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Purpose: The purpose of this study was to estimate the level of body shape dissatisfaction among a large sample
of adolescent boys and girls within different weight categories. Methods: A total sample of 883 adolescents
aged 12 to 16 was included from junior high schools in Taipei County, Taiwan. The Contour Drawing Rating
Scale was used to assess body shape dissatisfaction. Results: Body shape dissatisfaction is prevalent in Taiwan-
ese adolescents, particularly for girls. This is linked to degree of overweight in both boys and girls but is also
prevalent in girls who are not overweight or obese. Girls and boys clearly aspire to thinness but some boys
would also prefer to be larger. Conclusions: This study extends our understanding of body shape dissatisfaction
and its relationship with weight status in eastern cultures such as Taiwan.
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INTRODUCTION

Researchers have pointed out that body image concerns
are more pronounced during adolescence, with many re-
porting body shape dissatisfaction and fear of fatness.*
The percentage of adolescent girls who would like to be
thinner are estimated to be between 50% and 80%.? The
desire for thinness exists in the context of an increasing
obesity prevalence®* and a link has been established
between obesity, body shape dissatisfaction, and mental
health problems and unhealthy behaviors.>® The majority
of research has been produced with samples of white Cau-
casian populations. Levels of body shape dissatisfaction
might differ by ethnicity since socio-cultural factors play
an important role in the development and prevalence of
body shape dissatisfaction.” In particular, there has been
very limited research with Asian populations. The pur-
pose of this study was to estimate the level of body shape
dissatisfaction among a large sample of adolescent boys
and girls within different weight categories in Taiwan.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Participants

Students were recruited as participants for this study from
junior high schools in Taipei County, Taiwan. In order to
recruit a representative sample from Taipei County, par-
ticipants were selected by multiple-stage sampling in the
order of urbanisation, school, and class. Four representa-
tive urban schools and one representative rural school
were randomly selected to reflect the population distribu-
tion in Taipei County. Two classes in each grade (grade 7
to 9) in each school were then randomly selected. A total

sample of 883 adolescents aged 12 to 16 resulted (452
boys and 431 girls). Study procedures were approved by
the Department of Exercise, Nutrition and Health Sci-
ences Research Ethics Committee, University of Bristol.

Measures

Body mass index (BMI) was calculated using self-
reported weight and height and classified using the inter-
national definitions® into underweight/normal weight and
overweight/obese groups. Age was categorised into young
adolescent (age 12-14) and older adolescent (age 15-16).
The Contour Drawing Rating Scale which consists of nine
male and female figures graded by degree of fatness was
administered.’® It requires participants to locate their cur-
rent and ideal body figure. The difference between the
ratings is calculated as ‘Self-ldeal Discrepancy’, and has
been considered to be an indication of body shape dissat-
isfaction. A pilot study with 23 Taiwanese adolescents
indicated that the figures were perceived to be reflective
of Western bodies. The images were modified slightly
and given black hair and on re-administration, all partici-
pants agreed the figures were appropriately Taiwanese.
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Table 1. Differences in Self-ldeal discrepancy by gender, weight status, and age group

Gender

Boys Girls
Measure . Normal/ Overweight/ Normal/ Overweight/
Boys Girls . .

underweight obese underweight obese
Self-Ideal discrepancy
Want to be thinner' 49.7% 73.7% 26.9% 92.8% 68.2% 100%
Satisfied* 17.7% 16.3% 23.8% 6.5% 19.7% 0%
Want to be bigger® 32.6% 10.1% 49.3% 0.7% 12.1% 0%

T Self rating > Ideal rating; *: Self rating = Ideal rating;

8. Self rating < Ideal rating;

Table 2. Results of ANOVA in body dissatisfaction by gender, weight status and age group

Body dissatisfaction '

N Mean (SD) F (sig)
Gender 62.0%**
Boys 443 1.4 (1.24)
Girls 423 1.6 (0.98)
Weight status 144%>**
Overweight/obese 221 2.2 (1.14)
Normal/underweight 645 1.2 (1.01)
Age group 17.5%**
Age 12-14 688 1.4 (1.07)
Age 15-16 178 1.7 (1.29)
Gender x Weight status 26.4%**
Gender x age group 9.88**
Weight status x age group 5.05*
Gender x Weight status x age group 1.75

TAbsolute value of self and ideal ratings
* p<.05; ** p<.01; ***p<.001

Then, forty-three students aged 12 to 13 in one class
(grade 7) were recruited to take part in the test-retest sur-
vey over a two-week period, of which 33 participants
completed at both time points. The results revealed good
test-retest reliability (intraclass correlation: 0.75 in boys
and 0.91 in girls). The validity of the figures was assessed
by examining the correspondence between an individual’s
BMI and current self-rating. This study showed a strong
association between the current figure and BMI (Pearson
correlation: 0.79 in boys and 0.76 in girls, respectively).

RESULTS

Prevalence of obesity

A total of 25.2% of boys and 13.2% of girls were over-
weight and 9.5% of boys and 2.8% of girls were obese.
Significantly more boys than girls were overweight or
obese. Young adolescents showed a higher prevalence of
overweight and obesity, but the difference was not statis-
tically significant.

Prevalence of body shape dissatisfaction

Almost half of boys and 73.7% of girls expressed a desire
to be thinner. Less than 20% of boys and girls reported
body satisfaction, circling the same figure for self-rated
image and ideal image. Around 93% of overweight/obese
boys and all overweight/obese girls would like to be thin-
ner. Significantly, the majority of normal/underweight
girls (68.2%) also desired to be thinner. With normal/
underweight boys, 26.9% wanted to be thinner, while
49.3% wanted to be larger (Table 1).

Three-way ANOVAs were used to examine the differ-
ences and interactions among these weight-related self-
perceptions by gender, weight status, and age group. Boys
reported a significantly larger shape for self-rating, de-
sired a larger shape, and showed lower body shape dissat-
isfaction than girls. On average, boys and girls wanted to
be 0.4 and 1.4 body sizes smaller respectively than their
current perceived image. The overweight/obese individu-
als reported significantly larger self-rated shape, larger
ideal-rated shape, and greater body shape dissatisfaction
than the normal/underweight group. The older adoles-

Weight status
3 .. m——nOrmal/underwe:

= = =overweight/obes

Estimated Marginal Means

\

T T
girls boys

Gender

Figure 1. Interaction for body dissatisfaction between gen-
der and weight status
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cents reported a larger self-rated shape and higher body
shape dissatisfaction than the young group, whereas no
significant difference was found in the ideal rating be-
tween age groups.

Significant interactions were found in body shape dis-
satisfaction between groups (Table 2). Linear models to
compare the interaction differences were carried out.'
The overweight/obese individuals were more dissatisfied
with their bodies than the normal/ underweight group
with greater differences in girls (p<.001) (Figure 1). Also,
the older adolescents reported higher body shape dissatis-
faction than the young group with greater differences in
girls (p=.021) (Figure 2). These findings might be ex-
plained by the higher prevalence of body shape dissatis-
faction in girls when compared to boys. Additionally, the
overweight/obese group had a higher prevalence of body
shape dissatisfaction than the normal/underweight group
with greater differences in older adolescents. However,
the result was not significant (p=.259) (Figure 3). Failure
to reach significance might be due to lack of power as
numbers of older adolescents who were overweight/obese
were reduced to 38.

DISCUSSION

A high proportion of Taiwanese adolescents want to be
thinner and gender differences in body shape dissatisfac-
tion are apparent. This is consistent with the relatively
higher levels of body shape dissatisfaction among girls
found in both Eastern and Western studies.* ** Although
obesity prevalence is quite low among Taiwanese girls in
this study, the pressures to be thin still seem to be pro-
found.

The overweight/obese adolescents exhibited greater
body shape dissatisfaction than the normal/underweight
individuals. However, even among those nor-
mal/underweight adolescents, less than one quarter of
them did not indicate body shape dissatisfaction. The ma-
jority of the normal/underweight girls still wanted to be
thinner, suggesting the desire for thinness is widespread
for girls regardless of actual weight status. The obesity
effect may be additive with the cultural influence of the
submissive frail female. The situation with boys, on the
other hand, was more complex with some wanting to be
thinner and others larger.”® Being too large is probably
undesirable for boys when it is associated with fatness,
but being larger may also be associated with muscularity
or prowess. These findings suggest that the influences of
socio-cultural ideals play a specific but different role for
each gender.

Although we attempted to provide a representative
sample, this is limited to one district region (Taipei
County) and generalization to young people from the re-
mainder of Taiwan or beyond should be undertaken with
caution.

CONCLUSION

Body shape dissatisfaction is prevalent in Taiwanese ado-
lescents, particularly girls. This is linked to the degree of
overweight in both boys and girls but is also prevalent in
girls who are not overweight or obese. Girls and boys
clearly aspire to thinness but some boys would also prefer
to be larger, probably because it is perceived to be associ-
ated with muscularity and prowess. This study extends
our understanding of body shape dissatisfaction and its
relationship with weight status in eastern cultures such as
Taiwan.
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