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Summary

This paper reports on the findings of studies that were conducted as part of the
Pacific Obesity Prevention in Communities project. The studies evaluated the types
of messages that adolescents received in relation to body image, physical activity
and eating. The participants were male and female adolescents from Fiji (two
cultural groups), Tonga, New Zealand (Tongans) and Australia (European Austra-
lians). Three studies were conducted: interviews with 48 adolescents (24 male, 24
female) from each cultural group, questionnaires with 600 adolescents (300 male,
300 female) from each cultural group and the perceptual distortion study with 100
adolescents (50 male, 50 female) from the two cultural groups in Fiji and European
Australians. The results demonstrate that parents, peers, the media, as well as
religious influences impact on the type of body valued by adolescents in each of the
cultural groups, as well as their levels of body satisfaction. These influences also
shape the type and volume of food consumed, and the type and frequency of
physical activity. The results of these studies highlight the major role played by the
broader societal values in shaping the nature of the messages that adolescents
receive in relation to their body size, eating and physical activity.
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Introduction

Obesity is becoming a major problem for children and
adolescents in the Western world (1,2), as well as in the
Pacific (3,4). In order to understand the reasons for this
trend, it is important to investigate the nature of the socio-
cultural messages that children and adolescents receive
about factors that may influence their body weight. This
paper reviews the findings from studies that were conducted
to examine the socio-cultural factors that predict body
image, physical activity and unhealthy eating among ado-
lescents in Fiji, Tonga, New Zealand and Australia. These
studies were part of the broader Pacific Obesity Prevention
in Communities (OPIC) project that was designed to deter-
mine the nature of the socio-cultural drivers that relate to
obesity among adolescents in Fiji, Tonga, New Zealand and
Australia (5). The Pacific OPIC project also evaluated the
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impact of a community-based intervention on overweight
and obesity, as well as eating and physical activity patterns
in these four countries (6). In the current paper, we report
on the three studies that were conducted to examine the
socio-cultural determinants of body image, physical activity
and eating. The nature of the attitudes and behaviours of
adolescents in Fiji, Tonga, New Zealand and Australia,
their perceptions of the most important socio-cultural
agents shaping these attitudes and behaviours, and the types
of messages received from these socio-cultural agents were
investigated. The overall aim of these studies was to deter-
mine the socio-cultural factors that shape body image,
physical activity, eating and other body change strategies
among adolescents from these four countries. A second aim
was to determine how these factors vary across each cul-
tural group: Indo-Fijians, Fijians, Tongans in Tonga, New
Zealand Tongans and European Australians.
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Methods

The first of these studies involved conducting individual
interviews with 48 adolescents (24 male, 24 female; aged
12-18 years) in each of the five cultural groups described
above. These interviews focused on body image, physical
activity, food and related socio-cultural messages. In par-
ticular, adolescents were asked about the types and volume
of food consumed, the distribution of food, who made food
choices, levels of snacking and use of the tuck shop at
school, and patterns of food consumption (e.g. skipping
meals). In relation to physical activity, the interviewer
asked about types and levels of physical activity and bar-
riers to physical activity. Interview questions also addressed
body satisfaction and body change strategies (e.g. strategies
to lose weight, increase weight and increase muscles).
Finally, in relation to socio-cultural agents and messages,
participants were asked about the meaning of a large or
small body within their broader society, role models in
relation to body size, sources of messages regarding body
size, physical activity and food, and the relative strength
and importance of messages from family, peers, the media
and religious groups. All interviews were analysed using
qualitative analytical technique.

The second study involved the administration of a ques-
tionnaire that evaluated body image, body change strate-
gies, and socio-cultural influences on body image, and body
change strategies among about 600 adolescents (300 male,
300 female) from each of the five cultural groups. Specifi-
cally, the questionnaire contained subscales that evaluated
physical activity, body dissatisfaction, body image impor-
tance, eating patterns and cultural values related to body
size and eating. The initial questionnaire was pilot tested
and slightly modified so that it had cultural relevance for all
groups. The questionnaire also evaluated the nature of
the messages regarding body size, eating, and strategies to
change weight and increase muscles from each of the fol-
lowing sources: mothers (and female adults), fathers (and
male adults), older siblings (and cousins), peers, media and
religious groups. The data were analysed using multivariate
analyses of variance and regression analyses.

Finally, 100 adolescents (50 male, 50 female) from each
of the two cultural groups in Fiji and European Australians
completed the perceptual distortion study. Using a
computer-generated image of the participants’ own body, it
was possible for them individually to alter the width of
their body parts (upper and lower body separately) to
indicate their perception of their: actual body size, ideal
body size and ideal body size held by their mother, father,
peers and the media (separately). These measures could be
compared to a digital image of the participants’ body size.
Discrepancies between the participants’ actual body size
and the above estimations allowed us to determine, using
the participants” own body, if they wanted to be bigger or

smaller, or if they thought others wanted them to be bigger
or smaller. This then provided information on the body size
that they desired, as well as the body size that they per-
ceived was most likely to be endorsed as desirable by the
most prominent socio-cultural agents. Multivariate analy-
ses of variance and regression analyses were used to analyse
the results.

Results

Findings from the interview studies

The results demonstrated that most of the male adoles-
cents from all ethnic groups were focused on obtaining a
more muscular body (7). This finding occurred across all
age groups. This was primarily to improve sporting per-
formance, to increase strength and fitness, to maintain
good health and to perform physical work. These findings
were more salient among Fijian, Tongan (7) and New
Zealand Tongan male adolescents (8). Consistent with
research in Western societies (9), the sporting context was
a strong focus for Fijian and Tongan male adolescents in
both Tonga and New Zealand, and the desire to perform
in the sporting area was an important factor shaping their
body image, as well as the eating and exercise behaviours
of these male adolescents. This focus on sport was not as
clear for Indo-Fijian male adolescents. Looking good and
being strong were also particularly salient themes for
Fijian and Tongan male adolescents. Fijians and Tongans
desired more muscularity, a stronger body and a larger
body size. Physical work for both Fijian and Tongan male
adolescents is a central aspect of everyday life from a
young age (8). In contrast, Indo-Fijian male adolescents
are encouraged to put school work ahead of chores. For
all groups, health reasons were also noted as important
motives to improve their body image as well as shape their
body change strategies.

The interviews with Fijian and Australian female adoles-
cents demonstrated that both groups of female adolescents
were focused on obtaining a slim, fit and curvaceous body.
Both groups indicated that they wanted to avoid weight
gain, given that this was likely to lead to poor health,
increased teasing and reduced physical mobility. Fijian
female adolescents were more focused on the functionality
of their body than Australian female adolescents and evi-
denced lower levels of body dissatisfaction (9). Again, these
finding were apparent across all age groups.

Below, we compare Tongans in Tonga to Tongan adoles-
cents living in New Zealand. These groups had the highest
body mass index (BMI) of all the groups. Tongan male
adolescents from both Tonga and New Zealand were
focused on obtaining a body that would function well in
sport, particularly rugby. Tongan female adolescents in
New Zealand indicated that there were more opportunities
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for them to engage in recreational activities than Tongans
in Tonga. However, the opportunities for Tongan female
adolescents in both countries were more restricted than for
male adolescents. Both groups of Tongans had low levels of
body dissatisfaction in spite of the fact that their BMI was
higher than all the other groups (8). These findings were
present for both groups of Tongan female adolescents
across all age groups. This is a disturbing finding, as levels
of overweight and obesity were already high in these ado-
lescents. This finding may relate to the types of message
that these adolescents receive about their body. These mes-
sages will be discussed later in this paper.

An examination of the socio-cultural influences indi-
cated that Tongan and Fijian male adolescents experienced
strong socio-cultural pressures regarding their body size,
whereas the Australian and Indo-Fijian male adolescents
received few messages about their body (10). Fijian and
Tongan male adolescents appear to have strong pressures
on them to achieve a large muscular body. The family
(particularly fathers) was a strong source of messages to
achieve a more muscular body among both Fijian and
Tongan male adolescents in both Tonga and New
Zealand. The media were not a strong source of messages,
particularly among Tongan male adolescents. This was the
case also for Tongan male adolescents in New Zealand
(8). Thus, it would appear that the main socio-cultural
factors associated with male adolescents’ body image,
eating and physical activity come from the immediate
community rather than the broader society. These com-
munity agents are therefore the ones that need to be tar-
geted in order to bring about changes in the levels of
overweight and obesity.

Messages for Fijian female adolescents focused on both
thinness and robustness, whereas for Australian female
adolescents they were primarily focused on thinness (11).
As for male adolescents, the main source of the socio-
cultural messages for Fijian female adolescents was from
the family (parents and siblings), with some messages
from peers. Few of the messages were perceived to come
from the media. As for male adolescents, the immediate
community in Fiji needs to be targeted to ensure the mes-
sages lead to less obesogenic behaviours among female
adolescents.

Mothers played a key role in selecting food in all groups,
with fathers often contributing to these decisions. Fathers
and co-resident adult kin also selected food in Tongan and
Fijian families. Tongan and Fijian family structures influ-
enced food activities, with food being selected and differ-
entially distributed in families on the basis of status. In
contrast, individual preferences determined the selection
and distribution of food in Indo-Fijian and Australian fami-
lies. Food activities were seen to express values in Tonga
and Fiji; the provision of food expressed love and care,
while respect was evident in (i) the distribution of food
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according to relative status (Tongan; Fijian) and (ii) ado-
lescent appreciation of food provided (Tongan, Fijian,
Indo-Fijian) decisions.

An examination of the food selection among Tongans in
Tonga and New Zealand demonstrated that the mother
was the main agent of food selection, and also determined
the volume of food for family members in New Zealand,
whereas the food selection was determined by a broader
range of family members in Tonga. The media were also
more likely to shape food choice among New Zealand
Tongans (12). This was one factor that led to a greater
consumption of energy-dense foods and soft drinks among
New Zealand Tongans compared to those in Tonga (13).
New Zealand Tongans were more likely to live in nuclear
families, as opposed to three generations living in the one
family home in Tonga decisions. As a result, New Zealand
Tongans may be adopting a more individualistic approach
to body, eating and physical activity and be less focused on
the views of the broader family, and so the traditional
values of the Tongan society in relation to body size and the
consumption of food.

Physical activity was higher among female adolescents in
Australia, compared to female adolescents in Fiji or Tonga
decisions. Reasons for not engaging in physical activity for
Indo-Fijian female adolescents were study, a lack of interest
or motivation or safety reasons. For Fijians or Tongans, the
reasons were also a lack of interest or motivation and
safety, but they also included having to do household
chores. When Tongans in Tonga were compared to New
Zealand Tongans, we found that there was less emphases
on household chores for female adolescents in New
Zealand, and New Zealand female adolescents were more
likely to engage in recreational physical activity (12). These
findings would suggest that both male and female adoles-
cents in New Zealand seem to be adopting some of the
values in relation to recreational physical activity and body
size of the Western culture that is typical of the broader
Western New Zealand society.

Findings from the questionnaire study

Before administering the questionnaire to participants, a
small group of male and female adolescents from each
country (n=15) were interviewed to ensure its cultural
validity, and minor changes to the wording of some ques-
tions were made. The questionnaire was also translated
into Tongan for the adolescents in Tonga; translation was
not seen to be necessary for adolescents in the other cul-
tural groups. McCabe et al. (14) found that Tongan and
Fijian male and female adolescents were more likely than
Indo-Fijians and Australians to engage in strategies to
increase weight and muscles. These results are consistent
with the findings of the interview study and demonstrate
the focus on the value of a large body that is held by these
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adolescents. Given that the Tongans and Fijians were more
likely than Australians or Indo-Fijians to already be over-
weight, these findings are consistent with the interview
data; female adolescents are focused on obtaining a large
body, but also a healthy body ideal. Certainly, adolescents
within a particular cultural group who were overweight
were more likely than normal weight adolescents in that
cultural group to report higher levels of body dissatisfac-
tion. However, although Tongans and Fijians were more
likely to be overweight than Australian and Indo-Fijians,
they were not as dissatisfied with their weight. This appears
to be consistent with the lack of stigma associated with
being overweight among Fijian and Tongan adolescents
(14).

Consistent with the proposal that female adolescents
from all groups are focused on obtaining a thin body,
female adolescents were generally more dissatisfied with
their bodies than male adolescents (14), although Austra-
lian female adolescents were more dissatisfied with their
lower body region than all of the other groups. An inter-
esting finding was that although male adolescents, particu-
larly Fijian and male adolescents in Tongan, were more
likely than female adolescents to engage in strategies to
increase muscles and weight, there were no gender differ-
ences in strategies to lose weight. These findings would
suggest that male adolescents in Fiji and Tonga, as opposed
to female adolescents, may be focused on obtaining a large
body, whereas both male and female adolescents were
focused on obtaining a body low in body fat. These find-
ings are consistent with the interview data in relation to the
focus on sport found among Fijian and Tongan male ado-
lescents, and the ways in which they shape their body
image, eating and physical activity to reflect this focus. This
focus on a large body was particularly apparent in the
comparison between Tongans in Tonga and those in New
Zealand. Both male and female adolescents in Tonga were
more likely to engage in strategies to increase weight and
increase muscles. Furthermore, although New Zealand
Tongans were more likely to have a higher BMI that is
classified as obese than Tongans in Tonga, adolescents in
Tonga were more likely to engage in strategies to lose
weight.

Certainly, when we examine socio-cultural messages, the
value of a large body is more likely to be transmitted to
adolescents living in Tonga than those living in New
Zealand. These messages were more frequent for adoles-
cents in Tonga from adults at school and at church. This
was particularly the case for male adolescents. Thus, the
value attached to a large body ideal seems to be most
apparent among Tongan male adolescents in Tonga, who
are more likely than male adolescents in New Zealand to be
exposed to the traditional Tongan values.

Further findings in relation to religious values demon-
strated that Tongans, compared to Indo-Fijians, Fijians and

Australians, were more likely to receive messages from
their religious group regarding the value of a large body.
This finding was apparent for both male and female ado-
lescents. In terms of cultural values, Tongan and Fijian
male and female adolescents were of the view that larger
male and female adolescents were well respected and cared
for, compared to both Indo-Fijian and Australian adoles-
cents. Respect and care are important and central aspects of
Fijian and Tongan community life, as was evident in the
interview findings decisions. They are currently reflected in
the way in which family, community and church members
relate to one another. They are also reflected in the type and
volume of food that is consumed. High-status and highly
valued members of the community obtained the best-
quality food and the highest volume of food (from
interview data). This food is likely to also be the most
energy-dense (e.g. fatty meat) and contain the most calo-
ries. As a result, a large body size is a sign of care and
nurturance. This quest for a large body size is frequently at
variance with obtaining a healthy and/or thinner body,
which is starting to be valued by these communities. This
conflict is reflected in the contradictory body change strat-
egies adopted by adolescents: strategies to increase muscles
and weight, as well as lose weight.

Findings from the perceptual distortion studies

The results of the perceptual distortion studies have not yet
been published, but are reported in a Doctor of Psychology
(Clinical) thesis completed by Rowland (Rowland MN.
Faculty of Health Medicine Nursing and Behavioural
Sciences, Deakin University; School of Psychology, Deakin
University. Socio-cultural influences on body image: com-
parisons between Australian and Fijian adolescents. Deakin
University, Melbourne, Victoria, 2008). The perceptual dis-
tortion studies showed that the body weight that was per-
ceived to be both attractive and healthy among Fijian male
and female adolescents was similar to their Western coun-
terparts. However, Fijian male and female adolescents were
more likely than Australian adolescents to perceive that a
muscular body was attractive and healthy. When the results
were broken down by gender, the results demonstrated that
Australian male adolescents regarded a thinner female phy-
sique to be healthier than Fijian male adolescents did. This
result is consistent with the finding that Fijian adolescents
compared to Australian adolescents were more likely to
consider that a larger body was indicative of a person who
is well cared for and has good relationships with their
family.

Australian female adolescents regarded the most attrac-
tive female weight as a smaller figure than the figure they
considered most healthy. However, for Fijian female ado-
lescents, there were no differences between the ratings of
healthy and attractive figures, demonstrating a concor-
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dance between these body images. Overall, Australian
female adolescents rated a smaller body as attractive
compared to Fijian female adolescents. Australian male
adolescents considered the most attractive body to be
more muscular than their ratings of a healthy body;
there were no differences in the ratings of attractive and
healthy bodies for the Fijian male adolescents. However,
Fijian male adolescents overall rated a muscular body as
both more attractive and healthy than Australian male
adolescents.

In combination, perceived parental, same-sex peer, and
media body image ideals were associated with Australian
and Fijian female and male adolescents’ personal body
ideals. For Australian female adolescents, body image
ideals were associated with perceived parental ideals for
these body areas. In addition, perceived same-sex peer body
ideals or perceived media body ideals were associated with
these female adolescents’ body ideals, respectively. Thus,
Australian female adolescents who thought these socio-
cultural agents wanted them to be thinner were more likely
to hold a thinner personal body ideal. For Australian male
adolescents, perceived same-sex peer and perceived paren-
tal body ideals were uniquely related to both their body
ideals, with a bigger perceived socio-cultural ideal being
associated with a bigger personal body ideal. Among Fijian
female adolescents, perceived same-sex peer body ideal was
the only factor associated with their ideal lower body. For
these female adolescents, a smaller perceived same-sex peer
ideal was associated with a smaller personal body ideal.
Among Fijian male adolescents, there were no significant
unique predictors for the upper and lower body regions.
The overall association for the socio-cultural agents’ per-
ceived ideal was towards a bigger body for Fijian male
adolescents.

Discussion

The findings of this series of studies on socio-cultural influ-
ences highlight the mode of operation of socio-cultural

Structure of society

factors in shaping the body image, physical activity and
eating of adolescents in Fiji, Tonga, New Zealand and
Australia (see Fig. 1 for a representation of these relation-
ships). It would appear that parents, peers, media and
religious influences act as filters, and moderate the way in
which adolescents see the world. These attitudes, in turn,
impact on their behaviours, as well as the behaviours of
others in their world. These socio-cultural agents, and their
messages, appear to shape the adolescents’ beliefs, attitudes
and behaviours. In this way, adolescents from different
countries develop different types of attitudes in relation to
their body size, and, in turn, adopt different types of behav-
iours in relation to their physical activity and eating. These
behaviours are designed to achieve the body size valued by
the adolescents (and their community), as well as conform-
ing to the customs of the society in relation to food and its
consumption.

These socio-cultural factors can be summarized as the
structure of the society (collective as opposed to individual
society), the values in relation to the meaning of food and
body size, as well as the attitudes and expectation of ado-
lescents within the society. Within a hierarchical society,
rank and status influences expected and actual patterns of
body size perceptions, physical activity and eating (8).
Tonga appears to be more hierarchically structured than
Fiji, and this structure is still somewhat apparent among
New Zealand Tongans. Foods that are highly valued in
these communities are those that are less available.
Imported food items (e.g. mutton) are more highly valued
than local fish or fruit and vegetables (15). The distribution
and quality of food is also based on rank and status. In
Tonga, female adolescents received more high status foods
than male adolescents (16), including Western foods such
as mutton flaps, tinned corned beef, sweets and soft drinks
(17). In contrast, male adolescents in Fijian families are
more likely to receive high-status foods and greater quan-
tities of food (15). The type of physical activity and recre-
ational physical activity is also strongly prescribed by the
family within these hierarchical societies. A large body size

>
>

(e.g. hierarchical versus
individual)

Eating
(type and volume of food)

/'

\A Beliefs and attitudes

Socio-cultural influences
(e.g. parents, peers, media,
religion)

A 4

Ideal body size ad

Role of sport Physical activity

Figure 1 Diagrammatic representation of socio-cultural factors impacting on eating and physical activity.
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is valued in both Tonga and Fiji (16,18), with a larger body
reflecting a greater access to high-status food and less
physical activity.

These values are transmitted to adolescents, such that the
attitudes and values that they have in relation to body size,
physical activity and food are those that are apparent in the
broader community. Within Western societies, value is
associated with a slim body size for female adolescents,
and a muscular lean body size for male adolescents (19).
As for Fijian and Tongan society, this ideal body size shapes
the physical activity and eating patterns of Australian
adolescents.

In addition to the hierarchical as opposed to individual
nature of the societies sampled in our studies, the other
major factor shaping attitudes and behaviours related to
body size, physical activity and eating for male adolescents
was sport. McCabe ef al. (20) clearly identified the role of
sport in the construction of male body image and subse-
quently on physical activity and eating. For Fijians and
Tongans, the main male sport is rugby, which requires a
large, robust body size for success and inclusion. This body
size is consistent with that endorsed by the broader society
and so whereas female adolescents can pursue a large
round body size to be physically attractive, male adoles-
cents pursue a large muscular body size so that they can be
successful in rugby: female adolescents’ bodies are defined
in terms of appearance, male adolescents in terms of func-
tionality (9). In contrast, Indo-Fijian male adolescents are
less focused on sport, and this is consistent with their
smaller and less muscular bodies.

Conclusion

The studies reported in this paper identify the pervasive
role of societal values in relation to body size in shaping
the body size, physical activity and eating among adoles-
cents from different cultural groups. Families and peers
are important transmitters of these values, with religious
groups also playing a central role in Fiji and Tonga, and
the media playing an important role in Western societies.
These are the agents that need to be targeted in the devel-
opment of healthy ideal body size among adolescents in
these countries. In this way, it is expected that adolescents
will also engage in healthy levels of physical activity as
well as eating a healthy diet. A further area of study is to
determine what factors lead to adolescents in each culture
perceiving they have an attractive body, as this is also
likely to influence the diet and physical activity of these
adolescents.
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