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ABSTRACT 

 
The present study aimed to investigate student self-rating towards body dissatisfaction, drive for 
muscularity and self-esteem, as well as to investigate their relationship. Results from a sample of 
293 male students from University Malaysia Sabah showed a significant positive relationship 
between body dissatisfaction and drive for muscularity (r = .22, p < .01). An interesting result was 
that body dissatisfaction is positively correlated with higher self-esteem (r = .142, p <.05), which 
was assumed that body dissatisfaction alone was a poor predictor of self-esteem. Culture has its 
role affecting the values people place on different aspects of the body. By using One-way ANOVA, 
study found the significant ethnic difference in body dissatisfaction (F(3, 289) = 3.779, p < .05) and 
drive for muscularity (F(3, 289) = 5.116, p < .05). However, the majority of them hold positive 
perception to their body parts, exhibiting a healthy body image perception 
 
Keywords: male body image perception; body dissatisfaction; self-esteem ethnic difference 
 
 
Introduction 
 
The desire to develop muscularity has emerged as a central issue associated with male body image 
(McCreary & Sasse, 2000; Jones & Crawford, 2005) and conforming to the “ideal”. Male body 
dissatisfaction is beginning to increase possibly due to emerging social pressures for men to 
achieve a lean and muscular body image ideal (Harvey & Robinson, 2003; in Buneto, Haboush & 
Jones-Forrester, 2007). Besides, multi-dimensional body dissatisfaction (i.e., muscle tone, upper 
torso, weight, overall appearance) among men over the last 30 years seems to be increasing (Cash, 
2002; in Martin, Kliber, Kulinna & Fahlman, 2006).  
 
Studies on male body become important as they are the group vulnerable to psychosocial problems 
(e.g. self-identity and self-worth) in college life. The many pressures in college can place students 
on a precarious foundation and searching for ways to gain acceptance in their lives (Kanekoa, 
2007). One way students believe will help them attain the acceptance they desire is to fit the ideal 
body image. They manage the ways how they present themselves to others and this kind of self-
presentation, including their physical appearance and physical attractiveness, might influence their 
confidence.  
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Many studies found that the causal evidence that self-esteem is a precursor of poor body image 
and consequent weight and diet concerns. Body image derives not only from an individual's 
cognitive and emotional development, but that feelings about one's body can influence other 
psychological characteristics like affect self-esteem (Davis, 1997; McCreary & Sasse, 2000; 
Olivardia et al., 2004; Sheffield, Tse & Sofronoff, 2005).  
 
While studies showed the desire for muscularity and increased body dissatisfaction among male 
population, research on the development of male body image are not much been done in Malaysia 
and hence there might be differences of perceptions toward the issue of ideal body image. In 
Malaysia, there would be lesser exposure to media images of male bodies comparing to the 
Western context. 
 
In Malaysia, as stated by Khor et al. (2009), studies that focus on body image are still limited. 
Besides, most Malaysian studies focus on female’s body image, thus just a few do examine on 
male’s body image perception. There is even less research study on college-age Malaysian men. In 
Malaysia, a significant proportion of adolescents are not satisfied with their body weight, leading 
to them having a poor body image (Khor et al., 2009). Besides, as a multi-racial country, ethnic 
differences (including ethnic minorities) should be also considered to find out whether ethnic itself 
brings effect or differences toward self-evaluation on body image as well as drive for muscularity.  
Data on men and women from modernizing cultures in Asia would be important not only for cross 
cultural comparison but as a psychological marker during a time of rapid social change. It is 
plausible that populations in non-Western nations, as men become more affluent, will in turn be 
more at risk of eating disorders, irrespective of ethnicity or cultural background (Soh, Touyz & 
Surgenor, 2006). 
 
This article reports the results obtained from a sample of Malaysian university students from 
University Malaysia Sabah. Specifically, the Malaysian study was undertaken with the following 
objectives:   
 
1)  Due to the few research regarding men body image have been done in Malaysia, this 

study is hoped to provide more information regarding to body satisfaction or 
dissatisfaction and drive for muscularity among Malaysian men from different ethnics. 
Self-rating towards body satisfaction, muscularity and self-esteem among male students 
will be reported.  

 
2) As noted before, male students tend to view muscularity as an important factor in 

determining body satisfaction. Hence, this study is conducted to find out whether body 
dissatisfaction is related to drive for muscularity.  

 
3) The study is also to find out if body dissatisfaction influences self-esteem and thus help 

us to have better understanding on Malaysian male body image development.  
 
4) Lastly, this study is initiated with the aim of investigating and studying on ethnic 

difference both in body dissatisfaction and drive for muscularity. 
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Body Image 
 
Body image “involves our perception, imagination, emotions, and physical sensations of and about 
our bodies” in relation to values that are not necessarily innate but “learned or expected culturally” 
(Lightstone, 2006). There are two core facets of body image attitudes: evaluative thoughts about 
one's body, and the psychological investment or importance one places on one's physical 
appearance; body image can be defined and measured with reference to an individual’s level of 
satisfaction with her/his body shape, which is known as an attitude and, can be measured with 
respect to an individual’s preoccupation with her/his body (Mazzeo, 1999; in Wood-Barcalow, 
2006). 

  
Muscularity 
 
The drive for muscularity, which reflects the desire to achieve a muscular mesomorphic physique, 
is emerging as an important area of inquiry within the field of male body image. Within the 
mesomorphic category (well-proportioned, average build), a majority select the muscular 
mesomorphic body type, a V-shaped “muscleman”- type body “characterized by well-developed 
chest and arm muscles and wide shoulders tapering down to a narrow waist”.  
 
Self-esteem 
 
In this study, self-esteem is linked to how comfortable a person feels about their body shape. In 
this sense, dissatisfaction towards own body shape and body image can lead to negative self-
evaluation and is associated with lower self-esteem. In contrast, individuals with a positive and 
realistically defined body image are more secure in their interpersonal relationships and are more 
successful in their jobs (Izgic et al., 2004).In this study, Rosenberg Self-esteem Scale (1989) is 
used to measure the participants overall level of self-esteem. It assesses the participant’s true level 
of self-esteem. This is one of the most published methods for assessing self-esteem and therefore 
was relevant to this research.  
 
 
Theoretical framework 
 
This diagram explain the all the variable which is discussed below.  
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In this study, body dissatisfaction serves as independent variable (IV1) where men who report 
dissatisfaction to their body image are assumed to have higher drive for muscularity (DV1). As 
well mentioned before, men prefer a more muscular physique (Silva, 2006) and hence 
dissatisfaction to their own body would enhance this desire. Besides, negative perception towards 
current body image (IV1) affects their self-esteem (DV2). The discrepancy between their ideal 
body image and their actual body type may affect self-evaluation and confidence (Khor et al., 
2009), and also their self-esteem (Rice, 1998; Olivardia et al., 2004; Frederick et al., 2007; 
Vartanian, 2009).  
 
Ethnic serves as the second independent variable (IV2) in this study. One study shows Asian men 
reported the larger degree of body dissatisfaction compared with Caucasian men (Barnett et al., 
2002). However, there are no studies of ethnic difference on body satisfaction (DV3) among 
Malaysian men. There might be no significant difference among ethnic and hence this study will 
test this assumption. Also, previous cross-cultural studies on male body perception  have shown 
that men in both East and the West would ideally like to be more muscular. A large, muscular 
cultural ideal for men do not differ between ethnic groups (Barnett et al., 2002). Therefore, it is 
assumed that there is no significant difference between ethnic (IV2) and drive for muscularity 
(DV1).  
 
 
Hypotheses 
 
In the present study I investigate the following hypotheses:  
 
(a) There is significant positive relationship between body dissatisfaction and drive for 

muscularity among male participants.  
(b) There is significant negative relationship between body dissatisfaction and self-esteem 

among male participants.  
(c) There is no significant difference between ethnic and body dissatisfaction among male 

participants.  
(d) There is no significant differences between ethnic and drive for muscularity among male 

participants.  
 
 
Methodology 
 
Participants 
 
In this study, the total of 300 questionnaires was distributed and only 293 questionnaires (97.67%) 
were returned back. Participants are selected from the population by using convenience sampling 
as they are available and easy accessible. Questionnaires are distributed to participants when they 
are in the lecture halls before and after the class or when studying in library. The average age of 
the participants was M = 22.4 years. The ethnic composition was 27% Malay, 31.1% Chinese, 
30.4% Bumiputera (mainly Kadazan and Iban), and 11.6% Indian.  
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Procedure 
 
Participants were then told that the purpose of the study was to examine male’s body image 
perception, muscularity issue, and their self evaluation. Questionnaires were distributed to total of 
300 undergraduates. They are given 15 minutes. They were asked to answer questionnaire 
consisted of four parts: demographic, Body Areas Satisfaction Subscale (BASS), Drive for 
Muscularity Scale and Rosenberg’s Self-esteem Inventory. Once they had completed the 
questionnaire, they were allowed to leave. Three weeks of time are used to collect data. 
 
 
Results 
 
Descriptive statistics 
 
Findings support the internal consistency reliability for the scales utilized in this study, given that 
Cronbach’s alpha for all scales is greater than .70. Results show high level of reliability and hence 
are suitable to use in main study. 
 

Table 3: Descriptive Statistics and Reliability Test of Three Main Instruments of Study 

Instrument Number of Items Mean Std. Deviation Cronbach’s Alpha 
BASS 9 22.40 6.55 .898 
DMS 15 44.44 14.08 .907 
Rosenberg’s Self-
esteem Inventory 

10 21.55 3.95 .722 

 
Mean scores for all of three instruments show a moderate level of scoring. For BASS, mean score 
of M = 22.4 demonstrate a slightly positive perception to body parts, as 45 score is the maximum 
score of BASS. Higher scores indicate more dissatisfaction with most areas of the body. While 
mean score of DMS in current study is M = 44.44 and it shows moderate level of drive for 
muscularity among male participants. The third instrument, the 10-item Rosenberg’s Self-esteem 
Inventory also reported that participants have moderate level of self-esteem and participants tend 
to have positive self-evaluation, with its mean score more than M = 20. High scores indicate high 
self-esteem.  
 
 
Hypothesis one: Relationship between body satisfaction and drive for muscularity 
 

Table 4: Correlation between Body Dissatisfaction and Drive for Muscularity 

Variables Drive for muscularity Sig. 

Body dissatisfaction .222 .000** 

p <. 01 
 

The result shows there is significant positive correlation between body dissatisfaction (BASS 
scores) and the drive for muscularity (DMS scores) (r = .222, p <.01). The relationship between 
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body dissatisfaction and drive for muscularity is positively correlated. The higher score of body 
dissatisfaction, the higher score drive for muscularity among male participants. Hence, hypothesis 
is accepted. 
 

Table 5: Frequency of Participants in Lower and Higher Body Dissatisfaction 

           M < 22.5                         M > 22.5  
Item       N   %            N % 
Body Dissatisfaction     144 51.2          149 48.8 

 
In studying body dissatisfaction, the mean score of 9-item Body Area Satisfaction Subscales 
(BASS) from all 293 participants is M = 22.40. The maximum score of BASS is 45 where mean 
score of M = 22.50 and above indicates that participants have less satisfaction with most areas of 
the body. There are quite an equal numbers of participants who rate negatively or dissatisfied with 
their body image (N = 149 or 50.9% of them). The rest of participants (N = 144, 49.1%) are below 
the average of M = 22.5 scores can be said have a more positive ratings of their own body image 
(Table 5). 
 
 

Table 6: Frequency of Participants in Lower and Higher Drive for Muscularity 

                     M < 45                   M > 45  
Item               N  %           N  % 
Drive for Muscularity             150  49         143 50.9 
 
 
Among the total of 293 male participants, there are 150 of them (51.2%) score less than median 
scores of DMS (M = 45). This means that these participants have lower drive for muscularity if 
compared to the rest of 143 participants (48.8%) who have higher score than median (Table 6). To 
note, there are only 3 of them (1%) rate the lowest score of DMS reporting they never think of or 
attempt to get more muscular.  
 
 

Table 7: Descriptive Data of Each 9 items of BASS among Male Participants 

Item   N   
 1 2 3 4 5 
Face  70 101 106 16 8 
Hair 73 106 88 16 10 
Buttocks 54 80 124 30 5 
Waist, stomach 45 73 135 33 7 
Chest, shoulders, arm 37 93 122 36 5 
Muscle tone 36 84 134 34 5 
Weight 43 83 91 60 16 
Height 44 94 86 54 15 
Overall appearance 72 121 83 12 5 
Notes: Scales in BASS: 1= “very satisfied”, 2= “mostly satisfied”, 3=”neither satisfied nor 
dissatisfied”, 4= “mostly dissatisfied” and 5= “very dissatisfied”. 
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As shown in Table 7, in looking forward their rating of muscle tone, chest, shoulders or arm, 
statistic shows not many of them dissatisfied with muscle-related body parts. For item of “muscle 
tone”, only 11.5% rate “mostly dissatisfied” and only 1.7% rate “very dissatisfied”. Interestingly, a 
number of 134 of them (45.7%) report that they neither feel satisfied nor dissatisfied. Statistic for 
item of “chest, shoulders or arm” also shows the similar result. Besides, when these two items of 
BASS are correlated to DMS, they both showed positive significant relationships with DMS at the 
p < 0.01 level; respectively, “muscle tone” item, r = .202 and “chest, shoulders or arm”, r = .218.  
 
 
Hypothesis two: Relationship between body dissatisfaction and self-esteem  
 

Table 8: Correlation between Body Dissatisfaction and Self-esteem 

Variables Self-esteem Sig. 

Body dissatisfaction .142 .015* 

p <. 05  
 
As contrast to the hypothesis, significant positive correlation is found between the BASS scores 
and the Rosenberg’s Self-esteem Inventory scores (r = .142, p <.05). Hence, hypothesis is rejected. 
In other words, result shows the higher score of body dissatisfaction, there is higher self-esteem 
reported among male participants. Although the positive significant relationship is reported, the 
value of the correlation is considered low (r = .142). 
 
There are 149 participants (50.9%) are considered having higher body dissatisfaction as they score 
more than M = 22.50 in BASS. However, only 32.8% from the total participants report low self-
esteem. In other words, more than half of them (67.2%) hold positive evaluation toward their own 
self, in spite of a number of them reporting dissatisfaction to current body image.  

 
 

Hypothesis three: No ethnic difference in body dissatisfaction  
 
Before proceed to interpretation of ANOVA, an examination of the Levene test for homogeneity of 
variances is tested on for both third and fourth hypothesis. Results suggest that assumption has not 
been violated (p > .05) and the population variances for each group are appropriately equal. 
Therefore, interpretation of the ANOVA can proceed.  
 

Table 9: Result of One way ANOVA Test towards Ethnic and Body Dissatisfaction 

Body dissatisfaction df Sum of Squares Mean 
Square 

F Sig. 

Between Groups  
Within Groups 

3 
289 

472.77 
12051.51 

157.59 
41.70 

3.77
9 
 

.011 

p < .05 
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The result of one way ANOVA test shows that there is significant difference between ethnic and 
body dissatisfaction, (F(3, 289) = 3.779, p < .05). Body dissatisfaction is different across ethnic 
groups. Hence, hypothesis that sounds there are no significant difference between ethnic and body 
dissatisfaction among male participants is rejected.  
 
Results from this study show that all four ethnic groups had different mean scores in BASS. 
Chinese male student in the present study show the highest body dissatisfaction. They have 
reported greatest weight dissatisfaction with the mean score of 2.96 for “weight” item in BASS 
while Malay student do report the lowest dissatisfaction to weight. Results are shown in Table 10. 
 
 
Table 10: Descriptive Statistics of Body Dissatisfaction and Drive for Muscularity among Ethnic 

Groups in Study 

Variables Ethnic N Mean 
Body Dissatisfaction Malay 79 21.84 
 Chinese 91 24.14 
 Indian 34 20.29 
 Bumiputera 89 21.92 
Drive for Muscularity Malay 79 47.92 
 Chinese 91 41.62 
 Indian 34 39.18 
 Bumiputera 89 46.25 
 
 
Hypothesis four: No ethnic difference in drive for muscularity  
 

Table 11: Result of One way ANOVA Test towards Ethnic and Drive for Muscularity 

Drive for muscularity Df Sum of Squares Mean Square F Sig. 

Between Groups  
Within Groups 

3 
289 

2917.62 
54934.59 

972.54 
190.09 

5.116 
 

.002 
 

p < .05 
 
Based on the result above, it shows that there is significant difference between ethnic on drive for 
muscularity (F(3, 289) = 5.116, p < .05). Drive for muscularity is significantly different across ethnic 
groups. Hence, hypothesis that predicts no significant difference between ethnic and body 
dissatisfaction is rejected.  
 
As shown in Table 11, mean scores for drive for muscularity in descending are Malay ( M = 
47.92), Bumiputera ( M = 46.25), Chinese ( M = 41.62) and Indian ( M = 39.18). Bumiputera or 
ethnic minority in present study have reported a second high of drive for muscularity if compared 
to Chinese and Indian. However, the mean score of M = 46.25 of DSM is still considered at a 
moderate level of drive of muscularity, as well as Malay student who have reported the highest 
drive for muscular body (M = 47.92). 
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Discussions 
 
Relationship between body dissatisfaction and drive for muscularity 
 
Many studies have shown that male prefer a muscular body image as ideal figure (Barnett et al., 
2002; Yang et al., 2005; Martin et al., 2006; Frederick et al., 2007) as it immunizes individuals 
from body dissatisfaction. The findings of present study affirm the expected association between 
body dissatisfaction and drive for muscularity. Hence, if participant obtains a relatively higher 
score on the BASS, he is likely to obtain a relatively higher score on the DSM as well.  
 
Muscularity and weight concerns each contributed unique variance to the prediction of body 
dissatisfaction (Jones & Crawford, 2005). This finding confirms much related research, which 
suggests that perceptions of muscularity have important ramifications for men’s body image 
(Martin et al., 2006). Recent studies also reveal body image disturbances in males are manifested 
in concerns about both weight and muscularity, suggesting body dissatisfaction among males may 
be more complex than among females (Bergstrom & Neighbors, 2006).  
 
Previous research examining self-presentation theory has found that those who are concerned with 
their appearance and how others perceive them are more likely to engage in excessive exercise 
behaviours compared to those who place less value in their appearance. However, mean scores of 
body dissatisfaction in present study (M = 22.40) shows that in overall these male participants 
hold positive view and have reported more favourable body image perceptions. Yang et al. (2005) 
stated that body image disorders appear to be more prevalent in Western when comparing Western 
and non-Western men. Hence, the present findings that demonstrate positive view of most of body 
parts exhibit a healthy body image perception among Malaysian participants. 
 
 
Relationship between body dissatisfaction and self-esteem 
 
Unexpectedly, a positive linkage emerged in the correlational analyses between body 
dissatisfaction and self-esteem. This indicates that men who dissatisfied with current body parts 
report higher self-esteem. It is interesting to note that higher body dissatisfaction is related to 
somewhat higher self-esteem (r = .142, p < .05) by correlating BASS scores and Rosenberg’s Self-
esteem Inventory scores. This discrepant finding indicates that body dissatisfaction alone is a poor 
predictor of self-esteem. 
 
Besides, a numerous of participants from both groups of lower and higher body dissatisfaction in 
present study tend to report moderate positive self-evaluation. This indicates that variables other 
than body dissatisfaction itself may play more important role in relating self-esteem, especially in 
those different cultures that value differently and have other emphasis of variables. An interesting 
possibility is that any stressor, including but not limited to body dissatisfaction, may impinge upon 
low self-esteem (Vohs et al., 2001).  
 
A cross-cultural study of Swami & Tove´e (2005) towards Britain and Malaysian male in physical 
attractiveness explains the significant role of different society that appears to promulgate different 
expectations for ideal male body shapes. Ethnographic observation from Swami & Tove´e (2005) 
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also supports the relative lack of exposure to Western media images among rural Sabahans. 
Although the present study does not consider and study the variable of rural-urban difference, it is 
reasonable to state that there would be male participants who have received lesser exposure to 
media images of male ideal bodies and that would help them from developing body dissatisfaction 
and from being impinged to lower self-esteem. 
 
 
Ethnic difference in body dissatisfaction  
 
Observed ethnic group differences in body dissatisfaction may occur because of differing cultural 
values about body shape and size, ethnic variations in media portrayals of body types, or 
differences in normative body types across ethnic groups (Glauert, Rhodes, Byrne, Fink & 
Grammer, 2006). Study of Yates, Edman & Aruguete (2004) state the influence of Western culture 
is greater in Japan than in other parts of Asia. Hence it is likely that the proportions of people 
dissatisfied with their body image differ between regions and ethnics in Malaysia. 
 
In this study, Chinese student report the highest body dissatisfaction (M = 24.143) while the 
Bumiputera, e.g. Kadazan, Iban, Dusun report quite a low body dissatisfaction (M = 21.921). 
Chinese student do care more about the whole presentation of self-image, including concern on all 
of body parts and overall appearance. This may explain the highest score Chinese student get for 
all of items in BASS. According to Parker, Haytko & Hermans (2008), as the Chinese culture 
becomes more influenced by western ideals, the trend in body image dissatisfaction should 
increase. Similarly, Yang et al. (2005) found a significant difference between the ideal body image 
and the actual body image of Chinese males. This may increase their body dissatisfaction. 

  
 

Ethnic difference in drive for muscularity 
 
An interesting finding shows that Malay students have the highest drive for muscularity among 
these ethnic groups but lower body dissatisfaction. A possible reason for this finding is that when 
they do mostly satisfy with their body parts, they also perceive muscularity is beneficial but is 
“harmless” to them when they are exposed to ideal Western images. It is interesting to find that not 
all studies indicate that negative upward comparisons will take place when confronted with the 
idealized images that are often portrayed in the media (Parker et al., 2008). 
 
Another finding of study is Chinese student are reporting the highest body dissatisfaction but not 
the highest in drive for muscularity. Although Chinese students score the highest in body 
dissatisfaction for all 9 items in BASS, result still infers a positive view of them towards their 
current body image. Hence, I assume that their positive view might moderate this urge for a 
muscular body and is shown in lower score for drive for muscularity.  
 
 
Conclusions 
 
These findings in present study imply that perceptions of the male body are similarly becoming 
influenced, shaped, and reflected in much the same way with perceptions of the female body 
influenced by Western culture. Pon and colleagues (2004) reported that chronic dieting, and the 
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habitually low total food intake associated with it may also result in low levels of a variety of 
essential nutrients. A similar belief system could be developing for men.  
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