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Abstract – Body image represents the mental perception of body shapes and is a multifactorial 
structure that includes psychological, physical and emotional elements. The discrepancy between 
the subjective perception of body image and the desire for the ideal body type can interfere 
with the feeling of satisfaction and trigger the desire for changes in appearance, directly inter-
fering with mental health and general well-being. Men and women may differ in body image 
satisfaction due to the different social influences and beauty standards imposed. The aim of 
this study was to evaluate the subjective perception of body image and satisfaction with body 
shapes among men and women.  The sample consisted of 100 college students of  both genders. 
Subjective perception of body image and satisfaction were measured through self-assessment, 
through scale figure silhouettes. There was a significant difference in the subjective perception 
of body image in the comparison between genders, and women presented greater discrepancy 
between the real and the perceived image. In the analysis of satisfaction with body image there 
were no differences between genders and both presented high percentage of dissatisfaction. In 
addition, 46.2% of men would like to decrease their body shapes, 53.8% would increase them. 
As for women, 76.1% would like to decrease their body dimensions and 23.9% to increase 
them. The strong pressures imposed by society and the standards set by the prevailing media 
in determining body image dissatisfaction or self-assessment negatively, regardless of gender.
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Resumo – A imagem corporal representa a percepção mental das formas do corpo e é uma estrutura 
multifatorial que inclui elementos psicológicos, físicos e emocionais. A discrepância entre a percepção 
subjetiva da imagem corporal e o desejo do tipo ideal de corpo pode interferir no sentimento de satisfação 
e desencadear o desejo por mudanças na aparência, interferindo diretamente na saúde psíquica e no 
bem-estar geral. Homens e mulheres podem apresentar diferenças na satisfação com a imagem corporal, 
em função das influências sociais distintas e dos padrões de beleza impostos. O objetivo deste estudo foi 
avaliar a percepção subjetiva da imagem corporal e a satisfação com as formas do corpo entre homens 
e mulheres. A amostra foi composta por 100 estudantes universitários, de ambos os sexos. A percepção 
subjetiva da imagem corporal e a satisfação foram medidas através de autoavaliação através da escala 
de figura de silhuetas. Houve diferença significante na percepção subjetiva da imagem corporal na 
comparação entre sexos, sendo que as mulheres apresentaram maior discrepância entre a imagem real 
e a percebida. Na análise da satisfação com a imagem corporal não houve diferenças entre os sexos 
e ambos apresentaram alto percentual de insatisfação. Além disso, 46,2% dos homens gostariam de 
diminuir as formas corporais 53,8% de aumentá-las. Já as mulheres, 76,1% gostariam de diminuir 
suas dimensões corporais e 23,9% de aumentá-las. As fortes pressões impostas pela sociedade e os pa-
drões definidos pela mídia prevaleçam na determinação da insatisfação com a imagem corporal ou na 
autoavaliação de forma negativa, independentemente do sexo. 

Palavras-chave: Autoavaliação; Imagem corporal; Satisfação pessoal. .
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INTRODUCTION

Body image (BI) represents the mental perception of body shapes, being a 

multifactorial structure that includes psychological, physical and emotional 

elements1,2, as well as perceptive components (perception of the body as a 

whole); cognitive (assessment of the body and its parts); affective (feelings 

about the body) and behavioral (actions and behaviors that occur from 

perception)3. 

The perception of body image is permanently in a state of change and 

may not correspond to the actual appearance, being influenced by subjective 

aspects such as attitudes, experiences and evaluations that the individual 

has of his own body4 and also for social aspects like the influence of media 

and the setting of beauty ideas standards5.

The discrepancy between subjective perception of body image and 

desire for the ideal body type can interfere with feelings of satisfaction 

and trigger emotional responses and yearning for changes in appearance, 

directly affecting psychic health and overall well-being4,6,7. Thus, dissatis-

faction with body image occurs when the perceived image and the desired 

image are not congruent, causing negative evaluation of the body itself8. 

On the sociocultural construction of the body Goldenberg9 states that 

the valorization of certain attributes and behaviors over others, makes a 

body typical for each society. Because of this, individuals who do not fit 

beauty models may self-evaluate negatively or unrealistically and even 

engage in inappropriate behaviors to modify weight and body shape, such 

as excessive exercise, medication use, plastic surgery and eating disorders6. 

Thus, culture determines the ideal standards of beauty and promotes 

increasing pressure that interferes with body image satisfaction3. Moreover, 

in Western countries thinness symbolizes competence, success, control 

and attractiveness, while being overweight represents laziness, personal 

indulgence, lack of self-control and poor willpower10,11. In line with this 

beauty archetype, in the study of Freitas et al.12 It was identified that men 

and women rated underweight people as more beautiful and desirable than 

obese people.

According to data released by the International Society of Plastic and Aes-

thetic Surgery 13, Brazil was the second country in the world ranking of plastic 

surgery procedures. Approximately 1.44 million surgeries were performed 

in the country, representing 13.9% of the total number worldwide.The most 

popular plastic surgeries were liposuction and abdominoplasty, both directly 

related to the decrease in body size, reinforcing the premise of thinness as a 

beauty standard.

In addition to plastic surgery, body image dissatisfaction may also 

influence increased involvement with physical activity, as individuals dis-

satisfied with their bodies are more likely to engage in exercise programs14.  

Another important point refers to the inaccurate perception of body shapes 

that may also favor weight gain. Overweight and obese people who do not 

really self-evaluate are more likely to exhibit detrimental attitudes toward 
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maintaining proper weight, such as overeating, eating unhealthy foods, 

and low levels of physical activity15.  

In relation to gender, the culture of corpolatry sets different standards 

of beauty for women and men. For women the model of thinness and fit-

ness prevails.The female body should be well cared for, free from unwanted 

marks (wrinkles, stretch marks, blemishes and cellulite) and excess fat and 

sagging9,16,17. For men, the pattern is based on low body fat and higher 

muscle mass18. These patterns were verified in the study of Kuan et al.19, 

in which women wanted a body figure below their real weight, while men 

chose overweight images.

In addition, women are more concerned and dissatisfied with their 

bodies, are more likely to follow strict weight loss diets and are at higher 

risk of developing eating disorders12,20. Because of this, women are more 

likely to have distortions in the subjective perception of body image when 

compared to men, overestimating body size and indicating a desire to be 

thinner21.

Men, on the other hand, tend to accept their bodies better, since they 

are less predisposed to social influences and pressures and to stigmas related 

to body weight22. However, in the study of Radwan et al.23 who assessed 

body image dissatisfaction in 308 college students and the association be-

tween real and perceived BMI, It was identified that 80.9% of participants 

were dissatisfied with body shape, with no differences between women 

and men Similarly Coelho et al.24 evaluated the body image satisfaction of 

1591 adults, evidencing that 85.9% of the subjects indicated dissatisfaction 

with the body image.

Considering the problems involved with body image dissatisfaction 

and distortion, it is important to understand the influence of gender on 

the formation of body self-concept and central structures linked to the 

identity of individuals. Thus, this comparative study aimed to evaluate 

the subjective perception of body image and satisfaction with body shapes 

between men and women.

METHOD

Sample
The sample consisted of 100 university students of both sexes, with an aver-

age age of 26,26 (±6,01). The subjects were divided into two groups, accord-

ing to gender, for the comparative analysis of the proposed objective. The 

study was approved by the Local Ethic Committee at the author’s Univer-

sity of Estado of Minas Gerais (UEMG) CAEE n° 97237218.4.0000.5525.

Instruments
Subjective perception of body image and body satisfaction were measured 

by self-assessment using the Silhouette Figure Scale (SFS) adapted and 

validated for the Brazilian population in the studies of Kakeshita25 and 

Kakeshita et al.26. The SFS It is composed of 15 female body shape silhou-
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ettes and 15 male silhouettes arranged in ascending order BMI, starting 

from the smallest value of BMI (12,5 kg/m2) for the greatest (47,5 kg/m2). 

To determine the actual body image (BI) Body Mass Index (BMI) was 

calculated, which is a measure expressed by the relationship between body 

mass (Kg) divided by height in meters squared (BMI= kg/m2).  From the 

BMI, the relationship between the subjective perception of body image 

(SPI) and the real body image (BI) was established. For this, table 1 was 

used as reference, which shows the correspondence between BMI values 

and the representation of the SFS. 

Table 1. Relationship between BMI and Silhouette Figure Scale. Source: Kakeshita25.

Figure
BMI Average

(kg/m2)

BMI range Corresponding average weight

Minimum Maximum Female Male

1 12.5 11.25 13.74 34.03 36.98

2 15 13.75 16.24 40.84 44.38

3 17.5 16.25 18.74 47.64 51.77

4 20 18.75 21.24 54.45 59.17

5 22.5 21.25 23.74 61.26 66.56

6 25 23.75 26.24 68.06 73.96

7 27.5 26.25 28.74 74.87 81.36

8 30 28.75 31.24 81.67 88.75

9 32.5 31.25 33.74 88.48 96.15

10 35 33.75 36.24 95.29 103.54

11 37.5 36.25 38.74 102.09 110.94

12 40 38.75 41.24 108.90 118.34

13 42.5 41.25 43.74 115.71 125.73

14 45 43.75 46.24 122.51 133.13

15 47.5 46.25 48.75 129.32 140.52

Note. BMI: body mass index

Experimental Design
The study was approved by the Research Ethics Committee of the Universi-

ty of Estado de Minas Gerais (UEMG), CAEE n° 97237218.4.0000.5525. 

Upon approval, the university students of UEMG - Ibirité Unit were invited 

to participate in the research. The interested subjects read and signed an 

Informed Consent Form (ICF). For the data collection session, each vol-

unteer attended the indicated place, according to the pre-scheduled time. 

First, the volunteer’s height and body mass were measured for later BMI 

calculation. Then, the SFS was presented and the subject chose a repre-

sentative figure for two questions, as follows: (1) Which image represents 

your body? (2) What body image would you like to have?

In case of selection of the same figure, the subject was classified as 

“satisfied” with his body image. When the figure chosen as “desired” was 

larger than the SPI, the intention to increase body size was considered. On 

the other hand, when the chosen figure was smaller, the desire to reduce 

it was considered. In both cases the subject was classified as dissatisfied 

with his body image.
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Treatment and Data analyses
The measurements verified in this study were: (1) Subjective Body Image 

Perception (SPI); (2) Real Body Image (BI); (3) Desired Body Image (ID); 

(4) the difference between BI and SPI (Distortion); and (5) the difference 

between BI and ID (range).

The SPI indicates in the SFS (between 1 to 15) represents the subject’s 

body (reference). From this proposition, this study also adopted other 

measures associated with SPI.Using the same scale, when an individual 

indicates a figure representing a desired image (ID), this measurement can 

give direction to the goal each one may have. To make comparisons by the 

scale, the real body image (BI) was adopted, which deals with associating 

the figure of the scale that corresponds to the volunteer’s BMI.

However, this study also proposed two new forms of measurement, 

distortion and range. Distortion is the distance the individual has between 

the SPI and the BI. And Reach deals with the distance between BI and ID.

Descriptive statistics were performed using median and interquartile 

range. Normality was verified by the test Komolgorov-Sminorv, none of the 

data presented normal distribution. The significance value was ≤ 0,05. Data 

were divided into two groups: (M) male subjects and (F) female subjects.

For inferential analysis of the data it was used tests U Mann-Whitney 

for the comparison of the above measures between the sexes. In addition, 

to verify the association between satisfaction with body image and gender, 

the test was performed Independence Chi-Square.

RESULTS

The descriptive characteristics of the sample are presented in Table 2. 

Both groups presented BMI values corresponding to SFS figure 6, being 

classified as eutrophic in relation to the appropriate distribution of body 

mass and height.

Table 2. Sample descriptive characteristics

Female (n=50) Male (n=50)

Variables Median SD Minimum Maximum Median SD Minimum Maximum

Age (years) 26.5 6.41 20 40 23.0 5.49 20 40

Height (cm) 162 6.68 149 182 176 7.18 150 195

Mass (Kg) 63.0 12.7 42.0 90.0 74.5 12.2 48.0 108.0

BMI (Kg/m2) 23.67 3.88 17.84 32.90 23.98 3.65 18.99 37.13

Note. BMI (body mass index), SD (standard deviation)

In the analysis of Subjective Body Image Perception (SPI), the central 

tendency was the choice of figure 9 by women (interquartile range ± 4) 

and figure 6 by men (interquartile range ± 4). In the comparison of SPI 

between sexes, there was a significant difference in the results presented 

by women SPI (U = 801.5, p ≤ 0.05) (Figure 1A).
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Distortion analysis refers to the difference between BI and SPI. There 

was a significant difference for this measure in the comparison between 

men and women. (U = 689, p ≤ 0,05) (Figure 1B). Women presented as 

central tendency the Distortion of 3.0 (standard deviation ± 1.73) and for 

men the Distortion was 1.0 (standard deviation ± 1.08).

Regarding Desired Image (ID), women presented as their central 

tendency the choice of figure 7 (interquartile range ± 2) and men opted 

for figure 6 (interquartile range ± 2). No significant differences were 

observed for this measure when comparing gender ID. (U = 975, 5, p ≤ 

0,05) (Figure 1C).  

The distance between the BI and the subject’s ID was assessed by means 

of the variable called Range. For this analysis there was no significant dif-

ference between genders. (U = 1128,5, p ≤ 0,05) (Figure 1D). 

In the analysis of satisfaction an association was used through the Chi-

square of independence, which indicated no significant difference between 

Satisfaction and Sex, even after the use of the correction of Bonferroni (

Figure 1. Comparison of Subjective Body Image Perception (SPI) (Figure 1A), distortion (Figure 1B), Desired Body Image (ID) (Figure 
1C), and range of comparasion (Figure 1D), between women and men. 
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 = 5,26, p ≤ 0,0025). Frequency analysis of observed data also 

indicated that men and women are dissatisfied with body image (Table 3).

Table 3. Satisfaction with body image

Satisfaction
(n)

Percentage
Dissatisfaction

(n)
Percentage

Females 4 8% 46 92%

Males 11 22% 39 78%

Of the 39 men dissatisfied with body image, 46.2% indicated the desire 

to decrease body dimensions (n = 18) and 53.8% indicated the desire to 

increase body dimensions (n = 21). Regarding dissatisfied women, 23.9% 

indicated the desire to increase their body dimensions (n = 11) and 76.1% 

indicated the desire to decrease their body dimensions (n = 35).

DISCUSSION 

The present study evaluated the SPI and body satisfaction, as well as the 

actual (BI) and desired body images (ID). In addition, the responses be-

tween men and women were compared to identify the influence of gender 

on these variables. Finally, the study proposed two new variables, called 

Distortion (difference between actual image and subjective perception of 

image) and Range (difference between actual and desired image).

The results indicated that there was a significant difference in SPI be-

tween men and women, in which women overestimated their body shapes 

and chose larger figures than BI. There was also a significant difference in 

the Distortion analysis, as women presented greater discrepancy between 

BI and SPI. Alipour et al.27 evaluated 184 college women and found that 

only 35.86% of them choose a correct body image. In another study it was 

observed that women tend to rate themselves as heavier compared to men, 

even when they have adequate BMI28. 

In the present study, women tended to choose representative images 

of bodies larger than their actual body shapes. Similarly, in studies Ansari 

et al.20 and Kiviruusu et al.21 the women rated themselves as heavier and 

indicated a desire to be thinner. In this sense, it can be said that women 

are more influenced by the social impositions of the ideal model of body 

and beauty9,16,17 and are more likely to have SPI changes6. 

In choosing the desired image (ID) there were no significant differences 

between women and men. However, the women self-rated as representative 

of figure 9 and chose as desired figure 7, indicating the desire to decrease 

body size. These results are in accordance with Kuan et al.19 and Jiménez 

et al.29 that highlighted the women would like to lose weight by choosing 

leaner body images as desired. Similarly, Heiman and Olenik-Shemesh30 

identified that women are more concerned with body weight than men 

and are influenced by the media in determining their ideal appearance, 

projecting the desire for a tall, lean body.

For men, there was no discrepancy between SPI and ID.  These results 
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differ from the study of Kuan et al.19 who found that men demonstrated a 

desire for an overweight body shape. However, some studies indicate that 

men have better acceptance of their bodies and are less prone to social 

influences on an ideal body pattern22.

 In the satisfaction with body image variable, no differences were found 

between genders, and both men and women presented a high percentage of 

dissatisfaction. Still in this scope, it is noteworthy that 39 men (78%) were dis-

satisfied with body image, selecting a different ID from the PSI and 46 women 

(96%) also showed incongruence between the ID and the SPI. Similarly, in the 

study of Jiménez et al.29 men and women presented 75% dissatisfaction with 

their body shape. Coelho et al.24 also identified a dissatisfaction percentage of 

85.9% in the participating subjects, without gender distinction. Conti et al.10 

verified dissatisfaction for both sexes, especially regarding excess weight and 

abdominal fat. Already in the study Freitas et al.12  it was observed that the 

percentage of dissatisfied women was double compared to men, reinforcing 

a more negative self-perception of women about body image.

Results indicated that women and men are dissatisfied with body im-

age. In this regard, it is important to note that dissatisfaction with body 

shapes can trigger harmful health behaviors such as strict diets and the 

increased risk of developing eating disorders12,20. Thus, it is essential to 

understand in a broader sense the possible influences of dissatisfaction with 

body image and the emergence of health risk behaviors, and it is necessary 

to deepen this issue.

Regarding the limitations of the study, it is noteworthy that the sample 

investigated showed similarity of demographic and sociocultural characteris-

tics, such as age and educational level. These similarities may have influenced 

the perception of the ideal body type and satisfaction with body image, 

since the representation of body image suffers interference from the social 

context. Thus, it is suggested to investigate groups with greater distinctions 

in relation to socio-cultural aspects in the search for broader results.

CONCLUSION

Body image is an important construct of personal identity and is related 

to the subjective perception that the subject presents of his body dimen-

sions. In addition, the subjective perception of body image and the level 

of satisfaction with the body can directly interfere with psychic health and 

general well-being, leading to the adoption of inappropriate behaviors and 

severe consequences for the subjects’ health.

The results of this study indicate that both men and women had a high 

percentage of dissatisfaction with body image, with no differences between 

genders. In addition, women also had a subjective perception of body im-

age that diverged from actual body image. Because of this, it can be said 

that the strong pressures imposed by society and the standards set by the 

media prevail in determining body image dissatisfaction or self-assessment 

negatively, regardless of gender.
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Further studies are suggested to identify the attitudes assumed by the 

subjects regarding dissatisfaction with body image and its possible health risks.
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