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Fat, Four-Eyed, and Female:
Stereotypes of Obesity, Glasses, and Gender'

MARY B. HARRIS,? RICHARD J. HARRIS, AND STEPHEN BOCHNER

University of New Mexico and The University of New South Wales

In a between-subjects design, 46 male and 101 female Australian university
students rated a target person described as male or female, overweight or average
weight, and wearing glasses or not, on twelve 7-point rating scales. As predicted,
a negative stereotype of the overweight person and a complex one of the person
with glasses were found. However, there was no significant effect of sex of target
except on the ratings of masculine and feminine and no interaction of sex of
target with either the glasses or obesity variables. Nor did sex of subject influence
the ratings. The results suggest that, although stereotypes of obesity and glasses
do exist, they may be as severe for men as for women.

A number of authors have commented upon the extremely negative views
which people in most Western societies today hold toward those who are obese
(Allon, 1975; Bruch, 1973; Cahnman, 1968; Delong, 1980; Maddox, Back,
& Liederman, 1968; Mayer, 1968; Monello & Mayer, 1963; Rodin, 1981;
Stunkard, 1976, 1980). Adults and children from a number of cultures have
been found to consistently rank photographs or drawings of obese people as
among the most disliked of the physically handicapped and to attribute negative
characteristics to people with endomorphic builds (Goodman, Dornbusch,
Richardson, & Hastorf, 1963; Larkin & Pines, 1979; Lerner, 1969, 1973; Lerner,
Iawawki, & Chihara, 1976; Lerner & Korn, 1972; Matthews & Westie, 1966;
Richardson, Goodman, Hastorf, & Dornbusch, 1961; Staffieri, 1967; Worsley,
1981; Harris, Note 1; Harris & Smith, Note 2). However, although prejudice
against both obese males and obese females has been found, it was suggested
that obese females may be the victims of even more severe discrimination and

IThis research was conducted while the first two authors were visiting faculty in the
School of Psychology, University of New South Wales.

2Requests for reprints should be sent to Mary B. Harris, Department of Educational
Foundations, University of New Mexico, Albuquerque, NM 8713 1.

503

ISSN 0021-9029/82/0012-050355.00/0
© 1982 Scripta Publishing Co.




504 HARRIS, HARRIS AND BOCHNER

stereotying than that directed against obese men (Dwyer & Mayer, 1975; Dyren-
forth, Wooley, & Wooley, 1980; Orbach, 1978; Wooley & Wooley, 1979 ;Wooley,
Wooley, & Dyrenforth, 1979), in spite of or perhaps because of the fact that
obesity is more common in females (Beller, 1977; Kannel & Gordon, 1979;
Sims, 1979; Stunkard, 1980). As the experimental evidence concerning the
stereotype of the fat female vs. the fat male is equivocal (Harris, Note 1; Harris
& Smith, Note 2), one purpose of the present study was to see whether or not
obesity would indeed lead to more negative views of a female than of a male.

We predicted that obese persons would be rated more negatively on a number
of dimensions than persons of average weight, with the exception being “out-
going,” as there is some evidence (Hallstrom & Noppa, 1981) that obese women
are more sociable and extraverted than those of normal weight. Specifically,
we expected the overweight target person to be rated as less active, intelligent,
hardworking, attractive, popular, successful, athletic, and appropriately sex
typed (i.e., to be seen as less feminine if a female and less masculine if a male)
but as more outgoing than a target person of average weight.

Another aspect of a person’s appearance which has been shown to be associ-
ated with stereotyping is the presence or absence of glasses. Like obesity, the
wearing of glasses has been shown to be associated with lower ratings of attrac-
tiveness (Terry & Kroger, 1976), although glasses have also been found to be
associated with perceptions of the positive traits of intelligence, dependability,
industriousness, and honesty (Argyle & McHenry, 1971; Boshier, 1975; Manz
& Lueck, 1968; Thornton, 1943), and with a lower sense of humor (Manz &
Lueck, 1968; Thornton, 1943). Indeed the trait of myopia, which requires
the wearing of glasses, has been suggested to be causally associated with high
intelligence (Karlsson, 1978).

However, the perception of someone wearing glasses may also vary somewhat
depending upon the gender of the stimulus person. Elman (1977) found that
a male target person wearing glasses was perceived as softer, gentler, more
serious, and more of a follower, all feminine traits (Anderson, 1975; Bem,
1974; Broverman, Vogel, Broverman, Clarkson, & Rosenkrantz, 1972; Williams
& Bennett. 1975; Williams, Bennett, & Best, 1975; Williams, Giles, Edwards,
Best, & Davis, 1977), than he was when not wearing glasses; on the other hand,
Ruth and Richards (1974) imply in their title that wearing glasses would lead
to a decrease in perceived femininity for women. Thus, another purpose of
the present study was to see whether or not the stereotypes of a woman with
glasses and a man with glasses would differ significantly, particularly with
respect to perceived femininity and masculinity. We also expected differences
in activity and athleticism, predicting that the figure with glasses would be
lower on those variables, as glasses are often a hindrance to athletic or highly
active behaviors. Specifically, people wearing glasses were expected to be seen
as more intelligent, hardworking, and successful but less active, outgoing,
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attractive, popular, athletic, and appropriately sex typed than similar target
persons without glasses.

A final purpose of this study was to see the extent to which traditional
sex role stereotypes were held by a sample of Australian university students
in 1981. Although there is indeed evidence of some sex role stereotyping among
Australians in the last decade (Anderson, 1975; Antill & Cunningham, 1980;
Bernard, 1979; Cunningham & Antill, 1980; Drinkwater, 1979; Feather, 1977a,
1977b, 1978a, 1978b, 1978¢; Ho & Zemaitis, 1980; Moore & Rosenthal, 1980;
Penman, 1975; Rosenthal & Chapman, 1980; Rowland, 1977, 1980; Russell,
Antill, & Cunningham, 1978; Sampson, 1979; Stanley, Boots, & Johnson, 1975;
Stolk & Brotherton, 1981; Winkler, 1976), there are also suggestions that the
amount of sex stereotyping is decreasing in Australia (Feather, 1977b; Moore
& Rosenthal, 1980; Penman, 1975; Rowland, 1977, 1980), as indeed it may
be across the world. As the study used a between-subjects design, with each
subject reading about only one target person, who was identified as male for
half and female for half, it was felt that any differences in ratings of males
and females which were found would not be affected by subjects’ awareness
that sex stereotypes were being studied. Although no prediction was made
as to whether or not such stereotyping would be found, we identified the
male stereotype as being intelligent, successful, assertive, active, athletic, and
reserved, with the female stereotype being the reverse. Of course, males were
also expected to be rated as more masculine and less feminine than females.

Method

Subjects and Experimenters

The subjects were 46 male and 101 female students enrolled in a second
year psychology class, plus an additional 7 subjects who did not record their
gender. They ranged in age from 19 to S5 years, M = 22.5. Their regular class-
room instructors served as the experimenters.

Instrument

The instrument was a single page questionnaire entitled “Person Perception
Study’” headed by the following paragraph:

We are interested in finding out how much people can tell about another person
simply by reading a description of that person. The description below is that of
Chris Martin a (man) (woman) in (his) (her) late twenties. After reading this
description, please circle the numbers on the rating scales below which you think
are most likely to describe Chris Martin. Of course most of your judgments will
not be completely accurate, but we want to see how close people can come to a
valid description from such relatively limited information.
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The description was as follows:

Chris Martin: has dark curly hair; has brown eyes; (wears glasses) (no mention
of glasses); is of medium height; (is of average weight) (is overweight); has a
straight nose; has a pleasant smile; prefers casual clothes; often prefers the color
blue.

The manipulation of weight, glasses, and sex was delivered via the alternative
forms in parentheses above.

The twelve 7-point rating scales were of the following variables: assertive
to unassertive, active to passive, unintelligent to intelligent, hardworking to
lazy, reserved to outgoing, happy to unhappy, feminine to unfeminine, unattrac-
tive to attractive, unpopular to popular, unsuccessful to successful, athletic
to unathletic, masculine to unmasculine. The order in which they appeared
and their polarity were randomly determined.

The specific scale items were selected on the basis of relevance to predicted
perceptions of people who were obese, wore glasses, or were male or female,
with an attempt to choose dimensions applicable to more than one stereotype.
For this reason, some of the items came from scales previously reported in the
literature whereas others were constructed to reflect the results of various
research studies. In particular, “feminine,” “masculine,” and “assertive” appear
as discriminative items on the Bem Sex Role Inventory (1974), and on three
of Williams’ sex role stereotype scales (Williams & Bennett, 1975: Williams
etal, 1975; Williams et al., 1977), while “athletic” appears as a male item
on the first three of these measures. “Active” is an item of the Williams et al.
(1977) American-English-Irish male stereotype, while “very active”-‘“very
passive” is found on the sex role questionnaire of Broverman et al. (1972).

The “reserved-outgoing” adjective pair was designed to tap the conceptual
dimension underlying the descriptions of the stereotypical male as unemotional
and unexcitable, not at all talkative, almost always hides emotions, independent,
self-reliant and self-sufficient vs. the female as emotional, excitable, talkative,
affectionate, does not hide emotions, warm, understanding and sympathetic,
which appear in some sex role inventories (Bem, 1974; Broverman et al., 1972;
Williams & Bennett, 1975; Williams et al., 1977). Additionally it was assumed
to relate to the variables of extraverted and sociable, which Hallstrém and
Noppa (1981) found to differentiate obese and normal weight women. “Un-
successful-successful” was included because of the stereotypical male’s descrip-
tion as high on the competency cluster of the Broverman et al. (1972) scale
and as dominant, enterprising, ambitious, competitive, and acting as a leader
on other sex role inventories (Bem, 1974; Williams & Bennett, 1975; Williams
etal.,, 1975; Williams et al., 1977). In addition, it seemed relevant to the dimen-
sions of industriousness, dependability, and honesty in money matters found
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to differentiate people with and without glasses by Thornton (1943) and Manz
and Lueck (1968).

“Unintelligent-intelligent™ was included primarily because of its association
with the wearing of glasses (Argyle & McHenry, 1971; Boshier, 1975; Karlsson,
1978; Manz & Lueck, 1968; Thornton, 1943) although it was also expected
to be related to sex stereotyping as well, through its association with com-
petence (Broverman et al., 1972). Similarly, inclusion of “unattractive-attractive”
was warranted by Terry and Kroger’s (1976) evidence that wearers of glasses
are rated low on attractiveness and by the research on attitudes toward the
obese (e.g., Allon, 1975; Bruch, 1973; Cahnman, 1968; DeJong, 1980; Dwyer
& Mayer, 1975; Dyrenforth et al., 1980; Mayer, 1968 ; Monello & Mayer, 1963;
Orbach, 1978; Stunkard, 1976, 1980; Wooley & Wooley, 1979). “Attractive”
appears as well as a feminine characteristic in the Williams et al. (1977) study.

“Hardworking-lazy” was included because of its relevance to the stereotypes
of glasses wearers as “industrious” (Manz & Lueck, 1968) and to prevailing
conceptions of the obese (see above references). Relevance of this item to
sex role stereotypes is much less clear; “lazy™ appears as a male characteristic
in the Williams et al. (1977) study but on no other sex role scale, and appears
inconsistent with many other aspects of the male stereotype discussed earlier.
“Popular-unpopular” was included because of the strong evidence that over-
weight persons are in fact disliked (see above references) and “unhappy-happy”
because of statements that the obese are unhappy about their obesity (e.g.,
Bruch, 1973; Cahnman, 1968; Mayer, 1968; Orbach, 1978; Stunkard, 1976).

At the end of the questionnaire, subjects were asked to indicate if they
were male or female, and read a statement that the study would be discussed
in the next lecture to the entire class.

Procedure

Subjects were randomly assigned to conditions by randomly ordered booklets
and tested in their regular tutorial groups of about 20 students each. There
were 16 conditions, including the sex of the subject, forming a 2 (obesity) X
2 (glasses) X 2 (sex of target) X 2 (sex of subject) design. The sex composition
of the treatment groups did not vary from that expected by chance, x*(7) =
7.13, p > .05, indicating that the random assignment was successful.

Results

A 2 (sex of target) X 2 (average weight vs. overweight) X 2 (glasses not
mentioned vs. target wears glasses) X 2 (sex of subject) multivariate analysis
of variance was conducted with an outcome vector consisting of 11 measures:
the 10 adjective pairs other than “masculine” and “feminine,” together with
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SEXAPP, defined as rating on “masculine” minus rating on “feminine” for
male targets and the reverse for female targets. Neither the main effect of
sex of subject nor any interaction involving it was significant at the .05 level
in this analysis. Moreover, of the 88 univariate tests of effect involving sex
of subject, only 3 (its main effect and its interactions with sex of target and
mention of glasses on “popular” and the 4-way interaction on SEXAPP) reached
statistical significance at the .05 level. All subsequent analyses, therefore, ignor-
ed sex of subject as a factor. This had the advantage of permitting inclusion in
these analyses of the seven subjects who failed to report their gender on the
questionnaire, thereby raising the NV to 154 complete observation vectors.

In addition to a 2 X 2 X 2 multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) on
the 11 dependent measures specified above, a 2 X 2 X 2 univariate analysis
of variance (ANOVA) was conducted on (a) each of the 12 adjective pairs
on the questionnaire, (b) SEXAPP, (c) MASC = rating on “‘masculine” minus
rating on “feminine”, (d) a simplified version of the discriminant function
for the main effect of each factor, i.., that linear combination of the 11 de-
pendent measures which maximized the F for that effect, (e) an overall favor-
ability rating (HALO), and (f) three a priori linear combinations of the de-
pendent measures, each representing the average of the ratings on the scales
on which previous research suggested an obese person, a male person, or a
person wearing glasses should receive high ratings. As only these last three
combinations represented truly a priori measures, an individual alpha of .03
(F(1,146) = 4.817) was set for each of these analyses, while an alpha of .01
was adopted for multivariate effects. Univariate s on single dependent vari-
ables or on simplified discriminant functions were considered statistically signifi-
cant on a family-wise basis if they exceeded the critical value for a univariate ¥
on the actual discriminant function, namely (11(146)/136)F ,(11,133) =
28.176. This procedure provides a total family-wise error rate for all tests in-
volving a given effect of 3 (.03) + .01 = .10.

Applying these criteria, the only statistically significant multivariate effects
were the main effects of obesity, F{11,136) = 15.19, and glasses, F(11,136) =
3.35. Table 1 presents the means for each level, and the corresponding F for
each, of the three main effects (including sex of target) on each of the depen-
dent measures.

Our initial interpretation of the linear combination of measures which maxi-
mized the obesity main effect (i.e., the obesity discriminant function) was
essentially the average of “active,” “happy,” and “attractive”: the overweight
stimuli had a mean rating of 3.24 on this simplified discriminant function,
as compared to 4.61 for average-weight stimuli, univariate ¥ = 124.911 as
compared to 179.38 for the actual discriminant function. However, dropping
slightly our criterion for including a variable in the simplified discriminant
function adds “popular” and “outgoing” in an interesting way. The difference

TABLE 1
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between “popular” + “outgoing” and “attractive” + “active” + “athletic”
yields a univariate F = 142.65; the increase from our previous £ of 124 91
is statistically significant, F(2,146) = 4.779, p < .01. The average-weight stimuli
are seen as slightly less popular and outgoing (mean of the two mean ratings =
4.59) than active, attractive, and athletic (mean of means = 4.61), while the
overweight stimulus persons were rated much more popular and outgoing
(mean of means = 4.48) than active, attractive, and athletic (mean of means =
3.19)—i.e., as more popular and outgoing than could be expected, given their
perception as inactive, unattractive, and unathletic.

In terms of individual descriptors, the overweight target persons were rated
as significantly less active, F'= 90.85. less attractive, £ = 49.73, and less athletic,
F = 58.78, than average-weight target persons. The a priori prediction for this
main effect was that the overweight target persons would be rated as less active,
intelligent, hardworking, attractive, popular, successful, athletic, and appro-
priately sex-typed but more outgoing than average-weight target persons. The
sample mean differences were consistent with all of these predictions, with
the sole exception that overweight stimuli were rated slightly less outgoing
than average-weight target persons. Finally, the two groups differed significantly
on the a priori linear combination implied by these nine predictions, F'= 57.86.

The linear combination of measures which maximized the glasses effect
was essentially the average of “‘outgoing” and “popular,” with target persons
who wear glasses being seen as lower, 4.20, on this simplified discriminant
function than those not described as wearing glasses, 4.84. However, the uni-
variate F on this linear combination of 21.43 is not significant by our post hoc
criterion and is considerably smaller than the univariate F of 39.56 on the
actual discriminant function. None of the single dependent variables showed
a statistically significant glasses main effect by the multivariate criterion. How-
ever, the target person described as wearing glasses was statistically significantly
different from the target person without glasses on the a priori combination of
measures, F = 10.18, with the glasses-wearing target persons being seen (as
predicted) as more intelligent, hardworking, and successful but less active,
outgoing, attractive, popular, and athletic. The one component of this a priori
combination that was not supported by the sample mean differences was that
glasses-wearers were seen as more appropriately sex-typed, 1.58, than those
target persons not described as wearing glasses, 1.12.

There was no significant main effect of sex of target person on any single
dependent variable, on the a priori linear combination, or in terms of the overall
multivariate test. Moreover, three of the six components of the @ priori linear
combination yielded sample mean differences opposite to prediction. While
male targets were seen (as predicted) as more intelligent, more successful, and
less outgoing than females (though the largest of these differences was only
17 of a unit on the 7-point scale), they were also seen (opposite to prediction)
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as less assertive, less active, and less athletic. However, males were seen as signifi-
cantly more masculine, 4.62 vs. 3.205, F' = 59.35, and less feminine, 2.90 vs.
4.205, F = 47.39, than females, thus validating the sex-of-target manipulation.
There was no evidence that males were rated generally more favorably than
females; the means on the sum of all 11 dependent measures (all scored in
the favorable direction) were 44.37 and 44.39 for male and female targets,
respectively.

None of the interactions between factors reached statistical significance by
the family-wise criteria described earlier.

Discussion

The results of this study provide support for the hypothesis that obese
people would be stereotyped as less active, intelligent, hardworking, attractive,
popular, successful, athletic, and appropriately sex-typed than persons of normal
weight (Allon, 1975; Bruch, 1973; Cahnman, 1968; DelJong, 1980; Mayer,
1968; Rodin, 1981; Stunkard, 1976, 1980; Worsley, 1981; Harris & Smith,
Note 1). Indeed the stereotype apparently includes being reserved rather than
outgoing, contrary to some evidence that obese women may be more sociable,
rather than less so (Hallstrom & Noppa, 1981). This apparent conflict is lessened
by the finding that the obese are seen as more outgoing and popular than would
be expected, given their low ratings on those variables (activity, attractiveness,
and athleticism) normally predictive of popularity. However, there is no evi-
dence to support the widely held belief that unattractiveness in general, and
obesity specifically, would be viewed even more negatively for women than
for men (Dwyer & Mayer, 1975; Dyrenforth et al., 1980; Orbach, 1978; Wooley
& Wooley, 1979; Wooley et al., 1979). Apparently the public view of obesity
is so negative that it is not differentially sensitive to further manipulations
of a person’s status.

Support was similarly found for a stereotype of persons with glasses as
relatively intelligent, hardworking, and successful but not active, outgoing,
attractive, popular, and athletic (Argyle & McHenry, 1971; Boshier, 1975;
Karlsson, 1978; Manz & Lueck, 1968; Terry & Kroger, 1976; Thornton, 1943).
However, no support was found for the suggestion that males with glasses
would be seen as more feminine (Elman, 1977) and females with glasses as
less so (Ruth & Richards, 1974); indeed, the pattern of means reflected the
opposite tendency. As was the case with obesity, sex of target person did not
seem to interact with the effect of glasses.

The fact that sex of subject did not affect the ratings is not surprising, as
stereotyping is frequently found for subjects of both sexes (e.g., Harris & Smith,
Note 2), although Janda, O’Grady, and Barnhart (1981) did find that males
rated unattractive women less favorably than did females. However, the lack
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of any sex of target effects, except for the variables of masculine and feminine,
is more surprising, in view of the fact that sex stereotyping has previously
been found in Australia (e.g., Anderson, 1975; Bernard, 1979; Feather, 1977a,
1977b, 1978a, 1978b; Moore & Rosenthal, 1980; Penman, 1975; Rosenthal &
Chapman, 1980; Sampson, 1979; Stolk & Brotherton, 1981; Winkler, 1976).
This lack of stereotyping cannot be due to the subjects’ failure to notice the
sex of the target person, as they did rate the male and female differently on
the variables of masculine and feminine. Nor can it be due to an unwillingness
to express negative views on stereotypes, as they were perfectly willing to
stereotype the overweight person negatively. The fact that each subject rated
only a single person meant that it was unlikely subjects would realize that
sex role stereotypes were being evaluated and therefore deliberately choose
not to reveal any to the experimenter, even on an anonymous questionnaire.
The most probable explanation, it appears to us, is that in this situation sub-

jects simply did not differentiate on the basis of sex in evaluating the target

person on most dimensions, which may reflect an actual reduction in sex role
stereotyping, at least among Australian college students (Feather, 1977b; Moore
& Rosenthal, 1980; Penman, 1975; Rowland, 1977, 1980).

Of course, only longitudinal research can really deal adequately with the
question of change. However, the fact that admissions procedures and standards
for all Australian universities are very similar makes it unlikely that unusual
characteristics of the sample are responsible for the lack of sex role stereotyping.
Clearly, research with other populations, and longitudinal research in particular,
would be most useful in answering the question of whether or not a true decline
in sex role stereotyping is occurring.

Several other suggestions for improving and extending the present research
could be made. The present methodology, using a set of person-perception
ratings, could be expanded to include target persons both more similar to and
more different from the subject with respect to such demographic variables
as age. Behavioral measures, such as intent to hire the person or willingness
to interact with him or her, could be utilized. Assessment of the subject’s own
degree of obesity or need for glasses could also be made, although previous
research (Lerner & Korn, 1972; Staffieri, 1967; Harris & Smith, Note 2) has
suggested that both obese and normal weight persons seem to hold equally
negative stereotypes of obesity. However, Terry and Kroger (1976) did find
a “slight tendency” for subjects without glasses to rate persons wearing glasses
as less attractive than did subjects with glasses. Finally, the populations studied
could be expanded to include people whose power to make decisions implies
that their stereotyping will have important consequences for others, such as
personnel directors (Larkin & Pines, 1979) or directors of admissions to educa-
tional institutions (Mayer, 1968).

Although the findings of this study are limited by the methodology and
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population employed, the tendency to stereotype people on the basis of ap-
pearance, such as one’s weight and wearing of glasses, is one which has wide-
spread implications. The social consequences of such stereotyping for the
obese have included discrimination and stigmatization (Allon, 1975; Bruch,
1973; Cahnman, 1968; DeJong, 1980; Mayer, 1968; Rodin, 1981; Stunkard,
1976) perhaps even more severe than the effects of stereotyping based on
gender. It may be that, if the present results do reflect an actual decline in
sex role stereotyping, this will eventually be followed by a decreased tendency
to stereotype on the basis of other physical characteristics, including both

obesity and the wearing of glasses.
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