Trends in Psychology
https://doi.org/10.1007/543076-025-00445-z

ORIGINAL ARTICLE

®

Check for
updates

A Comparative Study of Verbal and Visual
Self-Representations: Body Image and Health Aspirations
of Brazilian and French Women

Ariane Franco Lopes Da Silva'? - Golda Cohen?

Accepted: 18 February 2025
© The Author(s) 2025

Abstract

This study aims to comparatively analyse how young adult women from Brazil and
France perceive their bodies and health, through both verbal and visual self-repre-
sentations. The theory of social representations offers the theoretical framework for
this study. A total of 164 women aged 18 to 20 (82 from Brazil and 82 from France)
participated in the research. They responded to a questionnaire with word associa-
tion technique, open-ended sentences and drawing tasks. The data were analysed
by the content analysis and visual analysis techniques. The results reveal both com-
mon and diverse perspectives and expectations concerning body image, aging, and
health. They also show varying perceptions of which body parts require monitor-
ing and control while highlighting contrasts in body satisfaction and dissatisfaction.
These results were interpreted through the lens of culture and life experiences. This
investigation contributes to a better understanding of both uniformity and diversity
in body representations and aids the design of community educational and mental
health projects in culturally diverse societies.
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Introduction

Studies from diverse fields of knowledge and distinct theoretical traditions have
emphasized the importance of considering the body, its perception, representation
and appearance for understanding social developments. The body is a privileged
object in the study of identities because it is a forum where individuals’ life experi-
ences meet the social world, a means for projecting personal traits and a channel
for the expression of social status and group membership (Goffman, 1990; Jodelet,
2006; MacLachlan et al., 2012; Silva, et al., 2020). Individuals express social identi-
ties by adopting the characteristics and associated representations prevalent within a
social group (Duveen, 2001). Thus, through body monitoring and presentation, indi-
viduals express group membership, cultural values, and personal beliefs about many
aspects of their lives (Silva et al., 2020; Silva et al., 2024).

However, research has also shown that preoccupation with body appearance and
the struggle to conform to aesthetic standards are associated with health concepts
and can influence health practices (Andrieu, 2009; Gaspar et al., 2022; Herzlich,
1973; Levesque & Li, 2014; Rodgers et al., 2023). Engaging in physical exercise to
achieve and maintain a slender physique illustrates the nuanced connection between
appearance and health habits (Del Priore, 2011; Fernandes, 2009; Herzlich & Adam,
1994). Furthermore, perceptions and representations of the body have been shaped
by the increased interaction with image-oriented social media, with content that
aims to promote health (Hogue & Mill, 2019; Prichard et al., 2020; Raggatt et al.,
2018; Rounsefell et al., 2019; Tiggemann & Zaccardo, 2015). Social media dissemi-
nates body images and health concepts to a wider audience, making people aware of
variations in appearance, promoting new body ideals and creating uniformity in how
the body is represented (Falvey, 2012; Schaefer et al., 2019). Since ideas and beliefs
about the body are disseminated by the media, they can shape the way people repre-
sent themselves and interact with each other.

About the Study

While many studies have highlighted the societal pressures on young adult women
to conform to beauty standards and their effect on mental health (Gaspar et al., 2022;
Kostro, 2010; Pruis & Janowsky, 2010; Stenzel et al., 2006; Tiggemann & McCourt,
2013; Tiggemann & Slevec, 2012), more research is needed to understand young
women’s preoccupation and desires regarding body appearance and health as they
age. Thus, our study aims to observe what young adult women think about their bod-
ies and health through self-representations in the present and future. By analysing
actual and anticipative body images, this study intends to investigate expectations
and projections concerning body image and health, widening the understanding of
women’s body representations. The study also examines self-representations related
to body satisfaction and dissatisfaction, highlighting which body parts are perceived
to need more monitoring and control. Additionally, the study presents a comparative
analysis of the data obtained with two groups of women from Brazil and France. The
study poses the following questions: (1) How do women from different countries
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represent their bodies and health? (2) How do they anticipate body changes across
the life course? (3) Which body parts and body regions are thought to require more
monitoring and control? The comparative analysis aims to identify which body traits
and health concepts are common and valued across diverse socio-cultural groups,
suggesting their roots in cultures and traditions, and which are rooted in individual’s
life experiences. The comparative approach intends to contribute to a better under-
standing of both uniformity and diversity in body representations and aid the design
of community educational and mental health projects in culturally diverse societies.

The theory of social representations idealized by Moscovici (1961) offers the
theoretical framework for this study because it emphasizes the role that common-
sense knowledge, culture, subjectivity and life experiences play in behaviour. For
the structural approach to this theory (Abric, 1994), social representations are com-
posed of central and peripheral elements. The central ones are conventional, and
descriptive, while the peripherals are contextual and flexible, allowing changes and
adaptations to peoples’ realities. These elements are present in speeches, and some
methodological instruments motivate their expressions, such as questionnaires and
word association techniques. Studies with a psychosocial perspective also adopt
various image interpretation and production techniques as means of expression of
social representations about varied themes and their iconic dimensions (Cohen &
Moliner, 2017; Galli et al., 2017; Silva et al., 2021; Silva et al., 2024).

Methods

The participants responded to a questionnaire with word associations, open-ended
questions and drawing technique. This mixed-method approach explores verbal and
visual modalities of self-representations. It intends to facilitate the observation of
a wider variety of beliefs about the topics under investigation (Bauer, 2015) and

motivate the expression of abstract and physical qualities associated to the body and
health.

Participants

A total of 164 women, aged between 18 and 20, participated in this study. Group
1 (G1) consists of 82 women from Brazil and group 2 (G2) consists of 82 women
from France. An independent-sample ¢ test was conducted to compare the mean age,
and there was no significant difference between the Brazilian and the French partici-
pants (Brazil—M =18.68, SD=0.61; French—M=18.51, SD=0.85; #(162)=1.481;
p=0.14). Cohen’s size value (d=0.23) suggests a small effect.

The Brazilian participants are originally from the southern region of the coun-
try, and the French are from the western region of France. This is a sample of con-
venience selected by approaching the participants at universities. All participants
are undergraduates, enrolled in their first year of university courses and are single.
According to information provided on income, they have a middle-class background,
which corresponds to the average living standards of their regions. The application
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of the research instrument in undergraduates would guarantee a good number of
respondents within this age group and with similar levels of education. Despite the
similarities regarding the age and social-economic background of participants in
this study, they differ regarding their cultural backgrounds. This distinctiveness may
be reflected in women’s body representations, shaped largely by their own cultural
values.

The research objective was explained and accompanied by an invitation to par-
ticipate. Additionally, we informed the participants about their right to withdraw
at any time and guaranteed that the data obtained would be treated anonymously.
After agreeing to participate through informed written consents, they were given
a printed questionnaire, which had to be self-completed under the supervision of
researchers. The research instrument respects the ethical principles and procedures
of our universities, and they have been approved by the Ethical Committee (refer-
ence number: 81848218.3.0000.5564).

Materials and Procedures

The questionnaire is divided into three main sections. In the first section, the partici-
pants were asked to write the first five words that came to mind after the following
prompts: ‘body in the present’ and ‘body in the future’. With the first prompt (body
in the present), we explored how women perceive their current bodies, and with the
second (body in the future), how they anticipate their bodies in older ages and the
transformations at different stages of life. The data were analysed by the software
Evoc (2000) based on the method designed by Verges (1992). Two tables were pro-
duced showing the combination of the frequency of evoked words with the mean
rank of evocations for each inductive term. Based on the studies by Abric (1994),
the intention is to observe the most common and conventional ideas about the topic,
a salience that could define its social representations. Additionally, a comparative
analysis examined the similarities and differences in these representations between
the groups.

In the second section of the study, the participants were asked to complete three
open-ended sentences: (a) ‘When I think about health, the most important thing
is...”; (b) ‘If I could change any part of my body, I would change...’; (c) ‘If I could
keep any part of my body the same throughout my life, I would keep...” This tech-
nique works as a direct inducer of themes (Rey, 2005), motivating expressions of
ideas and beliefs about the subject under investigation. We explored conceptions of
health and examined feelings of dissatisfaction and satisfaction concerning specific
body parts. The data were analysed by the content analysis (Bardin, 1977). First, we
carried out a floating analysis of the comments and made an inventory of the most
significant ideas regarding health, body satisfaction and dissatisfaction. After this
initial reading, we classified these comments according to their content and mean-
ings and observed their frequencies. A comparative analysis explored both the simi-
larities and differences in these representations across the group.

In the third section of the study, the participants were asked to produce two draw-
ings: ‘The body I have’ and ‘The body I would like to have’. The idea is to observe
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the differences between the images of the actual body and the desired body and
observe if the results differ from one group to the other. We analysed the drawings
based on the studies by Silva et al. (2020), Cohen and Moliner (2017, 2021) and
Silva et al. (2021). Initially, we carried out a floating analysis of the drawings and
made an inventory of their main elements. These elements were classified into cat-
egories and subcategories. Then, we carried out a comparative analysis of the two
drawings of each participant to see whether there were changes in the second draw-
ing when compared with the first one. Changes in the second drawing may indi-
cate negative body image dispositions and body dissatisfaction. We explored which
body parts were more visible and valued and which ones conveyed image concerns.
Finally, a comparative analysis investigated the commonalities and distinctions in
these representations between the groups.

Results
Body in the Present and Future

Table 1 shows the results of the free association task for the term body in the pre-
sent, for the two groups of participants (Brazilian group—G1 and French group—
G2). The mean rank of appearance of words was selected to be 2.5. The words with
a frequency level equal to or higher than 14 were considered the most frequent. They
correspond to around 20% of the subjects from each sample.

The results show the differences and similarities between both groups. Health is
the predominant theme linked with the term body in the present among both groups

Table 1 Free association: ‘body in the present’—Software Evoc, frequencies and mean rank of appear-
ance (G1 and G2)

f First rank f Last rank
<25 >2.5
Gl Central words First periphery
215 Healthy 28 2464 Beauty 28 2.964
<10 Sjim 15 2467
Transition group Second periphery
Tall 8 2.000 Tired 10 2.700
Happy 8 3.000
Fat 8 2.875
G2 Central words First periphery
214 Healthy 16 2438  Fit 17 3.000
<12 Beauty 14 2.571
Transition group Second periphery
Complex 8 2.125  Young 12 3.000
Sport 12 3.083
Skin 8 3.125
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of participants (G1 and G2), and it is conveyed more frequently and promptly (Cen-
tral words). However, it occurred more often in G1 than in G2. The word ‘beauty’
in the first periphery of G1 also appears as a relevant component of this representa-
tion, followed by weight (‘slim’). In G2, ‘fit’ and ‘beauty’ complement the idea of
being healthy (Central words). The word ‘complex’ (Transition group) may indicate
that this representation consists of many interrelated elements. The second periph-
ery in G1 describes the different feelings and moods expressed by the body (‘tired’;
‘happy’) and may be making references to everyday life. To be overweight (‘fat’)
adds a physical description to this representation and complements the central word
slim. The second periphery of G2, containing the words ‘young’ and ‘sport’, rein-
forces the concept of fitness (First periphery) and includes ‘skin’ potentially linked
to youth.

Table 2 shows the results for the term body in the future, for the two groups of
participants (G1 and G2). The mean rank of appearance of words was selected to be
2.5. The words with a frequency level equal to or higher than 20 were considered the
most frequent.

For G1, beauty (Central words) and ‘healthy’ (First periphery) seem to convey
a positive view of the body in the future. The words strong, slim, ‘exercise’ and
happy in the peripheries may express a hopeful view about an older body (body
in the future) and an association between beauty, health and well-being. For G2,
on the other hand, the central word ‘ageing’, together with ‘wrinkles’ (First periph-
ery), conveys concerns about the decline or deterioration of the body over time. The
term ‘fatigue’, in the second periphery, expresses a physical or mental response to
the declining condition of the body. Conversely, ‘change’ and ‘evolution’, which
communicate body transformations, may express a more positive description of the

Table2 Free association: ‘body in the future’—Software Evoc, frequencies and mean rank of appear-
ance (G1 and G2)

f First rank f Last rank
<2.5 >2.5
Gl Central words First periphery
220 Beauty 20 2.300 Healthy 38 2.500
<l4 Transition group Second periphery
Strong 12 2.417 Happy 14 3.286
Slim 10 1.800
Exercises 8 2.250
G2 Central words First periphery
224 Ageing 32 2.438 Wrinkles 24 3.458
<H4 Transition group Second periphery
Change 8 1.500 Fatigue 14 2.714
Evolution 8 2.444 Sport 13 2.769
Beauty 12 2.583
Muscles 12 3.333
Healthy 10 2.700
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ageing body (Transition group). Moreover, happy in G1 and evolution in G2 convey
mental states and progress rather than physical aspects of the body.

Health Concept

In the second part of the study, the participants completed the following sentence:
‘When I think about health, the most important thing is...’. Their comments were
analysed using the content analysis (Bardin, 1977). Some participants associated
health with more than one factor. Thus, the total of classified items was higher than
the number of participants. Additionally, similar items mentioned by the same par-
ticipant were scored only once. We identified five themes: (a) ‘Mental and physi-
cal health’, (b) ‘Diet and hydration’, (c) ‘Active lifestyle’, (d) ‘General well-being’,
(e) ‘Care and responsibility’ (see Table 3 for content analysis). The category Men-
tal and physical health assembles opinions about the association between mind and
body and the importance of frequent medical check-ups: ‘to keep stress away, go for
check-ups’ (G1); ‘keep my physical and mental skills’ (G2). The category diet and
hydration comprises ideas about the importance of good eating and drinking habits:
‘to have a good diet’ (G1), ‘eat well’ (G2). The category active lifestyle groups com-
ments about the need to be fit and active: ‘to practice physical exercises’ (G1), ‘do
more physical exercises’ (G2). The category well-being/social life gathers points of
view about general well-being: ‘feeling good about yourself” (G1), ‘feeling happy
and well’ (G2). The category care and responsibility contains ideas about being
responsible for one’s own health: ‘take care of yourself” (G1), ‘look after yourself’
(G2).

The results show that the concept of health includes various elements, which were
the same in both groups but differed significantly in their distribution (n=265; X2
(2)=12.40, df=4; p=0.0145, p<0.05). We see in G2 an emphasis on the correla-
tions between mental and physical health and lower scores for diet/hydration, active
lifestyle, social life and self-care. The results of G1 are more distributed, indicating
that mental and physical health are interconnected, and that diet, active lifestyle and
social life are equally important for health. Finally, the theme of being responsible
for one’s own health was mentioned by few subjects in both groups.

We carried out the content analysis of the open-ended sentence ‘If I could change
any part of my body, I would change...” and identified four body areas and themes:
(a) ‘lower body’, (b) middle body’, (c) ‘upper body’ and (d) ‘weight and height’. The

Table 3 Content analysis of

. Category Group 1, n (%) Group 2, n (%)

completion of open-ended

sentence: “When I think about  proe1/mhysical health 39 (27.03%) 55 (45.45%)

health the most important thing . .

is...” categories, n and % (G1 Diet/hydration 34 (32.61%) 17 (14.04%)

and G2) Active lifestyle 41 (28.47%) 22 (18.18%)
Wellbeing/social life 14 (28.47%) 12 (9.09%)
Care/responsibility 16 (11.11%) 15 (12.39%)
Total number of items 144 121
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category lower body assembles negative references to the size or shape of the hips,
legs or feet and the aspiration to change them if possible: ‘[...] my hips, because
they are too narrow’ (G1), ‘I would change my legs’ (G2). The category ‘middle
body’ includes comments about the desire to change the breasts, waist and arms:
‘T would reduce my waist to improve the shape of my body’ (G1), ‘[...] my belly
because of the fat pad and my breast because it is too small’ (G2). The category
‘upper body’ refers to the desire to change the neck, face, eyes, nose, mouth or hair-
style: ‘[...] my nose and forehead, [...] my nose is strange, and my forehead is large’
(G1), ‘I would change my nose because I don’t feel comfortable’ (G2). The category
weight/height comprises negative comments about the weight and height and the
wish to change them: °[...] be slimmer in some areas. I find more beautiful [...] I
don’t feel well sometimes’ (G1), ‘I need to lose weight.” (G2).

Most participants from both groups manifested the desire to change something
in their bodies (G1, 85.4%; G2, 89%). The participants who did not wish to change
body parts said they were happy with their look. The analysis of the open-ended
sentence ‘If I could keep any part of my body unchanged throughout my life, I would
keep...” shows that most participants from both groups wish to keep certain body
features unchanged across the life course (G1—95.12%; G2—89%). We classified
their responses into the same categories as in the previous open-ended sentence.
Table 4 shows the content analysis for both open-ended sentences.

The chi-square results show that there is a significant difference between the
scores for body changes (n=181; X2 (2)=19.81, p<0.001), and no significant dif-
ference for keeping body the same (n=180; X2 (1)=1.6943, p=0.42). G2 expressed
a greater inclination towards altering middle body regions, including the abdomen
and chest. Participants in group 1 expressed, almost equally, the wish to change mid-
dle and upper body parts and weight and height. They also expressed preferences
for lighter body frames as opposed to G2. When commenting about what to keep
unchanged, participants in both groups scored higher in the category upper body.
They specifically mentioned the desire to keep their faces, eyes and hair unchanged
because they reflect their identities: ‘my eyes, my hair, because they are part of my

Table 4 Content analysis—
open-ended sentences: ‘If I
could change any part of my
body, I would change....”; ‘If I

Category Group 1, n (%) Group 2, n (%)

I would change

could keep any part of my body Lower body 9 (10.84%) 27 (27.55%)
unchanged, I would keep...’, Middle body 24 (28.91%) 41 (41.83%)
categories, n and % (G1 and G2)  Upper body 24 (28.91%) 20 (20.40%)
Weight/height 26 (31.32%) 10 (10.20%)
Totals 83 98
I would keep
Lower body 11 (14.47%) 18 (17.30%)
Middle body 12 (15.78%) 23 (22.11%)
Upper body 53 (69.73%) 63 (60.57%)
Totals 76 104

@ Springer



Trends in Psychology

identity’ (G1), ‘My eyes reflect who I am, it is a ‘door’ to access my ‘self’” (G2).
Upper body parts, such as hair and eyes, had a symbolic value and were less linked
to body properties.

Drawing my Body

We asked participants to produce two drawings side by side following the themes:
‘The body I have’ for the first drawing and ‘The body I would like to have’ for the
second drawing. In the first round of analysis, each subjects’ pair of drawings was
compared with the aim to observe if they contain or not alterations. Subsequently,
they were classified as (1) Contain changes (if the second drawing was considerably
different from the first) or (2) No changes (if the second drawing was identical or
very similar to the first). In the second round of analyses, we examined the second
drawing to identify differences in body features. The most common changes were
weight, shape, height and hair.

We focused on the depictions of the stomach, hips and thighs to classify the drawings
into the category weight. Larger and rounder figures were classified as ‘heavy’ and slim-
mer figures as ‘light’. Body weight expresses aspects of body image which can influence
how it is experienced and represented (Austin et al., 2009). Thus, if the second drawing
depicted a thinner and lighter figure, that would indicate a preference for being slimmer.
The category ‘shape’ refers to body silhouette and has two sub-categories: ‘straight’ and
‘curvy’. We looked at the configuration of the waist and chest regions to classify the
drawings into these sub-categories. If the second drawing had a curvier figure than the
first, that would indicate a preference regarding this specific body contour.

The category ‘height’ refers to body stature and was determined by comparing
the two drawings regarding their height and has two sub-categories: ‘short’ and
‘tall’. The characteristics of the second drawing would indicate a preference for a
particular body height. The category ‘hair’ has two sub-categories: ‘styled’ and
‘non-styled’. It refers to depictions of haircuts, hairstyles and hair length. We con-
sidered styled hair the one depicted longer, untied or with curly ends. Differences
between the drawings in this aspect can also indicate a preference for a particular
hairstyle. Then, the results of the two groups were compared to see possible dif-
ferences between them. Figure 1 presents examples of how we analysed the pair of
drawings of the same subjects.

Most subjects introduced at least one alteration to their second drawings
(G1=85.36% and G2=70.54%), indicating a prevailing preoccupation with body
shape and the desire to modify a body feature in both groups. The number of items
altered in each drawing was also observed. G1 made various modifications to the
same drawing (number of items=112), while G2 introduced only one alteration
(number of items=67).

The types of alterations were not significantly different between the groups. The
results indicate that subjects seemed to be preoccupied with their weight, because
of the frequency of drawings classified in the sub-category ‘heavy to light' (Gl,
n=44—62.85%; G2, n=28—41.79%). Drawings d and h (see Fig. 1) illustrate the
preference for lighter and slimmer figures. The results also show a concern with body
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a. Shape: straight to curvy; Weight: light to | b. Weight: heavy to light; Hair: non-styled
heavy; Hair: non-styled to styled (G1) to styled (rounder ends) (G1)

{

d. Shape: straight to curvy; Weight: heavy
to light (G1)

e. Shape: straight to curvy; Height: short to tall; | f.  Weight: heavy to light (G2)
Hair: non-styled to styled (curly ends) (G2)

A

0 o

g. Shape: straight to curvy (G2) h. Weight/height: heavy to light, and short
to tall (G2)

Fig.1 Examples of drawings analysis—the same—‘The body I have’ next to “The body I would like to
have’—Gl1 and G2

shape and the desire to have a rounder and curvier figure because of the relatively high
frequency of drawings classified in the sub-category ‘straight to curvy’ in both groups
(G1,n=39 - 55.71%; G2, n=25 — 37.31%). Drawings a, ¢, d and g illustrate this pref-
erence (see Fig. 1). When changes to the hair were made, the participants drew curly
and/or tied hair (G1, n=16—22.85%; G2, n=9—13.43%). Finally, when making
alterations to height, participants chose to draw taller figures (G1, n=13—18.57%;
G2, n=5—7.46%). Thus, participants from both groups produced similar representa-
tions of their preferred bodies such as slimmer, curvier and taller.

Discussion

This study observed what young women from different countries think about their bod-
ies and health through self-representations in the present and in the future. We analysed
which representations were common to both groups of women and which were unique
to each group. It was also possible to identify a variety of responses within groups,
possibly rooted in individuals® life experiences. The free association task provoked
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spontaneous expressions of ideas about the body. The young body (body in the pre-
sent) was frequently associated with health by participants from both groups, which
corresponds with research by Levesque and Li (2014) on the association between body
image and health and Rodgers et al. (2023) on the similarity in how the body is per-
ceived across diverse socio-cultural groups. It is possible that this consensus results
from exposure to ideas about body image and its association with mental and physical
health disseminated across the globe, as Rodgers et al. (2023) have indicated. However,
further studies are needed to observe the nuanced relationship between media exposure
and representations of the body and health in different countries.

Additionally, the groups presented different elements that form the peripheries
of their representations of the young body, possibly shaped by socio-cultural back-
ground and unique life experiences. G1 integrated elements such as weight and
beauty, which is consistent with research on body representations showing associa-
tions between health, thinness and beauty (Fernandes, 2009; Gaspar et al., 2022;
Tiggemann & Slevec, 2012). G2 incorporated references to fitness and concerns
about skin signs of ageing. This finding aligns with studies on how the French cos-
metic industry advertise their products, promoting the belief, even among young
women, that skin aging is a process requiring vigilance and could be delayed by
their products (Kostro, 2010). The multiple representations of the young body may
indicate the different expectations about what people can accomplish as they age.

However, when we asked participants to imagine their bodies in the future, the rep-
resentations were different. Participants in G1 expressed positive anticipative images
of their bodies in older age (beauty, healthy, strong and happy). Possibly, these images
find anchorage in the concept of ‘positive ageing’, which challenges the negative rep-
resentations of growing older (Featherstone & Hepworth, 2005; Grenier, 2012). It is
also possible that they were making anticipatory representations of the body sooner in
the future, explaining the similarity in descriptions between the present and the future
body in this group. Participants in G2, on the other hand, seemed more concerned with
some negative aspects of the body in the future, such as developing wrinkles and hav-
ing less energy. The results of G2 are consistent with the observations of Kostro (2010)
on the negative signs of aging propagated by the beauty industry and the appearance
of the face as signifier of age. This iconographic beauty representation creates a dis-
torted image of aging based on fear and insecurity. Moreover, while not as readily and
frequently expressed as in G1, certain participants in G2 displayed optimistic views,
associating aging with advancement (evolution, beauty) and maintaining physical fit-
ness (sport, muscle), ideas that may stem from the positive aging concept.

According to Moscovici (1961), social representations point to future attitudes
and behaviour. Because of the way body image and appearance have been differently
linked to health, lifestyle and well-being, understanding how these representations are
structured can contribute to a better understanding of young women’s future actions
regarding health. In this sense, the co-existence of varied elements within the same
representation and differences between the groups indicate the possibility of multiple
attitudes and actions regarding the body and health, which can aid health professional
to identify potential risk factors for women’s mental health.

The results of the first open-ended sentence, which worked as a direct inducer of
the topic of health prevention strategies, reveal similarities and differences between
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the groups. G1 evoked, as equally important, keeping both mental and physical health,
attending to regular health check-ups, maintaining a healthy diet, keeping hydrated and
engaging in physical activity. On the other hand, G2 scored higher in the category men-
tal and physical health, accentuating the importance of the correlation between these
two. Possibly, the most frequent themes convey the prevailing ideas linked to health pre-
vention strategies. We can infer that these representations may influence attitudes and
actions aimed at preventing health problems and motivating early intervention and treat-
ment. Engaging in social activities was mentioned as one of these strategies.

The results also point out that few subjects in both groups think that individuals
are responsible for their own health, because of the low frequency with which these
comments appeared. G1 scored higher on self-care, possibly because they empha-
sized individual’s actions such as having a healthy diet and maintaining an active
lifestyle for good health.

Despite the groups differing significantly in the body features they wished to
change or improve, the high frequency of comments in the second open-ended sen-
tence technique shows that body dissatisfaction is common. The results align with
other investigations on body appearance concerns among women (Gaspar et al.,
2022; Rodgers et al., 2023; Tiggeman & McCourt, 2013).

Finally, when responding to what body parts the participants wished to keep
unchanged, most agreed to keep their faces, hair and eyes the same. Eyes and hair have
a symbolic character. The eyes were considered the ‘windows’ to the soul, express-
ing varied emotions and identities. Additionally, makeup and hair style can introduce
small modifications to the appearance of the face and eyes, amplifying qualities, cam-
ouflaging perceived flaws and conveying adherence to specific social groups. This may
explain the lower interest in making permanent changes to their appearance.

In the drawing task, participants from both groups identified slimmer and cur-
vaceous body traits as beauty standards. This result is consistent with findings by
Stenzel et al. (2006) on how young females experience peer pressure related to their
bodies and fear of rejection due to weight concerns. Being thin is not just about
adhering to beauty standards, but also a requirement for being part of a positively
regarded social group. The findings also confirm the study by Gaspar et al. (2022)
on the value of slimness in France. Additionally, the dissemination of ideas and
beliefs about body and health on digital media platforms could also explain the uni-
formity in the portrayal of the body observed in the drawing task, particularly con-
cerning weight and shape. The portrayal of certain body types and their association
to specific groups on traditional and digital media platforms have been connected to
their endorsement and appreciation across diverse socio-cultural groups (Hogue &
Mill, 2019; Prichard et al., 2020; Raggatt et al., 2018; Rodgers et al., 2023; Rounse-
fell et al., 2019; Schaefer et al., 2019; Tiggemann & Zaccardo, 2015).

Limitations and Future Directions
We could not observe how far ahead in the future participants imagined their bodies to be

after the prompt body in the future. Different time spans could result in varied representa-
tions of the ageing body. Future research is needed to analyze more subtle differences in
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body representations in different time spans. Secondly, we could not observe whether the
similarities between the groups were due to exposure to the same media content because
we did not have this information. It would be interesting to explore how women from
different cultures respond to the same media content about the body. This is a sample of
convenience selected by approaching the participants at universities. Thus, the generaliz-
ability of the data could be a limitation. The findings may not extend to a broader group
of women, including graduate students and older adults. Education and age may influ-
ence representations which are shaped by socio-cultural context and lived experiences.
We suggest future studies compare these findings across educational backgrounds and age
groups to identify potential differences in how representations are formed.

Conclusion

This study advances our comprehension of young women’s body and health rep-
resentations through a dual examination of their current self-perceptions and the
evolving landscape of future self-representations. The study also considers how peo-
ple in different countries share and diverge in their values, customs, and behaviour
regarding their bodies and health. The perspective of social representations offers
the theoretical framework to make sense of the dynamic quality of social representa-
tions and the role that culture, context and subjectivity play in their construction.

We observed that young adult women tend to incorporate the habits and norms of
body appearance that define the female members of the group, creating a feeling of
commonness. We also observed that specific body features were common between
the groups and may reflect the ideal female body. We also observed that specific
body features were common between the groups and may reflect the ideal female
body, suggesting that these representations span across different countries. The simi-
larity of body representations, particularly regarding weight and shape, raises ques-
tions about how increased circulation of body images through social media might
impact perceptions, representations and attitudes towards the body.

We also observed that some participants reinterpreted conventions based on lived expe-
riences, realities and culture, exemplified by certain unique representations of the female
body. The co-existence of different elements within the same representation demonstrates
its complexity and highlights the need to consider the intricate relationship between com-
mon sense knowledge and life experiences in the study of the body and health.

However, the struggle to adhere to norms of body appearance can be a risk factor
for women’s health, creating anxiety and distress. Thus, the understanding of this
interaction can enlighten health professionals about the dynamic dialogue between
individuals and cultures, and how representations are reinterpreted and evolve. This
insight can aid in designing educational and mental health prevention projects in
culturally diverse societies.
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