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Interestingly, many current and recent politicians were subjects in Sheldon’s research. 
Specifically, most entering freshmen in Ivy League schools, especially Harvard, were 
asked to pose in the three positions for photos in Sheldon’s studies. Many politicians who 
have been in the news in the past few years were participants in his studies. According to 
most sources, these subjects were told that posing naked in this way was for their own 
good (i.e., to check for medical conditions, such as scoliosis), when it was actually for 
Sheldon and his colleagues’ research.36

Sheldon tested his theory using poor methodology. Specifically, he based his measures of 
individuals’ body types on what he subjectively observed from three perspectives of each 
subject. He also had his trained staff view many of the photos and score these individuals 
in each body type category. Reliability among these scores was weak, meaning that the 
trained staff did not tend to agree with Sheldon or among themselves on the somatotype 
of each participant.

This is not surprising given the high level of variation in body types and the fact that 
Sheldon and his colleagues did not employ the technology used today, such as caliper 
tests and submersion in water tanks, that provides virtually all the information needed. 
After all, many readers have probably radically altered their weight and have gone 
from an ectomorphic or mesomorphic build to a more endomorphic form, or vice 
versa. Presented with the argument that individuals often alter their body types via diet 
and exercise, Sheldon’s position was that he could tell what the “natural” body type 

mesoderm: medical 
term for the middle layer of 
tissue in our bodies.

ectoderm: medical term 
for the outer layer of tissue 
in our bodies.

endomorphic: type of 
body shape associated 
with an emphasis on 
the inner layer of tissue 
(endoderm) during 
development.

mesomorphic: type of 
body shape associated 
with an emphasis on the 
middle layer of tissue 
(mesoderm) during 
development.

ectomorphic: type of 
body shape associated 
with an emphasis on 
the outer layer of tissue 
(ectoderm) during 
development.

These three body types have been shown to have an influence on both 
temperament or personality and risk for criminality, with the mesomorph 
being at highest risk for delinquency or crime.
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