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Abstract:  
Over the past four decades, there has been a notable surge in research focusing on body image across 

various demographics, including men, women, and children. Body image, encompassing perceptions, 

feelings, and thoughts about one's body, has traditionally been examined through a narrow lens focused on 

dissatisfaction with weight, particularly prevalent among young women. However, recent research 

underscores its relevance to men, boys, and individuals across the lifespan, expanding the scope beyond 

concerns about shape and weight. This paper synthesizes qualitative and quantitative studies exploring 

various dimensions of body image, including perceptual and attitudinal factors, across diverse populations. 

It highlights the complex interplay of social influences, such as media, peers, and sports participation, in 

shaping body image perceptions and behaviors. Findings suggest that early experiences and peer dynamics 

significantly influence body image development, with implications for interventions aimed at promoting 

positive body image. Moreover, the impact of body weight, appearance changes, and perceptual factors on 

body image and behavior underscores the need for nuanced approaches in intervention design. 

Understanding these complexities is paramount for advancing research and developing effective strategies 

to foster healthier body image perceptions and behaviors across diverse populations. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 

Body image encompasses an individual's 

perceptions, feelings, and thoughts regarding their 

body, often involving estimations of body size, 

assessments of attractiveness, and emotional 

responses tied to body shape and size [1]. While it 

is recognized as a multifaceted construct, research 

in this area has predominantly concentrated on the 

narrower aspect of dissatisfaction with weight, 

particularly the desire to be thinner. Despite recent 

efforts to broaden the scope to include boys and 

men, the majority of body image research over the 

past four decades has primarily focused on young 

women [2]. This skewed focus stems from the 

origins of body image research in clinical 

psychology and psychiatry, where the initial 

emphasis was on eating disorders among young 

women [3]. Unfortunately, this narrow focus has 

perpetuated the misconception that body image 

psychology is solely relevant to young women and 

revolves mainly around concerns about weight and 

shape [4]. However, it's evident that body image 

and its ramifications are pertinent to men and boys 

[5], [6], [7], as well as older women [2], with the 

concept encompassing more than just concerns 

about shape and weight [8]. 
The operational definition of body image varies 

depending on the specific research interests and 

objectives of individual researchers, leading to an 

exponential increase in the development of new and 

revised measures [9]. Some authors define body 

image in terms of perceptual factors, while others 

focus on attitudinal aspects. Researchers working 

within the attitudinal paradigm further differentiate 

between evaluative-affective and cognitive-

behavioral dimensions [10]. Measures aimed at 

assessing the evaluative-affective dimension, such 

as the well-validated Multidimensional Body-Self 

Relations Questionnaire (MBSRQ) Appearance 

Evaluation sub-scale [11], gauge satisfaction with 

one's body appearance. In contrast, those designed 

to evaluate the cognitive-behavioral dimension, like 
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the Appearance Orientation sub-scale of the 

MBSRQ, assess the level of investment in or 

concern with appearance. Scores on these sub-

scales often remain independent of each other [8]. 

Satisfaction measures can be categorized into those 

targeting specific body areas and those focusing on 

overall appearance satisfaction [8], [9]. 
This paper integrates both qualitative and 

quantitative research that spans the various 

dimensions of body image, encompassing 

perceptual [12] and attitudinal aspects [13], [14], 

[15], [16], [17]. It explores studies conducted with 

men and boys [12], [17], [18], [19], as well as with 

women and girls, providing a comprehensive 

understanding of the intriguing contemporary 

research in this field. 

II. THE INTERSECTION OF BODY IMAGE 

AND HEALTH PRACTICES 

Body image plays a significant role in influencing 

various unhealthy behaviors. For instance, it can 

impact our inclination to engage in or avoid 

exercise [20]. While dissatisfaction with our 

appearance or feeling ‘fat’ may spur some 

individuals to exercise [20], it might also deter us 

from participating in organized sports activities like 

joining a gym or exercising at a sports center due to 

concerns about body exposure in sports attire. 

Moreover, it can affect our perception of whether 

our body fits the slender ideal promoted in sports 

culture. 
In men, dissatisfaction with body size and 

underestimation may lead to the use of anabolic 
steroids and other drugs to enhance muscularity 
[21], posing risks of blood-borne diseases if 
injected, as well as liver, kidney, and other health 
issues associated with their usage [7]. Body image 
factors also influence our eating habits and restraint 
[22], with dissatisfaction and excessive body focus 
correlating with unhealthy eating behaviors such as 
binge eating, restrictive dieting, and self-induced 
vomiting [23]. 

Moreover, concerns about body image and 

dissatisfaction can impact decisions to quit smoking, 

particularly if individuals fear weight gain as a 

consequence [24]. Additionally, body concern and 

dissatisfaction may drive individuals to undergo 

unnecessary cosmetic surgery, thereby jeopardizing 

their health [25]. 

Certainly, the connection between body 

dissatisfaction and various health behaviors 

underscores its significance for anyone interested in 

promoting well-being. When devising interventions 

related to appearance aspects like exercise, healthy 

eating, weight management, and smoking cessation, 

it's crucial to consider body image factors. 

Understanding the influences on body image, such 

as socio-cultural factors, gender, weight, and 

perceptual factors, can ensure that targeted 

programs are planned effectively, taking into 

account these diverse influences. 

III. UNDERSTANDING SOCIAL DYNAMICS: 

PEERS, MEDIA, AND SPORTS 

There is growing evidence suggesting that body 

image is subjective and susceptible to change under 

the influence of social factors [26]. Various models 

examining the origins of body image have 

highlighted the role of social influences in 

triggering feelings of body dissatisfaction, concerns 

about weight, and discrepancies between one's 

current and ideal body shape and size [27]. Socio-

cultural models focusing on risk factors have 

particularly underscored the impact of media, 

family, and peer pressures on body satisfaction, 

with a predominant emphasis on the effects of 

media imagery [27]. Media representations can 

significantly alter how individuals perceive and 

assess their bodies, contingent upon the importance 

attributed to those visual cues [26]. Childhood 

experiences play a pivotal role in understanding the 

social influences shaping body satisfaction and 

investment in one's body. Recent research presented 

in this issue further explores the influence of peer 

dynamics on body image and eating behaviors [13], 

as well as the long-term effects of childhood media 

exposure and participation in sports on later body 

image development [14]. 

Shroff and Thompson present findings suggesting 

that peer influence variables, such as having friends 

preoccupied with dieting and attaching importance 

to friends' opinions about weight and appearance, 

may serve as risk factors for elevated levels of body 

dissatisfaction, drive for thinness, bulimic 

tendencies, and diminished self-esteem among 

adolescent girls [13]. On the other hand, Slater and 

Tiggemann discovered that women who consumed 
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more television and fashion magazines during 

childhood and engaged in a greater number of 

sports activities tended to exhibit higher levels of 

body concern in adulthood [14]. While these results 

support previous research highlighting the influence 

of media on body image [26], they contradict the 

notion that sports participation generally fosters a 

positive body image. Clearly, these relationships 

are intricate, and it's imperative for those designing 

body image interventions to consider them carefully, 

ensuring that such interventions do not 

inadvertently exacerbate body concern and 

dissatisfaction. Peer support emerges as a vital 

component for effective body image interventions, 

prompting the need for future investigations into 

why early sports involvement might contribute to 

heightened body concern, especially considering 

that it wasn't solely limited to participation in ‘lean’ 

sports that predicted increased body concern in 

adulthood. 

Numerous scholars, working within feminist and 

broader socio-cultural frameworks, have proposed 

that the societal pressure on women in Western 

cultures to conform to an excessively slim ideal 

results in dissatisfaction [26], [27], along with 

detrimental health practices such as dietary 

restriction [28], eating disorders [23], smoking [24], 

and cosmetic surgery [25], [29]. While the body 

image literature concerning girls is less extensive, 

concerns about body image have been documented 

in girls from age five upwards [30], and numerous 

researchers have contended that women's 

dissatisfaction with their bodies persists 

consistently across their lifespan [2]. 

Research on body image in men has emerged 

more recently. Pope et al. suggested that men in 

Western societies face growing pressure to achieve 

and maintain a lean yet muscular physique [7]. 

Other scholars have associated men's dissatisfaction 

with their bodies with issues such as low self-

esteem, depression, and eating disorders [31], as 

well as the use of performance-enhancing 

substances like anabolic steroids [21] and human 

growth hormone [7]. However, there has been a 

notable scarcity of studies examining body 

dissatisfaction in boys and identifying factors that 

could predict satisfaction in males. Social pressures 

on men differ in both quantity and quality from 

those on women [7]. On average, men and boys are 

more inclined to aspire to a more muscular 

physique [5], [6], whereas women and girls 

typically desire to be thinner [2]. Therefore, 

findings from studies involving women and girls 

cannot be generalized to men, underscoring the 

importance of exploring boys' and men's 

experiences with body satisfaction. 

Lina Ricciardelli and her team [19], as well as 

Duane Hargreaves and Marika Tiggemann [18], 

seek to enhance understanding of the factors 

shaping body image in adolescent boys. Through 

focus groups with 14–16-year-old boys, Hargreaves 

and Tiggemann discovered that these young men 

were hesitant to discuss body image, deeming it as 

not fitting with traditional gender norms [18]. 

Despite their apparent disinterest in body image 

discussions, their actions suggested otherwise, 

prompting the authors to suggest that quantitative 

studies on body-image engagement may 

underestimate boys' concerns. Ricciardelli et al. 

support this notion, noting that discussions about 

sports provided adolescent boys with a socially 

acceptable avenue to openly address their body 

likes and dislikes [19]. Of particular concern was 

their desire for muscularity, which is linked to 

negative health behaviors such as excessive 

exercise and steroid use [31]. Health promotion 

initiatives targeting men and boys, whether 

addressing body dissatisfaction directly or 

addressing behaviors related to body image such as 

exercise, healthy eating, and substance use, must 

acknowledge boys' reluctance to discuss their body 

appearance and devise strategies to engage them in 

gender-appropriate ways. 

A primary obstacle for researchers in the field of 

body image is the search for effective interventions 

to enhance body satisfaction in both girls and boys 

[4]. McCabe et al. demonstrated that gender plays a 

significant role in shaping body image perceptions 

as early as 8 years old. They found that girls were 

notably less satisfied with their weight compared to 

boys, and weight became increasingly important for 

girls as they grew older [17]. Conversely, boys 

placed more emphasis on their muscles and were 

less satisfied with them. Additionally, children with 

higher weights showed lower levels of satisfaction 

with their weight. These findings align with 
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previous research [5], [32], [33], underscoring that 

body image concerns manifest early in childhood 

and highlighting the distinct body image worries 

between boys and girls as young as eight years old. 

Interventions promoting exercise and healthy eating 

may need to be tailored differently for boys and 

girls to address these gender-specific differences 

effectively. 

 

IV. THE INFLUENCE OF BODY WEIGHT 

AND APPEARANCE 

Some research papers delve into the effects of 

body size and weight on body image and explore 

the relationship between body size, weight, and 

body image. While the correlation between 

objective body metrics and body image isn't always 

straightforward, research suggests that women and 

girls with objectively higher weights tend to express 

lower satisfaction with their bodies and have lower 

overall self-esteem compared to thinner 

counterparts [16], [34]. In Western cultures, 

overweight individuals often face stigma, 

potentially leading to decreased mood, self-esteem, 

and body satisfaction. This diminished self-concept 

may contribute to increased eating behaviors and 

other adverse health outcomes among overweight 

individuals [34]. 

In a study, O’Dea explores the development of 

self-concept during adolescence in relation to body 

weight [16]. Adolescent overweight is associated 

with various health risks, such as diabetes, high 

blood pressure, and abnormal blood lipids, along 

with body image concerns and low self-esteem [35]. 

Prior to O’Dea’s research [16], there were few 

longitudinal studies on the development of self-

concept in overweight adolescents. O’Dea's 

findings [16] reveal that girls with higher Body 

Mass Index (BMI) exhibit significantly poorer self-

concept across various domains, including those 

unrelated to physical appearance and social 

acceptance, such as scholastic competence, 

intelligence, and job competence. Moreover, self-

concept tends to worsen over time among these 

individuals. It's evident that interventions aimed at 

assisting overweight adolescent girls in managing 

their weight must be approached sensitively to 

prevent exacerbating existing weight and 

appearance concerns, which can further lower self-

concept. Prioritizing the enhancement of self-

concept [16], alongside providing sensible and 

timely weight management guidance [36], may 

offer the most promising approach for fostering 

improved weight control and cultivating a more 

positive body image. 

The occurrence of undesired physical changes to 

our bodies due to illness, accidents, and aging can 

significantly impact our body image, leading to a 

decline in quality of life and self-esteem [37]. 

Women facing endocrine disorders like polycystic 

ovary syndrome (PCOS) may encounter specific 

challenges in maintaining a positive body image. 

PCOS often manifests in obesity and hirsutism, 

deviating women further from the Western cultural 

ideal of a slender, hair-free body [20]. Himelein and 

Thatcher discovered that women with PCOS 

exhibited higher levels of depression and body 

dissatisfaction compared to control groups, with 

body image correlating with depression even when 

controlling for body mass and demographic factors 

[15]. The authors advocate for healthcare 

professionals to consider the psychological impacts 

of obesity when working with these women. Any 

emphasis on dieting and weight loss should be 

complemented by efforts to enhance body image for 

interventions to be effective. 

V. BODY PERCEPTION AND ITS IMPACT 

ON BEHAVIOR 

Perceptual factors play a significant role in 

shaping our body image, but it's not a simple 

equation where our subjective experience aligns 

perfectly with how others perceive us. While much 

of the research on body image tends to focus on 

satisfaction, there's evidence to suggest that certain 

behaviors, such as excessive exercise and steroid 

use in men [7] or unhealthy eating habits in women, 

can skew one's perception of their body size. This 

underscores the importance of considering body 

perception when designing interventions to improve 

body image and combat unhealthy behaviors. 

Advancements in computer imaging have 

allowed for more precise measurement of body size 

perception, with a surge in sophisticated programs 

aimed at assessing over- and under-estimation in 

recent years. 
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Furthermore, individual differences in  apparent 

body malleability, as demonstrated through 

innovative paradigms like the 'rubber-hand illusion,' 

can predict unhealthy behaviors such as binge 

eating, purging, and the use of chemical 

supplements or extreme exercise to enhance 

muscularity, regardless of gender. This suggests 

that instability in the mechanisms governing 

perceptual body image maintenance might 

predispose certain individuals to engage in harmful 

practices aimed at altering their bodies. 

In essence, our perception of our bodies is 

complex and influenced by various factors, 

including perceptual distortions and individual 

differences in how we perceive malleability. 

Understanding these nuances is crucial for 

developing effective strategies to promote healthier 

body image and behaviors. 

VI. CONCLUSION 

This research paper offers a comprehensive 

analysis of body image research, expanding beyond 

traditional focus on weight dissatisfaction among 

young women to encompass diverse demographics. 

Through qualitative and quantitative synthesis, it 

delves into the intricate interplay of social 

influences like media and peer dynamics in shaping 

body image perceptions. Key findings underscore 

the role of early experiences and peer dynamics, 

with implications for interventions promoting 

positive body image. Additionally, the influence of 

body weight, appearance changes, and perceptual 

factors on behaviors highlights the need for tailored 

interventions. The paper reveals the significant 

impact of body image on unhealthy behaviors and 

emphasizes the importance of understanding socio-

cultural influences and gender dynamics. 

Recognizing these complexities is vital for 

designing effective interventions to enhance body 

image perceptions and behaviors across populations, 

urging further research to explore nuanced 

relationships for improved well-being. Future 

research endeavors should continue to explore the 

nuanced relationships between body image and its 

influencing factors to develop targeted strategies for 

enhancing well-being and self-concept. 
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