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WHEN THE RELATIONSHIP BECOMES HER: REVISITING
WOMEN’S BODY CONCERNS FROM A RELATIONSHIP

CONTINGENCY PERSPECTIVE

Diana T. Sanchez
Rutgers University

Tracy Kwang
University of Michigan

Given women’s communally oriented socialization and social pressures to find romantic partners, many heterosexual
women may derive self-worth from having romantic relationships (relationship contingency). Across two studies, we
explored whether relationship contingency heightens women’s body shame. Studies 1A and 1B found that relationship
contingency causes body shame among women. In Study 2, relationship contingency predicted greater bulimic symptoms,
which was mediated fully by greater body shame. Using both experimental methods and structural equation modeling,
these studies demonstrate a link between relationship contingency and body shame that is not explained by appearance
contingency (basing self-esteem on one’s physical appearance). Results are discussed in terms of self-objectification
theory, contingencies of self-worth, mate preferences, and close relationships.

By adulthood, most women are familiar with the romantic
fairy tales of Cinderella, Snow White, and Sleeping Beauty.
These stories are woven into popular culture, often retold in
contemporary films such as Pretty Woman, She’s All That,
and A Cinderella Story. These narratives teach women that
they will live happily ever after when they find their prince
and that women must be beautiful to win their prince’s
affections. Fairy tales aside, women experience tremen-
dous societal pressure to find romantic partners (Holland,
1992) to such a degree that they may internalize the need
for romantic relationships and derive self-worth, in part,
from having romantic relationships. This is hardly surpris-
ing considering the stigma attached to people who are not
involved in relationships (Conley & Collins, 2002; DePaulo
& Morris, 2006). Living in a culture that places importance
on women’s relationship status and their physical desirabil-
ity to men, heterosexual women’s tendencies to base self-
esteem on having a romantic partner, hereafter referred
to as relationship contingency, may predict greater body
concerns.
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In the present study, we propose that relationship con-
tingency predicts body shame for young women who have
yet or are just beginning to develop long-term, stable re-
lationships. We argue that women are aware of the impor-
tance men place on physical appearance in potential ro-
mantic partners (Hamida, Mineka, & Bailey, 1998; Singh
& Young, 1995; Smith, Waldorf, & Trembath, 1990), and
thus, body image concerns may be an adaptive way of seek-
ing and maintaining romantic relationships. In this article,
we first explore the theory and research on why women
might base self-esteem on romantic relationships. Second,
we explore why relationship contingency should heighten
body concerns among heterosexual women. Studies 1A and
1B examine how relationship contingency salience height-
ens body concerns for women. Study 2 tests whether re-
lationship contingency puts women at risk for developing
eating disorders because they have lower self-esteem and
higher body shame. Moreover, Study 2 will test whether
having a romantic partner acts as a buffer of these negative
effects. We believe that merely having a partner would not
buffer the negative effects of relationship contingency be-
cause young women may still feel pressure to meet appear-
ance ideals to maintain their relationships. This is particu-
larly likely among our sample mostly college-aged women,
who may be just beginning to develop long-term, stable
relationships.

Romantic Relationships as Sources of Self-Esteem

It is widely recognized that interpersonal relationships
influence self-worth. In fact, the sociometer theory of
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self-esteem suggests that individual level of self-esteem
merely reflects feelings of acceptance and rejection from
others (Leary, Tambor, Terdal, & Downs, 1995). Although
researchers have criticized the sociometer theory for failing
to take into account the relative importance of specific kinds
of relationships (e.g., friendships compared to romantic re-
lationships; Kirkpatrick & Ellis, 1994), researchers widely
accept that interpersonal relationships serve as an impor-
tant source of self-esteem. Researchers who examine spe-
cific types of relationships argue that romantic relationships
specifically may be a prominent source of self-worth (Geller,
Zaitsoff, & Srikameswaran, 2002; Murray, Griffin, Rose, &
Bellavia, 2003). Thus, relationship contingency may be a
prominent contingency of self-worth.

Crocker and Wolfe (2001) defined contingencies of self-
worth as domains in which a person has staked his or her
self-esteem. When self-esteem is contingent on a particu-
lar domain, perceived successes and failures in that domain
affect self-evaluations (Crocker, Sommers, & Luhtanen,
2002). For example, students high in academic contingency
display boosts and drops in self-esteem in accordance with
acceptances or rejections to graduate school. People’s con-
tingencies of self-worth play a primary role in dictating
behaviors as well as responses to related events (Crocker,
Luhtanen, Cooper, & Bouvrette, 2003). People may expe-
rience boosts to self-esteem from maintaining and obtain-
ing romantic relationships. The relative tendency to base
self-esteem on romantic relationships may be an important
factor in predicting relationship-related behaviors, includ-
ing behavior in relationships (e.g., breakups, conflict res-
olution) and behavior to obtain relationships (e.g., dieting,
working out, appearance concerns), which other contingen-
cies of self-worth would be unable to capture.

Women’s Relationship Orientation

The notions that women place great value on their interper-
sonal relationships and harbor greater concern for others
have been repeatedly supported in theory and research on
gender (e.g., Bakan, 1966; Gilligan & Brown, 1992). For ex-
ample, researchers suggest that women are socialized and
expected to be more communal than men, whereas men
are socialized to be more agentic than women (see also
Eagly, 1987). By adolescence, girls learn to put relation-
ships first even at the sacrifice of their own desires and
wishes (Gilligan & Brown, 1992). In fact, women may come
to value others to such a degree that important others be-
come intertwined in their self-concept (Cross & Madson,
1997; Josephs, Markus, & Tafarodi, 1992). For example,
Josephs et al. (1992) demonstrated that women who had
higher self-esteem also had better memory and knowledge
of their important relationships, suggesting that women’s
levels of self-esteem are affected by their interpersonal re-
lationships. In addition, women are more likely than men
to describe themselves in terms of their close relationships
with others (Gabriel & Gardner, 1999). Because women are

socialized to be more communally oriented, the present
studies focus on women’s, rather than men’s, relationship
contingency.

Some work on adolescent girls has addressed the ex-
tent to which they include intimate relationships as part of
the basis of their self-worth. Geller and colleagues (2002)
found that 69% percent of adolescent girls indicated inti-
mate relationships were a source of self-esteem. Holland
(1992) interviewed women students at two universities and
found that most activities and relationships surrounded ei-
ther talking about relationships or pursuing romance and
romantic encounters. Because behavior is a good indicator
of where an individual places his or her self-worth (Crocker
et al., 2003), women’s tendencies to spend a great deal of
time and energy in activities focused on obtaining and main-
taining romantic relationships also supports the value of
exploring young women’s relationship contingency. More-
over, Sedikides, Oliver, and Campbell (1994, Study 1) found
that women were more likely to list self-esteem as a bene-
fit of romantic relationships than men. Women also ranked
(Sedikides et al., 1994, Study 2) and rated (Sedikides et al.,
1994, Study 3) positive self-esteem as a greater benefit from
romantic relationships compared to men.

Romantic Relationship Contingency and Body Concerns

We argue that heterosexual women’s body concerns are fu-
eled, in part, by their desire to be seen as attractive to men
as well as the pervasive tendency for women to be sexually
objectified in our culture (Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997).
Thus, we propose that relationship contingency will make
women particularly vulnerable to body concerns because
women believe they must be thin to be beautiful and de-
sirable to men. Women are inundated with advertisements
that promote unhealthy and unattainable body images as a
means to attract men (e.g., Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997).
In addition, men value physical attractiveness in mates to a
greater degree than women (Shackelford, Schmitt, & Buss,
2005; Singh & Young, 1995; Smith et al., 1990); thus, at-
tending to one’s physical appearance and meeting beauty
ideals may be one of many effective strategies for maintain-
ing and obtaining romantic relationships among heterosex-
ual women. Work on actual preferences suggests that both
men and women value attractiveness in their mates, with
men indicating a stronger preference for attractiveness than
women (Shackelford et al., 2005). One need only peruse
singles ads to find that men’s most cited criteria for a poten-
tial mate are physical attractiveness and weight status (see
Smith et al., 1990).

Although the focus of this article is not on actual at-
tractiveness or body mass, there is some work that sug-
gests that these factors do predict relationship status, only
further supporting the potential connection between ro-
mantic relationships and body concerns. Physical attrac-
tiveness and body weight, as gleaned from empirical re-
search, may play a role in determining women’s relationship
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status. Overweight women are 20% less likely to marry than
their normal weight peers (Gaesser, 1996). Among teenage
girls, increased body mass was associated with less likeli-
hood of having romantic partners (Halpern, King, Oslak, &
Udry, 2005). Many women believe they must achieve the
unhealthy standards of the ideal body to obtain the happy
ending of their Cinderella story. Accordingly, we argue that
basing self-worth in relationships will promote heightened
body shame, that is, feeling guilt and shame when one’s
physical appearance does not conform to cultural standards
and ideals (McKinley & Hyde, 1996) because physical ap-
pearance may be tied to relationship status. Thus, we ar-
gued that priming relationship contingency would promote
body shame through heightened relationship contingency
(Studies 1A and 1B). In addition, we tested whether rela-
tionship contingency predicts bulimic symptoms (Study 2)
and whether this link is mediated by body shame.

STUDY 1A

Study 1A examines the causal relationship between
women’s relationship contingency and body shame by prim-
ing relationship contingency. Previous research has found
that different contexts increase the salience of contingen-
cies in particular domains (Garcia & Crocker, in press),
that is, contingencies of self-worth have both state and
trait properties. Thus, we sought to create a situation in
which we would prime relationship contingency and thus
give rise to greater body shame. Researchers have been
successful at manipulating attitudes through increasing the
salience of a particular viewpoint (e.g., Cowan, Resendez,
Marshall, & Quist, 2002). We expected that priming rela-
tionship contingency through increasing the salience of this
domain of contingency, and thus thoughts about this par-
ticular domain, would cause increased relationship contin-
gency, which would, in turn, increase body concerns. Thus,
we tested whether priming condition affects level of body
concern and whether this link is mediated by relationship
contingency.

Method

Participants

Thirty-five heterosexual women (M = 20.61 years) enrolled
in Introductory Psychology classes were recruited to partic-
ipate in the study as part of a course requirement. Racial
composition was as follows: 25 White (71%), 3 Black/African
Americans (9%), 5 Asians (14%), and 2 Hispanic/Latinas
(6%).

Measures

Contingencies of self-worth. We administered the Con-
tingencies of Self-Worth scale (CSWS; Crocker et al., 2003)
with the seven subscales from the original measure: appear-
ance (α = .67), approval (α = .84), academic performance
(α = .77), religious faith (α = .97), virtue (α = .79), com-

petition (α = .93), and family support (α = .65). To mea-
sure relationship contingency, we created a 4-item romantic
relationship contingency subscale modeled after the other
CSWS items. An example item was “I feel worthwhile when
I have a significant other (i.e., boyfriend or girlfriend)”; α =
.84 (see Appendix). To assess state levels of contingency, par-
ticipants were instructed in the directions to answer ques-
tions regarding how they felt at that moment.

Body concerns. Body concerns were assessed with the
body shame (α = .84; e.g., “I would be ashamed for people
to know what I really weigh.”) and surveillance (α = .78; e.g.,
“I rarely think about how I look.”) subscales of the Objec-
tified Body Consciousness scale (OBC; McKinley & Hyde,
1996). Each subscale consisted of eight items, each using a
7-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7
(strongly agree).

Procedure

Participants were randomly assigned to one of two condi-
tions. In the experimental condition, participants (N = 17)
were administered the CSWS with all of the romantic rela-
tionship contingency questions highlighted in yellow (prim-
ing condition). Participants in the neutral condition (N =
18) received the CSWS with un-highlighted relationship
contingency items (neutral condition). Participants in the
priming condition were instructed to pay particular atten-
tion to the highlighted items while filling out the materi-
als. Participants in the neutral condition were asked to pay
attention to all the items in the scale. Although this ex-
perimental manipulation has never been used before, we
thought drawing attention to those items measuring rela-
tionship contingency would prime relationship contingency
relative to other contingencies via increased salience of re-
lationship status as a source of self-esteem. After the CSWS
was collected, participants were given the OBC scale fol-
lowed by a demographic questionnaire assessing gender,
age, sexual orientation, and race.

Results and Discussion

To assure that our manipulation had the desired effect
on relationship contingency, we tested whether women in
the priming condition indicated greater relationship con-
tingency. As intended, women in the priming condition
showed greater relationship contingency than the neu-
tral condition (see Table 1). Consistent with our hypoth-
esis, women in the priming condition also reported greater
shame than in the neutral condition. These results suggest
that priming relationship contingency promotes body con-
cerns. To test whether the effect of condition on shame
was explained by heightened relationship contingency, we
conducted hierarchical regression to test for mediation fol-
lowing rules set forth by Baron and Kenny (1986). At
step 1, the effect of condition was significant (β = −.42,
p < .05); however, when adding the effect of relationship
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Table 1

Mean Differences on Outcomes by Relationship Contingency Salience for Study 1A

Outcomes Salient M (SD) Neutral M (SD) t Cohen’s d

Relationship contingency 3.32 (1.19) 2.50 (1.19) 2.05∗ 0.69
Body shame 3.58 (1.16) 2.58 (1.09) 2.63∗∗ 0.88
Surveillance 5.02 (0.69) 4.40 (0.81) 2.43∗ 0.82
Appearance contingency 5.15 (0.71) 4.58 (1.03) 1.87 0.64
Religious faith contingency 4.21 (1.95) 3.33 (2.08) 1.29 0.44
Competition contingency 5.14 (1.10) 4.79 (1.26) 0.83 0.30
Virtue contingency 5.52 (0.86) 5.26 (0.93) 0.87 0.29
Approval contingency 4.56 (0.84) 3.94 (1.17) 1.80 0.61
Family support contingency 5.78 (0.66) 5.78 (0.73) −0.01 0.00
Academic competence contingency 5.27 (0.50) 5.20 (0.41) 0.46 0.15

∗p < .05. ∗∗p < .01.

contingency on shame (β = .51, p < .001) at Step 2, the
effect of condition became nonsignificant (β = −.25, ns).1

Sobel’s t test (1982) confirmed a significant mediation of the
condition effect on body shame by relationship contingency
(t = −2.11, p < .05). Women in the priming condition also
reported a greater tendency for body surveillance than the
control; however, no other priming effects were found on
the other contingencies of self-worth.

Study 1A provides preliminary evidence that increasing
the salience of relationship contingency promotes greater
relationship contingency and body shame among women.
Furthermore, the effects of salience on body shame were
mediated by increased relationship contingency. These
findings suggest that women’s relationship contingency may
indeed promote body concerns. Even though the demand
characteristics of the study cannot explain the heightened
body shame in the experimental condition or the mediation
results, the experimental condition in Study 1A presented
heightened demand, which is remedied in Study 1B. In
Study 1B, we used an attitude manipulation to heighten
relationship contingency.

STUDY 1B

In Study 1B, we attempted to replicate the results of
Study 1A with a different priming methodology. Study 1B
used a reasoning task for the priming condition whereby
participants were asked to think about reasons why they
feel bad without a romantic partner. Thus, we again tested
whether priming condition affects level of body concern
and whether this link is mediated by increased relationship
contingency.

Method

Participants

Fifty women were recruited from the college community
during the summer (at coffee shops, libraries, laundromats,

academic buildings, etc.) to voluntarily participate in the
study (M = 20.23 years). Racial composition was as follows:
30 Whites (60%), 4 Black/African Americans (8%), 8 Asians
(16%), 5 Hispanic/Latinas (10%), and 3 Others/Race Un-
specified (6%). All participants indicated a heterosexual
orientation.

Measures

Contingencies of self-worth. We administered the same
relationship contingency scale (α = .79) and the appearance
contingency subscale (α = .77) as in Study 1A. The ap-
pearance contingency measure assesses the extent to which
participants base their self-esteem on their physical appear-
ance. To assess state levels of contingency, participants were
instructed to answer questions regarding how they felt at
that moment.

Body concerns. This construct was assessed with the
same measures as Study 1A (body shame, α = .80; surveil-
lance, α = .78).

Procedure

Participants were randomly assigned to one of two condi-
tions of an attitude manipulation. Previous research sug-
gests that reasoning can change people’s attitudes (e.g.,
Wilson & Schooler, 1991). Accordingly, we asked partici-
pants in the experimental condition to list two reasons why
people feel worse about themselves when they do not have
a significant other (e.g., boyfriend or girlfriend). We asked
them to think of reasons why they would feel worse, as
opposed to better, about themselves because we felt this
might have a more powerful psychological effect on our
participants (Power, Crocker, & Luhtanen, 2006). Partici-
pants in the neutral condition were asked to list two reasons
why people feel worse about themselves when they receive
a bad grade in their class. We asked participants only two
reasons to make sure that the task was perceived as easy and
thus personally meaningful (Schwarz, 1998).2 Following the
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Table 2

Mean Differences by Condition for Study 1B

Subscale Control Prime t Cohen’s d

Mean (SD)
Relationship 2.81 (0.91) 3.53 (1.22) −2.20∗ 0.66

contingency
Appearance 4.40 (1.12) 4.69 (1.16) −0.93 0.27

contingency
Body shame 2.50 (1.01) 3.35 (1.31) −2.47∗ 0.73
Surveillance 3.93 (0.69) 4.37 (0.97) −1.76 0.52

∗p < .05.

reasons task, participants were given the OBC scale and the
contingency questions adapted to romantic relationships,
followed by a demographic questionnaire assessing gender,
age, relationship status (i.e., whether or not they are in-
volved in a relationship), sexual orientation, and race.

Results and Discussion

To test whether our manipulation of relationship contin-
gency was effective, we conducted a t test on relationship
contingency and body shame by experimental condition.
Women were significantly more likely to report greater re-
lationship contingency in the experimental condition com-
pared to the neutral condition (see Table 2). Consistent with
Study 1A, women in the experimental condition reported
higher body shame than women in the neutral condition.
To test whether the effect of condition on women’s body
shame was explained by their heightened relationship con-
tingency, we conducted hierarchical regression to test for
mediation following rules set forth by Baron and Kenny
(1986). At Step 1, the effect of condition was significant
(β = .35, p < .05); however, when adding the effect of rela-
tionship contingency on body shame (β = .65, p < .001) at
Step 2, the effect of condition became nonsignificant (β =
.144, ns).1 Sobel’s t test confirmed a significant mediation
of the condition effect on body shame by relationship con-
tingency (t = 2.06, p < .05). Relationship status, that is,
whether or not women were currently involved in a roman-
tic relationship, was not statistically significant nor did it
moderate these findings; therefore, we did not include it
in the analyses. No difference was found between condi-
tions for appearance contingency or body surveillance in
Study 1B.

Results of Study 1B replicate the results of Study 1A with
a different experimental methodology. Across both studies,
we found that priming relationship contingency resulted
in heightened body shame among women. In addition, the
heightened body shame was mediated by increased rela-
tionship contingency under priming (Study 1A) and attitude
manipulations (Study 1B). Thus, we found strong evidence
that relationship contingency caused greater body shame
among women.

STUDY 2

Although Studies 1A and 1B provide collectively com-
pelling evidence that relationship contingency heightens
body shame, the studies did not fully examine the devas-
tating consequences of body shame such as symptoms of
disordered eating. Thus, Study 2 examines how the link
between relationship contingency and body shame pre-
disposes women to bulimic symptoms. Among the many
forms of body concerns women may experience, body
shame may be the most powerful predictor of eating
disorders. Previous research has demonstrated that ele-
vated body shame caused restrained eating among women
(Fredrickson, Roberts, Noll, Quinn, & Twenge, 1998). Fur-
thermore, body shame has been significantly correlated
with disordered eating; body shame not only related to re-
strained eating but also to bulimic symptoms and unhealthy
eating attitudes (Burney & Irwin, 2000; Noll & Fredrickson,
1998). Thus, women’s relationship contingency may be as-
sociated with bulimic symptoms through heightened body
shame. Study 2 extends Studies 1A and 1B by testing a
model of relationship contingency (see Figure 1), which
includes body shame as a mediator of the relationship be-
tween relationship contingency and bulimic symptoms.

Relationship Status

In addition, the model (see Figure 1) further explores
whether relationship status moderates the association be-
tween relationship contingency and body shame. Although
Study 1B included relationship status and found no dif-
ference in the effect of condition on body shame or rela-
tionship contingency by relationship status, the sample size
was likely too small to examine these interactions. Thus, we
thought it was important to conduct an additional test of
whether relationship status would act as a buffer in the link
between relationship contingency and body shame.

Studies 1A and 1B suggest that women who base their
self-esteem on their relationship status, that is, whether or
not they have a boyfriend, are more likely to have body
shame. What about women who already have a boyfriend?
Coupled women have successfully achieved their objec-
tive by having a boyfriend. This relationship may buffer
them from the negative effects of relationship contingency.
For example, research suggests that people with a contin-
gency in a particular domain (e.g., academic performance)
show boosts in self-esteem when they are successful in that
domain (e.g., receive good grades; Crocker et al., 2002).
Thus, we expected women’s relationship contingency to
predict lower self-esteem for single women compared to
coupled women. A similar argument could be made for
body shame. Specifically, women who have romantic re-
lationships may have less appearance concerns than single
women because they have satisfied their self-esteem goal—
they are involved in a romantic relationship. Although not
all romantic relationships are equally satisfying, merely hav-
ing a romantic partner could provide a self-esteem boost or



406 SANCHEZ AND KWANG

 
Body shame 

 

F4: Self-
esteem 

 

Relationship 
contingency  

 

Appearance 
contingency  

 

 
+ 

+ 

+ 

– 

– 

– 

+ 

Bulimic 
symptoms  

– 

ns (+) 

ns (+) 

Fig. 1. Hypothesized model of relationship contingency and appearance concerns for Study 2. Parentheses represent direct effects
hypotheses, that is, paths before adding mediators.

alleviate body concerns for those who base self-esteem on
their relationship status. However, some women in rela-
tionships may still experience insecurities in their relation-
ships or concerns about their physical appearance (Murray,
Bellavia, Feeney, Homes, & Rose, 2001). Thus, having a
relationship may not always serve as a buffer to body con-
cerns because not all relationships are alike. Moreover, the
fear of losing the relationship may drive coupled women to
adopt impossible standards for their bodies in an attempt
to please their significant others, regardless of the quality
of their romantic relationship. Body image concerns may
be both a relationship-seeking and -maintenance strategy;
thus, having a romantic partner may not always quell body
concerns.

We hypothesized that relationship contingency, regard-
less of relationship status, may relate to increased pres-
sure to achieve the impossible standard of the ideal body
and thus body shame. In other words, relationship contin-
gency should predict body shame for both single women
and women in relationships, because both groups have in-
vested their self-worth in keeping and obtaining romantic
partners.

Appearance Contingency

Contingencies of self-worth are often correlated. Many con-
tingencies likely share common characteristics, such as the
need for external validation (Sanchez & Crocker, 2005). Be-
cause relationship contingency heightened body concerns
in Studies 1A and 1B, relationship contingency may also
relate to greater appearance contingency (the tendency to
base self-esteem on physical appearance). However, we pre-
dicted that basing self-esteem on romantic relationships has
negative effects on body shame and disordered eating be-
yond that explained by the appearance contingency; con-

sequently, in the present studies, we controlled for appear-
ance contingency when testing the hypotheses.

Study 2 tested five hypothesized paths (see Figure 1).
First, we predicted that relationship contingency would be
correlated with appearance contingency. Study 1A and 1B
found that relationship contingency heightens appearance
concerns; thus, women’s relationship contingency may re-
late to appearance contingency. Furthermore, results of
Study 1A suggested that relationship contingency has a
marginal effect on appearance contingency (see Table 1).
Therefore, we included a correlation between appearance
and relationship contingency to account for this relation-
ship and distinguish between the effects of relationship
and appearance contingency on body shame. Second, we
hypothesized that women’s relationship contingency would
relate to greater body shame. As in Studies 1A and 1B,
we hypothesized that relationship contingency would relate
to greater body shame because heterosexual women who
place importance on obtaining and maintaining romantic
relationships will also have greater body concerns to obtain
and maintain relationships with men. Third, we predicted
that relationship contingency would relate to lower self-
esteem among women, especially among single women. As
demonstrated in previous research (Sanchez & Crocker,
2005), contingency on external domains is related to lower
self-esteem because it undermines personal autonomy and
promotes conditional feelings of acceptance. Fourth, we
hypothesized that body shame would relate to greater bu-
limic symptoms and mediate the link between relationship
contingency and bulimic symptoms. Feeling shame and dis-
content about one’s physical appearance has been linked
to restrained eating and disordered eating symptoms (e.g.,
Noll & Fredrickson, 1998). Finally, we predicted that higher
levels of self-esteem would relate to fewer symptoms of
disordered eating. Sanchez and Crocker (2005) found that
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low self-esteem predicted disordered eating symptoms, as
have many others (e.g., Frederick & Grow, 1996). Thus, we
also explored multiple mediators (Kenny, Kashy, & Bolger,
1998), such as whether self-esteem and body shame both
mediate the link between relationship contingency and bu-
limic symptoms. We planned to replicate the fit of this
model and hypothesized paths among women in relation-
ships and single women.

Method

Participants

Participants were recruited over the Internet and from the
college community. The college sample included 146 het-
erosexual women (M = 18.40 years, SD = 0.72) enrolled
in Introductory Psychology classes who participated as part
of a course requirement. To increase the age range and
representativeness of our sample, we also recruited par-
ticipants over the Web by posting messages on over 400
Yahoo� groups requesting volunteers to complete a study
about women and relationships. In the Web sample, 294
women completed the survey (M = 27.35 years of age, SD =
10.65).3

Participation was voluntary; participants did not receive
any reward or compensation in exchange for their partic-
ipation. We collected data online for a 12-month period
(September 2004 to September 2005). The entire sample
(Web and college) consisted of 263 women in relation-
ships, 175 single women, and 2 participants not indicat-
ing their relationship status (N = 440). Racial composi-
tion was as follows: 359 Whites (81.6%), 30 Asians (6.8%),
21 Black/African Americans (4.8%), 16 Hispanic/Latinas
(3.6%), 6 Native Americans (1.4%), 6 (1.4%) classified
themselves as “Other,” and 2 people failed to indicate their
race (0.5%).

Measures

Contingencies of self-worth. We administered the same
CSWS containing the appearance (α = .77) and relationship
(α = .89) contingency subscales.4

Self-esteem. We measured participants’ global level of
self-esteem using the well-validated and commonly used
Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale (RSE; Rosenberg, 1965).
This scale consisted of 10 items using a 7-point Likert scale
ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree).

Body shame. Body shame was measured with the same
OBC scale from Studies 1A and 1B. For the present article,
we focused on body shame, not surveillance, because body
shame is a well-known predictor of disordered eating (e.g.,
Noll & Fredrickson, 1998). The scale was reliable (α = .82).

Disordered eating symptoms. We measured the partic-
ipants’ symptoms of disordered eating using the bulimia

subscale (α = .86) of the Eating Disorder Inventory (EDI;
Garner, Olmstead, & Polivy, 1983). Each subscale consisted
of eight items using a 6-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (al-
ways) to 6 (never). Higher scores indicated greater strength
of symptoms of disordered eating.

Relationship satisfaction. To ensure that relationship
contingency was not interchangeable with relationship sat-
isfaction among those involved in relationships, we mea-
sured relationship satisfaction. Participants indicated their
agreement with eight items created for the present study
on a scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly
agree). A sample item was “Right now, I am very satisfied
with my romantic relationship.” The scale was reliable (α =
.92).

Social desirability

To ensure that our results were not altered by social de-
sirability concerns, we measured social desirability with
the Crowne-Marlowe social desirability scale (Crowne-
Marlowe, 1960). This scale consisted of 30 true/false state-
ments. The scale was scored such that higher scores indi-
cated greater socially desirable responding. The scale was
reliable (α = .92).

Procedure

Participants received a paper or Web version of the survey
with the CSWS followed by the RSE, OBC, EDI, relation-
ship satisfaction measure, and the social desirability mea-
sure. Demographic information (gender, relationship sta-
tus, sexual orientation, race) and body mass (height, weight)
were also collected and followed by the debriefing state-
ment.

Results and Discussion

Table 3 shows correlations between the variables for the
entire sample. Correlations by relationship status yielded
similar results and thus are not included. We performed
t tests to assess whether women differed by relationship
status. Only one significant difference emerged: Women in

Table 3

Intercorrelations Between Measured Variables for Study 2
Among Entire Sample

Measures 1 2 3 4 5

1. Relationship – .44∗∗∗ .36∗∗∗ .27∗∗∗ −.33∗∗∗
2. Appearance – .45∗∗∗ .32∗∗∗ −.36∗∗∗
3. Body shame – .55∗∗∗ −.46∗∗∗
4. Bulimic symptoms – −.40∗∗∗
5. Self-esteem –

∗∗∗p < .001.
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relationships (M = 5.32, SD = 1.12) reported higher self-
esteem than single women (M = 5.08, SD = 1.18), t = 2.34,
p < .05.

Preliminary Analyses

In preliminary regression analyses, we tested whether rela-
tionship contingency related to lower self-esteem for those
who were not in relationships to verify the measure. We
created an interaction term by standardizing and then mul-
tiplying relationship status by contingency in relationships
to test whether relationship status moderated the link be-
tween relationship contingency and self-esteem (Aiken &
West, 1991). Body shame was regressed on relationship sta-
tus, relationship contingency, and the interaction of status ×
relationship contingency simultaneously. A main effect of
status emerged (β = −.13, p < .01), such that single women
showed lower self-esteem than those in relationships. In
accordance with the construct of relationship contingency,
the link between relationship contingency and self-esteem
was moderated by status (β = −.33, p < .001). Relation-
ship contingency was related to lower self-esteem for both
groups (see Figure 1), but this link was stronger for single
women (β = −.47, p < .001) than for women in relation-
ships (β = −.23, p < .001). This finding was expected be-
cause contingency on one’s relationship status should have
a stronger negative relationship to self-esteem for single
women.

We also conducted preliminary regression analyses to
ensure that the association between relationship contin-
gency and body shame persisted, controlling for body mass.
Body shame was simultaneously regressed on relationship
status, relationship contingency, appearance contingency,
body mass, and the interaction of status × body mass. As
predicted, appearance contingency (β = .33, p < .001) and
relationship contingency (β = .27, p < .001) predicted body
shame. Neither body mass (β = .06, p = .70, ns), relation-
ship status (β = .03, p = .57, ns), nor the interaction be-
tween relationship status and body mass (β = .12, p = .39,
ns) predicted body shame. Thus, it was not included in the
final analyses.

We also conducted preliminary regression analyses to ex-
amine whether relationship contingency was merely a proxy
of relationship satisfaction for coupled women. We simulta-
neously regressed relationship satisfaction on relationship
contingency and appearance contingency for only women
in relationships. Neither relationship contingency (β = .04,
p = .63, ns) nor appearance contingency (β =−.04, p = .57,
ns) was related to coupled women’s relationship satisfaction.
In addition, women’s social desirability concerns were not
correlated with relationship and appearance contingency,
suggesting that the link between relationship contingency
and body concerns was not connected to the quality of the
relationship for coupled women or an artifact of social de-
sirability concerns.

Main Analyses

We tested the hypothesized model (see Figure 1) by confir-
matory latent-variable structural equation modeling (SEM)
using EQS computer software, which allowed us to test
paths between predictor variables and multiple dependent
variables simultaneously while accounting for measurement
error (Klem, 2000). In our analyses, we tested our hypothe-
ses with the entire sample and by relationship status. The
SEM for the multiple group comparisons (nested models)
were performed separately on listwise covariance matri-
ces for women in relationships and single women. For the
measurement model, we randomly parceled all of the scales
into two indicators (Bandalos, 2002). To test whether rela-
tionship contingency was a unidimensional construct, we
conducted a factor analysis on the items measuring rela-
tionship contingency. As expected, an exploratory factor
analysis using varimax rotation suggested a unidimensional
structure with all items loaded highly on one factor, which
explained 59.63% of the variance. The number of factors
was determined by eigenvalues over 1.00. All items loaded
on the factor with components greater than .7 using the ex-
ploratory analysis. We also conducted a factor analysis with
all items from the CSWS to test whether the relationship
subscale loaded on a different factor from the other items
in the CSWS (religious faith, virtue, competence, appear-
ance, family support, approval, and academic/work perfor-
mance). Indeed, the relationship subscale items loaded on
a separate factor from the other contingency items with
factor loadings greater than .7. Because we had two in-
dicators per construct in the measurement model, we also
confirmed that the indicators’ errors were uncorrelated and
that the indicators of the construct correlated with a sepa-
rate indicator of another construct, while their errors were
uncorrelated (Kenny et al., 1998).

In accordance with standard SEM with EQS software
(Raykov, Tomer, & Nesselroade, 1991), we report the fol-
lowing goodness-of-fit indices: χ2/df , normed fit (NFI),
nonnormed fit (NNFI), and comparative fit (CFI) to evalu-
ate the model. Acceptable fit indices exceed .90. We also re-
port the root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA)
as well as the confidence interval of the RMSEA. RMSEA
misfit indices should be at or below .06 (Hu & Bentler,
1999). Although χ2 is not considered a good index for tests
of fit because of its sensitivity to sample size, we report χ2

to make comparisons between nested models (Klem, 2000).

SEM

The measurement model fit the data well with all mea-
sures parceled into two indicators, χ2(25) = 35.29, p < .10,
ns; χ2/ (25) = 1.41, NFI = .98, NNFI = .99, CFI = .99,
and RMSEA = .03. Moreover, the parameters had strong
absolute factor loadings (see Figure 2). To test whether
a direct link existed between relationship contingency and
bulimic symptoms, controlling for appearance contingency,
we first performed a nested model. This model included all



Relationship Contingency and Body Concerns 409

 
Body shame 

R2 = .36 

Self-esteem 
R2 = .34 

 

Relationship 
contingency  

 

Appearance 
contingency  

 

 

.30 

.36 .64 

-.17

-.05, ns 

-.16 

-.44 

r = .54 
Bulimic 

symptoms 
R2 = .68 

.96 .69 

.71 .93 

.89 .78

.82 .92 

.73 .85 

.00 (.23) 

-.04 (.27) 

Fig. 2. Structural model on entire sample. Betas are significant at p < .05 unless noted otherwise. Betas in parentheses represent betas
from the direct effects model, which tested the direct link between relationship contingency and bulimic symptoms before adding the
paths from self-esteem and body shame to bulimic symptoms. Squares represent indicators (i.e., parcels) with factor loadings.

hypothesized paths, except the paths from body shame to
bulimic symptoms and self-esteem to bulimic symptoms
(referred to as the direct effects model; see Table 4), be-
cause these two factors were two possible mediators. In-
deed, we found that relationship contingency related to
greater bulimic symptoms, controlling for appearance con-
tingency (betas appear in parentheses in Figure 2).

We then tested the full model, which included the pre-
viously excluded paths from body shame to bulimic symp-
toms and self-esteem to bulimic symptoms (see Table 4
and Figure 2). The full model fit the data well, χ2(25) =
35.29, p < .10, ns; χ2/(25) = 1.41, NFI = .98, NNFI = .99,
CFI = .99, and RMSEA = .03; see Figure 2 and Table 4). As

Table 4

Fit Statistics and Chi-Square Comparisons for All Models Tested in Study 2

Nested model details χ2 df NNFI CFI RMSEA

Entire sample
Measurement model 35.29 25 .99 .99 .03
Direct effects model Path from body shame and

self-esteem to bulimic symptoms
excluded

151.72∗ 27 .89 .93 .11

Full model 35.29 25 .99 .99 .03
Relationship status comparison: 190.59∗ 67 .91 .93 .07

Direct effects model Path from body shame and
self-esteem to bulimic symptoms
excluded

Full model 78.42 65 .99 .99 .02
Unrestrained model All constraints release 64.71 55 .99 1.0 .02

Note. NNFI = nonnormed fit index; CFI = comparative fit index; RMSEA = root mean square error of approximation.
∗p < .001.

hypothesized, relationship contingency related to greater
body shame and lower self-esteem, controlling for the rela-
tionship between appearance contingency and body shame
and self-esteem. Supporting mediation, relationship con-
tingency no longer related to bulimic symptoms when the
paths from body shame and self-esteem to bulimic symp-
toms were included. Sobel t tests revealed that body shame
fully mediated (Z = 3.97, p < .0001) and self-esteem did not
mediate (Z = 1.81, p < .10) the link between relationship
contingency and bulimic symptoms.

To test the fit of this model for women in relationships
and single women separately, we tested the fit of the covari-
ance matrices for both groups constraining all paths, factor
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loadings, and covariances to be equal and examined mod-
ification indices for potential differences among the two
groups (Bentler, 1989). First, we conducted a direct effects
model to ensure that relationship contingency related to bu-
limic symptoms for both groups. As expected, we found that
relationship contingency predicted greater bulimic symp-
toms for both single (β = .27, p < .05) and coupled women
(β = .24, p < .05), controlling for appearance contingency’s
link to bulimic symptoms for single (β = .23, p < .05) and
coupled women (β = .25, p < .05). We found that the full
model fit the data well for both groups, χ2(65) = 78.42,
p < .15, ns; χ2/(52) = 1.21, NFI = .96, NNFI = .99, CFI =
.99, and RMSEA = .02. Analysis of the modification indices
suggested that no constraints needed to be released. Fur-
thermore, the final model was compared to the unrestrained
model; the difference in χ2 was nonsignificant, χ2(10) =
9.00, also indicating that no other constraints should be
released.

As hypothesized, relationship contingency was associ-
ated with significantly greater body shame (β = .27, p <
.05; β = .33, p < .05) and lower self-esteem (β = −.18, p <
.05; β = −20, p < .05) for both women in relationships and
single women, respectively, controlling for the relationship
between appearance contingency and body shame (β =
.35, p < .05; β = .37, p < .05) and global self-esteem (β =
−.05, ns; β = −.04, ns). Body shame predicted lowered
self-esteem for women in relationships and single women
(β = −.45, p < .05; β = −.47, p < .05, respectively). Fur-
thermore, body shame (β = .65, p < .05; β = .63, p < .05)
and self-esteem predicted bulimic symptoms (β = −.14,
p < .05; β = −15, p < .05), rendering the link between re-
lationship contingency (β = .01, ns) and bulimic symptoms
nonsignificant for coupled and single women. Sobel t tests
revealed that body shame fully mediated (Z = 4.15, p <
.0001) and self-esteem did not significantly mediate (Z =
1.79, p < .10) the link between relationship contingency
and bulimic symptoms.

This study investigated the associations among roman-
tic relationship contingency, appearance contingency, body
shame, self-esteem, and disordered eating. As predicted,
relationship contingency predicted lower self-esteem and
greater body shame for both women in relationships and
single women. Furthermore, we found support for media-
tion of the link between relationship contingency and symp-
toms of disordered eating by body shame, not self-esteem,
although self-esteem did predict greater disordered eating
symptoms. These findings suggest that basing self-esteem
on romantic relationships puts women at risk for the devel-
opment of disordered eating and that this effect is indepen-
dent of basing self-esteem on appearance.

GENERAL DISCUSSION

In a society where women are constantly exposed to images
of the idealized and unattainable female body, women can
easily compare themselves to these images and experience
shame about their bodies (Wolf, 1991). Comparisons with

these idealized images frequently leave women feeling not
only fat, but also a failure for not being able to emulate these
images (Silberstein, Striegel-Moore, & Rodin, 1987). Phys-
ical beauty is very important to men when choosing a mate
(Singh & Young, 1995). Because of the greater emphasis
men place on physical beauty for their mates, heterosexual
women feel pressure to fulfill cultural standards of beauty
to obtain and maintain a romantic relationship. Other re-
search has indicated that heterosexual women are not alone
in facing this pressure; much like heterosexual women, gay
men also feel pressure to look attractive (Bailey, Gaulin,
& Agyei, 1994), whereas lesbians may place less emphasis
on physical attractiveness (Seiver, 1994). Appearance con-
cerns seem to come, in part, from the desire to appeal to
men in a romantic context. Consistent with this theory, we
found that heterosexual women’s relationship contingency
caused greater body shame. In addition, we showed that the
relationship between relationship contingency and bulimic
symptoms was mediated by body shame. Thus, increased
body shame puts women whose self-esteem is contingent
on their relationship status at risk for symptoms of eating
disorders (Noll & Fredrickson, 1998). Furthermore, the
link between relationship contingency and body shame per-
sisted after controlling for several other factors, including
appearance contingency, global self-esteem, body mass, and
relationship status.

Costs of Relationship Contingency

The studies here suggest that women’s relationship con-
tingency predicts greater appearance worries and pressure
as measured by body shame, appearance contingency, and
surveillance. In addition, we found that body shame fully
mediated the link between relationship contingency and bu-
limic symptoms, suggesting that relationship contingency
may predispose women to symptoms of disordered eating
through both of these mechanisms. Because body shame
and appearance focus have been linked to numerous psy-
chological costs from depression to poorer performance
on academic performance tasks (Hebl, King, & Lin, 2004;
Tiggemann & Kuring, 2004), it is possible that relationship
contingency may be linked to other potentially costly out-
comes. At the same time, women may receive some benefits
from relationship contingency. Because women’s relation-
ship contingency was related to appearance contingency,
generally, women should also derive greater pride from
their physical appearance when it meets cultural ideals.
In addition, greater relationship contingency may predict
greater relationship longevity and a tendency to work harder
to resolve romantic conflicts. Although relationship contin-
gency did not predict relationship satisfaction in Study 2,
relationship contingency may be related to adult attachment
styles that may moderate these links.

Relationship Status

In addition, we explored the possibility that relationship
status moderates the link between relationship contingency
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and body shame. Specifically, we recognized the alternate
possibility that coupled women’s relationship contingency
would not predict body shame because they have already
achieved the goal of finding romantic partners. Instead, we
found support for our original hypothesis that both single
and coupled women’s relationship contingency was associ-
ated with body shame. Appearance concern may be both
a way to seek relationships for single women and a way
to maintain relationships for coupled women; thus, rela-
tionship contingency may predict body shame for both
groups. Future studies should examine whether relation-
ship contingency predicts relationship-seeking behavior for
single women (e.g., greater tendency to go to bars, etc.)
and greater relationship-maintenance behavior for coupled
women (e.g., greater fidelity) outside the domain of appear-
ance.

The overall tendency for relationship contingency to re-
late to lower self-esteem among the young women in our
sample, particularly the single women, suggested that self-
esteem is yet another mechanism through which relation-
ship contingency was associated with symptoms of disor-
dered eating. Relationship contingency may be associated
with lower self-esteem because basing self-esteem on exter-
nal factors may lead to unstable feelings of self-worth and
an overall feeling of conditional acceptance. This is true
of other external contingencies that require attaining goals
that are outside one’s personal control (Sanchez & Crocker,
2005).

In the present studies, we found evidence suggesting that
relationship status moderated the link between relationship
contingency and self-esteem; however, this moderation pat-
tern did not persist in the SEM. That is, releasing the equal-
ity constraint on the path from relationship contingency to
self-esteem in the comparative model did not significantly
improve the fit of the model. However, regression analy-
ses suggested that relationship contingency was associated
with lower self-esteem for both single and coupled women,
although that the pattern was stronger for single women.
We can only conclude that the moderation pattern was rel-
atively weak given that this pattern did not persist in the
SEM, which takes into account, simultaneously, the multi-
ple paths and links between all of the variables.

Limitations and Future Directions

The tendency for relationship status to attenuate the link
between relationship contingency and self-esteem suggests
a provocative future direction for work examining the con-
sequences of relationship contingency. The attenuation ef-
fect suggests the possibility that the stability and security
of women’s romantic relationships may play an important
moderating role in the link between relationship contin-
gency and self-esteem as well as body shame. Although we
did not find evidence that relationship contingency was as-
sociated with relationship satisfaction or moderated by re-
lationship satisfaction in our coupled women, our samples

were young women, many of whom were college age and
likely unmarried. Thus, it remains to be seen whether basing
self-esteem on stable, committed long-term relationships
among older women results in more positive outcomes than
found among young women in the present samples. More-
over, examining the dynamics between women and their
partners may also help us understand how some women
become more relationship contingent than others. For ex-
ample, some male partners may cultivate a dynamic with
their partners that make them feel more contingent on their
partners for happiness and confidence. The dynamics be-
tween partners and the stability of the relationships were
beyond the scope of the present paper but represent im-
portant questions that remain unanswered.

The studies presented used self-report measures, and
many of the findings are correlational in nature; thus, causal-
ity and social desirability concerns apply. Although social
desirability as measured by the Crowne-Marlowe (1960)
measure did not alter the data presented in the present
studies, the usual caveats regarding self-report measures
apply, and future research should include less obtrusive
measures of relationship importance and body concerns.
On the issue of causality, Studies 1A and 1B tested one
causal direction; however, we cannot rule out the possibil-
ity that the link between relationship contingencies, body
concerns, and self-esteem are reciprocal; feeling vulnera-
ble about one’s body could drive compensatory needs for
connection (Wolf, 1991).

Also, the present studies included only heterosexual
women. An important remaining question concerns the ex-
tent to which men’s self-esteem is contingent on roman-
tic relationships and whether relationship contingency pro-
motes men’s body concerns as well. Although previous work
suggests that women are socialized to be more communal
(Eagly, 1987), and more specifically, that women are more
relationally interdependent (consider the self in relation
to close and important others; Gabriel & Gardener, 1999),
scholars should not assume that men do not value interper-
sonal relationships (Baumeister & Sommer, 1997). Accord-
ingly, men may base self-worth on romantic relationships
because of the many benefits associated with having ro-
mantic relationships. For example, companionship predicts
better health status (Sarason & Sarason, 2001). Some qual-
itative work suggests that men may highly value romantic
relationships with women, yet struggle against stereotypical
role fulfillment, placing them at odds with expressing this
perceived vulnerability (Tolman, Spencer, Harmon, Rosen-
Reynoso, & Streipe, 2004). In addition, men and women
may both benefit from having romantic relationships be-
cause having romantic relationships may help them avoid
the unfortunate stigmatization and discrimination of those
who remain single (DePaulo & Morris, 2006; Morris, De-
Paulo, Herter, & Ritter, 2006). However, men’s relationship
contingency may not predict body shame to the extent that
it does for women because women are more strongly social-
ized to prioritize their appearance, especially with regard
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to attracting romantic partners. Questions regarding the
reasons why people may derive self-esteem from relation-
ships (e.g., avoiding social sanction, meeting gender ide-
als/social norms, emotional intimacy), as well as possible
gender differences in both level of relationship contingency
and the associated consequences, remain questions for fu-
ture research.

An additional direction of future research is the impli-
cations for same-sex–attracted men and women. We argue
that the link between relationship contingency and body
shame is born, in part, out of the need to appeal to men;
however, it is possible that the connection between women’s
relationship contingency and body concerns could also be
explained by other factors, such as an overall tendency to-
ward public perfectionism. Many argue that being involved
in romantic relationships is more socially acceptable than
being single (Conley & Collins, 2002; DePaulo & Morris,
2006); thus, relationship contingency may underlie a ten-
dency to derive self-worth from conforming to social and
cultural norms. Therefore, relationship contingency could
be related to body concerns because of the desire to be per-
ceived as perfect by others more generally, not men specif-
ically. Moreover, perfectionism has been tied to symptoms
of disordered eating (e.g., Hewitt, Flett, & Ediger, 1995).
Studies sampling gay men and lesbian women may help
tease apart some of the mechanisms (e.g., male gaze) be-
hind these variables.

Conclusions

Previous research on body concerns and eating disorders
has given short shrift to the relational nature of body con-
cerns for heterosexual women. That is, women’s experi-
ences of body shame are about more than just their physical
appearance—body shame is also driven in part by the con-
nection between one’s physical appearance and ability to
attract a romantic partner. Women strive for thinness ideals
to be beautiful, and part of this striving to be beautiful is
connected to the desire to obtain and maintain romantic
relationships. In our culture, women are expected to marry
and single women are made to feel inadequate and defi-
cient as they age. Researchers must thoroughly consider
the lengths to which women will go, perhaps at the sacrifice
of their physical health, to obtain romantic relationships
when self-worth is on the line.
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NOTES

1. Controlling for appearance contingency did not alter the me-
diation results.

2. Four people failed to list any reason and were not included in
the final analyses because they may have perceived the task as
difficult and thus not personally meaningful.

3. A total of 369 people began the survey, that is, 80% of partici-
pants completed the entire survey without skipping questions

or leaving portions incomplete. We found no significant dif-
ferences in age, relationship status, appearance contingency,
or relationship contingency between those who had complete
and incomplete data.

4. Measures were reliable for both women in relationships and
single women.
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APPENDIX: RELATIONSHIP CONTINGENCY
SUBSCALE

When I do not have a significant other (i.e., boyfriend or
girlfriend), I feel badly about myself.

I feel worthwhile when I have a significant other (i.e., girl-
friend or boyfriend).

When I have a significant other (i.e., boyfriend or girl-
friend), my self-esteem increases.

My self-esteem depends on whether or not I have a signif-
icant other (i.e., boyfriend or girlfriend).


