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This study was carried out to examine the influence of gender and body 

mass index on body image among adolescents aged 1 1  to 1 5  years in 

Malaysia. The adolescents were selected through a multi-stage random 

sampling involving random selection of secondary schools from rural and 

urban areas in Kedah and Pulau Pinang. The adolescents were categorized 

as underweight, normal weight and overweight based on their body mass 

index (8MI). Out of 2050 adolescents who completed the body image 

questionnaires, 769 adolescents were selected to complete a 3-day d ietary 

record and a 3-day physical activity record . 

Out of the 769 respondents, 52.9% were female and 47. 1  % male. This 

study found that the majority of the adolescents were concerned with body 

shapes, selecting health as their reason for concern . Females however were 

more l ikely to choose beauty for their concern and look to models and idols 
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as their role models. Parents and peers were their main sources of 

information concerning body shape. Females in general exhibited poorer 

body image in  comparison with male adolescents. More females than males 

reported having body shape problems including d issatisfaction with various 

body parts. While the females tend to overestimate their body weight, male 

adolescents were more l ikely to underestimate their body weight. More 

females desired to lose weight while more males wanted to gain weight. 

Underweight males tend to have a lower body image than underweight 

females. Female adolescents preferred to have a smaller figure while male 

adolescents desired a larger figure. Overweight adolescents of both genders 

reported having body shape problems and they perceived themselves as 

being less wel l  accepted socially. 

Weight preoccupation among the underweight adolescents was positively 

correlated with their energy intake. However, higher peer acceptance leads 

to higher energy intake in underweight males only. This showed that 

underweight males were encouraged to consume more energy while 

underweight females d id not receive such feedback. Energy expenditure 

among underweight male adolescents was positively correlated with peer 

acceptance but energy expenditure among underweight females was 

negatively correlated with peer acceptance. Perceived parental and peer 

acceptance of body shape among the overweight adolescents were 

negatively correlated with their energy intake. Perceived parental 

acceptance of their body shapes was negatively correlated with energy 

expenditure among overweight adolescents indicating higher parental 

acceptance w as a ssociated w ith l ower e nergy e xpenditure.  In c onclusion ,  
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this study found that gender and body mass index (BMI ) influence the body 

image of adolescents. Body image was associated with energy intake and 

energy expenditure, which in turn have implications on the nutritional status 

of adolescents in the form of underweight or overweight. 
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Abstrak tesis yang dikemukakan kepada Senat Universiti Putra Malaysia 
sebagai memenuhi keperluan ijazah Master Sains 

PENGARUH JANTINA DAN INDEKS JISIM TUBUH TERHADAP 
I MEJ TU BUH 01 KALANGAN REMAJA MALAYSIA 

BERUMUR 11 SEHINGGA 15 TAHU N  

Oleh 

PHAN YNG YIH 

Februari 2003 

Pengerusi :  Profesor Khor Geok Lin,  Ph.D.  

Faku lti : Perubatan dan Sains Kesihatan 

Kajian ini d ijalankan untuk mengkaji pengaruh jantina dan indeks jisim tubuh 

terhadap imej tubuh di kalangan remaja berumur 1 1  sehingga 1 5  tahun .  

Remaja d ipi l ih melalui persampelan rawak berperingkat d i  kalangan sekolah-

sekolah menengah d i  negeri Kedah dan Pulau Pinang. Remaja dikategori 

mengikut I ndeks J isim T ubuh ( IJT) i aitu k urang b erat b adan , n ormal berat 

badan dan lebih berat badan. Daripada 2050 remaja yang menjawab 

borang soal-sel idik imej tubuh,  769 telah d ipi l ih untuk menjawab 

pengambilan makanan dan aktiviti fizikal .  Data pengambilan makanan dan 

aktiviti fizikal d iperolehi dengan menggunakan rekod pengambilan d iet 3 hari 

dan rekod aktiviti fizikal 3 hari. 
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Daripada 769 remaja yang dikaji , 52 .9% adalah remaja perempuan dan 

47. 1  % adalah remaja lelaki. Kajian ini mendapati bahawa kebanyakan 

remaja mengambil berat tentang bentuk badan mereka dan berbuat 

demikian kerana kesihatan .  Walau bagaimanapun, remaja perempuan lebih 

eenderung berbuat demikian untuk keeantikan dan memil ih model dan artis 

pujaan sebagai orang yang mempengaruhi mereka.  Ibu bapa dan rakan­

rakan merupakan tempat earian maklumat utama mengenai bentuk badan.  

Remaja perempuan mempunyai imej tubuh yang lebih buruk berbanding 

dengan remaja lelaki. Lebih banyak remaja perempuan mengalami masalah 

berat badan d ibandingkan dengan remaja lelaki. Remaja perempuan turut 

meneatatkan darjah kepuasan yang lebih rendah terhadap bahagian­

bahagian badan berbanding dengan remaja lelaki . Remaja perempuan lebih 

eenderung menganggap berat mereka lebih daripada yang sebenarnya 

manakala remaja lelaki lebih eenderung bertanggapan berat mereka kurang 

daripada berat yang sebenarnya. Lebih banyak remaja perempuan ingin 

mengurangkan berat badan mereka manakala lebih banyak remaja lelaki 

ingin menambah berat badan mereka. Remaja lelaki kurang berat b adan 

mempunyai imei tubuh yang lebih rendah daripada remaja perempuan 

kurang berat badan.  Remaja perempuan menginginkan bentuk badan yang 

lebih keei l  manakala remaja lelaki menginginkan bentuk badan yang lebih 

besar. Lebih banyak remaja berlebihan berat badan mengalami masalah 

berat badan dan bertanggapan bahawa d iri mereka kurang diterima seeara 

sosial. 
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Kepentingan berat (Weight preoccupation) d i  kalangan remaja kurang berat 

badan adalah berkorelasi secara positif dengan pengambilan tenaga. Walau 

bagaimanapun ,  penerimaan daripada rakan yang lebih tingg i hanya 

menyebabkan pengambilan tenaga yang lebih tinggi di kalangan remaja 

lelaki yang kurang berat badan. In i  menunjukkan bahawa remaja lelaki 

kurang berat badan d igalakkan untuk mengambil lebih banyak tenaga tetapi 

remaja perempuan tidak menerima galakan sebegin i. Penggunaan tenaga 

di kalangan remaja lelaki kurang berat badan adalah berkorelasi secara 

positif dengan penerimaan daripada rakan manakala penggunaan tenaga d i  

kalangan remaja perempuan kurang berat badan adalah berkorelasi secara 

negatif dengan penggunaan tenaga. Tanggapan penerimaan daripada 

ibubapa dan rakan adalah berkorelasi secara negatif dengan pengambilan 

tenaga di kalangan remaja berlebihan berat badan. Para remaja berlebihan 

berat badan tidak digalakkan untuk mengambil lebih banyak tenaga. 

Penerimaan daripada ibubapa berkorelasi secara negatif dengan 

penggunaan tenaga di kalangan remaja berlebihan berat badan . 

Penerimaan daripada ibubapa yang lebih tingi membawa kepada 

penggu naan tenaga yang lebih rendah. Kesimpulannya,  kajian ini 

mendapati bahawa jantina dan indeks j isim tubuh ( IJT) mempengaruhi imej 

tubuh d i  kalangan remaja. I mej tubuh turut mempengaruhi pengambilan 

tenaga dan penggunaan tenaga, seterusnya memberi kesan terhadap status 

pemakanan remaja secara kekurangan berat badan ataupun berlebihan 

berat badan. 
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CHAPTER O N E  

INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Background of Study 

"Adolescence is the stage of l ife between childhood and adulthood in 

which wide-ranging changes occur in  the physiological and biochemical 

systems, and in behaviour" (Hamburg, 1 998). This transition period can give 

rise to feelings of uncertainty and ambiguity. Adolescents may be vulnerable 

to external influences and succumb to risk behaviours such as smoking, 

substance abuse and driving under the infl uence of alcohol. I n  the United 

States, adolescent mortality rate due to accidents and violence has been on 

the rise (Muuss and Porton, 1 998). 

Body image is defined as one's perceptions, attitudes and feel ings 

towards one's body. This includes the individual's  perception and judgment 

of his or her size, shape, weight and other aspects of the body that relate to 

body appearance (O'Dea, 1 995). As adolescents undergo rapid body 

changes, they become increasingly concerned with their body and at how 

others perceive their body. Adolescents have been found to engage in  

health compromising behaviours such as food avoidance or consuming 

certain types of food in order to achieve their ideal body shape (O'Dea and 

Rawstorne, 2001; Tiggemann, 2001 ) .  
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The root of body image studies can be traced t o e arly n eurological 

studies. Neurologists found that brain-damaged patients exhibit symptoms 

such as denial of paralysed body regions, inabi l ity to d istinguish the right and 

left side, and even regard new or superhumanary body parts as parts of 

themselves (Fisher, 1 990). Since then, the study of body image has 

expanded to other fields including psychology, nutrition and behavioural 

sciences. The study of body image can be d ivided into two major aspects of 

appearance-related body image namely, the perceptual component such as 

accuracy of self- report weight, and the attitudinal component such as body 

satisfaction and behaviour (Cash, 1 990; O'Dea, 1 995). The formation of 

body image begins early in l ife (Coll ins, 1 99 1 ), but is actively established 

during adolescence due to the rapid physical growth and changes that occur 

during this period (Fowler, 1 989). 

Studies have found that body image perceptions may affect l ifestyles 

including d ietary habits, which in turn , affect food intake and nutritional 

status. Adolescents often engage in dieting because of poor body image. A 

study conducted by Emmons (1 996) among 1 269 high school students found 

that majority of adolescents who engaged in dieting were not overweight 

while some were even underweight. These adolescents might have 

unreasonable expectations towards their body leading to inadequate dietary 

intake. Adolescents are also often the victims of d iet fads and myths. 

Studies in Korea and United States found that adolescents' meal patterns do 

not meet their d ietary requirements (Ro, 2000; Barr, 1 994). Fai l ing to do so 
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will deter them from achieving their optimal growth because 25% of a 

person's attained height is achieved during adolescence (Kurz, 1 996). 

Being overweight and obese can be stigmatising especially for 

adolescents because they are concerned with their body image. Those who 

are obese or overweight tend to shy away from physical activities because of 

poor body image (Anton, Perri and Riley, 2000). I n  contrast, some 

adolescents may carry out physical activities for the purpose of losing weight 

despite having normal weight (Gibbons, Wertheim, Paxton, Petrovich and 

Szmukler, 1 995; Nowak, Crawford and Buttner, 2001 ). Therefore, body 

image not only influences d ietary intake of adolescents but also their levels 

of physical activity (Lantz and Hardy, 1 997; Krane, Stiles-Shipley, Waldron 

and Michalenok, 2001 ). 

1.2 Problem Statement 

Past studies have found that males and females d iffer in their 

perceptions of body image. General ly, females tend to have lower 

satisfaction towards their body compared to males (Salusso-Deonier and 
Schwarkopf, 1 99 1 ; Nell and Ashton, 1 996 ; Vander Wal and Thelen ,  2000). 

While female adolescents' ideal figure tend to be thinner than their self 

perceived current figure, male adolescents prefer a bigger body size as their 

ideal figure than their self perceived current figure (Fallon and Rozin ,  1 985; 

Cohn, Adler, Irwin,  Mil lstein, Kegels and Stone, 1 987). This study seeks to 
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explore the d ifferences in body image between male and female adolescents 

in Malaysia. 

Another factor that may influence body image is actual body weight. 

Studies have shown that overweight adolescents are less satisfied with their 

body compared to normal weight adolescents of both sexes (8yrne and H il ls, 

1 997). Damerest and Langer ( 1 996) found that overweight adult females 

exhibited greater d issatisfaction towards their body compared to underweight 

and normal weight females. However, males who were underweight showed 

greater body d issatisfaction than the normal weight and overweight males. 

Rierdan and Koff ( 1 997) found that body mass index is significantly 

associated with weight dissatisfaction and weight concern . I n  this study, the 

adolescents were categorized accord ing to their nutritional status using body 

mass index (8MI ). This study intends to determine the d ifferences in body 

image among adolescents according to their BM I  status (underweight, 

normal weight and overweight). 

Body image perceptions may influence energy intake and energy 

expe nd iture .  Some stud ies have reported that positive body image leads to 

higher levels of physical activity (Guinn and Semper, 1 997; Anton et aI . ,  

2000). Other studies showed that body d issatisfaction was associated with 

avoidance of physical activity (Krane et a I . ,  2001 and Lantz et a I . ,  1 997). 

This study intends to determine the relationship between body image and 

energy expenditure among adolescents with d ifferent BM I  status. 
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Past stud ies have revealed that body image d isturbances were closely 

related to eating disorders. Adolescents who have poor body image were 

found to d iet more frequently (French, Story, Downes, Resnick and Blum, 

1 995). Their high desire for thinness leads to inadequate intake of nutrients 

including calcium, retinol, iron and zinc which are important for optimal 

growth. Macdonald and Wearring ( 1 983) found that female adolescents with 

poor d iet q ual ity t end  t o p erceive t heir p resent s elf b igger t han t hose who 

have good d ietary qual ity. Although studies on body image and eating habits 

tend to focus mainly on female adolescents, there is also an increasing 

number of male adolescents who are dieting (Gibbons et a I . ,  1 995). Keel ,  

Fulkenson and Leon (1 997) stated that poor body image might be predictive 

of disordered eating among early adolescent boys. Thus, body image plays 

a role in determining the eating habits for both male and female adolescents. 

1.3 Importance of Study 

Body image is of much concern to adolescents as they grow into 

adulthood (Delene and Brogowicz, 1 990). While body image has been the 

focus of many studies in other countries including Un ited States, Korea and 

Austral ia, it is not as extensively studied in Malaysia. This study seeks to 

increase the knowledge on body image of Malaysian adolescents. 

Body image influences the self-esteem of a person (Mendelson and 

White, 1 982). Stud ies found that there is an inverse relationship between 

body image and psychosocial factors such as depression and low self-
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