10, ♀, 9 years)”.

Body-related behaviors

The third category that emerged from the children’s speech was that of “body-rela-
ted behaviors”. In general, behavior means a set of actions that the individual adopts in the 
face of the interactions provided by the environment where the individual is involved. The 
behavior of each person may be the incarnated expression of some aspects of the body’s 
identity and, therefore, may express conflicts or anxieties of the individual, deserving special 
attention (Cash & Smolak, 2011; Ferreira et al., 2014). In the concept of body image, body-
-directed behaviors are part of its attitudinal component (Cash & Smolak, 2011; Ferreira et
al., 2014), and some examples are: avoidance of body exposure, body check, comparison
of the body with that of other individuals, the practice of exercises with the purpose of modi-
fying the body (losing weight or gaining muscles), the adoption of alterations in feeding with
the same purpose, among others. Some of these behaviors were verified in the children’s
speeches and, thus, the creation of this category is justified.

During the conduction of focus groups, it was found that body checking is a resource 
often used by children. This behavior includes constant actions of self-assessment of the 
body, such as: periodic verification of body weight, examination of body size and shape 
(through mirrors or other reflective surfaces); touch of the body in search of “undesirable” 
body fat; among others (Mountford, Haase, & Waller, 2006; Shafran, Fairburn, Robinson, & 
Lask, 2004). Some of the participants’ statements may be examples: “I weigh myself once a 
day. I like to weigh myself (G4, P17, ♂, 7 years)”; “Every day I look in the mirror, I look just 
like a bamboo (G2, P9, ♀, 10 years)”; “I have a big cheek [tightening the cheeks]. (G4, P17, 
♂, 7 years)”.

According to Cash and Smolak (2011), if body-checking behaviors are repeated com-
pulsively, consuming time and energy of the individual, this may indicate a negative image 
of the body. In a study carried out with university students, Carvalho, Filgueiras, Neves, 
Coelho and Ferreira (2013) pointed out that body check was associated with inadequate 
food attitudes and body dissatisfaction, regardless of the individual’s gender. In children, 
a study by Neves et al. (2017) did not identify investigations that sought to evaluate body 
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check in children, and therefore, the authors emphasized the need for further research with 
this intention.

Added to that, the use of certain clothes was emphasized in the children’s speeches. 
A study by Jellinek, Myers, and Keller (2016) sought to determine the effect of doll clothes 
(swimwear or social clothing) and body type (thin or overweight) on the body dissatisfaction 
of six- to eight-year-old girls. The authors identified that the body type of the dolls influenced 
girls’ body dissatisfaction, both in bathing suits and in social clothing. In this study, when 
asked about what they think a person has to be to be beautiful, some girls reported using 
“beautiful clothes” as strategies adopted: “(...) Just makeup and done (…) Put on a nice clo-
thes and that’s it. Better to be beautiful and to be normal. (G1, P4, ♀, 7 years)”; “Put on some 
pretty clothes, put some cute earrings. (G1, P2, ♀, 8 years)”. These statements demonstrate 
the importance girls attribute to clothes, possibly due to media influence over fashion.

The use of clothes was also associated with imitation of celebrities. In a qualitative 
study conducted by Tatangelo and Ricciardelli (2013), both girls and boys reported copying 
celebrities that they have prestige about the style of clothes used, haircut, etc. According to 
the authors, the girls tended to copy famous actresses and singers, while the boys looked 
for behaviors similar to the idols of the sport. In the present study, two dialogues in the girls’ 
focus groups on this subject can be cited as examples: “Mc Guimê. He is very beautiful. (...) 
He has a cap. He wears a cap. I think if he was here at school I would faint (G2, P6, ♀, 9 
years)”; “Anitta. I think she’s beautiful. (...) Her clothes are beautiful. (G2, P10, ♀, 9 years)”; 
“Mc Tati Zaqui. I love Mc Tati. I wanted to have her hair. Blue (G2, P5, ♀, 10 years)”; “I think 
Larissa Manuela is beautiful! (...) Because every time I see her in the magazine I love every-
thing she uses. Then I find her very pretty, even on TV (G1, P4, ♀, 7 years)”. 

In one of the boy groups, it was identified that boys have a certain amount of vanity 
when dressing and choosing the clothes they wear. In addition to the choice of clothing, they 
have shown that they are aware of clothing brands (e.g. All Star, Nike and Polo) in order to 
achieve the “playboy style”. The following dialogue proves this question: “I took a playboy 
style picture. Photo of playboy with beautiful tennis. Black jacket. Big necklace. And a cap 
(G4, P14, ♂, 8 years).”; “I went countryside yesterday and I got my jacket, pants, All Star 
sneakers and a necklace here that has that “S” ... that has a risk in the middle (G4, P15, ♂, 
6 years)”; “I like to be meddlesome. I like to choose the clothes I’m going to use (G4, P19, 
♂, 8 years)”; “I like Nike and Polo shoes (G4, P16, ♂, 8 years old)”.

Questions to others about body shape and physical appearance are described as 
other examples of body checking behavior (Mountford et al., 2006; Shafran et al., 2004), 
which may be present in young adults (Carvalho et al., 2013). In the present study, this 
behavior was present in the reports of participants 2 and 12. Their statements demonstrate 
a tendency to check other people’s opinions regarding appearance: “When I go to get ready, 
I ask my grandmother if it’s okay. If I wear shorts that my grandmother does not like ?! I say 
like this: ‘Is it good, Grandma ?!’ When it is not good, she says, ‘Ah, let’s put something else. 
This is not good.’ (G1, P2, ♀, 8 years)”; “Sometimes, I ask. For example, one day I’m feeling 
that I got taller, so I go and ask. If I gained or lost more weight” (G3, P12, ♂, 10 years).

The action of comparing the shape and physical appearance or specific body parts 
with   vdfgfghjkç~]erioother children was also verified in the speeches of the participants of 
the present study. It is important to emphasize that reports directed to social comparison 
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appeared in the four groups and both girls and boys said or demonstrated to adopt this 
behavior. Festinger (1954) had already pointed out that there exists in the human body an 
impulse to evaluate its opinions and skills. In this sense, the children’s speeches of the pre-
sent study confirm that the act of comparing is present even in individuals of the youngest 
age: “It has to compare. Have to look at the colleague to see if the colleague is the same 
(G4, P15, ♂, 6 years)”; “[When someone is] looking with repairing look. She has a friend and 
she keeps looking at us (G2, P8, ♀, 10 years)”; “The colors may be different. For example, 
she is whiter. I’m darker (G1, P2, ♀, 8 years)”.

Comparisons can occur spontaneously and unintentionally (Mussweiler, Ruter, & 
Epstude, 2004), or in a strategic and deliberate way with the intentional choice of a stan-
dard of comparison (Festinger, 1954). Depending on the intensity and frequency that an 
individual engages in a comparison process and also with the standard which is used for it 
(the standard may be superior or not to the individual in the characteristic in question), this 
process may have negative consequences in body image of people.

The practice of physical exercises for body modification was a behavior reported by 
children. Both boys and girls said that activities like Zumba, gym and bodybuilding can be 
used to “get thinner”, “lose the belly”, gain “more body and more butt”, among others. The 
following statements demonstrate this question:
“If the chubby one wanted to get thinner, it was just him getting more different. Practicing 
more exercises (...) Do not stand still ... that to be more beautiful you have to exercise. The 
body. (G3, P12, ♂, 10 years)”; “Practice exercises to have a beautiful body. Because if you 
don’t, you’ll be weak. Exercise makes you stronger and stronger (G3, P13, ♂, 10 years)”; 
“Gym also gives more body, gives more butt (G2, P9, ♀, 10 years)”; “Exercising is really 
cool. It gives you a beautiful body (G2, P6, ♀, 9 years)”; “My mother dances Zumba also to 
lose her belly. Zumba burned some fat. Zumba burns (G2, P8, ♀, 10 years)”.

Still with regard to exercise, Skelton et al. (2012), when investigating the perception of 
children aged eight to 12 years on health, pointed out that this is based on muscular appea-
rance and frequency of exercise. The boys considered that physical fitness is important, and 
having six-pack abs was indicative of health. In addition, when asked to provide examples of 
healthy individuals, they listed mainly celebrities or people they knew with muscular bodies, 
reinforcing the idea that for them, individuals engaged in “exercising every day” and having 
“many muscles” were health models.

In the research by Tatangelo and Ricciardelli (2013), the term fit was often adopted 
by girls and boys to describe an ideal body. This term was related to the practice of physi-
cal exercises and the maintenance of characteristics and physical abilities desirable for the 
children. Among boys, the sport was pointed out as a means to achieve the ideal body. In 
that sense, they pointed out that they would be happier if they were more muscular. In turn, 
among the girls, they said they would like to have more muscles, but not a very muscular 
body, as it would not be attractive. They emphasized the importance of thinness as the best 
body type. Thus, the children’s statements of the present study corroborate the findings of 
Skelton et al. (2012) and Tatangelo and Ricciardelli (2013) since they give importance to the 
practice of physical exercises in favor of the corporal esthetics.

With regard to food, eating practices have been associated with aesthetics in the sen-
se that overeating can lead to weight gain. As examples, the following excerpts stand out: 
“Ah, because I do not really like to eat because I think I’m fat (G1, P2, ♀, 8 years)”; “I think 
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I’m skinny. Sometimes I think I’m a bit chubby, I like to eat things (...) if you want to get fat 
just eat [laughs] (G3, P12, ♂, 10 years)”; “I’m fat, eat a lot (G4, P14, ♂, 8 years old)”. Thus, 
children in the present study also realized that eating can contribute to the modification of 
the body.

It is also noted that in addressing this issue, participants mentioned the influence of 
parents, recognizing that they follow the standards established within their own homes. The 
following account exemplifies this question: “My mother is very skinny. In fact, she eats very 
little. I’m more like my father. My dad eats a lot. I eat very much like my father (G1, P3, ♀, 
6 years)”. The family influence in the feeding of children has already been demonstrated 
in previous studies (Damiano et al., 2015, Michael et al., 2014; Swaminathan et al., 2013). 
According to Goodell, Johnson, Antono, Power, and Hughes (2017), the role that parents 
play in developing eating habits in preschool children is critical, as they are the “guardians of 
food” Thus, possibly, the speech of children related to food is strongly influenced by parents.

In addition, in adolescents, Banna, Buchthal, Delormier, Creed-Kanashiro and Penny 
(2016) aimed to understand the sociocultural influences in feeding using qualitative me-
thods. The authors have identified that these influences occur at the individual (intraperso-
nal), social (interpersonal) and environmental (community) levels. Individual influences on 
behavior included knowledge related to nutrition, lack of financial resources to buy food, 
and concerns about body image. At the social level, parents promoted healthy eating by 
providing advice on food selection and home-cooked meals. The physical environment also 
influenced the intake, with predominance of food available in schools.

Despite the contributions of the present study to the knowledge of the area, it pre-
sents limitations that must be pointed out. Initially, all focus groups were conducted by wo-
men researchers, including male groups. Thus, participating boys might have felt inhibited 
when talking about the body characterizing this issue as a limiting factor. Nevertheless, 
they were not intimidated and reported their honest opinion on the subject. Another limi-
tation arises from the fact that the children included in this study were from two schools in 
the public education sector of the same city for convenience. Thus, the findings should not 
be generalized. However, the present research sought to evaluate in depth the opinions of 
children regarding aspects related to their body image. Finally, despite understanding that 
parents influence children’s speeches, interviews with family members were not developed 
to understand in depth whether the reports are just reproductions. It has been established 
that social relations are of great importance during child development, since the immediate 
social context for a child is usually the family (Papalia & Feldman, 2013). Thus, it is not pos-
sible to measure to what extent the participants’ statements are their own opinions or only 
repetitions of the adults.

It can be concluded that from the point of view of the children evaluated in this study, 
the main attitudes related to the body image are directed to: concerns about specific parts of 
the body, concerns about general aspects of the body and behaviors directed to the physical 
appearance itself. These results are important in that children from 6 to 11 years old can 
already internalize ideal standards of beauty that are diffused by the media and potentially 
valued by their families, negatively impacting their body image.

Considering that a negative body image during childhood may be a risk factor for 
the development of psychopathologies later during adolescence or adulthood, this public 
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should be under the focus of attention and intervention. In view of children’s mental health, it 
is recommended to promote a positive body image as a prevention strategy. In addition, the 
development of quantitative research is suggested in order to evaluate a greater number of 
children, as well as the creation of specific psychometric instruments for children.
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