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Summary

Objective: To examine self-reported physical activity
with regard to weight teasing and self-efficacy. Meth-
ods: Within a cross-sectional study, 321 overweight and
normal-weight students, consisting of 51% girls (n = 161)
and 49% boys (n = 160) at a mean age of 12.22 years
(SD = 1.07), were sampled from German secondary
schools. The Perception of Teasing Scale, the Physical
Self-Efficacy Scale, and the Leipzig Lifestyle Question-
naire for Adolescents were used to assess experiences
with weight-related teasing, self-efficacy, physical activ-
ity and social context variables. Results: Self-efficacy,
weight teasing and social context variables were related
to physical activity within the full sample (R2 = 0.433).
More frequent weight teasing was associated with de-
creased physical activity in boys, but not in girls. Over-
weight participants reported more frequent weight teas-
ing experiences and less self-efficacy than participants
of normal weight (all p < 0.001), but there was no dif-
ference in physical activity (p > 0.05).There were large
correlations between self-efficacy and physical activity
(r = 0.614, p < 0.01), and medium correlations for male
sex and physical activity (r = 0.298, p < 0.01). Weight
teasing and self-efficacy were negatively correlated
(r =-0.190, p < 0.05). Conclusions: These results suggest
that self-efficacy and an encouraging social context are
beneficial to physical activity while weight teasing ex-
periences are detrimental. Interventions against weight
teasing in youth are needed.

Introduction

Experiences of weight stigmatization, for example being
teased about their weight, are widespread among children, es-
pecially among overweight youth. Weight teasing has been
found to have harmful effects on health-related variables in
youth [1]. However, little is known about the implications of
weight-related teasing on physical activity in children and ad-
olescents. Previous research on physical activity in youth pre-
dominantly documented the importance of self-efficacy [2].
Nevertheless, further exploration on correlates of self-efficacy
with regard to physical activity in boys and girls is currently
warranted.

Weight teasing seems to be detrimental to physical activity
in youth. Among those children who had been teased about
their body weight, some reported a negative attitude towards
physical exercise and, hence, had reduced their physical activ-
ity levels [3-5]. Research suggests that weight teasing is asso-
ciated with sex and weight status. Girls and heavier children
have been found to be exposed to more weight-related teasing
than boys and normal-weight children [3]. Overweight chil-
dren were more likely to be excluded from games and physi-
cal activities, and reported feeling embarrassed participating
in any kind of physical activity because of their weight [5, 6].
Moreover, a decrease in physical activity and an increase of
sedentary behaviors were found to be associated with higher
body fat in youth [7]. In summary, while there is some indi-
cation that weight teasing has an effect on physical activity in
youth, further explorations with regard to weight status and
sex are called for.

In youth, self-efficacy has been found to be strongly asso-
ciated with physical activity [2]. Self-efficacy is a concept that
was derived from Bandura’s social-cognitive theory [8] and
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refers to people’s belief in their capability to achieve a desired
effect. In adolescents, the relationship between female sex,
higher weight status and lower self-efficacy has frequently
been documented [9, 10]. Recently, there is increasing evi-
dence for the significance of social context variables, i.e. fam-
ily and peer groups, on self-efficacy [2, 11, 12] and physical
activity in youth [13-19]. According to sports sciences, girls
were found to be less physically active than boys [20-25]. Nev-
ertheless, across different age groups, girls especially were
found to gain from parental and friends’ support with regard
to their self-efficacy beliefs and physical activity levels [26,
27]. However, this has been studied only sparsely. Thus, fur-
ther research on the social context in relation to self-efficacy
and physical activity and with regard to sex and body weight is
necessary.

The present study aims to investigate physical activity with
regard to weight-related teasing and self-efficacy in normal-
weight and overweight youth. First, it is hypothesized that a
higher weight status, greater weight teasing, less self-efficacy
and less physical activity are significantly associated. Second,
overweight participants are expected to experience more
frequent weight teasing and to report less self-efficacy and
less physical activity than normal-weight participants. Third, a
better integration into peer networks and parents who exer-
cise often are assumed to be related to higher levels of self-
efficacy. Fourth, less self-efficacy and more frequent weight
teasing are assumed to be related to lower levels of physical
activity. Since both the experiences of frequent weight-related
teasing [1] and encouragement of physical activity by family
and peers [26, 27] have been found to be associated with sex,
the third and fourth hypothesis will be tested on boys and girls
separately.

Material and Methods
Sample

School-based data were collected in September 2008. In line with age
groups investigated in recent studies, students — grade 5 through 8 — from
three German secondary schools (Gesamtschulen) were sampled and an-
swered a 1-hour set of questionnaires (see measures) during school hours.
Each student was offered movie vouchers by way of compensation. All
participants and parents had read and signed an informed consent form
prior to the investigation. The Hessian Ministry of Education and School
Agency granted ethical approval for the conduct of this study.

A total of 367 participants were selected for the current study. Out of
these 367, 46 were excluded on grounds of incomplete measures, leaving a
final sample of N = 321, consisting of 51% girls (n = 161) and 49% boys
(n = 160) with a mean age of 12.22 years (SD = 1.07 years), a mean BMI
of 18.75 kg/m?* (SD = 3.07 kg/m?), and a mean BMI percentile of 43.32
(SD = 28.90). BMI was calculated from self-reported weight and height
measurements. Correlations between measured and reported weight usu-
ally exceed 0.80 and 0.90 in youth [28]. According to German guidelines
[29], children with a BMI greater than the 90th percentile based on age
and sex were classified as overweight or obese (> 97th BMI percentile).
In the current study, 9% (n = 28) were classified as being overweight,
including 4 obese participants. This number is lower than national epi-
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demiologic findings suggest. In comparison, the percentage of overweight
in children and adolescents in Germany is about 15% [30]. A migratory
background was reported by 8% of the participants (n = 25), which is also
lower than reported by literature. In 2005, 28.5% children and adoles-
cents from 0 to 18 years were found to have a migratory background in
Germany [31]. Overweight and obese participants did not differ from
normal-weight participants in age, sex or ethnicity (all p > 0.05).

Measures

Weight Teasing

The well-established Perception of Teasing Scale (POTS) [32] assesses
the frequency and stress of weight-related teasing (e.g. ‘People made fun
of you because you were heavy’). The POTS consists of six items an-
swered on a five-point scale ranging from 1 = ‘never’ to 5 = ‘frequently’.
There are acceptable results for validity and reliability for the original
POTS version [32]. In this study we used a German version of the POTS
(Hilbert et al., unpublished) with appropriate statistical properties
(Goetzky et al., in preparation).

Self-Efficacy

The Physical Self-Efficacy Scale [33] was selected to measure children’s
like (or dislike) of physical activity and beliefs about their physical abili-
ties, using seven items (e.g. ‘I am good at sports compared to peers’).
Items were rated on a five-point scale ranging from 1 = ‘I don’t agree’ to
5 = ‘I entirely agree’. Acceptable results for reliability, validity as well as
norms have been reported [33].

Physical Activity and Social Network Variables

The Leipzig Lifestyle Questionnaire for Adolescents [34] is a standardized
self-report instrument that is currently used to examine the impact of dif-
ferent lifestyles on weight status in youth [35, 36]. Test statistic properties
such as construct validity, retest reliability and norms, based on a repre-
sentative sample of 1,001 German students, have been reported [34]. It
consists of six youth lifestyle scales and six parental lifestyle scales, all
rated utilizing the adolescents’ self-report questionnaires. All items are
rated on a five-point scale ranging from 1 = ‘never’ to 5 = ‘most fre-
quently’. The nine-item subscale ‘physical activity’ that assesses average
frequencies of various leisure-time physical activities (e.g, ‘How often do
you play soccer?’) was used to measure physical activity in youth. The sub-
scale ‘groups’ consists of five items and assesses the amount of integration
into peer networks in youth (e.g. ‘Do you often spend time with friends?’).
In addition, the two-items subscale ‘parental exercise level’ was used to
measure the frequency of parental leisure-time activities from their chil-
dren’s perspective (e.g. ‘Do your parents exercise regularly and often?’).

Data Analysis

Analyses were conducted with SPSS for Windows 11.5 (Chicago, IL,
USA). First, we tested associations between weight teasing, physical ac-
tivity and self-efficacy by computing zero-order correlations using Pear-
son correlations. Sizes of correlation effects were interpreted according to
Cohen [37], defining r > 0.10 as small, r > 0.30 as medium and r > 0.50 as
large effects. Second, independent t tests were conducted in order to com-
pare means of overweight and normal-weight participants. Third, in order
to examine associations with self-efficacy, hierarchical regression analyses
were computed for the full sample, and for boys and girls separately. Pre-
dictor variables were entered stepwise, and all independent variables with
significant F test results were included into the model. Demographic vari-
ables, including sex, age, BMI percentile and ethnicity, were entered in
the first block. Peer network was entered in the second and parental exer-
cise level in the third block. Finally, to examine associations with physical
activity, stepwise hierarchical regression analyses were applied as de-
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scribed above. Demographic variables were entered in the first block,
self-efficacy in the second block, weight teasing in the third block and
peer network and parental exercise level were entered in the last block.
Effect size of prediction was evaluated according to Cohen [37] with R?
> (.019 indicating a small, R? > 0.13 indicating a medium and R? > 0.51
indicating a large effect. A two-tailed alpha level of 0.05 was used for all
statistical tests.

Results

Associations between Weight, Weight Teasing, Self-Efficacy
and Physical Activity

As presented in table 1, there were large positive zero-order
correlations between self-efficacy and physical activity as well
as medium correlations between higher BMI percentiles and
more weight-related teasing. More weight teasing was asso-

ciated with lower self-efficacy. There was no association be-
tween physical activity and BMI percentile, or physical activ-
ity and weight teasing.

Group Differences between Overweight and Normal Weight
Participants

As presented in table 2, there was greater weight-related teas-
ing and less self-efficacy in overweight than in normal-weight
participants, but there were no differences in the reported
physical activity.

Hierarchical Stepwise Regression Analysis on Self-Efficacy

In both boys and girls the prediction on self-efficacy by peer
network and parental exercise level revealed a medium effect
size (table 3). Greater BMI percentiles were found to be as-
sociated with lower self-efficacy in boys, but not in girls.

Table 1. Correlations between physical activity,

weight teasing, and self-cfficacy Sex (male) BMI percentile Weight teasing Self-efficacy
Sex (male) -
BMI percentile 0.124%*
Weight teasing 0.026 0.424*
Self-efficacy 0.169%* -0.140%* —0.190%*
Physical activity 0.298%* 0.013 0.024 0.614%*
*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01.

Table 2. Group differences in physical activity, . .

weight teasing, and self-efficacy Overweight (n =28) Normal weight (n =293) t test

M SD M SD t df p

Weight teasing 28.36 13.47 14.40 6.14 9.98 319 <0.001
Self-efficacy 20.93 5.48 25.93 6.34 -3.51 319 0.001
Physical activity 21.86 5.68 21.82 5.53 0.35 319 0.972

M = means, SD = standard deviations, t = t coefficient, df = degrees of freedom, p = alpha level.

Table 3. Hierarchical stepwise regression analysis on self-efficacy

Blocks of variables

Full sample (n = 321)

Boys (n = 160)

Girls (n =161)

Variable B Variable B Variable B
Demographic variables R2=0.055 R2=10.053 R?=0.030

sex (male) 0.189%*

BMI percentile -0.163%* BMI percentile -0.230%*

age —0.175%*

Peer network AR? = (.132%* AR? =(.191%* AR? = ().129%*

peer network 0.365%* peer network 0.439%* peer network 0.379%*
Parental exercise level AR?=0.035% A R? =0.086%*

parental exercise level 0.193%* parental exercise level 0.300%*

Total R?

0.433

0.244

0.246

B = standardized regression coefficient.

#p < 0.05, ** p< 0.01.

Physical Activity, Weight Teasing and

Self-Efficacy
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Table 4. Hierarchical stepwise regression analysis on physical activity

Blocks of variables

Full sample (n =321)

Boys (n = 160)

Girls (n = 161)

Variable B Variable B Variable B
Demographic variables R2=0.089

sex (male) 0.298
Self-efficacy AR? = 0.327#* R?=0.349 R?=0.372

self-efficacy 0.5817%* self-efficacy 0.591%* self-efficacy 0.610%*
Weight teasing AR? = 0.017%* AR? = 0.040%*

weight teasing —0.135%* weight teasing —0.204%*
Social context AR? = 0.047%* AR? = 0.054** AR? = 0.040%*

peer network 0.165%* peer network 0.148%* peer network 0.273%*

parental exercise level 0.143%* parental exercise level 0.172%*

Total R?

0.481

0.443

0.412

{3 = Standardized regression coefficient.
*p < 0.05, ** p< 0.01.

Hierarchical Stepwise Regression Analysis on Physical
Activity

Self-efficacy, peer network and parental exercise level were
related to physical activity with medium effect sizes in both
boys and girls (table 4). Increased weight teasing was asso-
ciated with decreased physical activity in boys, but not in girls.

Discussion

Concerns about physical inactivity, particularly among over-
weight youth, have become current public health issues [38].
The present study sought to examine associations between
weight-related teasing, self-efficacy and physical activity in
normal-weight and overweight youth. The results provide
support for harmful weight teasing effects on physical activity.
Furthermore, encouragement to being more physically active
by social context and self-efficacy were associated with higher
levels of physical activity.

Results provide evidence for greater vulnerability to
weight-related teasing in overweight than in normal-weight
children and adolescents, which is in line with previous find-
ings [1, 4]. Regression analyses within the present study show
that weight teasing was associated with lower physical activity
in both normal-weight and overweight youth. While the lit-
erature predominantly documented lower physical activity
levels based on weight teasing in overweight youth [3, 5, 39],
there have also been findings to demonstrate higher prefer-
ences for sedentary activities based on weight teasing in 10- to
14-year-olds regardless of weight status [4], which is sup-
ported by the present study. Surprisingly, there were no dif-
ferences in self-reported physical activity in overweight and
normal-weight participants. Presumably, this can be explained
by response biases which are likely inherent to self-reported
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physical activity [24, 40]. In future investigations, it would be
desirable to complement self-report measures of physical ac-
tivity with objective measures, for example, accelerometry.
Regarding sex differences, the present study found the male
sex to be related to greater levels of physical activity, which is
consistent with previous findings [20-25], indicating that at-
tempts to reduce obstacles to physical activity should target
girls in particular. With regard to the examination of experi-
ences and impact of weight-related teasing for boys and girls
separately, the present results provide some new information:
While boys reported lower physical activity levels associated
with weight teasing, girls did not, although weight teasing has
been found to be associated with lower physical activity in
girls earlier [3]. One explanation of this result might be that,
among girls, weight-related teasing more likely affects other
variables than physical activity, for example, eating habits [41,
42]. Furthermore, it is also possible, that girls consider differ-
ent variables as an obstacle to physical activity than boys do
[24]. Overweight girls reported receiving less adult encourage-
ment for physical activity than normal-weight girls, whereas
there was no difference in boys. In addition, the present find-
ings confirmed the importance of the social context for higher
self-efficacy and physical activity, which is in line with previ-
ous findings [2, 11, 13-15], particularly in girls [26, 27]. Hence,
it is necessary to include the social context to increase self-
efficacy and physical activity, especially in girls, as recom-
mended by other authors earlier [43-47].

The results of this study should be viewed within the con-
text of its strengths and limitations. First, the investigation of
both sexes is certainly among the strengths of the study. All
previous studies only asked for the investigation of weight-
related teasing and self-efficacy in association with sex and
body weight [1, 26, 27]. Within the present study, separate
regression analyses revealed sex differences regarding asso-
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ciations with physical activity. Second, a large range of body
weight types was covered, making it possible to compare
overweight and normal-weight participants. Third, data was
collected using validated measures with appropriate statistical
values, which makes the current results comparable to other
investigations examining weight teasing, physical activity, self-
efficacy and peer and family support in youth. In the future,
self-report measures of parental physical activity and social
integration should be complemented, for example, by parent
questionnaires. In addition, it would be desirable to assess the
pubertal status in order to interpret age or sex effects. The
main limitations of the present study are surely based on its
cross-sectional design. It provides evidence for group differ-
ences and associations between variables. But to evaluate
causal mechanisms underlying the present results, long-term
studies would be necessary. Furthermore, cross-sectional data
are vulnerable to memory biases. For example, overweight
participants were found to report more experiences of weight-
related teasing because they might remember more teasing
situations, or they might use being teased as an excuse for
their sedentary activity choices. Nevertheless, the present
study confirmed harmful teasing effects on physical activity in
line with the literature. Therefore, the risk of memory bias is
assumed to be acceptable. Another limitation is the fact that
BMI was assessed through self-report only. Even though stud-
ies have shown that self-reported heights and body mass val-
ues were fairly accurate by comparison with objective meas-
ures [28, 48], recent literature indicated biases in self-reported
BMI in youth [49]. Thus, it cannot be excluded that some
overweight participants did not report their real body weight
and therefore were assigned to the normal-weight sample and
limited the reliability of classification.
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