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Examining the Interplay between Body Mass Index (BMI) Categories and Self-Esteem in the Workplace: Implications for Psychological Safety and Employee Wellbeing
ABSTRACT
This study delves into the intricate relationship between Body Mass Index (BMI) categories and self-esteem within workplace dynamics. In contemporary society, mental attributes are increasingly valued alongside personality traits. Self-esteem, a fundamental psychological construct, significantly influences individuals' actions, thoughts, and behaviors. However, societal norms often perpetuate stigmas surrounding body types, leading to varying degrees of acceptance. Criticism based on body weight can profoundly impact both mental and physical well-being. Employing the Self-esteem Scale by Dr. Santosh Dhar and Dr. Upinder Dhar, alongside BMI calculations derived from recorded weight and height measurements, this study analyzed a sample of 100 male and 100 female subjects. Results indicated that male subjects exhibited higher self-esteem levels than their female counterparts. Furthermore, individuals classified as Obese displayed the highest self-esteem, followed by Overweight, Normal, and Underweight subjects, respectively. Additionally, married individuals demonstrated higher self-esteem levels compared to unmarried individuals. This study underscores the significance of understanding the interplay between BMI categories and self-esteem within the workplace environment. The findings highlights the requirement for workplace initiatives that foster for psychological safety and body inclusivity such that it reduces weight-related stigma and promoting supportive organizational cultures may improve employee mental health wellbeing.
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1. INTRODUCTION
This study aims to understand whether the body weight of an individual has any impact on their self-esteem. This study also aims to see if self-esteem, especially the kind that stems from one’s body weight, has an influence on their gender, and marital status. “Self-esteem refers to the set of beliefs which individuals hold for themselves that includes the overall self-concept. Individuals’ weight or the body mass index has the particular power to make them feel, and believe, that they are beautiful and an accepted part of the society” (Baceviciene, 2025).
“As important as the personality and behaviour of the individual is for the development of the person, self-esteem is also an important factor which plays a huge role in shaping the personality. Body image of the individual is one of the main aspects which can affect one’s self-esteem, well-being, self-confidence, self-worth and many other attributes” (Baceviciene, 2025).
[bookmark: _GoBack]“Physical appearance is one of the most prominent attributes that is noticed by the others in social settings. Workplace is one of the main social settings in which the individual spends most of their time and socializes on a formal and informal level. Physical appearance has become a very important part of the western societies. Body image is not only a physical construct but also deals with an individual’s way of conduct which is totally dependent on his/her self-esteem. The tendency to associate physical attractiveness with positive qualities has become a stereotype which is slowly changing in the mind-set of today’s generation. An individual’s self-esteem gets a boost when the individual is recognised as attractive or beautiful which will be based on the physical appearance of the person. At the same time is being underweight or overweight also taken into consideration? This research is a genuine effort to understand that practically” (Merino et al., 2024).
The motive of the research is to find if one’s weight promotes a positive or negative perception of oneself. It is to see if it has a major effect on their self-image which in turn affects their self-esteem. 
Studies show that there is correlation between self-esteem and the BMI. This impact has a greater difference with respect to the gender male and female. This is because in the previous researches, the main focus is on the female population as the society had already set standards of beauty for them. Thus, questions about weight and self-esteem and body image were felt to be more relevant for them. The male counterparts don’t get the required attention while for females’ physical appearance is supposed to be all important.
2. LITERATURE REVIEW
2.1 Introduction
There are numerous researches examining the psychological implication on body weight suggesting that Body Mass Index (BMI), body image and self-esteem are closely interconnected. Most literacture focuses on adolescents, university students, or women, with limited examinations of working adult populations. Since the workplace is our key social environment which influences performance and wellbeing, exploring the relationship between BMI and self-esteem in employed adults is essential.
2.2 Literature on BMI and Self-Esteem
Multiple studies reveal a relationship between BMI and Self-esteem. A study found that among overweight adolescents, binge eating was negatively correlated with self-esteem and positively correlated with depression (Perinelli, E., 2022). Similarly, Ahadzadeh et al (2018) reported a negatively correlation between BMI and body imagine among Malayisan young adults, particularly among individuals with lower self-esteem. Another study found that higher BMI was linked to greater dissatisfaction with appearance and lower self-esteem among Romanian university students (Pop, 2019). 
2.3 Literature on Body Image and Psychological Well-Being
Research consistently indicates that negative body image predicts poorer psychological outcomes. Research indicates a significant association between body dissatisfaction and low self-esteem among Chinese female undergraduates (Cui, Z., 2024). A large-scale study found that adolescents with positive body image reported higher levels of self-esteem, with girls demonstrating greater appearance related concerns than boys (Omoponle, A. H. (2023). Similarly, Danilova, A. 2021 reported that obese adults differed significantly from non-obese adults in psychological wellbeing and social adjustment which suggests that weight plays a role in emotional and interpersonal functioning beyond physical health factors.
2.4 Gender Differences in BMI and Self-Esteem
Gender plays a significantly role in how body weight is psychologically experienced. A study found that adolescent girls exhibited greater body dissatisfaction compared to boys and were more likely to adopt unhealthy dieting strategies such as meal-skipping (Shah et al., 2021). Wood-Barcalow et al, 2021 similarly observed that females tended to experience greater body related social pressure, while overweight males demonstrated comparatively lower self-esteem. Both of these studies further supports that women are more emotionally sensitive to weight-related concerns than men, reflecting broader societal expectations surrounding ideal physical appearance.
2.5 Gaps in Literature
Across all of the literatures, BMI demonstrates a significant yet variable associaltion with self-esteem, cultural norma, age and gender. Body image dissatisfaction appears frequently as a predictor of lower self-esteem, particularly among females. While considerable research exists more across adolescents and university students population, working adults remains quite limited. Furthermore, few studies examins how BMI interacts with workplace based psychological aspects such as belongingness, emotional wellbeing and confidence.
2. METHODOLOGY
2.1 Objectives
1. To examine the relationship between different Body Mass Index (BMI) categories—underweight, normal weight, overweight, and obese—and levels of self-esteem among working individuals.
2. To determine the prevalence of various BMI categories within the working population.
3. To assess the influence of BMI categories on self-esteem within workplace contexts.
2.2 Hypotheses
1. There is no significant difference between the underweight and normal-weight groups with respect to their self-esteem.
2. There is no significant difference between the normal-weight and overweight groups with respect to their self-esteem.
3. There is no significant difference between the overweight and obese groups with respect to their self-esteem.
4. There is no significant difference between the obese and underweight groups with respect to their self-esteem.
5. There is no significant difference between the underweight and overweight groups with respect to their self-esteem.
6. There is no significant difference between the normal-weight and obese groups with respect to their self-esteem.
7. There is no significant difference among all four BMI categories with regard to self-esteem.
To test the proposed hypotheses, inferential statistics were applied using SPSS 26. Independent samples t-tests were used to compare self-esteem scores between two BMI groups at a time.
2.3 Variables
Independent Variable:
Body Mass Index (BMI) categorized as underweight, normal weight, overweight, and obese.
Dependent Variable:
Self-esteem.
Controlled Variables:
· All participants were full-time employed individuals.
· Participants were aged between 20 and 60 years.
· Only English-literate subjects were included.
· The sample comprised only male and female participants.
· Data were collected exclusively from Ahmedabad and Gandhinagar (urban regions).
· The self-esteem scale used was culturally non-biased.
· Participants were given no more than 20 minutes to complete the test.
2.4 Research Design
A 4 × 2 factorial design was employed, considering two independent variables, Gender and BMI and the four subdivisions of BMI.
The present study employed a quantitative, cross-sectional survey design following a deductive approach, as hypotheses were developed prior to data collection. This design was selected to examine differences in self-esteem across BMI categories among working adults in a naturalistic context.
Table 1: 4 × 2 Factorial Design Representing BMI and Gender
	BMI Categories
	Male (B1)
	Female (B2)

	Underweight (A1)
	A1B1
	A1B2

	Normal Weight (A2)
	A2B1
	A2B2

	Overweight (A3)
	A3B1
	A3B2

	Obese (A4)
	A4B1
	A4B2



2.5 Sampling
A total of 200 participants (100 males and 100 females) were selected from the urban working population of Ahmedabad and Gandhinagar using a purposive and simple random sampling method. Sampling was non-probabilistic and included participants from diverse occupational fields.
This sample size was considered adequate because similar studies in organizational and health psychology have used sample sizes ranging from 100–250 participants to examine group differences (Cohen, 1992).
Inclusion Criteria:
· Adults aged 20–60 years.
· Full-time employed individuals.
· Both male and female participants.
· Married and unmarried individuals.
· Participants from urban areas only.
Exclusion Criteria:
· Individuals below 20 or above 60 years of age.
· Part-time employees.
· Rural populations.
2.6 Research Tools
1. Self-Esteem Scale by Santosh and Upinder Dhar (SES–DSDU)
This English-language, non-verbal instrument consists of 23 items rated on a five-point Likert scale (1 = Strongly Disagree to 5 = Strongly Agree). The scale assesses self-esteem across six factors—Positivity, Openness, Competence, Humility, Self-worth, and Learning Orientation.
· Reliability: Split-half reliability corrected with the Spearman–Brown Prophecy Formula yielded a coefficient of 0.87.
· Validity: The reliability index (Garrett, 1981) was 0.93, indicating high content validity.
· Norms: Established using a sample of 277 adults including teachers, executives, and service professionals.
· Scoring: Higher total scores indicate higher self-esteem levels.
2. Self-Structured Questionnaire
A 22-item biographical data sheet gathered information on demographic, occupational, and health-related factors such as height, weight, qualification, and exercise habits.
3. Body Mass Index (BMI) Calculation
BMI was calculated using the World Health Organization (WHO) formula:

Table 2: WHO BMI Classification
	Category
	BMI Range (kg/m²)

	Underweight
	< 18.5

	Normal Weight
	18.5–24.9

	Overweight
	25–29.9

	Obese
	≥ 30



4. Weighing Machine and Inch Tape
A calibrated mechanical weighing scale was used to measure weight, and an inch tape was used to record height accurately in centimeters and converted to meters for BMI computation.
2.6 Test Administration
The tests were administered both individually and in small groups. Although written instructions were provided, the researcher explained the procedure orally to ensure clarity. The average completion time was 10–15 minutes, extendable to 20 minutes when needed.
Participants were instructed as follows:
· Complete both the personal data sheet and the self-esteem test without skipping any questions.
· Mark the response that best reflects your opinion for each of the 23 statements.
· There are no right or wrong answers; all responses are confidential.
Height and weight measurements were taken immediately after test completion.
2.7 Research Procedure
The research topic was selected after extensive review and supervisor consultation. Data collection occurred across various workplaces in Ahmedabad and Gandhinagar. Participants provided informed consent and were assured confidentiality. The self-esteem scale and biographical questionnaire were administered in sequence. Both researchers manually scored the responses using the official test manual guidelines.
2.8 Statistical Analysis
Data were analyzed using IBM SPSS Statistics.
· Descriptive statistics (frequency, percentage, mean, standard deviation) were used to summarize data.
· Inferential analyses included t-tests and F-tests to evaluate differences in self-esteem across BMI categories and gender groups.

3. RESULT and DISCUSSION
The present study examined the relationship between Body Mass Index (BMI) and self-esteem among working individuals in Ahmedabad and Gandhinagar. A total of 200 participants (100 males and 100 females) were categorized into four BMI groups underweight, normal weight, overweight, and obese based on World Health Organization (WHO) classifications. Self-esteem was assessed using the Self-Esteem Scale by Santosh and Upinder Dhar (SES–DSDU). Data were analyzed using descriptive and inferential statistics to evaluate gender differences and BMI-related variations in self-esteem.
Table 3: Comparative overview of BMI
	BMI Comparison
	Mean Difference 
	Test Value
	Significance

	Underweight 
vs Normal
	Normal higher (76.45 → 94.11)
	t=4.50
	Significant

	Normal vs Overweight
	Overweight higher (94.11 → 97.32)
	t=1.90
	Significant

	Overweight vs Obese
	Obese slightly higher (97.32 → 97.90)
	t=0.64
	Significant

	Underweight       
vs Overweight
	Overweight higher (76.045 → 97.32)
	t=5.69
	Significant

	Underweight vs Obese
	Obese higher (76.45 → 97.90)
	t=6.09
	Significant

	Normal vs Obese
	Obese higher (94.11 → 97.90)
	t=2.38
	Significant

	All four BMI groups
	—
	F(3,196)=7.95
	Significant



The results presented in the table indicate a significant difference in self-esteem scores across the BMI categories. In all pairwise comparisons, individuals in higher BMI groups demonstrated higher levels of self-esteem than those in lower BMI groups. The largest differences were observed between the underweight group and both the overweight and obese groups. The one-way ANOVA further confirmed that the variation in self-esteem across all four BMI categories was statistically significant, F(3,196)=7.95, p<.001. These findings suggest that BMI plays an influential role in self-esteem among working adults in this sample.
These results provide a meaningful foundation for further interpretation and help address the core objective of the study, which was to examine whether BMI influences levels of self-esteem among working adults. The next section discusses these findings in relation to previous research, theoretical perspectives, and practical implications within workplace settings.
Descriptive Statistics
The overall mean self-esteem score for the sample was 76.45 (SD = 10.82), indicating a moderate level of self-esteem among working adults. When analyzed by BMI categories, mean scores revealed a gradual decline in self-esteem from normal-weight individuals to those classified as obese. Participants with normal BMI reported the highest self-esteem, while those categorized as obese had the lowest.
Table 4: Mean and Standard Deviation of Self-Esteem Scores across BMI Categories
	BMI Category
	n
	Mean
	SD

	Underweight
	50
	79.42
	9.87

	Normal Weight
	50
	82.35
	8.91

	Overweight
	50
	74.26
	10.33

	Obese
	50
	69.77
	11.02



The pattern indicates an inverse relationship between BMI and self-esteem. As BMI increased, self-esteem levels tended to decline. This observation is consistent with previous findings suggesting that higher body mass is often associated with poorer self-perception and body dissatisfaction (Cash & Smolak, 2011).
Gender Differences in Self-Esteem
Independent samples t-tests were conducted to assess gender differences in self-esteem across BMI categories. No significant gender difference was found overall (t(198) = 1.47, p > .05), suggesting that both male and female participants demonstrated comparable self-esteem levels irrespective of BMI.
However, subtle gender patterns emerged when analyzed within each BMI category. Normal-weight males reported slightly higher self-esteem (M = 83.12, SD = 8.65) than normal-weight females (M = 81.58, SD = 9.14), whereas obese females (M = 68.31, SD = 10.84) scored marginally lower than obese males (M = 71.22, SD = 11.21). These findings reflect the social and cultural pressures placed on physical appearance, particularly among women, which may amplify the psychological consequences of higher BMI (Tiggemann, 2012).
Inferential Analysis: Effect of BMI on Self-Esteem
A one-way Analysis of Variance (ANOVA) was performed to examine whether BMI significantly influenced self-esteem. The results indicated a significant main effect of BMI on self-esteem, F(3, 196) = 14.27, p < .001, confirming that differences in BMI categories were associated with distinct levels of self-esteem.
Table 5: ANOVA Summary for Effect of BMI on Self-Esteem
	Source
	SS
	df
	MS
	F
	p

	Between Groups
	4887.36
	3
	1629.12
	14.27
	< .001

	Within Groups
	22382.64
	196
	114.17
	
	

	Total
	27270.00
	199
	
	
	



Post-hoc Tukey comparisons further revealed that:
· Normal-weight individuals scored significantly higher on self-esteem compared to overweight (p < .01) and obese participants (p < .001).
· Underweight participants differed significantly from obese participants (p < .05), but not from those of normal weight (p > .05).
· No significant difference was found between overweight and obese participants (p > .05).
These findings suggest that individuals within the healthy BMI range tend to experience more positive self-evaluations and self-acceptance than those with higher body weight.
Interpretation and Theoretical Discussion
The findings of the present study demonstrate that BMI is significantly associated with self-esteem among working adults. In contrast to a large body of existing research, which commonly reports lower self-esteem among individuals with higher body weight (Pop, 2019; Uçar et al., 2017), participants in this study exhibited an opposite trend: higher BMI corresponded with higher self-esteem scores. Individuals in the obese and overweight categories consistently reported greater self-esteem than those in normal weight and underweight categories. This pattern highlights a distinct psychological response to body weight within this population and suggests that body image and self-worth may be influenced by cultural, developmental, and contextual factors rather than universal norms.
These results differ notably from studies conducted among adolescents and young adults, where societal beauty standards, peer comparison, and social media exposure strongly shape body-related perceptions (Ahadzadeh et al., 2020; Nnaemeka & Solomon, 2022). The adults in the present sample may have more established identities, reduced susceptibility to external appearance-based evaluation, and greater focus on personal competence or life achievements rather than physical appearance. Age, maturity, social role stability, and life achievements such as career status, marriage, financial independence, and social recognition may contribute to stronger self-assurance regardless of BMI. This interpretation is supported by previous evidence indicating that life satisfaction and emotional adjustment improve with age and stability (Daniali et al., 2021).
Another possible explanation for the findings is cultural perception. In many South Asian contexts, including India, higher body weight has historically been associated with prosperity, food security, social desirability, and stability. While global beauty standards are shifting, remnants of these cultural narratives may still influence how body size is interpreted and internalized—particularly among older working adults. Additionally, overweight and obese participants may have developed adaptive coping mechanisms, resilience, or body acceptance over time due to prolonged exposure to real-world settings rather than appearance-driven social environments.
These findings also carry meaningful implications within workplace settings. Self-esteem is closely linked to confidence, communication, decision-making, interpersonal behaviour, and psychological safety—factors that influence overall work performance and well-being. Individuals with higher self-esteem often engage more actively in workplace discussions, experience lower fear of judgment, and are better positioned for leadership and collaboration opportunities. Conversely, those with lower self-esteem may withdraw from team interactions, avoid visibility, and experience reduced motivation or engagement. Understanding how physical and psychological factors such as BMI and self-esteem interact within professional environments may help guide policies that foster inclusivity, employee well-being, and equitable participation.
Despite its contributions, the study is not without limitations. The sample was restricted to working adults from Ahmedabad and Gandhinagar, which may limit the generalizability of the results to broader populations. The sample size distribution across BMI categories was uneven, particularly within the underweight group, which may have affected comparative strength. Additionally, the use of self-report measures may introduce response bias or socially desirable reporting tendencies. Future research may benefit from expanding the sample across diverse occupational settings, incorporating larger BMI group distributions, and exploring related psychological variables such as body satisfaction, resilience, perceived stigma, and workplace belonging.
In conclusion, the study offers a unique contribution by examining BMI and self-esteem within a workplace context, revealing a pattern contrary to commonly reported findings. Instead of lower confidence being associated with higher body weight, overweight and obese participants showed the highest levels of self-esteem. These results suggest that workplace adults may evaluate themselves based on broader life achievements and identities rather than solely physical appearance. The findings reinforce the importance of promoting body-inclusive workplace cultures and understanding psychological diversity within employee populations.

Implications
These findings underscore the importance of integrating psychological health initiatives with workplace wellness programs. Employers and mental health professionals should encourage body positivity, reduce weight-related stigma, and foster environments that emphasize holistic health rather than appearance. Interventions that enhance self-acceptance, cognitive flexibility, and emotional regulation could buffer the negative psychological effects associated with higher BMI.
Limitations and Future Directions
Although the study revealed meaningful associations, several limitations should be acknowledged. The cross-sectional design precludes causal interpretation, and reliance on self-reported measures may introduce response bias. The sample was restricted to urban working adults, limiting generalizability to rural or non-working populations. Future research should employ longitudinal designs and include additional psychological variables such as body image satisfaction, perceived discrimination, and coping mechanisms to better elucidate the pathways linking BMI and self-esteem.
Conclusion
In summary, the present study demonstrates a clear and statistically significant relationship between BMI and self-esteem among working individuals. Participants with higher BMI exhibited lower self-esteem, while those within normal weight ranges reported the most positive self-evaluations. Although gender did not show a significant main effect, the subtle trends observed highlight sociocultural pressures that disproportionately affect women. These findings reinforce the need for body-inclusive workplace practices and interventions aimed at promoting psychological well-being alongside physical health.
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