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Abstract

Background: Body image does not merely reflect the heavenly grant of the individual or the
observational remarks of other important people. The perceived constituent of body image
refers mostly to body size assessment. Alteration of body size that goes in the direction of
overestimation was usually seen as a predictor for the development of eating disorders.
Objective: The purpose of the study is to investigate weight and body image attitudes and
perceptions, and the presence of risky weight control practices among a sample of Pharos
university students. Method: A 398 university students (males and females) aged 18-26
years, who were chosen randomly from Pharos University campus during the spring semester
2016-2017, were asked to fill out a self-reported weight and body image inventory, adapted
from The University of Florida Counseling Services, that included their weight, and height.
Results: Mean BMI was 24.84 + 4.35 and a prevalence of overweight and obesity of 41%
was found among students, 55.5% were of normal weight (50% of males compared to 60% of
females), and 3.5% were underweight. Relations between sex and body image attitude: a total
of 33.9% for both sexes were at risk; (More than 5 false answers) was (19.9%) among male
students and (41.6%) among female students. Female participants revealed a significant
correlation between their self-reported current weight and dissatisfaction about their body
image in relation to males (p = 0.005). Conclusion: The results of this study indicate that both
genders are subject to some degree of risky behaviors as they reported a higher degree of
negative responses in relation to weight and body image. By investigating weight and body
image related attitudes; researchers can better determine where their weight management and
eating disorder prevention programming efforts can best be targeted.
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Introduction

Body image is a multifaceted, subjective
and vibrant concept that encircles a
person’s perceptions, beliefs, and feelings
about the body.®  Body image is not
limited to the visual characteristics of the
person, but is further concerned with
health, skills, and sexuality.”

Even though it is nearly constant over
time, body image actually changes in

certain contexts (specific age susceptibility
and fluctuation after media exposure or
health status modifications). Body image
does not merely reflect the heavenly grant
of the individual or the observational
remarks of other important people. While
these factors certainly influence body
satisfaction, what is critical is the way our
bodies are self-experienced and evaluated.
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The final result depends on personal
factors (personality, self-esteem),
interpersonal factors (family, peers and
media messages), biological factors
(genetic traits, increased BMI, a series of
pathologies), and cultural factors (social
values and norms).?

Each aspect of body image (perceptual,
attitudinal and behavioral) can now be
assessed by an array of dedicated
instruments. The perceived constituent of
body image refers mostly to body size
assessment. Alteration of body size that
goes in the direction of overestimation was
usually seen as a predictor for the
development of eating disorders. Yet,
when researchers separated the sensory
components of self-perception (meaning
the visual system responses) and the non-
sensory components (meaning those
cognitive and affective elements that
interpret the visual input), they concluded
that among anorexic patients, alteration in
body size was not due to the differences in
sensory sensitivity, but to the disturbances
in weight and body image attitudes.*

Body dissatisfaction, or anegative
evaluation of the size, shape, or appearance
of one's body, has been linked to plentiful
awkward behaviors, including binge
eating, self-induced purging or laxative
misuse.’

Data on body image self-perception are
scarce  especially in the Eastern
Mediterranean Region EMR; these data are
needed in order to design interventions to
introduce or improve an effective nutrition
and weight counseling among adolescents.
Recent EMR studies revealed increasingly
westernized views of the ideal body image
where thin body image is now considered a
beautiful feature of females.®

According to the World Health
Organization, eating disorders are mental
disorders involving physiological and
psychological effects associated with a
preoccupation with food and body image.

Eating disorders ED are not ‘diets gone
wrong’, but are serious and potentially life
threatening mental illnesses, young people
experience eating disorders at higher rates
than others in the general population, with
as many as 15% of adolescent females and
3% of males experiencing an eating
disorder.”

Research in the field of eating disorders is
limited in the Middle East. In a Lebanese
study clinicians across Lebanon filled
individual questionnaires about their 2013
ED outpatients (n = 104) and participated
in focus groups. Results showed that
bulimia nervosa was the most prevalent
ED (46.1 %) followed by anorexia nervosa
(39.4 %) and binge eating (14.4 %) and
there was a general delay in seeking help
which made patient recovery more
difficult. Studies emphasize the critical
need for a public health approach to ED
awareness that could help in developing
preventive and remedial educational
programs targeting youth in the Middle
East.5™

This research reviewed the results of
student’s attitudes toward their weight and
body image and categorized students as
being either normal or at-risk based on
their responses aiming to investigate
weight and body image attitudes and
perception, and the presence of risky
weight control practices among a sample
of Pharos university students.

Method

The data for this study were derived from a
convenient sample of 398 students (141
males and 257 females). The sample was
randomly collected from Pharos university
students; 36.7% of students were at allied
medical science, 11.8 % at dentistry, 10.6
% at mass communication, 10.3% at
engineering, 9.8 at pharmacy and drug
manufacturing, 6% at physical therapy,
5.3% at arts and design, 4.3 % at languages
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& translation, 2.5% at tourism and hotel
management, 1% at financial and
administrative sciences and 0.8% at legal
studies and international relations.

Data Collection Tool:

A weight and body image inventory,
adapted from The University of Florida
Counseling Services, and tested by a recent
study’® was administered to students
during the spring semester 2016-2017.
This inventory was comprised of 10
true/false statements addressing attitudes
related to weight and body image. The
responses were analyzed, with five or more
negative responses representing a higher
degree of risk, to determine the degree of
weight and body image dissatisfaction in
relationship to self-reported current and
goal weights among college aged students.
Institutional review board approval was
received, and informed consent was
obtained from all participants.

The original questionnaire was in English,
and it was translated into Arabic using two
independent forward translations by the
researchers (Genena D and Salama AA).
An expert committee (Three members of
staff from PUA) also reviewed the
translated questionnaire to ensure face
validity; i.e. the degree to which a
procedure, especially a psychological test
or assessment, appears effective in terms
of its stated aims. In addition, the data
collecting team’s native Arabic speakers
examined the translated version, reviewed
any instances of misunderstandings and
decisions were made accordingly. The
translation focused on and ensured the
equivalence of meaning, and the
assessment of the same attributes, i.e.,
cross-cultural and cross-language
equivalence. The final translated Arabic
questionnaire was piloted among a sample
of Allied Medical Sciences Faculty
students, with no comments returned that
needed amending.”**

Data Analysis

Data from weight history forms, weight
and body image attitudes inventories, was
retrieved and entered an excel spreadsheet.
The statistical analysis via SPSS
(Statistical Package for the Social
Sciences) version 20 program was utilized
for this study. Qualitative data were
described using number and percent and
was compared using Chi square test.
Statistically significant at p < 0.05. A
Pearson  Correlation was done for
correlations. Normally quantitative data
was expressed in mean + SD and was
compared using student t-test.

Results

Students with a mean age of 20.6 £ 1.59
years participated in this study. The
average weight and height were 70.46 +
16.15 kg and 1679 £ 1041 cm,
respectively. Mean BMI was 24.84 + 4.35.
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A prevalence of overweight and obesity of
41% was found among students, 55.5%
were of normal weight (50% of males
compared to 60% of females), and 3.5%
were underweight.

The weight and body image attitudes
inventory consisted of statements about the
level of comfort participants feel
surrounding their weight. This inventory
also had statements related to how they

attitude; of them 20.7% were males
compared to 79.3% females. While two
thirds of the students (66.1%) were normal
(43% of the male students compared to
57% of the female students).

At risk students (More than 5 false
answers) forms 19.9% of male students,
41.6% of female students, with a total of
33.9% for both sexes (p<0.001). In Table
2; a Pearson Correlation was completed

feel regarding their body shape and size. looking at the correlation
Females demonstrated more  at-risk
attitudes (41.6 %), a higher degree in
negative responses, while males were 80.1
% at normal attitude.
Table 1- shows that, in the total sample,
one third (33.9 %) were having negative
Table (1): Relations between sex and body image attitude
. EX Total
Body_ image Male Female (n = 398) 7 D
attitude (n=141) (n =257) N (%)
N (%) N (%)
'f\'orma' (less than 5 445 501y 150 (58.4) 263 (66.1)
alse answer) x .
At risk (More than 5 19.26 <0.001
28 (19.9) 107 (41.6) 135 (33.9)

false answer)

Qualitative data were described using number and percent and was compared using Chi square test

*: Statistically significant at p < 0.05

Table (2): Correlation between self-reported current weight and weight and body image

attitudes
Body image attitude
Male Female Total
(n=141) (n=257) (n =398)
Weight r p p r p
(k) 0.023 0.790 0.133 0.033° 0.057 0.257

r:: Spearman coefficient

*: Statistically significant at p < 0.05

between the participant’s self-reported
current weight and their attitudes about
weight and body image. Results showed a
small but statistically significant positive
correlation present among females, r =
0.133, n=257, p=0.033.

Regarding body image attitude and BMI,
(66.1%) of students had normal attitude,
(3.4%) of them were under weight, 57.4%
were normal weight, 27.4% were
overweight, and 11.8 % were obese), while

33.9 % were having negative attitude (3.7
% of them were under weight, 52.6 % were
normal weight, 31.9 % were overweight,
and 11.9% were obese). Table (3)

Demonstrated in Table 4; as the BMI of
males goes towards the overweight
category; there was a higher degree of risk
and negative response found among their
attitudes. On the contrary, there was a
higher degree of risk and negative response
found among the self-reported underweight
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female participants (Table 5), then the
overweight and obese categories; even
though these findings were not statistically
significant.

Correlations between self-reported weight
and dissatisfaction about body image and
personal feelings - of happiness or sadness
- in males and females are shown in
(Tables 6 and 7); female participants
revealed a significant correlation between
their self-reported current weight and
dissatisfaction about their body image in
relation to males, compared using student
t-test (p = 0.005).

Discussion

Weight-loss behaviors are highly prevalent
among adolescents, and body weight

practices. However, little is known about
the association of weight and body image
attitudes, and risky weight control
practices among adolescents in Egypt. The
aim of this study is to investigate the
relationships between body weights, and
body image attitudes, gender differences
and behaviors putting this age group at risk
of developing disordered eating. The
weight and body image attitudes inventory
is comprised of 10 true/false statements
addressing attitudes related to weight
status and body image. Participants were
categorized as either presenting normal or
at-risk attitudes based on their negative
responses to these statements. (Appendix-
1)

perception motivates weight control
Table (3): Relations between BMI and body image attitude

Body Under- Normal 24 Over - Obese ( n'l:o;z;ls)

image weight weight weight (n = 47) - x? p

attitude (n=14) (n=222) (n=115) NEO/) N (%)
N (%) N (%) N (%) 0

Normal 9(643)  151(68.0)  72(62.6) 31(66.0) 263 (66.1)
(false <5) 1011 0.799
At risk ' '
(false >5) 5 (35.7) 71 (32.0) 43 (37.4) 16 (34.0) 135 (33.9)

Qualitative data were described using number and percent and was compared using Chi square test

Table (4): Relations between BMI and body image attitude in male group

BMI
. . Normal Over Total
B‘;‘R’i t'Séaege U”‘zgrl’vg;ght weight weight (S'Eelsg) (=141 ¥ M
N(_%) (n=76) (n=42) NE%) N (%)
N (%) N (%)
Normal 8(100) 59(77.6)  32(76.2) 14(93.3) 113(80.1)
(false <5) 3.60 0.287
At risk ' '
(false >5) 0(0) 17(224)  10(23.8) 1(6.7)  28(19.9)

Qualitative data were described using number and percent and was compared using Chi square test,
Monte Carlo test

In the current study; there was a %), a higher degree in negative responses,

prevalence of overweight and obesity of
41% among students, more than half of the
students were of normal weight, females
demonstrated more at-risk attitudes (41.6

in regards to their weight and body image.

Body image concern BIC may exist to an
extent among male and female
undergraduate students, but the prevalence
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is significantly higher among females. This
was stated by a recent study at Assiut
University in  Egypt; the variables
associated with BIC did not differ
substantially between male and female
students. BMI, depressive symptoms, body
image perception as being too fat, and self-
rated health were associated with BIC for
both genders. Males’ BIC still requires
more attention, and also necessitates the
development/refinement of methods to
specifically assess male BIC."

In 1986, Nasser M compared two
samples of Arab female students attending
London and Cairo Universities; he found
that 12% of Cairo group had eating
disorders compared to 22% of London
group. Concern with body weight existed
in a society presumed to have different
values. Western cultural norms related to
body image were thought to be partly

responsible for causing high prevalence of
eating disorder in London group. Al-Isa'’
reported that there may be a greater social
pressure in Europe to be thin, perhaps, than
in the Arab Gulf countries; as he found
that in Kuwait there were a trend to
tolerate fatness, and there were no social
condemnation or disapproval against
adiposity.

As regards to gender, the study findings
confirmed the expected link between
gender and body image attitude, males
tended to have a more ‘positive’ body
image attitude compared to females. Of the
141 male participants in the current study;
significantly fewer males (20%) responded
with at-risk attitudes (a higher degree of
negative response) in regards to weight and
body image compared to the female
participants (42%) out of 257. (p <0.001").
This is supported by other studies showing

Table (5): Relations between BMI and body image attitude in female group

BMI Total
Body Underweight Normal Over Obese (n=257)
image (n=6) weight weight (n=32) ¥ M
attitude (n =146) (n=73)
N (%) N (%) N (%) N (%) N (%)
Normal — 4 157 92 (63.0) 40 (54.8)  17(53.1) 150 (58.4)
(false <5) 6.12 0.096
At risk ' '
(false >5) 2 (83.3) 54 (37.0) 33 (45.2) 15(46.9) 107 (41.6)

Qualitative data were described using number and percent and was compared using Chi square test,

Monte Carlo test

that women were more likely to perceive
themselves as being overweight than men.
(18.19) et still about 20% of males were at-
risk; i.e. not only females are at risk for
eating disorder and disordered eating,
males can be at risk as well. Adolescent
males failing to achieve the muscular body
idol by their faulty eating habits and
entering the overweight zone become
dissatisfied with their weight and body
image.

An inadequacy in eating disorder research
is the minor amount of information
relating to the male population.

Historically, male presentations of eating
disorders have been perceived as rare and
atypical — a perception that has resulted in
the systematic underrepresentation of
males in ED research. Further, the
marginalization of males from ED research
has hindered the assessment and clinical
management of these presentations. Yet an
emerging body of evidence relating to
muscularity-oriented eating is created in
relation to the existing classification
framework of eating disorders.?°

A study in KSA found that none of the
obese male students reported being
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dissatisfied about their body shape
compared to obese females. Almost similar
percentage of male and female students on
overweight category reported dissatisfied
concerning their body shape. Significant
difference was observed among male and
female students about their body shape
satisfaction. Results indicated that body
shape dissatisfaction and inactive lifestyle
were prevalent among females than males
and age, weight, BMI and marital status
were  predictors of body  shape
dissatisfaction.?*

Table (6): Correlations between weight and
satisfaction in Male & Female

Weight (kg)
Satisfaction Male Female
(n = 141) (n = 257)
Satisfied 7570+ 17.34 6558+ 12.18
Unsatisfied 7490+ 16.47  72.22+18.90
t (p) 0.228(0.820)  2.896 (0.005")

Normally quantitative data was expressed in mean
+ SD and was compared using student t-test. *:
Statistically significant at p < 0.05

Table (7): Correlations between weight and
feeling happy in Male & Female

. Weight (kg)
i;e;g]f Male Female
(n=141) (n=257)
Yes 74.25+18.41 66.46 + 14.25
No 78.47 £ 13.40 68.88 + 15.52

T()  1.353(0.178) 1.301(0.194)

Normally quantitative data was expressed in mean
+ SD and was compared using student t-test

One past research study found that 20% of
young college men displayed eating
attitudes and behaviors characteristic of
eating disorders and disordered eating.*?
As well, a cross-sectional study, utilizing
the Eating Attitudes Test-40, found the
prevalence of eating disorders among a
group of female college students to be an
alarming 13.8%.%% Over the past 10 years,
research had paid more attention to body
image in boys and men.?* A substantial
amount of empirical evidence exists
indicating  that males  experience
dissatisfaction with aspects of their
appearance and weight, albeit to a lesser

extent than females. It has been
acknowledged that the nature of male body
dissatisfaction is perhaps more complex
than female body dissatisfaction. While
females strive for thinner bodies, males
consistently report wanting to be more
muscular.”

Women tend to have a more ‘negative’
attitude towards their bodies, and the
desire to be thin is a critical factor in
women’s outlook toward their bodies and
body image perception. Looking at the
correlation between the participant’s self-
reported current weight and their attitudes
about weight and body image; results
showed a statistically significant positive
correlation present among females, n=257,
r = 0.133, p=0.033. Hence, dissatisfaction
with one’s weight and attempting to
achieve one’s ideal body shape are seen as
risk factors of eating disorders and health-
endangering behaviors.

Another study found that even though it
was mostly women who tended to perceive
themselves as “too fat”, more than one
third of men reported feeling “too fat”.
This suggested that men too are prone to
the perceived ‘problems’ of body
dissatisfaction, and hence, as women,
might comprise a potential risk-group for
the development of eating disorders.?

A study at the University of Nebraska-
Lincoln stated that; as the self-reported
current weight of participants increased,
the risk (a higher degree of negative
response) in their attitudes about weight
and body image was higher. Females
demonstrated more at-risk attitudes (37.4
%), a higher degree in negative responses,
while males were 72.3 % at normal
attitude.™

In 2013 a study documented that, among
weight-losing teens, 88.5% of students
perceived themselves as overweight even
though only 19.2% were overweight.
Reducing fat intake, exercising and
increasing intake of fruits and vegetables
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and decreasing intake of sugar were the
most commonly reported methods to lose
weight.?” A cross-sectional survey from
seven universities in the UK stated that;
more females (35%) than males (8%)
reported being moderately or markedly
concerned with their body image. For both
genders, BIC was associated with a higher
level of depressive symptoms and to
variable extents, with nutrition and year at
university.?

Identification and early intervention are a
critical part of the mental health promotion
spectrum. Individuals who are showing
warning signs are at much higher risk of
developing an eating disorder. Further,
research shows significantly improved
outcomes for individuals who are
identified and treated early in the course of
illness.?*%

Media promotion of the ideal body as
slimness for women and muscularity for
men, has led to increasing numbers of both
genders reporting dissatisfaction with their
bodies and trying to change using weight
control products.®

Cultural influences were found to be
important, with body size underestimations
occurring in cultures where a larger body
is found to be desirable. Researchers found
that overweight and obese men
underestimate their weight status, and that
men are less accurate in  their
categorizations than women.*® Contrary to
what we reported; in adult Saharawi
refugees, participants had a higher desire
to gain weight in comparison to the desire
to lose weight, which could indicate how
satisfied they are with their perceived body
size.®

In consistency with our study results;
many overweight boys in the Balearic
Islands, Spain were satisfied with their
body image while practically all
overweight girls reported wishing a thinner
body. Meal patterns and food consumption
were associated with body dissatisfaction

and overweight status among
adolescents.**

Compared to the  aforementioned
studies**?®, the current study showed a
higher prevalence of at risk behaviors of
42% among females. For adolescent girls
and women, the gap between the average
and the ideal has expanded; models used to
weigh about 8% less than the average
woman, they now weigh 23% less.®
Adolescent boys face a similar dilemma; as
the ideal body image for men has become
increasingly muscular.®® Therefore, female
and male adolescents face huge challenges
as they create their body image while map
reading cultural images that are often
beyond their reach.

A recent study on similar population
reported a high percentage of faculties’
students  consider  themselves  as
overweight or obese, despite nearly half of
them had normal BMI. More than one
third of them were practicing weight
reducing measures (44.8% Female, 41.2%
Male). Weight loss behaviors were more
prevalent among females, young students,
living in urban areas and students affiliated
to faculty of education.*’

Changes in cultural norms over time as a
result of media exposure, globalization and
urbanization may lead to changes in body
image  perceptions;  this is  best
demonstrated by the fact that after almost
three decade from Nasser M, research;
Kabir et al, in 2013 reported that body
image perceptions and a desire to be
thinner were strongly related to body
image dissatisfaction and that thinness is
becoming more desired in Kuwaiti society
than the plump body image of the past.
While Shaban et al, in 2016 reported that
females in the obese category were the
most dissatisfied with their body image,
followed by those in the overweight
category.

The utilized inventory had statements
related to how participants feel in regards
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their body shape and size. The results of
the female participants revealed a
significant correlation between their self-
reported current weight and dissatisfaction
about their body image (p = 0.005).
Female students in our sample were
unsatisfied with body weights greater than
+ 72 kg, while those with body weights
around 65 kg were satisfied.

A prior research on female university
students has concluded that only 15.8% of
the students were satisfied with their
weight and more than half had tried to lose
weight during the two years preceding the
study; showing that the higher the mean
BMI the less satisfied the students were
with their weight, these were similar to our
findings except in that the weight rather
than the BMI that counted in the current
study.*°

In Brazil; to explore the relationship
between body image dissatisfaction and
eating patterns in adolescents, results
indicated that body image dissatisfaction
was identified in 19.5% of the
adolescents.** In Zarga-Jordan, Zawawi,
compared between participants by age,
education, marital and work status show
that younger, married, not working
overweight and obese women are more
prone to score higher on negative
perceptions and dissatisfaction with body
shape scales.*

Failure to recognize weight correctly may
bring about a false sense of security around
health and contribute to persistence of
unhealthy lifestyles. Consequently,
discrepancies between true weight and
weight perception can have serious
implications and can be associated with
eating disorder tendencies.** %

Students  perceiving  themselves as
overweight engaged in unsupervised
exercise activities and reduced food intake
with lack of proper knowledge of dietary
guidelines or appropriate weight loss

goals. In line for the high prevalence of
body weight misperception existing among
adolescents; promotion of healthy body
image perception and healthy eating
practices is pivotal. It is sensible to
implement health promotion programs to
raise awareness regarding concepts of
healthy body image in relation to medical
definitions of overweight to improve
precision of weight perceptions, promote
healthy realistic body weight and lead to
healthier eating and promote physical
activity. Health promoting strategies and
activities should address the standard body
weight SBW according to frame size® as it
is more realistic than ideal body weight.

Conclusions

The results of this study indicate that both
genders are subject to some degree of risky
behaviors as they reported a higher degree
of negative responses in relation to weight
and body image. There is scarcity of data
on the association between body self-
perception, body image attitudes and
weight loss patterns in Egypt; further
studies are needed to explore this enigma.
By investigating weight and body image
related attitudes; researchers can better
determine where their weight management
and eating disorder prevention
programming efforts can best be targeted.

Recommendations

Implementation of a health promotion
program to raise awareness regarding
concepts of a healthy body image; improve
precision of weight perception, promoting
healthy realistic weight loss goals and
healthier eating and physical activity
practices. The wuse of SBW charts
estimated with linear regression formulas;
which take into consideration, age, sex,
height and frame size, with 10-pound
increments in each frame size; small,
medium, and large. That is a 30-pound
swing for any given height. Since media
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holds an important place in influencing
body image perception, media can be used
by health care providers to transport
healthful messages.

Limitations

The results of the research are limited by
the use of a convenience sample of
students from just one university which
may not be a representative of all
university students in Egypt. Furthermore,
Pharos university students are usually of
high socio-economic standard; therefore,
samples from different universities may
provide a more inclusive picture of
university students taking into
consideration socio-economic status.
Although researchers have validated the
accuracy of self-reported height and
weight data, women may underestimate
weight by 2.1 kg. Thus, the weight and
BMI changes calculated in these studies
may be underestimates. Heavier people
may underestimate their weight, and height
tends to be over reported. “¢)

However, baseline information about
weight status and body image attitudes
among a sample of university students was
certainly obtained from the present study.
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Appendix-1: Weight and Body Image Attitudes Inventory

Question

“Weight and Body Image Attitudes Inventory True  false

| rarely talk negatively about my body.

I do not weigh myself more than once a week.

If appearance didn’t matter in our society, I would still
exercise the same amount that | do now.

| rarely compare my looks or body to others.

calorie food.

| rarely feel guilty / anxious after eating a high fat / high

o O kv INME

| can accept a compliment about my appearance.

If I had to do things that were unhealthy (fasting, laxatives,
7. throwing up, excess exercise) in order to change (or
maintain my weight), I would choose not to do them.

| feel happy or content, for the most part, with my life at

this time.
9. I wouldn’t panic if I gained (or lost) a few kilos.
10 For the most part, | am satisfied with my body shape and

size.

“Adapted from the University of Florida Counseling Services
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