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Abstract 
Research on body appreciation is limited, especially when examining its relationship to sexual functioning. The aim of this study was to explore the relationship between body appreciation and sexual functioning, while measuring perceived partner’s body appreciation and general relationship quality. A sample of 244 women aged 18-30 completed measures of sexual functioning, relationship quality, and body image online. General relationship quality and perceived partner’s appreciation of one’s body predicted levels of sexual functioning. Levels of body appreciation did not predict sexual functioning over and above general relationship quality and perceived partner’s appreciation of one’s body. This study is the first to demonstrate the significance of general relationship quality and perceived partner’s body appreciation in relation to levels of body appreciation and sexual functioning. The findings highlight the importance of understanding body appreciation and its role in buffering the harmful impacts of viewing idealized images within the media. 

Over the last two decades many studies have explored the contributors and effects of a negative body image on sexuality and sexual functioning. Body dissatisfaction has been associated with sexual risk-taking behaviours (Gillen, Lefkowitz, & Shearer, 2006), social avoidance (Wiederman & Hurst, 1997), lower levels of sexual desire and arousal (Ackard, Kearney-Cooke, & Peterson, 2000; Seal, Bradford, & Meston, 2009), sexual aversion (Reissing, Laliberté, & Davis, 2005) and reduced sexual esteem (Wiederman, 2000). Studies have also reported that higher levels of body dissatisfaction are associated with lower levels of sexual functioning (Dove & Wiederman, 2000; Sanchez & Kiefer, 2007). Most previous research has focused on women, as they receive more body criticism compared to men and subsequently have more negative body image concerns (Conner, Johnson, & Grogan, 2004; Oehlhof, Musher-Eizenman, Neufeld, & Hauser, 2009). However, over the last decade psychologists have become more interested in men’s body image (McCreary, 2012), as male images have become more visible in popular culture (Franko et al., 2015). 
Body Appreciation 
Traditionally, any form of positive body image was viewed as the opposite of a negative body image. However, more recently it has been established that positive body image is not synonymous with the absence of negative body image (Avalos, Tylka, & Wood-Barcalow, 2005), and that both the concepts are distinct from each other in quantitative and qualitative research (Tylka & Wood-Barcalow, 2015). 
Seligman (2002) highlighted the importance of a positive psychology, which focused on human strengths. Accordingly, research has shifted from focusing on negative constructs of body image to more positive constructs such as body appreciation (Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2000). Avalos and colleagues (2005), who developed the first measure of “body appreciation,” conceptualized the construct as encompassing all of the following: a) holding favourable opinions of one’s body; (b) accepting one’s in spite of weight, body shape, and imperfections; (c) respecting one’s body by attending to bodily needs and engaging in healthy behaviors; and (d) protecting one’s body image by rejecting unrealistic images of the thin-ideal prototype portrayed in the media. 
Due to the limited research on body appreciation, we also review here related constructs such as positive body image and self-perceived attractiveness. Positive body image has been defined as “multifaceted (including body appreciation, body acceptance/love, conceptualizing beauty broadly, adaptive investment in appearance, inner positivity, interpreting information in a body-protective manner)” (Tylka & Wood-Barcalow, 2015, p. 118). 
The importance and emphasis on positive body image has been reviewed in both evolutionary theories and holistic models. Buss and Schmitt (2011) theorised that women place great value on their physical attractiveness because it is a cue to men and sexual partners about their health and reproductive successes. Adding to this, the media may also have an influence in affecting a woman’s positive body image; more than 20% of models and women in the media are underweight (Dittmar, 2007). This consequently gives women unrealistic body ideals, and may lead to them striving towards the “perfect” figure.
The holistic model proposed by Wood-Baraclow, Tylka and Augustus-Horvath (2010) suggests that women who process mainly positive source information, and reject negative source information, have lower body investment which in turn leads to a positive self-body evaluation. This has been described as the “fluidity” of body image. Thus, women who have a positive body image reciprocally influenced these sources; for example, they might have surrounded themselves with others who promote body acceptance and those who they have been mentored to appreciate their body; this then further reinforces their increased positive source information. 
Positive body image has been reviewed extensively in the literature surrounding body appreciation and sexual functioning. Body image and sexuality have been intrinsically linked to each other, with physical appearance acting as a major component of women’s sexual experiences (McClintock, 2011). Similar research has also found that positive body image buffers against “spectatoring” – a cognitive self-absorption in which individuals focus heavily and monitor their body image (Masters & Johnson, 1970) during sexual activities. This is further supported by research which has found that positive body image and self-perceived attractiveness have been positively associated with: self-esteem (O’Dea & Abraham, 2000), sexual fantasies (Woertman & Van den Brink, 2012), greater sexual experience (Schooler, Ward, Merriwether, & Caruthers, 2005), younger age of first intercourse (Weeden & Sabini, 2007), more frequent sexual activities (Ackard, Kearney-Cooke, & Peterson, 2000), sexual liberalism (Sami, Barron & Furnham (2017), feelings of acceptance from sexual partners (Peplau et al., 2009), and sexual functioning (reviewed below).
Sexual Functioning 
Sexual functioning is typically assessed through self-reports of sexual desire, arousal, lubrication, orgasm, satisfaction and pain (Rosen et al., 2000). Sexual functioning has been inversely associated with body dissatisfaction (Calogero & Thompson, 2009), and positively associated with self-perceived attractiveness and body image satisfaction (Meana, & Nunnink, 2006; Pujols, Meston, & Seal, 2010). The related constructs defined above (positive body image and self-perceived attractiveness) have also been associated with better sexual functioning (Herbenick et al., 2011; Nobre & Pinto-Gouveia, 2006), greater confidence in sexual activities (Ackard et al., 2000) and a more pleasurable sex life (Koch, Mansfield, Thurau, & Carey, 2005). La Rocque and Cioe (2011) demonstrated that young women and men with a negative body image place greater importance on their appearance, and consequently have less confidence during sexual activity.
In reviewing the extant literature, it is evident that limited research has specifically explored body appreciation, with even fewer studies having researched its relationship to sexual functioning. Satinsky, Reece, Dennis, Sanders and Bardzell (2012) demonstrated that higher levels of body appreciation predicted better sexual functioning in women, and this was later replicated by Robbins and Reissing (2017). The mechanism(s) underlying the relationship between body appreciation and sexual functioning have not been established. 
Partner Variables 
Other’s opinions clearly can influence feelings about our own bodies (Tantleff-Dunn & Gokee, 2002); having a meaningful other who offers unconditional body acceptance has been related to greater self-confidence and greater resistance to objectifying one’s body during sexual activity (Avalos et al., 2008). Perceiving that someone meaningful to you accepts your body is associated with a greater likelihood of accepting your own body (Avalos, Tylka, & Wood-Barcalow, 2005). In one study women who displayed greater relationship satisfaction and “fascination” with their partner reported better sexual functioning (Burri, Radwan, & Bodenmann, 2015). As a result of these findings researchers have highlighted the need to control for general relationship quality when studying body appreciation (Satinsky et al., 2012).
Current Study
This study extends the limited literature on body appreciation and sexual functioning.  Body image changes over a women’s life span (Tiggemann, 2004). Most body image research has focused on homogenous samples with narrow age ranges (e.g., 18-24). 
 Therefore, in contrast to prior research, we investigated a sample of women with a wider age range (ages 18-30). We decided to recruit only women as they frequently have greater body image concerns than men (Conner et al., 2004), and relationships between body appreciation and sexual functioning may be different in women and men. 
 As suggested by Satinsky et al. (2012), we explored the possibility that general relationship quality is associated with perceptions of the partner’s appreciation of one’s body, and that both are associated with women’s sexual functioning and body appreciation. Previous research has evidenced the role of perceived and actual disparities in body image amongst people in romantic relationships (Tantleff-Dunn & Thompson, 1995). 
The aims of this study were to explore the relationship between women’s body appreciation and sexual functioning; to establish whether women’s body appreciation and their perceived partner’s appreciation of their body predict levels of sexual functioning and to assess whether general relationship quality is associated with women’s perceptions of their partner’s view of their body. We put forward the following hypotheses:
1. Higher levels of women’s body appreciation will be associated with higher levels of sexual functioning.
2. Higher levels of women’s body appreciation and women’s perceptions of their partner’s appreciation of their body, and higher levels of general relationship quality, will predict higher levels of sexual functioning.
3. Higher levels of general relationship quality will be associated with women reporting higher perceived partner’s body appreciation. 
Method
Participants
Participant inclusion criteria were: fluent English speaking female, aged 18-30, in an established relationship lasting three months or more, and sexually active within the last month. Sexual activity was defined as oral sex, touching of genitals, and intercourse.  Participants were recruited through Twitter ads, Facebook posts, posters around the university, and on an online recruitment platform for psychology students at the [Blinded for peer review]. Data were collected from February-March 2017.
Measures 
We collected information on age, ethnicity, gender, student status, employment status, relationship status, relationship duration, sexual orientation, and whether the participant had been sexually active in the last month (See Table 1). 
Body appreciation was measured using the Body Appreciation Scale (BAS) (Avalos et al., 2005).  This scale consists of 13 items, scored on a 5-point scale (1 = never to 5 = always).  Sample items are “I respect my body” and “I feel good about my body.” Item responses were averaged, with higher scores indicating higher levels of body appreciation. Both the internal consistency (Cronbach alpha = .93) and the construct validity for the scale in the original study were good.  For this sample, Cronbach’s alpha was = .95.  
Participants also completed a modified version of the BAS (Avalos et al., 2005) from their partner’s perspective.  This assessed the participant’s beliefs about their partner’s view of their body.  We adapted the items from the BAS so that they asked women about their perceptions of their partner’s appreciation of their body. For example,  “I respect my body” was changed to “my partner respects my body” and “I feel good about my own body” to “My partner feels good about my own body.”  Item responses were averaged, with higher scores indicating higher levels of perceived partner’s body appreciation.  For this sample, Cronbach’s alpha = .87.
Sexual functioning was assessed using the Female Sexual Function Index (FSFI) (Rosen et al., 2000). This validated measure has six sexual function domains: desire, arousal, lubrication, orgasm, satisfaction, and pain and 19 items. Sample items include: “Over the past 4 weeks, how often did you feel sexual desire or interest?” and “Over the past 4 weeks, how would you rate your level of sexual desire or interest.” Items are rated on a 5-point Likert scale (“almost always or always” to “almost never or never.” To obtain the six domain scores, the scores were added for each domain and summed by the domain factor. The domain scores were then summed to get the overall FSFI score, with higher scores indicating higher levels of sexual functioning. Both the internal consistency (Cronbach alpha = .93), and the construct validity of the original measure were high.  For this study, Cronbach’s alpha = .89. The FSFI mean score obtained in this study (28.85) was within the non-clinical range and consistent with previous research on sexual functioning among young women (Rosen et al., 2000; Satinsky et al., 2012). 
Relationship satisfaction was measured using the General Measure of Relationship Satisfaction (GMREL) measure (Lawrence & Byers, 1995). Respondents rate their relationship satisfaction on five 7-point dimensions: good–bad, pleasant–unpleasant, positive–negative, satisfying–unsatisfying, valuable–worthless. Higher scores indicat egreater relationship satisfaction. For the original study, both the internal consistency (Cronbach alpha = .96) and the construct validity were good. For the current study, Cronbach’s alpha = .94.
Procedure 
This study used the [Blinded for peer review] online platform to administer the questionnaires. Potential participants were directed to the study website, where they were iinformed about the aims of the study, the procedure, the benefits and risks of taking part, and where to seek advice if distress was experienced. Anonymity was assured and informed consent was obtained. Participants from the [Blinded for peer review] received research participation credit for their time. 
Participants completed the demographic measure, the BAS and the adapted perceived partner’s BAS, the FSFI, the GMREL measure. After completing the questionnaires, the participants were debriefed and were given details of professionals/resources to contact if they wanted support or advice. The study was approved by the university ethics committee prior to commencement. 
Data Analysis 
A multiple regression analysis was conducted. Prior to conducting the regression analysis, the data were examined for violations of statistical assumptions of normality, linearity, and homoscedasticity. It was found that no assumptions were violated.
The independent variables were: 1) perceived partner’s body appreciation, 2) women’s own body appreciation, and 3) general relationship quality. The dependent variable was sexual functioning (FSFI total score). Additionally, correlations explored the relationships between women’s own body appreciation and sexual functioning, and the relationship between general relationship quality and perceived partner’s body appreciation.
Results
In total, 259 participants completed the study, but 15 were excluded from the analyses because of missing data or because they did not meet the inclusion criteria, leaving an analytic sample 244. Participants who took part in the study were largely white British (86%), full-time students (94%), and heterosexual (91%) (See Table 1).  Table 2 presents the descriptive statistics on all the measures. 
Results indicated that there was a significant relationship between women’s BAS scores and perceived partner’s BAS, r(242) = .42, p = .001, r2 = .17. Higher scores on BAS were associated with higher scores on perceived partner’s BAS. The greater the women’s body appreciation, the greater the perceived partner’s appreciation of her body. 
There was a very small, but significant relationship between women’s BAS and sexual functioning, r(242) = .16, p = .02, r2 = .02. Higher BAS scores for women were associated with higher levels of sexual functioning. The greater a woman’s body appreciation, the better her sexual functioning. 
A regression model in which women’s body appreciation, her perceived partner’s body appreciation and general relationship quality predicted sexual functioning was significant, F(3, 240) = 15.48, p < .001, R2 = .15. Perceived partner’s BAS was a unique predictor of sexual functioning over and above women’s BAS and general relationship quality, β1 = .15, t(240) = 2.11, p = .04, sr2 = .02. With one standard unit increase in perceived partner’s BAS, the predicted value of sexual functioning increased by .15 units, when women’s BAS and general relationship quality were held constant. General relationship quality was also a unique predictor of sexual functioning over and above perceived partner’s BAS and women’s BAS, β2 = .30, t(240) = 4.76, p = .001, sr2 = .08. With one standard unit increase in general relationship quality, the predicted value of sexual functioning increased by .30 units, when perceived partner’s BAS and women’s BAS were held constant. Women’s BAS was not a unique predictor of sexual functioning over and above general relationship quality and perceived partner’s body appreciation, β2 = .08, t(240) = 1.20, p = .23, sr2 = .02. Therefore, as predicted, general relationship quality and perceived partner’s appreciation of one’s body predicted levels of sexual functioning, while contrary to predictions levels of women’s own body appreciation did not (See Table 3).
As predicted, there was a significant relationship between general relationship quality and perceived partner’s BAS, r(242) = .35, p = .001, r2 = .12. Higher scores on general relationship quality were associated with higher scores on perceived partner’s BAS. The greater the women’s general relationship quality, the greater the perceived partner’s appreciation of her body. 
Discussion
Previous studies have demonstrated a link between body appreciation and sexual functioning (Satinsky et al., 2012). The current study extended this research by measuring general relationship quality and perceived partner’s appreciation of one’s body while exploring this link, concluding that both of these variables predict levels of sexual functioning. The findings demonstrated that the more a woman appreciates her own body, the better she believes her partner appreciates her body. In addition, the better the perceived partner’s appreciation of a woman’s body, the better the woman’s sexual functioning. Finally, better relationship quality was associated with better perceived partner’s appreciation of one’s body. One possible explanation for these findings might be related to trust: as women find sexual activity with a partner intimate and revealing, it will be more enjoyable with a partner they trust; trust might be enhanced by perceiving that one’s partner appreciates one’s body. 
Levels of women’s own body appreciation did not predict their levels of sexual functioning over and above general relationship quality and perceived partner’s BAS. This finding contradicts prior research using the same validated measures as in this study which found that body appreciation did predict sexual functioning (Robbins & Reissing, 2017; Satinsky et al., 2012). It is important to note that previous studies did not examine general relationship quality and perceived partner’s appreciation of one’s body which could account for the different findings. 
The findings extend previous research by demonstrating that perceived partner’s appreciation of a woman’s body predicted her level of sexual functioning. The fact that perceived partner’s body appreciation was a unique predictor of sexual functioning over and above women’s own body appreciation and general relationship quality indicates the importance of specifically perceiving your partner to find you attractive. Meana (2010) highlighted the importance of feeling desired for women’s sexual functioning. It is possible that feeling desired by a partner may be even more important for women’s sexual functioning than the degree to which partners are seen as showing body appreciation. This would be an interesting avenue for future research to explore. The importance and enjoyment of feeling desired is supported by Liss, Erchull and Ramsey (2011), who discovered that while being sexualised often has negative consequences, some women nonetheless report enjoying being sexualized. Additionally, according to Object of Desire Self-Consciousness Theory, the perception that one is romantically and sexually desirable in another’s eyes may be adaptive, and may reflect the individual’s value in the sexual market place, and may play a particularly important role in heterosexual women’s sexual functioning and desires (Bogaert & Brotto, 2014).
Consistent with previous research, reports of better quality relationships were associated with better sexual functioning (Jiann, Su, Yu, Wu, & Huang, 2009). Better relationship quality is an indicator of having a meaningful other in one’s life and was 
associated with better sexual functioning in previous studies (Burri et al., 2015).
Regarding clinical implications, increased focus on improving positive body image and body appreciation may aid in the prevention of negative health outcomes, such as body image disturbances (Satinsky et al., 2012), acting as a barrier against distress (Avalos et al., 2005). Satinsky et al. (2012) concluded that increased body appreciation could increase resiliency to idealised norms of body image, which is of major concern today due to the expansion of social media (Perloff, 2014). Idealised images of women in the media have been argued to contribute to physical and mental health problems for women (Fardouly, Diedrichs, Vartanian, & Halliwell, 2015), especially within Western societies (Clay, Vignoles, & Dittmar, 2005). This ability to resist the negative consequences caused by idealised images via increased body appreciation could reduce the harmful impacts of body image concerns. Women may consequently feel more positive about their sexual selves and accordingly have better sexual functioning (Satinsky et al., 2012; Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2000). 
Interventions have successfully reduced body dissatisfaction that arose from viewing idealised images (Posavac, Posavac, & Weigel 2001; Yamamiya, Cash, Melnyk, Posavac, & Posavac, 2005). Future research should investigate ways to increase body appreciation and experimentally evaluate these strategies. The role of body appreciation within men should also be further explored as they too may be vulnerable to idealised images within the media (Agliata & Tantleff-Dunn, 2004). 
In addition, researchers should continue to explore body appreciation across a wide range of populations and examine different levels of sexual functioning (Robbins & Reissing, 2017). Research on body appreciation has largely been carried out in Western cultures; future studies should focus on non-Western countries.
Strengths and limitations
A strength of this study was controlling for novel variables such as general relationship quality and perceived partner’s appreciation of one’s body, while exploring body appreciation and sexual functioning. These variables were found to be more important than a woman’s own body appreciation in predicting her level of sexual functioning. 
We used validated self-report measures with demonstrated reliability and validity, ensuring consistency and accuracy. Moreover, unlike previous research which have largely focused on women within narrow age ranges, we recruited women from a slightly wider age range (18-30). 
Despite these strengths, some caveats are in order. Due to the cross-sectional design used, no causality can be inferred from the results (Smolak & Levine, 1996). Furthermore, the majority of participants were students of White British ethnicity and heterosexual orientation. Future research should try to obtain more representative and diverse samples.
Further research should replicate this study using the revised Body Appreciation Scale-2 (Tylka & Wood-Barcalow, 2015), which has demonstrated good psychometric properties across research and clinical settings. An additional limitation regarding our measures was that we did not conduct any validation of the modified 
In this study, it was not feasible to assess the actual partner’s view of the participant’s body appreciation—only the participant’s perceptions of her partner’s view of her body. This could have created possible multicollinearity issues, with each participant rating both her own body appreciation and her perception of her partner’s appreciation of her body. It would be useful if future studies used dyadic designs, measuring both the actual and perceived views of partner’s appraisal to determine whether these differ.  
Conclusions 
We found, in a sample of women aged 18-30 years, that a women’s own level of body appreciation did not predict levels of sexual functioning over and above relationship quality and her perceptions of her partner’s appreciation of her body. The findings demonstrate the importance of women’s perceptions that how they think their partner evaluates their body on their sexual functioning. Greater understanding of body appreciation could have positive impacts on women’s sexual functioning. 
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Table 1

	
	

	Demographics for the Overall Sample (N=244)

	

	
	N 
	%

	Age Group
	
	

	   18-24
	235
	96.3

	   25-30
	8
	3.3

	Ethnicity 
	
	

	   White
	209
	85.7

	   Mixed Ethnic Groups
	12
	4.9

	   Asian/Asian British
	14
	5.7

	   Black/African/ Caribbean/Black British
	7
	2.9

	   Other Ethnic Group
	2
	.8

	Gender
	
	

	   Female
	244
	100

	Student Status
	
	

	   Full-time
	230
	94.3

	   Part-time
	3
	1.2

	   Not a student
	11
	4.5

	Employment Status
	
	

	   Part-time
	94
	38.5

	   Full-time
	15
	6.1

	   Not working
	135
	55.3

	Relationship Status
	
	

	   Casually dating/not in a relationship
	25
	10.2

	   In an established relationship 
	219
	89.8

	Relationship Duration 
	
	

	   1-3 months
	35
	14.3

	   3-6 months
	36
	14.8

	   6-9 months
	24
	9.8

	   12 months or more
	149
	61.1

	Sexual Orientation 
	
	

	   Heterosexual/straight 
	222
	91

	   Lesbian/gay
	5
	2

	   Bisexual 
	16
	6.6

	   Other 
	1
	.4

	Sexually Active Within the Last Month
	
	

	   Yes
	244
	100

	








	Table 2
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Descriptive Statistics and Cronbach’s α of the Six Measures (N=244)
	

	
	

	Measure
	No. items
	Mean
	SD
	Min
	Max
	Cronbach’s α
	Cronbach’s α of original study

	BAS
	13
	3.59
	.84
	1.15
	5.00
	.95
	.93

	BAS Partner 
	13
	4.64
	.43
	3.00
	5.00
	.87
	

	FSFI
	19
	28.85
	4.26
	5.00
	35.20
	.89
	.93

	    Desire 
	2
	4.39
	.95
	1.20
	6.00
	.76
	.91

	    Arousal 
	4
	5.15
	.93
	0.00
	6.00
	.85
	.92

	    Lubrication 
	4
	5.31
	.94
	0.00
	6.00
	.84
	.93

	    Orgasm 
	3
	4.49
	1.38
	0.00
	6.00
	.86
	.92

	    Satisfaction 
	3
	4.60
	.77
	1.20
	5.20
	.59
	.83

	    Pain 
	3
	4.91
	1.34
	0.00
	6.00
	.92
	.93

	GMREL
	6
	31.72
	4.05
	10.00
	35.00
	.94
	.96

	
Note.  BAS = Body Appreciation Scale, BAS Adapted = Body Appreciation Scale Adapted, FSFI = Female Sexual Functioning Index, GMREL = Relationship Quality Scale.






	





Table 3

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Multiple regression analyses predicting FSFI from BAS scores, Partner’s BAS, GMREL, and Self-objectification (N=244)


	
	Zero -Order r
	
	
	

	Variable  
	FSFI
	Partners BAS
	BAS
	GMREL

	β
	sr2
	b

	FSFI
	1.00
	.29**
	.16*
	.36**
	
	
	

	Partner’s BAS
	
	1.00
	.42**
	.35**
	.15
	.02
	1.45

	BAS
	
	
	1.00
	.06
	.08
	.02
	.40

	GMREL
	
	
	
	1.00
	.30
	.08
	.32

	
	
	
	
	
	
	          Intercept = 10.65

	
	
	
	
	
	
	                           R2=.15            

	
	
	
	
	
	
	                      F = 15.48 

	Note: *p < .05 **p < .001.BAS = Body Appreciation Scale, BAS Adapted = Body Appreciation Scale Adapted, FSFI = Female Sexual Functioning Index, GMREL = Relationship Quality Scale.

































