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Abstract: Specialised literature emphasizes lower levels of self-esteem in the case of obese and overweight children 

and adolescents, compared to normal weight ones. Self-esteem issues are one of the main causes for distress in 

individuals, being also linked with other personality factors (extraversion, openness, agreeableness, conscientiousness 

or emotional stability). For a better understanding of the relationship between self-esteem and overweight or obesity 

there is a need to step back and analyze the two concepts: childhood obesity and self-esteem. Self-esteem reflects 

people's representations of how they feel and think about themselves over time. Subsequently, this paper has identified 

an existing relationship in terms of self-esteem and BMI, and also, the links between children and adolescents with 

weight issues and aspects such as: relationship with parents, social and school environment in which the children and 

adolescents are engaged, the perceived expressed emotions, participating in exergames, watching TV, etc., resulting, 

also, in specialists showing a great interest in the research topic. In an attempt to find solutions to increase the level of 

well-being of overweight or obese children and adolescents, the article identifies examples of interventions (e.g. the 

RealFit program for young people, which focuses on physical activity, psychology, nutrition and parental involvement), 

which could become good practice for specialists. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The World Health Organization (WHO) definition 

of obesity refers to the existence of a risk of 

morbidity, poor social status and a low level of 

physical and psychological function. Several 

reference systems have been accepted in order to 

establish the diagnosis of overweight or obesity in 

children and youngsters [1]: 

For children aged 0-5 years: 

• Overweight: BMI or Weight for 

length/ height > +2SD 

• Obese: BMI or Weight for length/ 

height > +3SD  

For children and adolescents (aged 5-19 years): 

• Overweight: BMI > +1SD 

• Obesity: BMI > +2 SD 

Overweight and obese children have lower levels 

of self-esteem compared to normal weight 

children. „More than one fourth of adolescents are 

suffering from overweight and obesity. Obese 

adolescents tend to have lower self-esteem” [2]. 

Taking into account the clinical history, general 

indicators can be observed, such as: stressful life 

events, body dissatisfaction, recent change in 

behavior (irritability, restlessness, anxiety, 

aggression), sudden weight gain, family 

pathology, weight based teasing, low mood, 

bullying, academic decline, and unhealthy eating 

practice [3]. For a better overview of the situation 

of overweight and obese children several features 

of their lives were evaluated: unhealthy diet, lack 

of exercise, poor sleep dynamics, sedentary 

behaviors such as spending time on gadgets, lack 

of social relationships or school environment 

unsuitable for harmonious development [1].  

Self-esteem is a component of the cognitive 

schema regarding one’s persona and is defined in 

multiple ways. Some authors see self-esteem as a 

global assessment of oneself [4], other researchers 

suggest that self-esteem refers to a person's sense 

of worth [5], or self-esteem reflects “people’s 

representations of how they typically feel about 

themselves across time and context” [6]. Self-

esteem refers to the individual cognitive and 

affective image, which is accessible to 

consciousness [7]. It seems that the Big Five 

personality factors, along with family factors, 

predict self-esteem. Thus, extraversion, openness, 

agreeableness, conscientiousness (with positive 

correlations) and neuroticism (negative 

correlation) significantly represents predictors of 

the self-esteem [8].  
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Self-esteem issues are one of the main stressors in 

individuals [9]. Table 1 shows some varieties of 

self-esteem. 

 

Table 1. Varieties and characteristics of self-esteem [10] 

 

Varieties of self-esteem  Characteristics 

Defensive self-esteem Positive feelings towards oneself, require continuous confirmation 

from others and this confirmation is actively sought; the individual 

publicly exposes positive feelings towards himself by masking his 

negative feelings from within. 

Natural self-esteem The individual experiences positive feelings towards himself without 

feeling the need to seek approval from others or to achieve 

outstanding performance; the individual publicly exposes positive 

feelings towards himself and these coincide with what he really feels 

for himself. 

Implicit self-esteem The individual is not aware of his own negative or positive feelings 

which he has over himself.  

Explicit self-esteem The individual is aware of his own negative or positive feelings which 

he has over himself. 

Contingent self-esteem Positive self-assessment depends on achieving goals, confirming 

expectations, complying with standards, etc. 

Genuine self-esteem Positive self-assessment is relatively immune to fluctuations and the 

number of achievements or failures and does not require continuous 

validation. 

Unstable self-esteem Fluctuations in self-esteem during the day, which are determined by 

positive or negative events, with self-evaluative value. 

 

 

Topic addressed 

First of all, a relationship was found between the 

level of self-esteem and the Body Mass Index 

(BMI). Following a cohort study (2004-2010) it 

was concluded that it can be estimated how much 

each increase in BMI will decrease in self-esteem, 

for a period of 5 years. The same study 

demonstrates the major impact that physical 

activity has on the level of self-esteem and BMI 

[11]. Moreover, the low level of self-esteem in  

children, which correlates with a high level of 

BMI, is similar to the level of self-esteem in 

mothers, without a statistically significant 

correlation between the two scores [12]. Even 

though different authors find a significant 

negative relationship between BMI and self-

esteem, which in women is maintained in mid-

adulthood [13], there are also some studies that do 

not report significant differences in the level of 

self-esteem among different groups of 

participants: children with normal weight, 

overweight and obese [14].  

Many research studies aimed at the relationship 

between self-esteem, overweight and obesity have 

been conducted on samples composed of teenage 

girls. It is considered that body image becomes an 

important factor in the development of social 

relationships or for increasing self-confidence. 

Thus, there are studies that have found that body 

dissatisfaction does not mediate the relationship 

between self-esteem and obesity, as well as 

between depression and obesity, although the 

level of self-esteem is lower in girls who have a 

high level of body dissaticfation. [15]. Also, there 

are significantly lower scores for self competence 

and self liking in the group of adolescents with 

obesity or overweight adolescents, compared to 

the control group [16]. Since overweight children 

or those suffering from obesity become often 

peers’ (school or leisure) victims and teenagers 

suffering from obesity become easy victims, it is 

necessary to understand the weight to be 

associated with the creation of well-being, 

confidence in their own abilities and resilience 

[17]. Another way for children rejected by age 

groups to develop harmonious relationships with 

others and increase their self-esteem is for them to 

participate in various activities involving fitness 

and exercise. These types of activities, in addition 

to developing social relationships and increasing 

self-esteem, also require a healthy lifestyle [18]. 

There is a very strong positive relationship 

between physical activity and self-esteem, which 

moderates self-esteem, both low and high [19]. 
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Researchers are discussing about the importance 

of physical activities characterized as martial arts 

(MA), but the organized participation in MA 

seems to be low, compared with other sport 

disciplines (10% boys and only 2% girls) [20]. 

We mention also that female athletes (in general) 

present a significantly lower level of trait anxiety, 

compared to that of the overweight non-athletes 

[21]. These data are especially important if we 

take into account the fact that more than half of 

obese and overweight children and youngsters 

have a low level of self-esteem and very few (4%) 

have a high level. Therefore, many authors 

support the implementation of programs to solve 

problems related to Body Mass Index and 

physical activity level [22] with a focus on self-

esteem in overweight and obese adolescents [23]. 

As a percentage, the probability of athlete teens 

developing overweight/ obesity is below 22.4%, 

while the probability of having low self-esteem is 

34.4% for girls and 88% for boys [24]. Self-

esteem correlates positively with fitness and 

physical activity, and in the academic field 

children who are physically active are much more 

goal-oriented than inactive students [25]. 

Among the aspects that self-esteem is associated 

with in children and adolescents displaying 

weight problems are: the perceived expressed 

emotion (levels of emotional support, irritability 

and intrusiveness), psychopathology [26], the 

social environment in which they live, the school 

environment, as well as the relationship with their 

parents. It has been observed that the impact of 

interventions involving psychological and 

nutritional counseling is greater in girls than in 

boys [27].  

Asked if they are happy, children with weight 

problems, as expected, offered negative answers, 

overweight and obesity were related to low levels 

of happiness in school life [28]. There are also 

negative relationships between body-esteem, 

obesity stress, self-esteem and unhealthy weight 

control behavior in adolescent girls [29]. 

Sometimes watching TV is negatively correlated 

with the level of self-esteem, both in girls and 

boys, but in the period 11-13 years, in the case of 

girls, there is an increase when it is mediated by 

friendships [30]. An experimental study found 

that overweight and obese children who played 

exergames had greater self-efficacy, positive 

expectations, and satisfaction [31]. Another study 

that validated the RealFit program (a 13-week 

program but with a test admistration every 5 

months and annually), showed a significant 

difference in self-esteem, but not in food craving 

[32]. The meta‐analysis of 49 studies (n = 10,471) 

clarified that pediatric overweight and obesity 

treatment result in higher level of self‐esteem 

postintervention, that maintained also, over  the 

follow‐up [33]. 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

Worldwide, approximately 180 million persons 

(under 18) are overweight [34]. Self-esteem is a 

general aspect characteristic of children and 

adolescents (and not only), but when associated 

with the level of satisfaction with their own body, 

body image, well-being, resilience, healthy 

lifestyle, dynamics of social relationships, 

academic performance or with various leisure 

activities such as games on electronic devices, 

watching TV or most importantly, physical 

activity, specialists can identify ways of 

interventions in order to increase self-esteem in 

obese children and adolescents.  

It is recommended that such an 

intervention program include:  

• exercise lessons (weekly) - comprising 

strength and endurance training, and/ or 

circuit training, the aim being to increase 

aerobic fitness (about 1 hour); 

• psychology lessons (on a regular basis) - 

the psychologist will focus on cognitive 

therapy (the aim is to replace negative 

irrational beliefs about eating or body 

weight) and developing soft skills.  

• nutrition lessons (sometimes) - the 

dietician will focus on the importance of 

decreasing the consumption of beverages 

and food with a high content of sugar and 

saturated fat and increasing the 

consumption of vegetables and fruit 

(foods with high water content); 

• combined nutrition and psychology 

lessons;  

• parental meetings (few times) - the sport 

specialist, the psychologist and the 

dietician aim to offer advice, discuss 

about specific parenting practices, in 

order to increase the parents’ awareness 

and involvement in the child’s life.  

The preadolescents and adolescents 

should work on feeling more fit and becoming 

conscious of healthy behavior.  
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