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Abstract 
Swimsuits in the 21st century are among the most revealing garments worn by 

American women publicly. History reveals that wearing swimsuits affected how American 
women objectified their bodies and defined attractiveness. For this study, ethnographic 
data were based on interviews (conducted during 2000-2009, 2013, and 2020) with swim-
wear industry personnel (company owners and representatives, designers, retailers, 
swimwear models, national/international staff at swimwear tradeshows, etc.) that were col-
lected at major swimwear trade shows in Florida and company locations to inform and 
contextualize the research. Both quantitative and qualitative data were collected from 2000 
to 2009, from purposive convenience-samples of women in Florida. The samples were 
aggregated to show similarities and differences between: (1) college students (Asian, 
Black, Latina, and White); (2) competitors (swim team, beauty-pageant contestants, and 
swimsuit models); and (3) adult women (Black, Latina, and White beachgoers, swimsuit 
shoppers, and aqua-aerobics class attendees). 

The ethnographic qualitative data were collected from interviews at tradeshows and 
from sample subjects. The quantitative data were collected using standard anthropomet-
ric-measurement instruments (Body Mass Index (BMI), waist circumference, waist-hip ra-
tio, and bust-waist ratio), and Figure-Rating and Body-Rating Scales using relevant proto-
cols selected from the psychological and sociological literatures on body image. Data on 
preferred and actual body shapes and sizes were related to women subjects’ swimsuit 
types and usages in particular situations. Findings partially matched and then expanded 
the literature of the time-period and showed that: (1) Women overestimated their body 
size-and-shape discrepancies from cultural ideals; (2) Fat-intolerant women were affected 
by the “thin-ideal”, whereas fat-tolerant women were less affected; (3) some Black and 
Latina women lauded larger body size to mediate body dissatisfaction and enable swimsuit 
usage; (4) Asian women had conservative values rather than body-size limitations affect-
ing swimsuit types and usage choices; (5) Competitors (who were thought to have little 
body-image dissatisfaction) nevertheless expressed body-dissatisfaction; and (6) unex-
pectedly, women of all ages and ethnic/racial groups expressed body-dissatisfaction 
throughout the lifespan, both in general, and when wearing swimsuits. 
 
Key Words: Body Image, Swimsuits, Race & Ethnicity, Florida Women, Anthropometry 
& Quantitative Anthropology 
 

Introduction 
Since the 1920s in the United 

States, the “bathing suit” has been the 
most revealing garment that American 
women and men have worn in public. The 
swimwear industry has used the terms 
“swimsuits” and “swimwear,” while the lay 

public used the term “bathing suits,” imply-
ing water-related activities and sun-bath-
ing. Women have been both dissatisfied 
and satisfied with their bodies while using 
these garments, due to the coverage pro-
vided by swimsuits and how they objecti-
fied their own bodies. 
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This research utilized convenience 
samples of women to consider the rela-
tionships and interaction of women’s 
measurements, with concepts of body im-
age and body satisfaction. The focus on 
Florida related to the state’s omnipresent 
“pool and beach culture” by residents and 
tourists. Before e-commerce, 27% of suits 
sold in the United States were sold in Flor-
ida, and swimwear companies in the state 
were many. Several major swimwear 
trade shows are held in Florida, and the 
ethnographic fieldwork (participant-obser-
vation and interviews) were carried out in 
Florida.1 The data were garnered from 
questionnaires of: University of Florida 
(UF) students, UF students on the Swim 
Team, and UF students competing in 
beauty pageants, as well as from swim-
wear models (often contestants), adult 
women on the beach and purchasing 
swimwear in department stores and bou-
tiques, and women in aqua-aerobic clas-
ses at physical fitness facilities. Personnel 
from swimsuit companies (owners, trade 
representatives, retailers, etc. were inter-
viewed at swimwear tradeshows and 
company headquarters.2 The researchers 
themselves were from the University of 
Florida. 

Anthropology and other disciplines 
have used anthropometry of body meas-
urements and ratios in cross-cultural re-
search to differentiate body shapes and 
sizes that are linked to health parameters, 
beauty ideals, and ethnic-group member-
ship. This study focused on measured 
body-mass-index (BMI), waist 

 
1 The trade shows are “Miami Cruise” in July; 
“Surf Expo” in September and January, both in 
Orlando; “Early Cruise” in Miami in February; and 
the occasional Fort Lauderdale show. 
 
2 This study is part of a larger anthropological 
study on women in Florida and their behavior and 
attitudes regarding swimsuits and women’s bod-
ies. The qualitative data will be discussed 

circumference (WC), waist-hip ratio 
(WHR), and waist-bust ratio (WBR). Eth-
nographic data included self-rating of one-
self in a swimsuit, types of suits worn in 
various activities and situations, and 
women’s “emotive” interactions with 
swimwear garments.2 Assessments of 
how women rated their bodies and how 
they felt when wearing swimsuits in vari-
ous situations (such as on the beach, at 
home, in public, and in private), and in the 
company of others (friends and family) 
were ethnographically derived from ob-
servation and questionnaires. Also used 
were standard protocols from psychology 
and evolutionary psychology that studied 
subjects’ ratings and evaluations of their 
body images using Figure Rating Scales, 
Body Catharsis Scales, and “My Body 
Right Now” designations. 

There is a vast popular print litera-
ture (books, magazines, news articles, 
calendars, etc.) and media platforms 
(movies, TV, Internet/Websites, other 
video materials, social media, etc.) on 
women’s (and more recently men’s) body 
shapes and ideals. In addition, there is a 
vast scientific literature on body-image, 
self-esteem, and body dissatisfaction/sat-
isfaction, research primarily carried out by 
psychologists and sociologists, but less 
so by anthropologists.  

This article provides an anthropo-
logical perspective in terms of culturally 
configured samples, anthropometric vari-
ables, culturally configured findings, and 
cultural interpretations. Since the subject 
has not been widely addressed by 

subsequently and consists of: (1) women’s narra-
tives relating to their use of swimsuits and com-
ments about their own bodies; (2) interviews with 
industry personnel (company owners and employ-
ees, designers, sales representatives, retailers, 
and models); (3) participant observation at swim-
wear trade shows; and (4) archival research in li-
braries and museums. 
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anthropologists, highlights of salient arti-
cles from the psychological and sociolog-
ical literatures were also discussed. Re-
viewers also helped to identify some of the 
classic viewpoints. The anthropological 
view examines data that reveal the simi-
larities and differences in terms of ethnic-
ity and cultural variables. Anthropologists 
do not usually set up cultural experiments 
that measure subjects’ discomforts versus 
their satisfactions with specific test condi-
tions that then reveal their underlying dis-
orders and fears. The psychology litera-
ture discussed below shows fascination 
with body self-objectification and wearing 
swimsuits as examples of stressful situa-
tions to measure body satisfaction 
(Fredrickson et al., 1998; Hebl et al., 
2004; McKinley, 2006; Downs et al., 2006; 
Bovet 2018). 

Health-care professionals take 
body dissatisfaction seriously because of 
the mental and physical health conse-
quences, and body dissatisfaction is as-
sociated with depression pathologies and 
food-related disorders (anorexia and bu-
limia) (Barnett et al., 2001; Abrams & 
Stormer, 2002; Warren et al., 2005). The 
body dissatisfaction literature variables 
show greater effects in women than men, 
and may be a product of family, peer, and 
media influences on women’s body-image 
and self-esteem (Hausenblas et al., 
2004). Media and social media were usu-
ally cited as the strongest factors in the 
preference of the “thin-ideal” for white, La-
tina, and Asian women, compared to so-
called “problematic” larger bodies for 
some Black and Latina women (Allan et 
al., 1993; Bhuiyan, 2003; Bryd-Bredben-
ner & Murray, 2003; Cash et al., 2004; 
Groesz et.al, 2002). 

Currently, scholars have studied 
acceptance of larger bodies for women in 
general, as well as for Black and Latina 
women specifically (e.g., Hermanussen et 

al., 2019; Lieberman & Probart, 1992; 
Lieberman, 2018, 2021). Many women 
believe that they are overweight even 
though they are considered normal or un-
derweight (Davis et al., 1994; Allan et al., 
1993; Crawford & Campbell, 1999; 
Gapinski et al., 2004). The increased 
prevalence of dieting, as well as of other 
eating disorders reflect the high internali-
zation, especially of the thin-ideal for 
some women. Parker et al. (1995) found 
that teenage girls in the United States 
used a more fixed image of beauty that 
was overly thin and were frustrated at their 
inability to have “perfect” bodies, which 
was seen as the way to achieve success 
in other parts of life, such as being popular 
or finding romance (Katznmarzky, 2001).  

However, more recently, cultural 
rejection of this perspective has begun to 
show appreciation for larger-size bodies 
spurred on by media stars such as Lizzo, 
whose BMI is greater than 40 (Extreme 
Obese), and women in the past decade 
have been receiving messages to appre-
ciate their bodies whatever their shapes 
and measurements (Lazuka, 2020; 
Lieberman, 2021; Sani et al., 2016; 
Swami et al., 2020). Concomitantly, in the 
past two decades. swimwear has been re-
designed to accommodate greater diver-
sity of body types, weights, and dimen-
sions. 

In this study, a series of hypothe-
ses were developed after reviewing the lit-
erature on attractiveness and body 
shape/size; body dis/satisfaction and self-
esteem; and body objectification. These 
dealt with: (1) anthropometric measure-
ments and body image; (2) factors that in-
fluenced swimsuit usage; (3) race, ethnic-
ity and cultural effects on body image and 
swimsuit usage; (4) rating scales on body 
objectification, dissatisfaction, and self-
esteem; and (5) age factors affecting 
these variables. The subject of swimwear 
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has been dynamic, and both localized and 
regionalized as changes in body/beauty 
preferences have changed and swimsuits 
following fashion trends changed through 
time. This research itself has evolved 
along with the swimwear industry over 
time and has allowed for studying 
changes in this dynamic industry and 
women’s responses to them. 

 
Methods 

Purposive Convenience Samples and 
Hypotheses  

 This study used convenience 
samples of targeted populations based on 
geography, race/ethnicity, and swimwear 
usage. Twelve graduate and undergradu-
ate students, who were predominantly an-
thropology majors attending the Univer-
sity of Florida (UF) and who interned with 
Professor Spring from 2000-2009, col-
lected the data from students at UF, adult 
women at Florida beaches, and women 
shopping for swimsuits in North and South 
Florida. Additionally, a group termed 
herein Competitors included UF swim-
team members, “Miss UF” beauty contest-
ants, and swimwear models employed at 
two trade shows (Surf Expo in Orlando 
and Miami Swim) and at swimwear com-
panies around the state.3. Pregnant and 
older women taking aqua-aerobic classes 
at physical-fitness facilities were also in-
terviewed. The samples in Table 1 reflect 
Florida’s diversity of swimwear users. The 
study targeted these convenience sam-
ples to understand the diversity of “ethno-
graphic categories” of swimsuit users (1) 
White, Black, Latina, and Asian students; 
(2) Black and White women from North 
and South Florida interviewed on the 

 
3Some body shapes match up well and form a cli-
ent group for swimwear (swimsuit models, beauty 
and bikini contestants, and female swim team 
members). All subjects for the study lived in Flor-
ida a minimum of four years and most for much 

beach; (3) Latina women on South Beach; 
(4) swimsuit shoppers (in department 
stores and boutiques) in South Florida 
and (5) White women doing aqua-aero-
bics. These categories were selected as 
comparable to the literature for this topic 
on White or non-Black/non-Latina (here 
called White), African-American or Black 
non-Latina (Rucker & Cash, 1992; Allan et 
al., 1993; Harris, 1994; Parker et al., 1995; 
Molloy, 1998; Falconer & Neville, 2000; 
Wildes et al., 2001; Bhuiyan et al., 2003); 
Asian American (e.g., Koff, 1998; Barnett 
et al., 2001); and Latina (Hebl et al., 2004; 
Warren et al., 2005). 

Also, various previous studies con-
sidered older women, and showed that 
body image dissatisfaction had dimin-
ished with age (Tiggemann & Lynch, 
2001; Webster & Tiggemann, 2003; 
McLaren & Kuh, 2004). However, the re-
search findings for this paper showed that 
women’s dissatisfaction persisted 
throughout their lifespan. 

 
Convenience Samples, Age Range, and 
Ethnicities 

White, the largest category (49.7%), 
includes 185 participants ranging from 18-
85 years. The group included students 
(early 20s), North and South Florida 
women (40-70 years), and aqua-aerobic 
women (30-70 years). Latina women in-
cluded students (early 20s), South Florida 
women and department store’ shoppers 
(40s-50s years), and Boutique Latinas 
(20s-40s years) who were surveyed at 
South Beach. Competitors (swim team, 
pageant contestants, and models) had the 
smallest age range (18-33 years).

longer. Some swim team members and swim-
wear models now living and working in Florida 
may have had less than four years (48.4% and 
28.6% respectively). 
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Table 1. Samples, ages, and number of surveys. 

* The Competitors sample is composed of different races/ethnicities: 2 participants 
are Asian, 2 are Black and 4 are Latina. 

Instruments 
For this study, the standard Anthro-

pometric Measurements were chosen, 
that included Body Mass Index (BMI), 
Waist Circumference (WC), Waist-Hip 
Ratio (WHR), and Waist-Bust Ratio 
(WBR) developed by the National Insti-
tutes of Health. BMI is the main indicator 
of body fat or mass and is a ratio of an in-
dividual’s height and weight. The ratio 
(weight in pounds/height in inches 2 x 703 
= BMI) has been divided into six catego-
ries: Underweight (BMI >18.5); Normal: 
(18.5 to 24.9); Overweight (25.0 to 29.9); 
Obese Class I: (30.0 to 34.9); Obese 
Class II (35.0 to 39.9); and Extreme 
Obese (<40.0) (NIH, 2004). These cate-
gories have functioned for decades, but 
there have been some modifications since 

body weight and size in general has in-
creased (Swami et al., 2020). 

BMI, WHR, and WC functioned in 
this study as predictors of body composi-
tion and correlated with perceived and 
ideal body shapes. Low et al. (2003) found 
that women are more susceptible to body 
dissatisfaction when their BMI differed 
from cultural ideals. Bhuyian et al. (2003) 
used BMI to measure body size, finding 
that Black individuals perceived their 
weight as lower than their actual weight, 
while White individuals overestimated 
their perceived weight. Other authors con-
firmed that Black women preferred a 
larger body size and underestimated their 
weight (Cox et al., 2010), thereby “mitigat-
ing but not precluding body dissatisfac-
tion” (McClure, 2012). 

Sample 
Age 

Range 
Mean Age 

Number of 
Surveys 

Percent of 
Sample 

White 
 

Students 
N. FL Moms 
S. FL Moms 

Aqua Aerobics 

18-85 36 185 49.7 

Latina 
 

Students 
S. FL Moms 
Dept. Store 

Fashion Boutique 

18-62 29 35 9.4 

Asian 
 

Students 
Aqua Aerobics 

18-65 22 30 8.1 

Black 
 

African Amer. Stu-
dents 

Caribbean Students 
N. FL Moms 

18-62 23 51 
 

13.7 

Competitors* 
 

SW Models 
Swim Team 

Beauty Contestants 
18-33 21 71 19.1 

Total  18-85 29 372 100 
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BMI categories do not work as uni-
versal standards for all ethnic groups. 
Smaller and larger body sizes that are 
population-specific produce both similari-
ties and differences from mainstream BMI 
designations. Stevens (2003) argued that 
cut-offs were arbitrary, and the smaller 
body size of many Asian groups (e.g., Ma-
lays, Chinese, Japanese, but not Mongo-
lians and Northern Chinese) needed 
lower points to identify obesity, diabetes, 
and cardiovascular risks. Deurenberg et 
al. (2003) found that some cultural, “eth-
nic” and racial groups desired higher body 
weights for well-being and beauty. WC 
and WHR were found to be predictors of 
weight, attractiveness, and in some stud-
ies, of health outcomes. Many studies 
used images of women with diverse ratios 
to confirm the ratio of 0.67 as the evolu-
tionary-based preferred body shape that 
also represented fecundity/fertility 
(Henss, 2000, Singh, 1993, 1994). Tovee 
(2012) argued that BMI only, and not “the 
other” anthropometric measurements 
(WHR, WC, WBR), provided benefits to 
health outcome. However, all these an-
thropometric measurements were useful 
for research on swimsuits and body im-
age. 

A significant influencer of rating 
oneself in a swimsuit can be found in the 
history of swimwear, starting with the Miss 
America Pageant (and by extension to 
beauty contests world-wide that had a 
“swimsuit category”4. The female body’s 
“hour-glass shape”, the “perfect” 0.67 
(termed the “evolutionary ratio”) persisted 
in various configurations through the cen-
turies (Anderson-Fye, 2012; Downs et al., 

 
4 The Miss America Pageant ended its swimsuit 
competition in June 2018 and decided that (1) con-
testants would not be judged on physical appear-
ance and (2) the event would become a competi-
tion not a pageant (en.m.wikipedia.org). 

 

2006; Katzmarzyk & Davis, 2001; Lassek 
& Gaulin, 2016) but has been on display 
in swimsuit competitions including the 
Miss America Pageants from 1921 to 
2018 (https://www.his-
tory.com/news/beauty-pageant-swimsuit-
competition-history; Bivans, 1991). The 
phrase “36-24-36” came to signify the 
meaning of this shape, which was epito-
mized in America by glamorous movie-
stars such as Betty Grable, Rita Hayward, 
Rosalind Russell, Marilyn Monroe and 
many others.5  

However, with fitness and dietary 
changes beginning in the late 
1960s/1970s in the U.S. and elsewhere, 
the “elongated” body shape began to re-
place the former worldwide ideal. Tall 
models with slender hips closer to waist 
size, and the bust either small or en-
hanced through medical procedures re-
placed the hour-glass shape. After the 
1980s, some younger women began pre-
ferring elongated rather than curvaceous 
figures, and by the 1990s, a third of 
Singh’s (1995) sample preferred this 
shape. As a result, WHRs for contempo-
rary tall ultra-slim runway models and 
beauty contestants approached 0.84, 
which previously was associated with 
obese bodies (in which women’s top, mid-
section, and thighs measured the same).  
 
Women’s Self-evaluation Versus “the 
Male Gaze” 

This paper focuses on women’s 
self-evaluation of their bodies (in general 
and in wearing swimsuits). To contextual-
ize these aspects within evolutionary the-
ories, WHR in relation to women’s 

 
5 For a list see: https://glama-
more.com/2013/08/sizing-up-oldhollywood-
heights-weights.html?m=1). 
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fecundity was examined. Discounting the 
“36-24-36” that was based on attractive-
ness in swimsuits and not on fertility, Bo-
vet (2019) analyzed 104 papers from 
1993 to 2007 that addressed men’s pref-
erences for women’s shape using WHR, 
women’s increased breast size (at pu-
berty and menarche), and women’s in-
creased waist size (due to pregnancy) 
thereby signaling female fecundity, in this 
case, to men. Some studies showed that 
lower WHR signaled youthfulness. Bovet 
concluded that WHR could be linked to fe-
cundity, but also linked to the availability 
of “reproductive fat” (abdominal fat helpful 
in pregnancy for fetal and infant brain de-
velopment). Conclusions about males 
choosing females for reproductive suc-
cess showed the consequences for repro-
ductive success of mating with women 
with low WHRs, a cue for general health, 
but that a wide pelvis (for childbirth) might 
be more important. 

Findings also showed that women 
with high WHRs had more chronic stress 
(ibid. 10) perhaps due to “the competition 
for a mate, not for competition for re-
sources” (ibid. 11). Another part of the dis-
cussion (“Cue of Sexy Daughters”) was 
that WHR was heritable, and that offspring 
with lower WHRs were more feminine and 
attractive to men. Research on men’s 
preferences for women’s WHR has been 
taken to task because of “unsound theo-
retical foundations” that lead to “imperfect 
predictions” (ibid).6 

Bovet et al. (2018) found men 
judged women’s facial attractiveness as 
more important than WHR in general. Also 
women with latter expected age at meno-
pause (using mothers age at menopause 
as proxies) were “judged more attractive 

 
6 It should also be noted that this research initially 
included several convenience samples of men 
(UF students, men on Miami, South Beach, and 
on North Florida beaches) and their relationship 

than those of women with an earlier ex-
pected age of menopause”. Some studies 
(e.g., Lassek & Gauluin, 2016, 2018) ad-
dressed low WHRs and BMIs, separated 
from other variables. The interesting anal-
ysis and sexist title, “What Makes Jessica 
Rabbit Sexy? Contrasting Roles of Waist 
and Hip Size,” had three discrete sam-
ples: college women, Playboy playmates, 
and imaginary “cartoon and video-game” 
women (Lassek & Gauluin, 2016). The 
major finding: that waist size was “the key 
determinant” of female body attractive-
ness accounting for the relationship of 
both BMI and WHR. The strongest predic-
tors showed the samples of college 
women’s small waists, Playboy playmates 
smaller waists and WHRs, and imaginary 
women still smaller waists. Hip sizes could 
be larger and confer attractiveness in all 
samples because of links to fecundity. 
Ironically, neither BMI nor WHR might hin-
der parturition, as much as small waists. 
The Lassek & Gauluin (2018) article cor-
roborated this finding: for American 
women, lower BMIs produced fewer live 
births. 

Many studies on objectification the-
ory could be related to this paper’s re-
search on how objectification reduced 
women’s bodies to physical appearance 
and treated girls and women’s bodies as 
sexualized parts separated from their per-
sonhoods. However, the end results of 
“the male gaze” and the “female-self 
‘gaze” on their own bodies has lead girls 
and women to assess themselves con-
stantly to see if they meet ‘cultural stand-
ards of attractiveness’ and to internalize 
constant concern about their appearance. 
Roberts et al. (2018) diagrammed the pro-
cess. Girls and women became their own 

to swimwear but did not study men’s evaluation 
of women’s bodies in terms of WHR or their swim-
wear. 
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first surveyors and internalized and be-
came to be preoccupied with the appear-
ance-dominant perspective of them-
selves, essentially, they “sexually objecti-
fied themselves” (ibid.249),  

Swimsuits and Body Objectification 
Many studies have investigated 

“physical body review” and its internaliza-
tion of the objectifying “gaze”. The theory 
also “holds the promise of emancipating 
girls and women from the mental and 
physical health risks that stem from this 
in quality” (ibid. 251). The results showed 
that women become “their own first sur-
veyors self-objectifying as a way of antic-
ipating rewards and punishments likely to 
come from “American culture” that valued 
their physical appearance above all 
(ibid.252). Calogero (2004:249) argued 
that “the two commonly studied features 
of self-objectification in the psychological 
literature were centrality of appearance 
to self-concept (a matter of seeing) and 
the habitual monitoring of appearance in 
anticipation of being looked at by others 
(a matter of doing)”. 

Additionally, body image, a com-
plicated, many-sided subject with per-
ceptual, affective, and cognitive aspects, 
(Thompson, 1996) could be changeable 
and situational, such as age and weight 
changes that could be triggered by over-
eating and lack of activity (Tiggemann, 
2000), or issues could be triggered by 
self-objectification (Fredrickson et al., 
1998; Weaver and Byers, 2006). 
Fredrickson et al.’s (1998) famous study 
considered women’s relationships to 
swimsuits as the proxy situation for at-
tractiveness and self-worth evoking neg-
ative aspects of body image and self-es-
teem. They posited that “in American cul-
ture, girls and women…tend to measure 
their self-worth by evaluating their physi-
cal appearance against our culture’s sex-
ually objectifying and unrealistic 

standards of beauty” (ibid.269). They 
gave White women and men swimsuit 
and sweater “conditions” to test how they 
objectified their bodies, and then asked 
subjects to answer mathematics ques-
tions. Women were more self-conscious, 
had greater body shame, lower self-es-
teem, and decreased mathematics per-
formance while wearing swimsuits. 
Men’s math performance was not af-
fected by wearing swimsuits and they did 
not exhibit body shame or lower esteem. 

Hebl et al. (2004) criticized 
Fredrickson et al. noting that the women 
students were asked to wear tight-fitting, 
clinging 1-piece suits, while their male 
counterparts were given swim trunks. 
They also noted that only White students 
were considered. Hence, these re-
searchers repeated the study by sam-
pling 96 Black, 88 Latina, 89 Asian, and 
130 White students (56% women and 
44% men). They found that “African 
American women reported feeling less 
guilty and more accepting of their body 
size” and did not stigmatize obese people 
as much as Whites, while Asians and 
Latinas were more likely to “endorse 
mainstream cultural norms” (ibid. 1323). 
Latina women reported the highest and 
Black women the lowest levels of self-ob-
jectification in swimsuits. But also, Black 
women had the lowest loss of self-es-
teem and Latina the highest loss of self-
esteem. Unlike Frederickson et al. 
(1998), Hebl et al. (2004) found that math 
performance on ten Graduate Record 
Examination questions was lowest in the 
sweater condition for women, but all the 
women students showed effects of wear-
ing swimsuits. Black students had higher 
self-esteem, a more positive attitude, and 
more resilience to stigma toward their 
bodies than the other groups. Using dif-
ferent stimuli over the undergraduate stu-
dent experience, Gillen and Lefkowitz 

file:///C:/Users/meganhanna/Dropbox%20(UFL)/1AV2I1%20-%20CE%20Complete/ADA%20complete/10.32473/nfja.v2i1.124046


August 2021 New Florida Journal of Anthropology Spring, A., and V. McClain 

Spring, A., and V. McClain (2021) That Swimsuit Reveals You: Body Image and Bathing Suits of Florida 
Women. New Florida Journal of Anthropology 2(1):37-68. DOI:10.32473/nfja.v2i1.124046 

45 

(2012) found that for female compared to 
male students, taking courses raised 
awareness of body image and eating dis-
orders, but that female students “appear-
ance evaluation” remained less positive 
than the male students. 

Haimovitz et al. (1993) and Tigge-
mann (2000) also hypothesized that body 
satisfaction was influenced by situational 
factors. Beach and dressing room situa-
tions made subjects more critical of their 
bodies. For Haimovitz et al. (1993), eval-
uation of individual body parts was more 
stable, and self-perceived weight and 
BMI were highly correlated (the lower the 
self-perceived weight rating, the lower 
the score for each situation). Tiggemann 
(2000) reported body satisfaction and es-
teem were lower in evaluations of legs, 
hips, and thighs. Esteem varied more for 
normal-weight women than for under- 
and overweight ones. Normal-weight 
women were more responsive to situa-
tional context than thin or overweight 
counterparts. Small (2017) noted that the 
beach functioned as space “for sexual-
ized bodies to be gazed upon and to 
gaze”  but wearing swimsuits on the 
beach was stressful and “not a place for 
delicious abandonment” for women; 
many had to work hard to achieve “the 
required normative advantage” of looking 
good in swimsuits. 

 
Ethnicity and Body Image 

Ethnicity and culture have played 
large roles in defining body image and dis-
satisfaction. Ideal body image developed 
and became internalized through encul-
turation (Byrd-Bredbenner & Murray, 
2003; Paquette & Raine, 2004). Anthro-
pologists and others found that people in 
food-scarce societies valued larger-body 
size as signs of well-being (Lieberman & 
Probart, 1992; Lieberman, 2017, 2018). 

Racial and ethnic beauty preferences em-
phasized different body parts. White 
women were described as having “rigid” 
concepts of thinness, while Black women, 
and some Latina women preferred more 
curvaceous bodies (Schooler et al. 2012) 
and had less rigid ideals (Falconer & Ne-
ville, 2000; Cox et al., 2010). Black 
women focused on body shape and dress 
instead of actual body-size and weight (Al-
lan, et al., 1993; McClure, 2012; Ander-
son-Fye et al., 2012). Some low-income 
Black women in the Southeast U.S. (Ala-
bama) accepted larger body-size in defi-
ance of thinness ideals (Thomas & De 
Cara, 2017). They were “fat-tolerant” with 
men and women selecting larger ideal fe-
male body-sizes (Rucker & Cash, 1992; 
Bhuyian et al., 2003; McClure, 2012). Eth-
nicity made the acceptance of larger body 
size protective against body dissatisfac-
tion of the thin-ideal (Lieberman, 2021). 
This correlated with lower incidence of 
eating disorders among Black women and 
reduced stigma associated with being 
overweight (Allan et al., 1993; Henriques 
et al., 1996; Molloy 1998). 

Asian had more extreme notions of 
thinness than Whites. Studies attributed 
this to westernization and “cultural appre-
ciation” (such as in Japan) of a thin-female 
figure (Matsuura et al. 1992 as cited in 
Barnett et al., 2001; Kawamura, 2012). 
Asian reported the lowest self-esteem 
when placed in objectification situations 
such as wearing “bathing suits.” However, 
some Asian cultures traditionally valued 
full-figures as signs of prosperity. Women 
from Singapore, Hong Kong, and Japan 
were least satisfied with their physical ap-
pearance. Those from Japan and Taiwan 
were least satisfied with weight while 
those from the Philippines were satisfied 
with appearance and weight (Kawamura, 
2012). 
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Hebl et al. (2004) showed that La-
tina women had similar attitudes and be-
liefs to Whites in terms of self-esteem and 
body satisfaction, but the most shame in 
objectification situations compared to 
White, Black, and Asian participants. 
Schooler et al. (2012) found the opposite 
and suggested that some Latina women 
were buffered from body image concerns 
by a concept of the “thick body” or 
“buencuerpo”. Warren et al. (2005) found 
that ethnicity had protective effects 
against body-dissatisfaction, with partici-
pants of Mexican origin being less sus-
ceptible to internalizing the thin-ideal and 
seeing curvaceous and larger bodies as 
attractive. That was not the finding from 
the South Beach women stratum in this 
study (many of whom had family origins in 
Brazil and other South American coun-
tries) who adopted the “chic look” and 
“thin-ideal”. 
 

Hypotheses for the Study 
This research used anthropomet-

ric body measurements, standardized 
figure-rating scales, and swimwear rating 
scales (from conservative to revealing 
suits and places worn) to evaluate how 
women looked and felt in swimsuits. The 
following hypotheses were constructed 
based on the characteristics of the con-
venience samples (Table 1). To collect 
the data, subjects were asked first to 
measure their waist, hips, and bust7. The 
data were used to calculate WHR, WC, 
and BMI. The questionaries asked about  
types of suits worn (1-piece, 2-piece, bi-
kini, and thong), in the presence of fam-
ily, friends, beach/pool, and in private. All 
subjects voluntarily agreed to the study 
and were intrigued by the instruments 

 
7 Self-measurement of waist, bust, chest, and 
hips were taken with project-supplied tape 
measures three times and averaged. Also used 

used, physical measurements, question-
naires, and extensive narratives (to be 
analyzed subsequently). All signed the 
required consent form for the University 
of Florida Review Board. 

General and specific hypotheses 
were developed that linked anthropomet-
ric measurements (WC, WHR, and BMI) 
with subjects’ body image and self-es-
teem, and swimsuit choices (revealing or 
revealing the body), and places suits 
were worn. 

 
Self-Rating Scales 

The research incorporated and de-
veloped various rating scales to ascertain 
how participants felt about their bodies 
when wearing swimsuits. Subjects in the 
convenience samples evaluated their 
bodies in terms of: (1) a whole-body Fig-
ure Rating Scale (FRS) and the 
Chest/Breast Scale Figures, using the 
Waist Bust Ratio; (2) their self-esteem us-
ing the Body Cathexis Scale; and (3) how 
they felt about their bodies in “My Body 
Right Now”. 

Subjects also evaluated their 
swimwear usages and experiences. Two 
basic Swimwear Scales were devised. 
The first asked subjects to rate them-
selves in terms of types of swimsuits worn 
(scaled from 1-piece, 2-piece, bikini, to 
thong), and the second places they would 
wear the garments (in front of family, 
friends, strangers beachside, or in private 
situations8) 

 
Figure Rating Scales 

In addition to the quantitative 
measurement data, women were asked to 
rate their own bodies in terms of specific 
figures to ascertain how they saw their  

were self-reported height and three averaged 
weights (using the project’s portable scales). 
8 “In Private” encompassed locations other than 
beaches and pools, with others or alone. 

file:///C:/Users/meganhanna/Dropbox%20(UFL)/1AV2I1%20-%20CE%20Complete/ADA%20complete/10.32473/nfja.v2i1.124046


August 2021 New Florida Journal of Anthropology Spring, A., and V. McClain 

Spring, A., and V. McClain (2021) That Swimsuit Reveals You: Body Image and Bathing Suits of Florida 
Women. New Florida Journal of Anthropology 2(1):37-68. DOI:10.32473/nfja.v2i1.124046 

47 

 
bodies generally and in terms of their ideal 
types. Used widely in psychology, the 
original Figure Rating Scale/Silhouette 
Matching Test (SMT) measured percep-
tions of real and ideal body shape using 
nine full-body female figures from small to 
large (Stunkard et al., 1983). Discrepancy 
scores (ideal minus real or real minus 
ideal) provided estimates of body dissat-
isfaction (Fallon & Rozin, 1985; Rozin, 
2001; Bhuiyan et al., 2003; Silverstein et 
al., 1988; Gardner & Brown, 2010). Doll 
et. al (2003) used the “the ordered array 
method” scale, for university students to 
choose their current, ideal, and socially 
acceptable figure. They found that an or-
dered method elicited a less favorable rat-
ing of larger body sizes. For the research  

 
reported here, the figures have been re-
grouped into the six BMI categories as de-
termined by the National Institutes of 
Health (Figures 1 and 2 below).  

Along with body measurements, 
the following instruments were used to as-
certain women’s perception of image and 
self-esteem. For the Figure Rating Scale 
(FRS), WHRs were aggregated by BMI 
categories and “real-minus-ideal-figures” 
and then correlated with physical meas-
urements (BMI, WC, WHR and BWR), for 
the swimsuit variables. For Figure 1, this 
research used the original six figures 
(Stunkard et al. 1983) but then reduced to 
four figures, as two endpoint figures 
(smallest and largest) were not selected 
by any of the 372 participants. 
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The Chest/Breast Scale (Waist 
Bust Ratio, WBR) measured perceptions 
of real and ideal body shape using nine  
female upper-torso drawings that reduced 
to five figures as the two end-figures on 
each side were not chosen. A discrepancy 
score (ideal minus real or real minus ideal) 
provided an estimate of body dissatisfac-
tion (Figure 2). 
 
Verbal Rating Scales: Body Cathexis 
Scale (BCS4) and My Body Right Now 
(MBRN7) 

Body image and self-esteem have 
been related to behavior and attitudes, 
and many scales ranked “affect” related 
to body parts, word pairs, figure draw-
ings, etc. (Tiggemann, 2001; Warren et 
al., 2005). The original Body Cathexis 
Scale, a measure of body self-esteem, 
had 46 items (Secord and Jourard, 
1953). It was used by hundreds of re-
searchers and was in the public domain. 
The present study initially used 31 items, 
finding only four (termed here “BCS4”) 
were salient and predictive for describing 
women’s attitudes towards their bodies. 
Similarly, “My Body Right Now” a widely 
used scale of 16-items (Leon, 1975; 
Diekmann, 1997) contained opposite 
pairs such as “fat-thin” and “flabby-firm” 
to measure participants’ current feelings 
about their bodies. Seven of the 16 items 
were significant in this study and termed 
“MBRN7”. 
 
Rate self in Swimwear (fit, lesser to 
more revealing, in front of which peo-
ple and places worn) 

Several scales were constructed 
for this variable: (1) Rate-Self (3-point) 
and Fit (five-point) Likert Scales; (2) 
Most-Revealing Suit (MRS) (1-piece, 2-
piece, bikini, thong); and (3) swimsuits 
they would wear around family, friends, 
beachside, and in private. 

Results: Quantitative Data 
Table 1 earlier in the paper pro-

vided data on the numbers and ages of 
subjects for each sample. White, the larg-
est category, included 185 participants 
(18-85 years). The samples included stu-
dents (early 20s), North and South Flor-
ida women (40s-70s years), aqua-aero-
bic women (30s-70s years). Latina in-
cluded students (early 20s), South Flor-
ida women and department-store shop-
pers (40s-50s years), and boutique shop-
pers (20s-40s years) who were surveyed 
at South Beach, in Miami. Competitors 
with the smallest age range (18-33 
years), were mostly White, but also had 
Black, Latina, and Asian participants. 

Statistical analyses were carried 
out on data from 372 participants. Con-
sistent with the literature that body image 
dissatisfaction diminishes with age, par-
ticipants were placed into three age-cat-
egory groups (18-34, 35-54, 55 years 
and older). Additionally, the original sam-
ple was subsequently grouped into four 
racial/ethnic groups (White, Black, La-
tina, and Asian), plus the Competitors 
(Swimmers, Beauty Contestants, and 
Swimwear Models). Statistical analyses 
used these “standard” categories. Mean 
scores on self-ratings, correlations (Ken-
dall’s correlation coefficient), and regres-
sion analysis (ANOVA) were utilized as 
the data were skewed to younger partici-
pants.  

The variables and tests that 
looked at age and body dissatisfaction 
were completed for the entire sample. 
The data showed that the relationship be-
tween age and the figures that respond-
ents selected was weak, meaning that 
age alone did not have an impact on how 
women rated themselves or on how they 
felt in suits by situations. The expecta-
tions, based on the literature and on re-
searchers’ hypotheses, were that body 
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dissatisfaction would diminish with age. 
But the findings showed that the older 
women in the sample continued to expe-
rience body dissatisfaction throughout 
their lifespan.  
  
Anthropometric measurements: BMI, 
Weight, WC, WHR, and correlations 
with Body Image (FRS) and Body Sat-
isfaction (MRS4 and BCS7) 

 Findings show that as BMI in-
creased, participants perceived their 
body shape to be larger and no samples 
underestimated body shape (Table 2). 
Seventy percent of the total sample had 
normal BMI classifications; 21% were 
overweight or obese, and 9% were un-
derweight (Table 2). Twenty-two percent 
of Whites, 44% of Latina, and 39% of 
Blacks had weights above normal, while 
28% of Asian and 15% of Competitors 
were underweight. Competitors were the 
most homogeneous group (SD = 2.1), 
whereas Blacks had the highest standard 
deviation (SD = 6.8) meaning that they 
were most likely to include both fat-intol-
erant and fat-tolerant women in the cate-
gory. 

Simple frequencies on weight sat-
isfaction (Table 3) showed that 36% 
were satisfied with their weight; 27% felt 
a strong desire to change, 18% did not 
like their weight but “put up with it”, and 
10% were in the middle. Competitors 
(Mean = 3.2) and Asians (Mean = 2.9) 
were the most satisfied with their weight 
and had the highest mean scores. Only 
half of the White, Latina, Black, and 
Asian groups were satisfied with their 
weight, compared to most of the Compet-
itors who were satisfied. 

“Weight” as a variable had the 
strongest relationship with BMI. The 
Body Cathexis Scale 7 variables were 
rated on a five-point Likert scale (table 
not shown). Except for the variable “Bust” 
(Chest size) all variables had a moderate 
to low correlation with BMI. The values 
were: Weight (τ= 0-.512**), Waist (τ= -
0.403**), Hips (τ= -0.362**), Body build (τ 
= -0.423**), Energy (τ = -0.232**), and 
Appetite (τ= -0.323**). 

Table 4 shows a strong correla-
tion between BMI and waist circumfer-
ence (WC) for all samples (τ = -0.830**), 
but a weak correlation with WHR (r = 

 BMI CATEGORIES   

Sample 
Under- 
Weight 

% 

Normal 
 

% 

Over- 
Weight 

% 

Obese 
I 

% 

Obese 
II 
% 

Morbid 
Obesity 

% 

Mean 
BMI 

 

BMI Stand-
ard Devia-

tion 

White 3.6 74.5 12.7 7.3 1.8  23.2 4.07 
Latina 6.3 50.0 31.3 12.5   23.9 4.34 
Asian 27.6 65.5 3.4  3.4  21.0 3.83 
Black 8.9 51.1 20.0 8.9 6.7 4.4 25.2 6.79 

Competitors* 14.9 83.6 1.5    20.7 2.10 
 

Total 
 

8.9 
 

70.1 
 

12.4 
 

5.9 
 

2.1 
 

0.6 
 

22.9 
 

4.48 
         
         

Table 2. Percent of respondents by BMI classification with mean BMI. 
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Latina 6.3 50.0 31.3 12.5   23.9 4.34 
Asian 27.6 65.5 3.4  3.4  21.0 3.83 
Black 8.9 51.1 20.0 8.9 6.7 4.4 25.2 6.79 

Competitors* 14.9 83.6 1.5    20.7 2.10 
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8.9 
 

70.1 
 

12.4 
 

5.9 
 

2.1 
 

0.6 
 

22.9 
 

4.48 
         
         

 Table 2. Percent of respondents by BMI classification with mean BMI. *Swim Team may be placed in the overweight category due to increased height and larger 
body size.  
 

*Swim Team may be placed in the overweight category due to increased height and larger 
body size.  
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0.345**). Participants’ BMIs had a high 
association for all samples with the Real 
Body Figure Rating Scale (FRS). For the 
Ideal FRS, BMI was only significant for 
White, Latina, and Black samples. Asian 
and Competitor samples were closer to 
or at their ideal body shape and had no 
significant associations. 

BMI also correlated with most re-
vealing suit worn (Table 5) in terms of 
Family (τ= 0.440**), Friends (τ = 0.520**), 
at the Beach (τ = 0.540**), and in Private 
(τ = 0.549**). The correlations are highly 
significant for Whites, Latina, and Blacks, 
but less so for Asians and Competitors. 
BMI also showed a moderate relationship 
for all samples except for Competitors 
when correlated with Rate Self in Swim-
suit (τ =-0.452**). 
 There were no correlations with 
Real Chest FRS and Difficulty of Fit, most 
likely because the industry had created 
numerous tops and brassiere-type sizing 
to reduce the problems. The correlation 
of BMI with Real and Ideal Chest/Breast 
FRS was weak and only had a moderate 
correlation for the White (τ = 0.477**) and 
Black (τ = 0.430** and 0.401**) samples.  
 
Swimsuit Usage Variables: Most Re-
vealing Suit, Rate Self, and Suit Fit  

as Correlated with BMI and Body Im-
age Variables (MBRN and BCS7) 

In considering how these varia-
bles impinge on revealing the body, 
most subjects rated their appearance in 
a swimsuit as average (68%), 15% rated 
below average, and 17% above aver-
age. Surprisingly, only 34% of competi-
tors rated themselves highly. 
Participants also selected the most re-
vealing suit (1-piece, 2-piece, bikini, and 
thong) they would feel comfortable wear-
ing in each of four situations (family, 
friends, beachside, and privately). Data 
from tables (not shown here) list 44% of 
the total feeling comfortable wearing a bi-
kini with their family, compared to 33% 
who preferred a 2-piece, 22% who pre-
ferred a 1-piece, and 1% who would wear 
a thong. Considering friends, 49% of the 
total were comfortable wearing a bikini, 
28% a 2-piece, 20% a 1-piece, and 3% a 
thong. What to wear at the beach? Of the 
total, 52% chose a bikini; 20% a 2-piece, 
21% a 1-piece, and 2% a thong. In pri-
vate, more women revealed their bodies: 
most chose a bikini (43%), then a 2-piece 
(23%), a thong (22%), and a 1-piece 
(13%). 

Table 5 also shows that BMI cor-
related with “Most Revealing Suit” and 
“Rate Self in Swimsuit” for all 

Sample 1 2 3 4 5 
Mean Total 

Score 

White 32.1 16.3 7.1 37.0 7.6 2.7 
Latina 35.3 14.7  38.2 11.8 2.8 
Asian 20.7 20.7 13.8 34.5 10.3 2.9 
Black 31.4 21.6 7.8 29.4 9.8 2.6 

Competitors 10.0 18.6 20.0 38.6 12.9 3.2 
 

Total 
 

27.2 
 

17.7 
 

9.5 
 

36.1 
 

9.5 
 

2.8 
       

Table 3. Feelings about weight by sample and mean total score (in percent) 
(1=Strong Desire to Change, 2=Don’t like but “Put Up With, 3=No Feelings/Don’t 

Care, 4=Am Satisfied, 5-Consider Myself Fortunate). 
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participants, except Asian and Competi-
tors. Asians usually would not reveal 
their bodies in front of family, friends, or 
beachside (as described in the swimsuit 
narratives not analyzed here), whereas 
Competitors with near “perfect” bodies 
felt comfortable in wearing the same 
more revealing suits in all situations. 
These two samples had low BMIs. For 
all other samples, as BMI increased, 
less-revealing suits were worn in front of 
family and friends, at the beach, and in 
private. Age was less strong a factor. 
The moderate associations appear for 
Friends (τ = 0.520**) and Beach (τ = 
0.540**), marking those as situations 
when participants were critical of their 
appearance and size. 

The Body Cathexis Scale asked 
about waist satisfaction (table not shown) 
shown); and results showed that groups 
less satisfied with their waist size (τ = 
0.445**) and had a higher WHR com-
pared to others. BMI had a weaker nega-
tive relationship with BWR. 

The My Body Right Now (MBRN4) 
items (fat/thin, heavy/light, large/small 
and flabby/firm) were correlated with the 
most revealing suit in Table 6. Results 
showed that the White and Latina sam-
ples related their feelings about the “fat-
ness” of their bodies with the type of suits 
they wore in all situations, with Latinas 
wearing more revealing suits in front of 
family (τ = -0.634**). For the Black sam-
ple, this was true only for the beach (τ = 
0-597**) and in private (τ = 0-.527**). All 
groups, including Competitors and 
Asians, had moderate correlations be-
tween how they rated themselves and 

 
9 In the Body FRS, each of the nine figures repre-
sented a predetermined BMI. Participants chose 
the figure they perceived themselves to be (Real) 
and their desired figure (Ideal). During data col-
lection, some participants commented on being 
dissatisfied with how the figures were drawn.  
 

how they felt about their body density and 
firmness. 
 
Body Image (Body and Chest Figure 
Rating Scales: Real versus Ideal) and 
Self Esteem (BCS7 and MBRN4) 
In the Body Figure Rating Scale, each of 
the nine figures represents a predeter-
mined BMI. Participants chose the body 
figure that they perceived as their own 
(Real), as well as their desired body 
shape (Ideal).  

Figure 1 plots mean BMI and fig-
ures by stratum. Only four of the original 
nine figure shapes (numbers 2, 3, 4, and 
5) that correlated with the BMI scores 20-
28 are shown here because the others 
were not selected. BMI contrasted with 
real body shape plotted as a graphic for 
all samples. This meant that for real and 
ideal figures (plotted below the figures) 
Latina (Mean = 4.9 and 3.3) and Blacks 
had the highest (Mean = 4.4 and 3.5), 
while Competitors (Mean = 3.1 and 2.4) 
and Asians (Mean = 3.7 and 2.9) had the 
lowest scores.9  

Table 7 shows differences be-
tween real and ideal body shapes calcu-
lated to ascertain body satisfaction (Fal-
lon and Rosen 1985; Silverstein 1988). 
The calculated differences between 
Real and Ideal Body FRS were signifi-
cant for all samples. Table 8 shows only 
22% of all participants were satisfied 
with their size; 70% wanted to be 1-5 
sizes smaller, while 9% wanted to be 1-
5 sizes larger. Most satisfied and only 
wanting to be one size smaller, were the 
Competitors  (35%), and least satisfied 
were Whites (16%) and Latina (20%).

They felt that the images did not capture true 
changes in body shape, but only changes in 
weight. Participants also commented that the fig-
ures were selective and may have skipped an “in 
between” shape. 
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Table 4. BMI correlated with real and ideal body FRS, real and ideal chest FRS, waist 
circumference, and WHR 

 

BMI 
Real 
Body 
FRS 

Ideal 
Body 
FRS 

Diff of 
Real/Ideal 

body 
FRS 

Real 
Chest 
FRS 

Ideal 
Chest 
FRS 

Waist 
Cir. 

(WC) 
WHR 

White 0.755(**) 0.547(*) -0.523(**)  0.477(**)  0.239(**) 0.820(**) 0.367(**) 
Latina 0.834(**) 0.451(**) -0.685(**) -0.214 -0.208 0.829(**) 0.429(*) 
Asian 0.751(**) 0.287 -0.619(**)   0.465(*)  0.179 0.843(**) 0.386(*) 
Black 0.825(**) 0.589(**) -0.776(**)  0.430(**)  0.401(**) 0.832(**) 0.261 

Competitors 0.661(**) 0.177 -0.628(**) -0.178 -0.116 0.725(**) 0.455(**) 
Total 0.780(**) 0.524(**) 0.588(**) 0.365(**) 0.227(**) 0.83`0(**) 0.345(**) 
(** indicates p-value sig. at .01; * sig. at .05) 
 
 

Table 5. BMI correlated with most revealing suit, rate self in swimsuit, and mean BMI.  
 

BMI 
 

Most Revealing Suit   

Family Friends Beach Private Rate Self Fit 
Mean 
BMI 

White  0.418(**) 0.455(**) 0.480(**) 0.412(**) -0.472(**) -0.319(**) 23.3 
Latina  0.521(**) 0.515(**) 0.624(**) 0.521(**) -0.413(*) -0.278 23.9 
Asian  0.319 0.317(*) 0.465(*) 0.370(*) -0.455(*) -0.528(**) 21.0 
Black  0.490(**) 0.680(**) 0.616(**) 0.628(**) -0.535(**) -0.411(**) 25.2 

Competitors -0.152 0.129 0.309(*) 0.280(*) -0.165 -0.226 20.7 
Total  0.440(**) 0.520(**) 0.540(**) 0.489(**) -0.452(**) -0.369(**) 22.9 

(** indicates p-value sig. at .01; * sig. at .05) 
 
 
Table 6. MBRN4 correlated with most revealing suit (family, friends, beach, and private), 

difficulty of fit, and rate self.  
 

MBRN4 Family Friends Beach Private Fit Rateself 

White -0.241(**) -0.240(**) -0.277(**) -0.226(**) -0.328(**) 0.522(**) 

Latina -0.634(**) -0.438(*) -0.573(**) -0.524(**) -0.547(**) 0.492(**) 

Asian -0.229 -0.354 -0.328 -0.181 -0.194 0.580(**) 

Black -0.321(*) -0.514(**) -0.597(**) -0.527(**) -0.473(**) 0.568(**) 

Competitors  0.242(*)  0.033 -0.120 -0.071 -0.123 0.438(**) 
Total -0.291(**) -0.334(**) -0.386(**) -0.321(**) -0.366(**) 0.539(**) 

 
MBRN4 items: Fat/Thin, Heavy/Light, Large/Small, Flabby/Firm. 
(** indicates p-value sig. at .01; * sig. at .05) 
 

 
 

 
 

file:///C:/Users/meganhanna/Dropbox%20(UFL)/1AV2I1%20-%20CE%20Complete/ADA%20complete/10.32473/nfja.v2i1.124046


August 2021 New Florida Journal of Anthropology Spring, A., and V. McClain 

Spring, A., and V. McClain (2021) That Swimsuit Reveals You: Body Image and Bathing Suits of Florida 
Women. New Florida Journal of Anthropology 2(1):37-68. DOI:10.32473/nfja.v2i1.124046 

53 

Twenty-four percent of Asians wanted to 
be 1-2 sizes larger. Competitors, the 
most likely to have “ideal” bodies, re-
ported being under more scrutiny in their 
lives than other samples concerning 
weight and body proportions. For the 
Black sample 27% were satisfied, 43% 
wanted to be 1-2 sizes smaller, while 
14% wanted to be larger. 

Figure 2 plots mean Real and 
Ideal Chest/Bust FRS based on five 
graphic figures10. Participants choose 
their real and ideal bust/chest sizes. It 
was obvious that the means were closer 
together than for the body Figure Rating 
Scale. Although chest/bust/breast size is 
a highly discussed and criticized area of 
the female body, participants expressed 
less concern about bust size than about 
body shape. Ideal figures chosen were 
larger for all samples, with Asians (Mean 
= 2.0 and 3.1) and Competitors (Mean = 
2.5 and 3.2) being the largest. 

 Table 8 shows that a third of the 
total sample were satisfied with their 
chest/breast (compared to only 22% of 

their body shape (Table 7) with Asians 
(17%) being the least satisfied and Lati-
nas being the most (40%). Of the Com-
petitors, 22% were satisfied, while sur-
prisingly, 66% wanted to be 1-5 sizes 
larger. The more detailed sample analy-
sis showed that swimwear models, many 
of whom have had breast augmentation 
were content, while the swim-team mem-
bers desired larger busts, but not chest 
size.11 In all, it was conjectured that there 
was greater satisfaction with the bust in 
general, and because breast augmenta-
tion was available for many women. 

However, it should be noted that 
women swim team competitors had 
larger chest capacities needed for opti-
mal air intake and breathing for their 
sport. They noted in their narratives that 
their upper-body chest areas were larger 
than non-competitor women, and that 
chest size differed from breast size. Most 
of the swimmers thought their breasts 
were too small. They had not had breast 
augmentation, since larger breasts could 
affect performance speeds. 

 
 

 
10 The original protocol had 9 figures, but the two 
smallest and two largest were not chosen by sub-
jects here. 

11This was not asked in the instruments used 

here, but some subjects remarked on it in the 
narratives. 
There were comments about the figures not showing 
true chest size, but rather weight changes. 

Stratum 
3-5 

sizes 
smaller 

2 
sizes 

smaller 

1 
size 

smaller 
Satisfied 

1 
size 

larger 

2 
sizes 
larger 

3-5 
sizes 
larger 

White 20.4 24.9 32.6 16.0 4.4 1.1 0.6 
Latina 34.3 11.4 28.6 20.0 2.9 0.0 2.9 
Asian 13.8 20.7 17.2 24.1 13.8 10.3 0.0 
Black 14.3 20.4 22.4 26.5 12.2 2.0 2.0 

Competitors 3.5 21.1 35.1 35.1 1.8 3.5 0.0 
 

Total 
17.7 21.9 29.9 21.7 5.7 2.3 0.9 

Table 7. Percent of difference in real and ideal body FRS by sample.  
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Figure 1. Mean actual, real, and ideal body FRS by sample. 

 
 

Sample 
MEAN REAL 

FRS 
MEAN IDEAL 

FRS 
MEAN BMI 

W White 4.4 2.9 23.2 
L Latina 4.9 3.3 23.9 
A Asian 3.7 2.9 21.0 
B Black 4.4 3.5 25.2 
C Competitors 3.1 2.4 20.7 

 

 

Only three of the seven Body Cathexis 
Scale characteristics correlated with the 
Real FRS. Table 9 shows that these were 
Weight (τ =-0.593**), Waist (τ = -0.445**), 
and Body Build (τ =-0.498**), and they 
obtained for all samples. Energy and Ap-
petite were significant only for Whites (τ 

= -0.402** and -0.369**) and Latina (τ= -
0.436** and -0.329**). Appetite was sig-
nificant for the Competitors (τ = -0.351**). 
Body build was a significant attribute for 
all samples (τ = -0.498**), as were Hips 
for Blacks (τ = -0.419) and Competitors (τ 
= -0.343**). Again, there are no 

Sample 

3-5 

sizes 

smaller 

2 sizes 

smaller 

1 size 

smaller 

1 size 

larger 

2 sizes 

larger 

3 -5 

sizes 

larger 

Smaller Larger Satisfied 

White 1.7% 5.0% 17.8% 25.0% 13.9% 1.7% 24.5% 40.6% 35.0% 

Latina - 5.7% 11.4% 25.7% 11.4% 4.0% 11.4% 41.1% 40.0% 

Asian 3.4% - 6.7% 27.6% 37.9% 6.9% 10.1% 72.4% 17.2% 

Black 2.0% 6.1% 14.3% 24.5% 12.2% 4.1% 22.4% 40.8% 36.7% 

Competitors - 3.4% 8.6% 34.5% 29.3% 1.7% 12.0% 65.5% 22.4% 

Total 1.4% 4.6% 14.2% 26.8% 17.9% 2.9% 20.2% 47.6% 32.2% 

Table 8: Percent of Difference in Real and Ideal Chest FRS by sample.  
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associations for bust. Groups who felt 
dissatisfied with their body shape ex-
pressed this when there were increases  
in BMI or increases in their waist circum-
ference. 
 

Analysis of Variance for all Variables 
One-way ANOVA tests were used 

to examine the association of samples 
with all measures used in the study (Ta-
ble 10). Results for all categories show 
that there were significant values in all 
measures used except waist-hip-ratio 
(WHR) and Ideal Chest FRS (F=.510 and 
1.285). “Bonferroni Comparisons” (a sig-
nificance test that uses differences in 
means) showed several significant differ-
ences between samples. For physical 
measures (BMI, WC, WHR), Competitors 

and Asians had lower mean BMIs when 
compared to White, Latina, and Black 
women. There were significant differ-
ences for WC, with Competitors and 
Asians being similar, as were Latinas and 
Whites; the greatest difference for this 
variable was in the Black sample. For the 
Real Body FRS, Competitors and Asians 
were similar as were Whites, Blacks, and 
Latinas. For Ideal FRS, Competitors and 
Asians again were similar, as were 
Whites and Latinas, but the Black sample 
showed a higher mean, reflecting greater 
appreciation of a larger body size, and 
less influence of the thin-ideal. The cal-
culated discrepancy scores for Body FRS 
showed the most significant difference 
between Asian and Latina samples be-
cause the

 
Figure 2. Mean real and ideal chest FRS by sample.  

 

  

Sample MEAN REAL FRS MEAN IDEAL FRS MEAN BMI 

W    White 3.0 3.3  23.2 
L     Latina 2.7 3.1 23.9 
A     Asian 2.0 3.1 21.0 
B     Black 3.1 3.4 25.2 
C     Competitors 2.5 3.2 20.7 
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latter wanted to be 2-5 sizes smaller. The 
Real Chest FRS showed significant dif-
ferences for Competitors and Asians 
compared to other groups. The greatest 
difference in the calculated discrepancy 
scores for Chest FRS was between 
Whites and Competitors reflecting that 
Whites in both categories were influ-
enced by the thin-ideal. 

For Most Revealing Suit, sample 
differences accounted for the variance in 
all four situations (family, friends, beach-
side, and in private). For these four situ-
ations, Bonferroni comparisons showed 
the Competitors on average, selected 
more-revealing suits when compared to 
Whites, Latinas, Blacks, and Asians. In 
Private, Competitors had a significant dif-
ference in wearing revealing suits in all 
situations, while Blacks and Asians 
tended to wear more conservative suits 
around their families.  

Rateself in a swimsuit and Diffi-
culty of Fit scales again showed that 
Competitors had significant differences 
in means when compared to the other 
categories. They rated their appearance 
higher than other groups and had little 
difficulty with fit, meaning that both nor-
mal and obese women saw themselves 
as having difficulties with swimsuits. 

In terms of the measures of self-
esteem, individual items from the BCS7 
scale showed sample differences were 
small. When the seven items were 
scored separately, Competitors scored 
an average of 3.4 points higher on those 
items than Whites. For the two most sali-
ent variables (Feelings about Weight  
and Waist) some differences were no-
ticed. For Feelings about Weight, Blacks 
and Asians had slightly higher means for 
opposite reasons. For Feelings about 
Waist, Competitors were different from all 
other samples. The second measure of 
self-esteem from the “MBRN4”, only 

showed significant differences between 
Competitors, Whites, and Latinas, with 
Competitors scoring an average of 1.7 
and 2.7 higher for those items. 
 
Discussion of Samples 

In terms of the specific 16 cul-
tural/ethnic groups that make up the five 
grouped samples, some specific charac-
teristics should be noted. For the Com-
petitor sample, the Swim Team was more 
conservative compared to Swimsuit 
Models and Pageant Contestants in 
terms of revealing suits (e.g., thongs). As 
noted above, Swim Team members had 
larger chests and smaller bust sizes. 
They said that they would have preferred 
chest sizes one size smaller and bust 
sizes 2 sizes larger (following standard 
preferences for women), but they could 
not have these preferences as competi-
tive swimmers as breast augmentation 
might have lowered their speeds and div-
ing performances. 

Pageant Contestants rated them-
selves poorly as their BMI increased; 
they were satisfied with weight but not 
with their waists. Swimwear Models, the 
sample with the lowest BMI, were most 
satisfied with their weight and waists, but 
some who did not have breast augmen-
tation wanted their busts to be 1 to 2 
sizes larger and their bodies to be one 
size smaller. The research showed that 
the “thin-ideal” affects women even with 
the most ideal bodies. 

Asians in the sample had low 
BMIs but still wanted to be 1-2 sizes 
smaller in body size; they wanted to be 1-
2 sizes larger in the bust, but breast aug-
mentation was not prevalent in this sam-
ple. They were satisfied with their weight 
and waist, but none of these factors af-
fected the swimsuits they wore, as cul-
tural norms seemed to mandate a con-
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Table 9. Real body figure rating scale correlated by BCS7 by sample. 
(Note: “Bust” omitted--was not significant).  

 Body Cathexis Scale Items (BCS7) 

Real Body 
FRS 

Weight Waist Hips  Body 
build 

Energy Appetite 

White -0.622(**) -0.447(**)  -0.448  0.496(**) -0.402(**) -0.369(**) 

Latina -0.630(**) -0.372(*) -0.429(*) -0.647(**) -0.436(**) -0.329(**) 

Asian -0.607(**) -0.611(**)  -0.276 -0.561(**) -0.347 -0.277 

Black -0.525(**) -0.423(**) -0.419(**) -0.409(**) -0.063 -0.306(*) 

Competitors -0.578(**) -0.368(**) -0.343(**) -0.359(**) -0.070 -0.351(**) 

Total -0.593(**) -0.445(**) -0.387 -0.498(**) -0.294(**) -0.316(**) 

(** indicates p-value sig. at .01; * sig. at .05) 
 

Table 10. ANOVA with strata means for all instruments and scales.  
Variables F score White Latina Asian Black Competitors 

BMI   9.605** 23.3 23.7 21.0 25.2 20.7 
Waist Circumference   6.500** 30.9 31.1 28.4 32.2 28.3 
WHR     .510 .789 .774 .784 .795 .780 
Real Body FRS   8.927** 4.4 4.9 3.7 4.4 3.1 

Ideal Body FRS   9.078** 3.0 3.3 3.0 3.5 2.4 

Discrepancy Score 
(Body) 

  4.227** -1.46 -1.56 -.759 -.939 -.793 

Real Chest FRS   6.309** 3.1 2.6 2.0 3.1 2.5 

Ideal Chest FRS   1.285 3.3 3.1 3.1 3.4 3.2 

Discrepancy Score 
(Chest) 

  4.870** .233 .444 1.07 .286 .814 

M. Revealing Suit 
Family 
M. Revealing Suit 
Friends  
M. Revealing Suit 
Beach 
M. Revealing Suit Pri-
vate 

13.610** 
16.918** 
15.338** 
10.095** 

3.5 
3.5 
3.5 
2.9 

3.2 
2.9 
3.0 
2.4 

3.6 
2.9 
3.0 
2.6 

3.7 
3.4 
3.4 
2.8 

2.2 
2.0 
2.0 
1.6 

Rate Self in a Swimsuit   9.579** 1.9 1.9 1.8 2.0 2.4 

Fit 12.098** 3.4 3.6 3.6 3.0 2.4 

Feelings about Weight   2.900** 2.76 2.83 3.03 3.06 2.76 

Feelings about Waist   2.505** 2.68 2.80 2.93 2.65 3.27 

Body Cathexis Scale 
(7) 

  3.879** 20.7 21.1 21.0 22.7 24.1 

My Body Right Now (4)   4.085** 12.9 11.9 13.4 13.1 14.6 

(** indicates p-value sig. at .01; * sig. at .05) 
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servative 1-piece suit (especially in front 
of family), and they rated themselves 
poorly in swimsuits. 

Latina women had and preferred 
more curvaceous bodies. About half 
wanted to have smaller bodies, 44% 
were satisfied with their busts; and 25% 
wanted to be two sizes larger; their BMI 
correlated with family, friends, and 
beach. This showed greater fat intoler-
ance in Latina groups. Latina students 
wore conservative suits in front of family, 
friends, and beachside, and as their BMI 
increased, they wore less-revealing suits 
generally. The Latina women experi-
enced fit problems and rated themselves 
average in swimsuits; 56% were satisfied 
with weight and waist. 

Fashion and figure-conscious 
older women (Fashion Latinas and South 
Florida Moms) wanted to be 1-2 sizes 
smaller in body size but were mostly sat-
isfied or wanted only one size larger for 
their busts. Their BMIs affected their 
choices of most revealing suit. They were 
generally “satisfied with their appear-
ance” and did not give themselves poor 
ratings. Some had and valued more cur-
vaceous bodies. They were self-con-
scious in front of family, at the beach, and 
in private. And as their BMI increased, 
they wore more conservative suits. 

The Black sample had higher 
BMIs and WCs, selected larger ideal fig-
ures, and desired to be only one size 
smaller in general. For the bust, about 
half wanted to be one size larger and the 
other half wanted to be one size smaller. 
They were more dissatisfied about their 
weight but chose larger real and ideal fig-
ures. They experienced problems with fit 
and rated themselves as average. As 
their BMI increased, they wore less-re-
vealing suits in front of friends, at the 
beach, and in private. Although grouped 
together here as Black women, 

Caribbean women differed slightly from 
African American women as most rated 
themselves higher on appearance and 
wore more-revealing suits in front of 
friends, beachside, and in private per-
haps due to greater cultural positivity. 

White students reported wanting 
to be 1-2 sizes smaller in body size, as 
well as larger in bust size; only 41% were 
satisfied with weight. They wore less-re-
vealing suits in front of family but more 
revealing suits on the beach if they 
thought their appearance in a swimsuit 
was good. Those with higher BMI se-
lected larger ideal body types than other 
samples. 

Older women, both White and La-
tina (including Aqua-Aerobics women, 
North Florida Moms, and Department 
Store Latinas) had higher BMIs and 
WCs. They selected larger ideal figures, 
both as perceived and ideal. They wore 
less-revealing suits in all situations, and 
were not satisfied with weight, appear-
ance in a swimsuit, and their high WHRs. 
Many had curvaceous bodies and 
wanted their bodies to be 2-5 sizes 
smaller.  

A major finding of this study, and 
contrary to the literature (Webster & 
Tiggemann, 2003, Paquette, 2004), was 
that body dissatisfaction did not dissipate 
with age but was maintained through the 
lifespan. 

 
Discussion 

The correlations showed that BMI, 
WC, and FRS were strongly associated. 
BMI affected the suits subjects choose to 
wear in certain situations. For the most 
part, larger BMI and WC were associated 
with a lower rating of appearance in 
swimsuits. Additionally, the larger the 
body figure selected, the more that less-
revealing suits were worn in certain situ-
ations, and the lower the rating of 
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appearance in swimsuits. Participants 
wore more-revealing suits in each situa-
tion as their self-rating increased except 
for Competitors and Asians--the former 
because they rated their appearance 
high and could wear revealing suits (or 
not), and the latter who for cultural rea-
sons wore more conservative suits. 

Other physical measures were 
weakly associated with the Body FRS but 
had the same effect. Higher WHR made 
participants choose larger body figures 
as desirable, and higher WHR was asso-
ciated with selecting smaller body fig-
ures, as well as less-revealing suits. Pre-
vious research (Singh, 1993; Singh & 
Luis, 1995) demonstrated that because 
BMI was a ratio, it was possible for 
women with different weights and shapes 
to have similar scores. Older women 
chose larger ideal-body types because 
they found them more attractive. They 
grew up with an older ideal of beauty, the 
“36-24-36” hourglass figure and tended 
to select more curvaceous figures. 
Blacks and Latinas chose larger ideal 
shapes and considered larger bodies as 
healthier with general appearances 
mostly based on hair and clothing. 

The “Difference between Real and 
Ideal Body FRS” showed participants’ 
lack of satisfaction with their body shape. 
Participants with higher BMI had greater 
differences (i.e., chose smaller ideal fig-
ures than their real figures). The larger 
the BMI, the less satisfied participants 
were, except for the Competitors, who 
were satisfied with their body sizes. Per-
ceived chest/bust size (Real Chest FRS) 
correlated less well than overall body 
shape. Black women were the exception 
and did not overestimate their body 
shape, being more fat-tolerant, they 
viewed themselves as attractive with 
many body shapes. 

As participants selected a larger 
body figure than their perceived figure on 
the FRS, the Fit Difficulty increased, and 
their ratings in a swimsuit decreased. 
There were no correlations with Real 
Chest FRS and Difficulty of Fit, as the in-
dustry had already created large varia-
tions in sizes and shapes to accommo-
date women, including internal construc-
tion and tops with brassiere-type sizing to 
reduce fit problems. 

The study showed the discrepan-
cies between women’s appearance in 
terms of how they looked, how they 
thought they looked, and how they would 
have liked to look. Women’s dissatisfac-
tion with body shape was manifested by 
rating their appearance in swimsuits, and 
how they felt about specific body charac-
teristics (weight and waist). The machi-
nations and agony that women have had 
in their quest to seek-out and purchase 
swimsuits that fit and that they “felt good 
in” was replete for the participants and 
was well-known and discussed through-
out the swimwear industry. 

Self-objectification has resulted in 
criticism of body-size and shape, and it 
has affected women’s self-esteem and 
body satisfaction. In the subject data 
here, self-objectification affected 
women’s behaviors in terms of places 
and locations where they would or would 
not show themselves; in less-to-more of 
the body revealed in public versus pri-
vate; and in their social interactions with 
family, friends, and others. Bovet (2018, 
2019) distinguished the “male gaze” on 
women’s bodies related to fecundity and 
fertility potential but did not access men-
tal abilities. The phenomenon of “self-ob-
jectification” linked to negative psycho-
logical consequences (Fredrickson & 
Roberts, 1997; Hebl et al., 2004) showed 
that women’s self-objectification viewed 
though a lens of swimsuits were perhaps 
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proxies for the “male gaze” to evaluate 
women and girls’ general appearance in 
terms of “sexiness” but it turned out, 
swimsuits reduced women’s intellectual 
prowess as measured by poor results on 
mathematics’ problems.  

As for swimsuits themselves, an 
entire industry has attempted to produce 
products that appealed to customers’ no-
tions of glamour and attractiveness. Man-
ufacturers also tried to ameliorate the dis-
pleasures of women’s self-objectification 
to produce more attractive presentations 
of their bodies in public and private 
spaces, with new trends in fabrics, de-
signs, shapes, and internal and external 
construction. Florida women, as well as 
others in pool/beach areas, attempted to 
deal with actual body-sizes and shapes 
in swimsuits. Although the results have 
not been as successful in improving 
women’s self-esteem in recreational situ-
ations as hoped, the direction of these 
various aspects have been more positive 
than negative.  
 
Postscript 

Swimwear may initially have con-
tributed to women’s own self-objectifica-
tion of their bodies, but in the 21st cen-
tury, women’s control of their bodies and 
showing them in swimwear continues to 
change, mostly in better ways. Starting 
with Internet usage, on-line sales have 
included swimsuits in a multitude of sizes 
and shapes specifically allowing for 
greater body diversity. Currently, body 
positivity is stylish; fat is beginning to lose 
its stigma. The singer/entertainer Lizzo 
(Lieberman, 2021) whose BMI exceeds 
40 (Extreme Obese) was a Vogue Maga-
zine “cover-girl” (September 2020.) Plus-
size models are on runways and swim-
wear fashion shows demonstrate body-
positive images. Recently, the #Fatkini 
movement featured women of many 

sizes taking selfies in swimsuits, then 
sharing and posting them on social me-
dia. Perhaps social media has allowed 
self-objectification “to morph” into women 
of many sizes and shapes shifting the 
negative “gaze” towards gaining 
“agency” by taking “selfies” while wearing 
swimsuits. 
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