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ABSTRACT

This study aims to explore the sociocultural acceptance towards the appearance concerning body mass
index (BMI) among female university students (N = 414). The female students were selected from
various faculties using a stratified sampling technique through an online platform in a cross-sectional
study. The Sociocultural Attitudes Towards Appearance Questionnaire — 4 was employed to measure
the internalisation of appearance ideals and appearance-related pressure, such as internalised
muscular-athletic, internalised thin-low body fat, as well as pressures from family, peers, and media.
Sociodemographic and body weight and height were also reported. The factor of internalised thin-low
body fat has the highest mean score, while the lowest mean score was pressure from peers. Pressures
from family, peers, and media were significantly different among the BMI categories. However, the
finding contradicted with internalised muscular-athletic and internalised thin-low body fat. There
should be concerns as significant differences were found in the pressures of family, peers, and media,
in which obese females perceived the highest in those variables compared to other weight categories.
The results suggest that the use of media among females warrants extra control as it has the highest
among obese females towards their appearance. Educational actions are strongly advised so that family
and friends would be more supportive in body weight management among females instead of pressuring
them on their appearance. These findings suggest that other sociodemographic should be investigated
to understand their influence in the internalisation of appearance ideals and appearance-related
pressure among females.

Keywords: body dissatisfaction, body mass index, female university students, sociocultural attitudes

INTRODUCTION

The prevalence of body image concerns and BMI among university students are well documented (Eow
& Gan, 2018; Jamani et al., 2020; Khalaf et al., 2021; Kuan et al., 2011; Sidek & Ali Hanapiah, 2018;
Zainuddin et al., 2014; Zhang et al., 2018) reporting on body dissatisfaction and body weight issues.
Recent research has explored the pressures from the sociocultural aspect and the internalisation of thin
ideal and muscularity as the potential risk factors for greater body image concerns (Du, 2015; You &
Shin, 2020). Body dissatisfaction has been examined mostly in females due to the need for social
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acceptability over how one looks and whether one’s body is considered beautiful (Benton & Karazsia,
2015; lzydorczyk, 2015).

The emergence of body dissatisfaction can be explained by the tripartite influence model (Thompson
et al., 1999; Harditt & Hannum, 2012). This theory suggests that appearance-related pressures from
three primary sociocultural factors—peers, family, and media—interactively affect the development of
body image disturbances, which leads to pathological eating. In addition, the model proposed that the
effects of the three sociocultural factors are mediated via two additional mechanisms: (1) appearance-
ideal internalisation (i.e., an individual accepts societal ideals of appearance as his/her ideal) and (2)
appearance comparison (i.e., an individual compares his/her appearance to someone else’s).

Young women are significantly influenced by mass media that glorify thin appearance ideals through
magazines, television, movies, and the internet (Shen et al., 2022; Jiotsa et al., 2021). Peers have a
strong influence on the eating behavior and body image of adolescents. Young women often receive
critical, harsh, or teasing comments regarding their body and weight from peers, which can contribute
to body image disturbance and restricted eating (Cohrdes et al., 2021). Families can also influence
females' body image through various means, including appearance-related feedback and commentary,
teasing and criticism (Puhl et al., 2017) modeling of weight and appearance-related attitudes and
behaviors (Akbar et al., 2022) and direct pressures to diet or lose weight (Lawrence et al., 2022).

While the existing literature provides valuable insights into the prevalence of body image concerns and
the role of sociocultural factors in body dissatisfaction among university students, there is a theoretical
gap in understanding the nuanced influence of intersectional factors on body image perception. Most
literatures primarily focused on body dissatisfaction in females due to the societal pressures to conform
to beauty standards and ideals (Benton & Karazsia, 2015; Izydorczyk, 2015). However, it is essential
to investigate how body image concerns manifest and are experienced among females by considering
their body weight categories, specifically using BMI (Du, 2015; You & Shin, 2020). BMI is commonly
used as a measure of body weight and is often associated with societal judgments and perceptions of
attractiveness. Research has shown that individuals with higher BMIs may face stigmatization,
discrimination, and negative body image due to the cultural idealization of thinness (Mills et al., 2017).
Conversely, individuals with lower BMIs may also experience body dissatisfaction as they may strive
for a more muscular or curvier appearance, which may be idealized in certain cultural contexts.

Exploring the influence of BMI on body image concerns can provide a deeper understanding of how
societal beauty standards affect individuals across different body weight categories. By considering the
experiences of individuals with varying BMIs, researchers can gain insights into the unique challenges
and pressures faced by individuals who do not conform to the societal norms of body size and shape.
Addressing the theoretical gap by considering the influence of BMI on body image concerns among
females can contribute to a more comprehensive understanding of the factors that contribute to body
dissatisfaction (Pop, 2018). This knowledge can inform the development of interventions and support
systems that promote positive body image and well-being across diverse body weight categories.

Body image research has identified body dissatisfaction and accepting societal standards regarding the
ideal body shape or size as key factors contributing to body image disturbances. Therefore, this study
explored the sociocultural acceptance towards appearance using the Sociocultural Attitudes Towards
Appearance Questionnaire — 4 (Schaefer et al., 2015) to examine the influence of BMI on body image
concerns among female university students, focusing on the internalization of appearance ideals and
appearance-related pressures, such as internalized muscular-athletic and internalized thin-low body fat,
as well as pressures from family, peers, and media.
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LITERATURE REVIEW

Internalized Thin-l1deal (IT): Internalized Thin-Ideal refers to the extent to which individuals internalize
the societal standards of thinness as the ideal body shape or size. Past studies have shown that
individuals who internalized thin ideal are more likely to engage in body dissatisfaction and engage in
unhealthy weight control behaviors (e.g., extreme dieting, excessive exercise) to achieve or maintain a
lower BMI (Thompson et al., 1999; Du, 2015). They may develop negative body image perceptions
and have a higher risk of developing disordered eating patterns, such as restrictive eating or excessive
preoccupation with weight and shape.

Internalized Muscular-Ideal (IM): Internalized Muscular-ldeal refers to the extent to which individuals
internalize the societal standards of muscularity as the ideal body shape or size. Research suggests that
individuals who internalize the muscular ideal may engage in behaviors such as excessive exercising or
using performance-enhancing substances to achieve a more muscular physique (You & Shin, 2020).
These behaviors can be associated with an increased risk of body dissatisfaction and may influence
BMI by affecting dietary choices and exercise patterns.

Pressures from Family (PF): Family influences can significantly impact body image perceptions and
BMI. Studies have shown that when families place an emphasis on appearance, particularly regarding
weight and body shape, individuals may experience increased body dissatisfaction and engage in
weight-related behaviors (Neumark-Sztainer et al., 2010). Negative comments or pressures from family
members to lose weight or diet can contribute to body dissatisfaction and potentially influence BMI
through the adoption of unhealthy weight control practices or disordered eating behaviors.

Pressures from Peers (PP): Peers play a crucial role in shaping body image perceptions and influencing
BMI. Adolescents and young adults are particularly vulnerable to the influence of their peers on body
image concerns. Harsh or teasing comments from peers about weight or body shape can contribute to
body image disturbance and may lead individuals to engage in unhealthy weight control practices or
have a distorted perception of their body (Lie et al., 2019). Peer pressure to conform to societal beauty
standards can also affect dietary choices and physical activity patterns, which in turn can influence BMI.

Pressures from Media (PM): Media, including magazines, television, movies, and the internet, often
promote unrealistic beauty standards and ideals. Exposure to such media can lead to body dissatisfaction
and an increased desire to achieve a specific body shape or size. Research has shown that media
exposure emphasizing thinness and muscularity is associated with negative body image and increased
risk of disordered eating behaviors (Aparicio-Martinez et al., 2019; Uchéa et al., 2019). This influence
from media can contribute to individuals' body image concerns and may impact BMI through the
adoption of unhealthy weight control practices or the pursuit of an unrealistic body shape.

Overall, these factors (IT, IM, PF, PP, and PM) have been found to have a significant influence on BMI
by affecting individuals' body image perceptions, body dissatisfaction, and engagement in weight-
related behaviors. The interplay between these factors can contribute to the development of unhealthy
weight control practices, disordered eating patterns, and potentially impact individuals' BMI.

METHODS
Participants and procedures

The sample for this study consists of 414 undergraduate full-time female students from various
programmes in UiTM Sarawak (Samarahan Campus and Samarahan Campus 2). A stratified random

sampling method was employed to ensure that each subgroup of the population was adequately
represented within the whole sample population of the research study (Taherdoost, 2016). The
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stratification was made based on the courses offered in both campuses to ensure that the sample size of
each stratum was proportionate to the population size of the stratum.

The sample size was calculated based on Krejcie and Morgan's formula (Krejcie & Mogran,
1970), which determined that a minimum sample size of 357 was needed. To reduce the non-response
rate, 20% was added to the target sample size, resulting in a sample size of 428. The strata sample size
was calculated by dividing the total population of each stratum by the total population of every course
and multiplying by the target sample size (Taherdoost, 2016). For instance, the total female students for
Diploma in Sports Studies were 64, so the strata sample size was calculated as (64/428) x 5318 =5. The
same calculation method was used for the other courses to estimate the number of participants to be
selected. There were 19 diploma courses and 12 bachelor's degree courses offered during the data
collection time.

Potential participants were invited to participate in the study via WhatsApp messaging. The
researchers obtained phone numbers of eligible participants from the academic and international affairs
department. An introductory message was sent, providing information about the study, and inviting
them to participate. Participants who agreed to participate were provided with a link to the online
survey, which was hosted on a secure online platform. The survey was conducted online in March 2020
- April 2020 in a cross-sectional setting. The returned rate was 96.7%, which equaled 414 respondents.
The final sample size acquired was sufficient to represent the population, N = 414.

The UiTM Research Ethics Committee approved the study (REC/01/2020 (UG/MR/4)), which
was conducted following the ICH Good Clinical Practice Guidelines, Malaysia Good Clinical Practice
Guidelines, and the Declaration of Helsinki. Informed consent was obtained from all participants, and
confidentiality and privacy were ensured throughout the study.

Measures

Demographic data, including body weight and height, were collected as part of the survey. Self-
reported measurements were used to gather this information, as previous research has demonstrated the
reliability of this approach for weight classification purposes (Olfert et al., 2018). Given the fully online
nature of the present study, this method was deemed appropriate and effective.

To assess sociocultural attitudes towards appearance, the Sociocultural Attitudes Towards
Appearance Questionnaire (SATAQ-4) (Schaefer et al.,, 2015) was administered. This 22-item
questionnaire measures five factors, including internalization of the muscular-athletic body,
internalization of thin-low body fat, pressure from family, pressure from peers, and pressure from
media. Participants provided responses on a 5-point Likert scale, with higher scores indicating a greater
tendency to conform to sociocultural expectations. The instrument demonstrated high internal
consistency, as evidenced by a Cronbach’s alpha coefficient of o = 0.917, which exceeds the threshold
of 0.70 recommended for adequate internal consistency (George & Mallery, 2019).

Statistical analysis

The Statistical Package for Social Science (SPSS) (version 25.0, Chicago, USA) was used for
data analysis. Descriptive statistics, including means, standard deviations, frequencies, and percentages,
were calculated. Normality was assessed by evaluating skewness and kurtosis, which fall within
acceptable ranges of -1 to +1 and -2 to +2, respectively (George & Mallery, 2019), and revealed a
normal distribution of scores. To determine significant differences in the five factors across BMI
categories, a one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) was conducted. Pearson correlation was utilized
to examine the associations between the five factors and BMI, with r-values closer to 1 indicating a
stronger relationship (Dancey & Reidy, 2007). The threshold for statistical significance was set at p <
0.05.
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Results

Table 1 outlines the participants’ demographic information. The following are the findings for
the age range: 18 to 20 years old (62.3%), 21 to 23 years old (33.3%), and 24 to 26 years old (4.3%).
The BMI ranged from 14.4 to 42.7 kg/m? with the majority were in normal weight (54.6%) and some
were underweighted (20.3%). The overweight and obese respondents were 15.2% and 9.9%,
respectively. There were 263 respondents with a diploma (63.5%) and 151 of them have a bachelor’s
degree (36.5%), and they are from different ethnic backgrounds.

The one-way ANOVA showed that pressures from family, peers, and media were significantly
different for the different BMI categories (Table 2). Post hoc Tukey comparisons was performed to
evaluate the differences and found that the obese categories were significant with other BMI categories
in pressure from family (p < .05) but not with pressure from peers and media (p >.05). As for the
pressure from peers and media, the obese categories were significantly different with the underweight
and normal weight category (p < .05) but not with the overweight category (p > .05). Overall, the
internalisation of thin-low body fat has the highest mean score, while pressure from family has the
lowest mean score.

Table 1: Participants’ demographic information (N = 414)

Variables n (%)
Age group (years) 18 —20 258 (62.3%)
21 -23 138 (33.3%)
24 -26 18 (4.3%)
Study level Diploma 263 (63.5%)
Degree 151 (36.5%)
Race Malay 158 (38.2%)
Bumiputera Sarawak 208 (50.2%)
Bumiputera Sabah 44 (10.6%)
Others 4 (1.0%)
BMI categories Underweight 84 (20.3%)
M (SD) =22.71 (5.36) Normal weight 226 (54.6%)
kg/m? Overweight 63 (15.2%)
Min = 14.4, Max =42.7 Obese 41 (9.9%)

Note. BMI classification: Underweight <18.5 kg/m”, Normal 18.5-24.9 kg/m?,
Overweight 25-29.9 kg/m?, Obese > 30 kg/m? (WHO, 2000)

Table 2: Differences of sociocultural attitudes towards appearance by BMI categories

Subscale | Overall BMI categories F )
UW NW ow OB
n=284 n=225 n=63 n=41
Mean (SD)

IT 3.07 3.02 3.02 3.16 3.31 2.657 .060
(0.66) (0.62) (0.66) (0.68) (0.66)

M 2.86 2.83 2.83 2.96 2.98 0.843 471
(0.79) (0.76) (0.79) (0.79) (0.79)

PF 2.67 2.52 2.60 2.72 3.35 7.234 .001%*
(1.03) (0.95)° (0.94)° (L17)" | (1.18)%*

PP 2.63 2.46 2.54 2.79 3.15 5.478 .001*
(1.03) (0.99)° 0.97)° (1/04) (1.19)%

PM 3.01 2.72 2.98 3.11 3.62 5.463 .001%*
(1.21) (1.16)° (1.20)° (1.15) (1.29)%
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IT = Internalization of thin-low body fat, IM = Internalization of muscular-athletic, PF = Pressure from
family, PP = Pressure from peers, PM = Pressure from media

*significant difference at .05 level (p <.05)

Fsignificant difference between UW and OB at .05 level (p < .05)

9significant difference between NW and OB at .05 level (p < .05)

significant difference between OW and OB at .05 level (p < .05)

Pressure from family (r = 0.225, p = 0.001), peers (r = 0.183, p=.001), and media (r = 0.196, p
=0.001), and the internalisation of thin/low body fat (r = 0.159, p = 0.001) had a significant relationship
with the BMI continuous score (p < .05) (Table 3). The relationships were in small strength. No
significant relationship was revealed between internalisation of muscular/athletic and BMI continuous
score (p > .05).

Table 3: Correlations between sociocultural acceptance toward appearance subscales and BMI

Subscale r-value
IT .159*
IM .055
PF 225%
PP .183*
PM .196*

Note. IT = Internalisation of thin-low body fat, IM = Internalisation of muscular-athletic, PF =
Pressure from family, PP = Pressure from peers, PM = Pressure from media
*Correlation is significant at .05 (p <.05)

DISCUSSION

There were 26.1% of the females who were overweight and obese, and the majority were in the normal
weight and underweight categories. This portion is comparable to those reported among female
university students in Malaysia in past studies (Gopalakrishnan et al., 2012; Koo et al., 2019). The
findings could be explained by the drastic changes of lifestyle among the university students where the
force distance learning (FDL) was applied due to the COVID-19 pandemic during the data collection.
Substantial weight gain has been reported among adults, including university students during the
pandemic lockdown (Tan et al., 2021).

Overall, the mean score of the sociocultural acceptance towards appearance among the females was
considered a less concerning issue. The internalisation of thin-low body fat was the highest, indicating
that females were internalised to be thinner or slimmer. In Asia, it was once believed that thinness was
a sign of poverty (Sharps et al., 2001); but in the modern world, it is an ideal sign of beauty (Wu et al.,
2021). The present study’s sample might have fallen into this idea too. The portion of underweight
respondents in this study sample was 20%, confirming that the belief in thinness or slimmest is the ideal
appearance. Body dissatisfaction might be experienced by these students as a previous study found that
females who internalised thin-low body fat were more dissatisfied with their general physical
appearance (Silva et al., 2020).

In the comparison of the subscales, obese females faced significantly greater pressure from family than
other weight categories. The most apparent was when obese females scored greater than underweight
and normal weight but not with the overweight females who were under pressure by their peers and
media. Pressure from family was significantly greater among obese females than other weight
categories, indicating that staying close to one’s family could influence this situation. FDL could be
responsible for this situation; as previously, females spent more time with their peers in the university.
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This present finding is unique because past studies found that pressure from the family had less
contribution to the body dissatisfaction of females (Javier & Belgrave, 2015; Lim, 2016). Studies found
that pressure from peers was greater among females on the attitude towards appearance (Eshak et al.,
2020; Zhang et al., 2018).

Whilst obese females reported significantly greater pressure from peers and media than underweight
and normal-weight females, the mean score in pressure from media was the highest. High exposure to
social media due to movement restrictions has contributed to this finding. Females have been reported
to experience more appearance-related pressures on social media than males (Aberg et al., 2020). This
study posited that high use of social media caused appearance-related pressures among obese females.

BMI was correlated with the three types of pressure and the internalisation of thin-low body fat among
females. They were read as the pressures and internalized thin-low body fat were higher with the
increase of BMI. These findings validated the past literature (Jeffers et al., 2013; Moreno-Dominguez
et al., 2019; Stojcic et al., 2020), indicating a positive correlation between sociocultural pressures and
BMI, in which overweight and obese females may experience greater pressure from other people and
the media to change their bodies. The internalisation of thin-low body fat was also associated with the
search for the ideal body among these females. This finding is supported by a theory by Cash and
Smolak (Cash & Smolak, 2011).

Previous studies demonstrated that all subscales of sociocultural acceptance towards appearance had
been associated with BMI (Eshak et al., 2020; Hsu et al., 2021) and the present study reported a limited
internalisation of muscular-athletic body appearance. The somewhat not-thin body shape of most
famous female athletic figures can partially explain this phenomenon.

The strengths of the study include the data collection timeline, which was during the movement control
order, and the stratified sampling technique employed in recruiting participants. The data obtained
during this time was unique than another timeframe, where the sample spent the longest time at home,
away from peers and the university environment. In addition, the participants were from all courses
offered in the university; thus, the data represent female university students. The findings can be
generalised to other university settings. There is a possibility of reporting bias as the researchers cannot
guarantee the accuracy of participants’ answers for the online survey, and the high usage of the online
platform during the timeframe may improve the accuracy of the answers. Future studies should consider
the effects of other factors, such as family sociodemographic and physical activity, on the sociocultural
acceptance towards appearance.

CONCLUSION

The linkage between sociocultural attitudes towards appearance and BMI categories has not been
exclusively examined in the literature and is added in the present study. In this study, the results
demonstrated that sociocultural attitudes towards appearance varied for different BMI categories in
terms of internalising thin/low body fat or pressures from other people and media. Since sociocultural
acceptance towards appearance is increased with BMI, family support is highly needed by females to
prevent body dissatisfaction and unhealthy lifestyle practice, such as eating disorder. Social media
should be used with care so that it will not pressure other females on appearance-related matters.
Universities can offer peer counselling or support groups online, which is a new norm nowadays.
Promoting self-love regardless of body shape and size should be encouraged through health campaigns
by using inspiring and empowering techniques to improve body image. Additionally, intervention
programmes should be organised by the university counsellors in targeting to improve students’ self-
esteem and self-love.
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