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Body image satisfaction is a factor influencing adolescents’ health, however, there is a lack of 

research in this field on Iranian adolescents. This cross-sectional study investigated the 

relationship between body image dissatisfaction and real nutritional status among 450 Iranian 

adolescents (male (n = 214) and female (n = 236)) from 10 randomly selected schools in 

Tehran. Measurement instruments included a demographic questionnaire and the Stunkard's 

Figure Rating Scale. Data on height dna weight were collected using standard techniques. 

BMI was calculated and converted into a Z-score of BMI/age. Overweight and obesity were 

diagnosed by the 2007 WHO cut-off points according to age and gender. Female adolescents 

had a significantly higher prevalence of overweight whereas male adolescents showed a 

higher prevalence of obesity. Examining adolescents' perceptions about their overweight and 

obesity based on their responses to body image scale showed that they tend to underestimate 

the prevalence of overweight and obesity in themselves when compared to their real status. 

68.1% of male adolescents and 68.6% of female adolescents were dissatisfied with their body 

image, while 35.5% and 42.8% of them would like to gain weight, respectively. The rate of 

body image discrepancy tended to be greater in female compared to male adolescents. 

Altogether, non-normal weight school adolescents found to be more dissatisfied with their 

body image. These findings highlight the necessity to improve public health policies in this 

issue. 
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Body image (BI) perception is believed to be a 

multidimensional variable involving cultural and 

social as well as internal biological and 

psychological factors (Cash and Pruzinsky, 2004).  

Although, the majority of BI studies have been 

carried out among Western societies, this is now a 

current issue in Eastern countries as well. There is 

limited data on the relationship between body image 

perception and body weight status in developing 

countries, especially in the Middle East region. 
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Body image discrepancy refers to the 

discrepancy between the perception of one’s figure 

and his or her observable real figure. Because 

adolescence is the period of rapid physical change, 

adolescents become more concerned with their size 

and weight compared to other groups. Body image 

perception may be influenced by peers, parents, and 

the media (McCabe, Ricciardelli, & Finemore, 

2002; Khor, Zalilah, Phan, Ang, Maznah, & 

Norimah, 2009; Ricciardelli, McCabe, & Banfield, 

2000) as well as socio-economic status, sex and the 

individual's real body weight (O'Dea and Caputi, 

2001).  It has been shown that body image 

discrepancy can be a risk factor for obesity. Some 

studies have shown that the individual's body image 

perception is even more important than body mass 

index (BMI) in causing complications associated 
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with obesity. Many studies have been conducted to 

find and explain the relationship between body 

image and obesity in developing as well as 

developed countries. O’Dea and Caputi (2001) 

indicated that overweight girls perceived themselves 

as “too fat” compared to overweight boys.  Also, 

overweight boys were more likely than overweight 

girls to perceive their bodies as “about right”.  They 

also found that higher percentages of adolescent 

girls and overweight boys from low socio-economic 

status (SES) than those from middle/high SES 

perceived their bodies as “too thin” (O'Dea and 

Caputi, 2001). In Iran, a previous study conducted 

by Hatami et al. showed that heavier adolescents 

were more dissatisfied with their appearance and in 

this regard, there was no difference between girls 

and boys. Also, they showed that more dissatisfied 

adolescents made more efforts such as dieting, 

exercising, and so on than other groups to achieve 

body satisfaction (Hatami et al., 2015).   

Also, it has been shown that body image 

perception is related to the cultural aspects of the 

society (O'Dea and Caputi, 2001, Ricciardelli et al., 

2007). For instance, Cinelli and O’Dea (2001) 

indicated that indigenous adolescents in New South 

Wales were more likely to desire bigger bodies and 

weight gain than their non-indigenous counterparts.  

In this line, 54.1% of Iranian adolescents perceived 

themselves as thinner than their ideal body size 

(Hatami et al., 2015).  According to the results, it 

seems that culture plays an important role in 

creating body image perception. Cross-cultural 

influences on body image perception and behaviors 

of weight control were well illustrated in the study 

by Zaborskis et al. (2008) that compared body 

image perception and weight control behaviors of 

adolescents across three communities in the USA, 

Lithuania and Croatia.  In this regard, there were 

significant differences between the communities. 

The researchers reported that sex and culture may 

affect adolescents’ body image perception 

(Zaborskis et al., 2008). In Malaysia, it was reported 

that about 30% of overweight boys and 26.7% of 

overweight girls perceived themselves as normal 

weight (Khor et al., 2009) which might reflect the 

effect of culture on body image perception.  

Current study aimed at investigating the 

relationship between the Iranian adolescents' body 

image perception and their real nutritional and body 

weight status. 

Method 
Participants 

This was a cross-sectional study of a 

representative sample of 13 to 18 years old male (n 

= 214) and female (n = 236) high school in private 

and public schools of Tehran. The exclusion criteria 

were physical disabilities intervening with 

anthropometric measurement, non-Iranian 

nationality, and clinical complications affecting 

weight. Implementing a multistage sampling 

method, 460 adolescent participants were randomly 

selected from 16 different high schools in Tehran. 

10 students refused to participate in this study or did 

not completely responded to the questionnaires 

making the final sample 450 students. Because 

Tehran is a big city, to attain a representative 

sample, the educational districts were divided into 

four geographical zones (west, east, south, and 

north). One district was then selected randomly 

from each geographical zone. In each designated 

educational district, four schools were randomly 

selected (two for girls and two for boys). Within the 

randomly selected schools, the participants were 

systematically selected.  The informed consent 

forms were signed by all the participants. 

Measurement Instruments 

Demographic Questionnaire. A self-report 

demographic questionnaire was used to obtain 

information on sex, age, and education of the 

participants.  

Stunkard Figure Rating Scale. developed by 

Stunkard, Sorenson, and Schulsinger (1983) the 

figure rating scale has been used to measure body 

image perceptions and body image discrepancy. The 

scale contains nine schematic figures of males and 

females, given values of 1 through 9 (Figure 1): 1-

2= underweight, 3-4 = normal weight, 5 =slightly 

overweight, 6-7 = moderately overweight, and 8-9 = 

highly overweight. Participants are first asked to 

select the schematic figure that best indicate his or 

her current body size (CBS) and the schematic 

figure that reflects his or her ideal body size (IBS). 

Therefore, there are three different scores of the 

participants' perceptions including current and 

desired body size perceptions and the body image 



How Body Image is Associated with Body Mass Index Among Iranian Adolescents?               21 

       

(BI) discrepancy which is interpreted as a measure 

of body dissatisfaction. The respondents were asked 

to choose their perceived current body size (what 

they currently look like) as well as their desired 

body size (what they wish to look like). The current 

body size score minus the desired body size score 

was interpreted as body size discrepancy score.  A 

positive score indicated a wish to be thinner, a zero 

score indicated satisfaction with body size and a 

negative score indicated a desire to be fatter or 

bigger size. A higher discrepancy score indicates 

higher body size dissatisfaction. Because the 

assessment tool is simple and quick for 

administrators and needs minimal verbal fluency, it 

is ideal for children and adolescents. 

Anthropometric Measures. Body weight was 

assessed to the nearest 0.1 kg using a portable 

digital Seca 762 scale (Vogel & Halke, Hamburg, 

Germany) in light clothes and no shoes. Height was 

measured to the nearest 0.1 cm using a standard 

height bar. BMI was calculated as weight (kg) 

divided by squared height in meters (m
2
). The age 

and sex-specific 2007 WHO percentiles reference 

data were used to drive BMI z-scores (WHO, 2007). 

Then, participants were characterized as 

underweight, normal weight, overweight and obese. 

BMI z-scores comprising of severely thin/thin (<-

2SD), normal weight (≥-2SD and <+1SD), 

overweight (≥ 1SD and <+2SD) AND obese 

(≥+2SD) specific for sex. 

Data Analysis 

Data analysis was carried out using IBM SPSS 

22 statistical package. Chi-square tests were made 

for categorical variables and One-way ANOVA's 

were used for continuous variables. All statistical 

inferences were made at α = 0.05 level and all 

statistical tests were two-tailed. 

 

Results 

The sample consisted of 450 adolescents. Mean 

and standard deviation of their age was 14.90 ± 1.45 

years. According to 2007 WHO z-scores, it was 

found that 1.2% of the participants were 

underweight (n = 6), 21.9% (n = 108) were 

overweight and 18% (n = 89) were obese. Adding 

up the overweight and obese groups, the prevalence 

of excess weight among the sample was 39.9% (n = 

197). Therefore, the majority of the adolescent 

participants were categorized as normal weight 

group (n = 265; 58.9%) .  

 
 
 

 

Table 1  

Frequency and Percentage of Perceived BMI Classification Relative to Measured BMI of 

Adolescent Participants Living in Tehran (n = 450) 

Perceived BMI 

Measured BMI-WHO percentile classification 

Underweight Normal weight Overweight Obese 

n % n % n % n % 

Underweight  2 33.3 55 20.8 4 3.9 1 1.3 

Normal weight 3 50.0 181 68.3 45 44.1 10 13.0 

Overweight 1 16.7 28 10.6 51 50.0 49 63.6 

Obese  0 0.0 1 0.4 2 2.0 17 22.1 
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Figure 1:  Stunkard Figure Rating Scale 

 

Table 2 

Frequency and Percentage of Body Image Satisfaction by Gender (n = 450) 

BI perception 

Gender  

p value (χ2
 test) Male  Female  

n % n % 

Dissatisfied-gain  76 35.5 101 42.8 

0.15 Satisfied  66 30.8 74 31.4 

Dissatisfied-lose  72 33.6 61 25.8 

Total 214 100 236 100  

A comparison between gender groups showed 

that there were more female adolescents 

categorized as overweight (n = 58; 24.6%) than 

male adolescents (n = 44; 20.6%), and more male 

adolescent categorized as obese (n = 55; 25.7%) 

than female adolescents (n = 22; 9.3%) (p < 0.001). 

Higher prevalence of overweight and obesity was 

observed among second high school students (older 

adolescents in grades 10 through 12) compared to 

first high students (grads 7 through 9) (p = 0.009).  

The prevalence of perceived overweight and 

obesity was different compared to the real status of 

the adolescent participants (see table 1).  

About 13.8% of the sample (n = 62) perceived 

themselves as thin, 4.4% (n = 20) perceived 

themselves as obese and 28.7% (n = 129) perceived 

themselves as overweight (see Table 1).   

Overall, 66.4% of the adolescent participants (n 

= 299) were dissatisfied with their body image, 

39.3% (n = 177) wished to be heavier (wanting to 

gain weight) and 29.6% (n = 133) would like to be 

thinner. Table 2 shows the prevalence of BI 

dissatisfaction by gender. The results also showed 

that only one-third of the adolescent participants 

were satisfied with their body weight. However, 

the difference between gender groups with regard 

1              2             3              4              5               6             7                 8                  9 

Boys  

1              2             3              4              5               6             7                 8                9 

 



How Body Image is Associated with Body Mass Index Among Iranian Adolescents?               23 

       

to their BI perceptions was not statistically 

significant (p = 0.15).   
Results of Duncan's test showed that there is a 

statistically significant difference between obese 

and normal weight groups in BI discrepancy (see 

table 3). Among female adolescents, thin group 

exhibited a similar BI discrepancy scores to the 

obese group, while they exhibited significantly 

greater BI discrepancy than normal and overweight 

groups. Among male adolescents, overweight and 

obese adolescents with similar dissatisfaction 

scores exhibited greater BI discrepancy scores than 

thin and normal-weight adolescents in the sample. 

However, the BI discrepancy scores were 

significantly different between thin and obese male 

adolescents. In fact, the obese male adolescents 

exhibited a greater BI discrepancy scores and 

higher dissatisfaction (see Table 3). 

Table 3 

Mean and Standard Deviation of Body Image Discrepancy by Body Weight Status 

Among Adolescent Participants Living in Tehran (n = 450). 

 

Nutritional Status 

p-value 
Thin  Normal 

Weight 
Overweight Obese 

Mean  SD Mean  SD Mean  SD Mean  SD 

BI discrepancy score 

total (n = 450) 
1.33

a,b 
1.36 0.88

a 
0.93 1.21

a,b 
.91 1.83

b 
1.19 <0.0001

*
 

BI discrepancy score 

female (n = 236) 
2.50

a 
2.12 0.81

b 
0.77 1.31

b 
.94 1.73

b,a 
.88 <0.0001

**
 

BI discrepancy score 

male (n = 214) 
0.75

b
 0.50 0.98

a,b
 1.12 1.07

a,b
 0.87 1.87

a
 1.31 <0.0001

***
 

Note: *F=18.99  ; df=3 ; One-way ANOVA   [F (3, 450) = 18.99, p < 0.0001]; **F=13.11  ; df=3 

; One-way ANOVA   [F (3, 236) = 13.11, p < 0.0001]; ***F=8.40  ; df=3 ; One-way ANOVA   [F 

(3, 214) = 8.40, p < 0.0001].Non-Similar letter shows significant difference 

Discussion 

In the current study, most of the adolescents in 

the sample showed normal body weights. While 

some studies have found greater rates of 

overweight/obesity among adolescent samples 

(Pinho et al., 2019, Kelishadi et al., 2008) others 

have found lower percentages (Hales et al., 2018, 

de Sousa Ferreira et al., 2021).  The results of our 

study were consistent with another study in Iran 

(Akbarzadeh et al., 2016) showing an increasing 

trend in overweight and obesity among Iranian 

adolescents. This finding is similar to what was 

found among Malaysian adolescents (Khor et al., 

2009). The result of the current study that showed 

female adolescents were more overweight than 

males was similar to the studies conducted in 

Malaysia (Khor et al., 2009), and Nigeria (Maruf et 

al., 2013). However, the percentage of obesity was 

greater in male adolescents in the current study 

which was in line with the studies performed in 

Fortaleza-CE (de Sousa Ferreira et al., 2021) and  

most of the Middle East countries (Musaiger, 

2012).   

The current study revealed a high percentage of 

dissatisfaction with body image among adolescents 

which was similar to other studies in Iran (Shoraka 

et al., 2019, Baharvand et al., 2020) and other 

countries like Spain  (Bully and Elosua, 2011) and 

Brazil (Pinho et al., 2019), but it was different from 

findings of Ribeiro-Silva et al. (2018) in Brazil. 

Similar to the study conducted by Cinelli and 

O’Dea (2009) most of dissatisfied adolescents in 

the current study wished to have greater body sizes 

and to gain weight. This may indicate a tendency 

among Iranian adolescents toward greater body 

sizes and it may have roots in Asian cultures that 

believe obesity is a sign of health and wealth and 

thinness is a symbol of poverty and illness (Garrusi 

and Baneshi, 2017). 

While some previous studies have shown 

gender differences in perceptions of one's body and 

body size dissatisfaction (Ansari, 2014, Mäkinen, 

2012), there were no significant gender differences 
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in body perceptions in this study similar to another 

study conducted in Iran (Garousi, 2012). The high 

prevalence of BI dissatisfaction, even with a 

normal weight, demonstrates that the adolescent 

participant either underestimate or overestimate 

their actual weight status and perceive themselves 

in a different way from reality. This proves that 

they are influenced by society and 

national/international media, which may have 

influenced their definitions of their body sizes 

(Uchôa et al., 2019). Some studies have shown that 

low self-concept, and a lack of control over one's 

body among adolescents (Alipoor et al., 2009), as 

well as media (Ricciardelli et al., 2000) positively 

affect adolescents' body image discrepancy. Also, it 

was shown that fear of negative evaluations by 

peers is positively associated with body image 

discrepancy in female adolescents (Michael et al., 

2014). 

Some studies have shown that besides other 

influences like media and biological factors, 

culture can be an important factor in determining 

overweight and obesity among adolescents 

(Irandoost et al., 2021, Cohen et al., 2013). In 

addition, the results of another study indicated that 

there is a significant association between spiritual 

intelligence and relying on an internal core with 

body image in adolescents (Jafari and Esmaeili, 

2015).  

Most of the countries that define obesity as a 

value such as Kuwait, Saudi Arabia, Jordan, 

Bahrain, and Iran are located in the Middle East in 

which people believe that obese and overweight 

women are more powerful and women in these 

countries are less physically active (Mehio Sibai et 

al., 2010).  In these countries, a common cultural 

belief that encourages fatness specially among 

women is that obesity is a sign of beauty, health, 

and affluence. In Iran, such idea has been inherited 

from generation to generation since the time of 

Qajar kings. According to a study published in the 

Iranian Students' Newsletter in August 2014, in 

which 1,500 Iranian men of various ages were 

interviewed, It was found that Iranian men prefer 

relatively fat women over thin women (Pakru, 

2014). In this study, 1,500 young Iranian men were 

interviewed and the results showed that 50% of the 

people were inclined towards women with obese 

bodies, 30% toward women with overweight, and 

only 20% preferred thin women. Parku (2014) 

claims that an explanation for these findings is that 

in Iranian-Islamic culture women with average 

physique are believed to be physically and 

mentally healthier and having higher fertility and 

childbearing power than lean women. Also, a 

qualitative study investigating the causes of obesity 

among Iranian Kurdish adults found that they tend 

to be interested in gaining weight and that their 

positive attitudes toward obesity affects their 

behaviors and values. Communities with traditional 

and local cultures tend to define obesity as a value, 

something that has been passed down from 

previous generations to the next (Irandoost et al., 

2021). Likewise, Cohen et al. showed that in 

developing countries of the African Continent, 

positive attitudes toward obesity and the social 

value of stoutness (fat abdomen for men and 

chubby hips for women) had contributed to the 

gradual growth of obesity (Cohen et al., 2013). 

Consistent with these studies, the current study 

found that overweight and obesity may not be 

merely caused by nutritional factors, but also by 

individuals' attitudes toward obesity/overweight 

according to their cultural backgrounds. 

Conclusion 

Findings indicated that Iranian adolescents are 

concerned with their body image. A substantial 

proportion of adolescents are not satisfied with 

their body weight, leading them to have a poor 

body image. Also some Iranian adolescents may be 

interested in gaining weight and having a big body. 

Due to causing negative effects of inaccurate body 

image, such as unhealthy eating habits or 

disordered eating behaviors, the results indicate 

that appropriate education and counseling should 

be accompanied among adolescents in schools and 

other communities in society. Since the population 

living in Tehran is a mix of different ethnicities 

with diverse cultural backgrounds, separate 

intervention programs for male and female 

adolescents are required to address body image 

concerns, as they have different expectations and 

reactions about their body shape and size. 
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