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 ABSTRACT

Body image inconvenience is a common issue not only in the United States but also worldwide. The perception towards body im-
age is basically subjective.  There are also culture-specific notions in physical appearance. Prevalence of  obesity seems to be greater 
among the African-Americans and other ethnic minority populations than Whites. According to Jansen, 2008 there is a relationship 
between body image and eating habits across the cultures. Many studies have found that Black women are more satisfied with their 
bodies than White women.

In the past, women always have been compared their bodies to celebrities, which could lead to depression and many negative 
consequences. Body image is a big concern among the individuals, especially in younger adults. Media had a high impact on dissat-
isfaction with physical body among the young adults. This leads to depression and many health problems. The significance of  my 
review towards the field of  dietetics could be to determine the perceptions of  body image across cross-cultures and to determine 
the etiology of  obesity. This could definitely shed some lights among the Registered Dietitians (RD) in terms of  how body image 
is perceived by other cultures and aid in counseling them.
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INTRODUCTION

Perception of  physical appearance not only is common in Unit-
ed States, but is also present around the globe. The perception 

of  body image is basically subjective and involves thoughts, emo-
tions , and imaginations.  There are also culture-specific notions 
about physical appearance. Body image is defined as “the multifac-
eted psychological experience of  embodiment”.1

	 Body image (BI) usually consists of  perception and at-
titudinal components2-4. Thus the feedback from others would 
determine the self-evaluation and perception of  one’s own body 
image satisfaction5. Therefore BI has a significant effect on one’s 
life, self-esteem, personal happiness, and health.4 The perception 
of  body weight is influenced by nutritional behavior and weight 
management among adolescents.6 The main barrier against reduc-
ing the prevalence of  obesity is its cultural acceptability.7  Body 
weight perception may be influenced by maintaining an ideal body 

weight. In western society, slim is directly linked with self-control, 
beauty, youth, and attractiveness and women of  higher socioeco-
nomic status are less likely to be obese.8 The circumstances in some 
developing countries appear to be opposite and some studies con-
clude that obesity is admired and perceive as sexually desirable.
 
 	 Self-perception of  BI determines the satisfaction or dis-
satisfaction with one’s own physique.9 In the recent years, there is 
raise in the literature for the BI and its psychology. This literature 
helps to determine the relationships between these themes and cul-
tural variations. 

	 Variables like self-esteem, socio-culture, peers, and fam-
ily determine an individual’s attitude and behavior. It’s always the 
women being targeted to conform to being attractive. Women of-
ten lose or gain weight to maintain an ideal body weight. Research 
concludes that there is no correlation between women age and sat-
isfaction of  BI. Women mainly are concerned about the weight 
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gain in areas like stomach, hips and thighs.

Influence of Gender

Previous studies determined that lower level of  body satisfaction is 
more common among the female subjects in comparison with the 
male counterparts. Poor image is influenced by various factors like 
socialization, beauty expectations among cultures, ethnicity and 
profession, etc.

	 Gender also has its own influence on perception of  BI. 
It is socio-culturally appropriate for males to maintain masculinity 
and females to maintain feminity.10 Gender role associates femi-
ninity with beauty and attractive appearance and masculinity with 
power and force. These assumptions have different effects on BI 
among two genders. Research shows that there are significant in-
fluences of  gender in making health-related decisions.11, 12 Women 
are more reluctant to visit a physician than men and they often ex-
perience a greater enjoyment in health-related information search-
es. Men are open towards a virtual patient-physician relationship.

	 According to Mahalik et al,13 perceptions of  men’s BI 
influenced their health behaviors. Similar research by Befort and 
Rickard5 examined the effect of  figure-size feedback on the BI, 
self-esteem and negative mood states of  college men and women 
who were within normal body weight and without the symptoms 
of  eating disorders. Women responded in accordance with the pos-
itive and negative valence of  feedback whereas men were expected 
to show a positive bias in their response to the feedback. 

	 It was found in a study that men and women who are 
underweight in their BMI seem to feel more satisfaction feelings 
of  their BI than other groups.14 Among young people, body dis-
satisfaction is a particular concern. They have some specific prefer-
ences like slimness. Negative feelings about BI can seriously affect 
one’s self-esteem and health, and they can also separate them from 
mingling with others.15 

	 Eighty percent of  women are not satisfied with their BI.16 
Several researchers found that dieting is common in one’s life at 
particular points to maintain a normal weight. 

	 Women in the West are dissatisfied with their BI and 
coined the phrase “normative discontent”.17 Research suggests that 
media also have an enormous effect on BI and are to be blamed 
for this view point.18 Among the non-westerners, the BI concerns 
were lesser when compared to that of  Westerners.19 Media has an 
impact of  BI among the younger generations in spite of  Western-
izations.20

	 Self-perception of  BI was more common to males be-
cause of  the impact of  media and magazines. Kolbe and Alba-
nese21 stated that the media targeted male models in the media 
industry and their financial situations. Yang, et al22 showed the rate 
of  undressed male models in media is increased from 3% to 35% 
in 1990’s.

Influence of Race

The three main socio-cultural factors that influence BI are parents 
(mothers especially), peers and media.19 From these three sources, 
both genders obtain information pertaining to body shape and 
size. Exposure to media seems to have an effect on BI.23 Women in 
the West is expected to have a good body figure and known as slim 
ideal.24 Slim women are found to be more successful and beautiful 
and have more self-esteem than overweight women.25 Because of  
the impact of  media to maintain a thin frame, many women are 
exposed to negative feelings and they lower their self-control and 
confidence to get the desired weight.26 Stice et al27 found that me-
dia pressures women to be slim and it does not have a direct effect. 
In Middle Eastern countries, culture plays a vital role in prefer-
ences of  body size among the children. These countries want their 
children to be heavier and highlighted them about the attractive-
ness of  being overweight rather than slim.28

	 According to Abdollahi and Mann,29 Iranian women 
migrated to the United States seem to have a higher rate of  eat-
ing disorders because of  exposure to media and western culture. 
Whereas, the women living in Iran have very little knowledge about 
eating disorders.

	 Western nations seem to have more research on the cor-
relation between eating habits and BI among cross-cultures.30 It 
was concluded that countries other than the United States have 
lower BI rates and lesser prevalent in eating disorderse.30 Studies 
determine that Whites report more eating disturbance than non-
Whites.31,32 BI usually involves thoughts, perceptions, emotions 
and imagination. It does not necessarily reflect on the mirror. Poor 
BI often correlated with dieting, over-exercising or eating disorders 
and mental health issues.

Black/White Differences in Perceived Weight

Several studies have found that satisfaction about BI was higher 
among Black women than White women. They also have more 
self-esteem than White women. Powell and Kahn33 stated that 
White women expressed more concern than Black women with 
body weight and dieting. In general, Black men prefer females with 
heavier body more than White men do.  Black women’s satisfaction 
with their BI is higher to White women.34  When other external fac-
tors like age, weight and literacy level are controlled, culture does 
not have an influence on body shape and size or level of  tolerance 
to being overweight.35 Several replication studies are still needed 
to confirm this hypothesis.34, 35 Many researchers have argued the 
disparities between Black and White BI are overstated. 

	 Western nations seem to have more research on the cor-
relation between eating habits and BI among cross-cultures.30 It 
was concluded that countries other than the United States have 
lower BI rates and lesser prevalent in eating disorderse.30 Studies 
determine that Whites report more eating disturbance than non-
Whites.31,32 BI usually involves thoughts, perceptions, emotions, 
and imagination. It does not necessarily reflect on the mirror. Poor 
BI often correlated with dieting, over-exercising or eating disorders 
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and mental health issues.

BI and Ethnicity: BI and African-Americans

Seventy percent of  Black women are satisfied with their body 
weight and 90% of  White women are satisfied with their body 
weight.36 The dissatisfaction declines after women’s 40s.

BI and Hispanics

Goodman37 stated that Hispanic women are satisfied with a heavier 
body weight. Pompper and Koenig38 found that media pressures 
them to be thin and slim. Viladrich, et al39 showed that both gen-
ders of  Hispanics are now accepting a heavier BI. There are many 
conflicting studies about Hispanic women are more conscious of  
weight gain like White women. Viladrich, et al39 stated the results 
from their study consisting of  44 Hispanic women; overall they 
need a thin body frame due to media images.

CONCLUSION

In summarizing the literature on cultural influences on perception 
of  body image, it is more important to recognize the changing 
nature of  such ideals globally. Fewer studies have targeted on the 
etiology responsible to evaluate a negative and positive attitude 
about BI. It is important to focus research on all the populations 
about the perception of  BI and their attitudes towards it. BI is the 
variance between ideal and current body sizes, understanding how 
body size ideals are shaped and transferred remains more impor-
tant. Studies show that the largest differences in BI ideals are no 
longer found between western and non-western culture, however, 
it is found in socioeconomic status. More research on the percep-
tion of  BI among Asian and American women is evidently needed.
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