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A growing proportion of young 
people have difficulty in correctly 
characterizing their body weight. 
Young women in particular see 
themselves as being too heavy and 
are dissatisfied with their weight 1. 
As a consequence they try to re- 
duce weight more often than men. 
This obsession with slenderness is 
increasingly seen as the cause of 
eating disorders. 

The primary objective of this 
study was to look for possible dif- 
ferences between actual and self- 
characterized body weight, paying 
particular attention to gender- 
specific behavior in this relation- 
ship. A secondary objective was 
to determine how satisfied the 
subjects were with their current 
weight. 

Sampling and Methods 

246 students of medicine in the 
third (clinical) stage of their studies 
at the University of Vienna re- 
sponded to a questionnaire asking 
about their weight and attitudes 
regarding their personal body 
weight. 
The questionnaire included ques- 
tions on height and weight. All the 
anthropometric data were self- 
reported. The body mass index 
(BMI; weight in kg/height in m 2) 
was calculated from the data 
provided by the participants. The 
questionnaire also included ques- 
tions regarding body weight satis- 
faction. The data was assessed 
during the social medical practical, 
the return ratio therefore amount- 
ed to 100%. 
Descriptive statistical analysis was 
performed using SPSS (Version 8). 
Significance was determined by 
the chi-square test, and, when each 
cell had an expected frequency 
under five, we applied Fisher's exact 
test (Fisher-Yates Test). 
Subject characteristics are found in 
Table 1. The mean age was 25 +_ 
3 years, 46% (113) of the subjects 
were male and the remaining 54 % 
(133) were female. 

The BMI is the core measure- 
ment used both in the clinic as in 
epidemiologic studies concerning 
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Table 1. 5ubject characteristics 07)ean, 5D and percent). 

the review and classification of 
body weight 2. 
The BMI was classified into four 
groups: underweight, normal, over- 
weight and obese. A BMI of up 
to 17.9 kg/m 2 is considered under- 
weight, values between 18.0 kg/m 2 
and 24.9 kg/m 2 are normal, values 
from 25.0 kg/m2.to 29.9 kg/m 2 are 
overweight, and, finally, a BMI 
of 30.0 kg/m 2 or above represents 
obesity ~. 

Results 

About 80% of the subjects char- 
acterized their body weight as 
normal (80 % of the men and 81% 
of the women). A total of 13% 
(14% of the men and 11% of the 
women) considered themselves to 
be overweight, while about 6% 
(6% of the men and 5% of the 
women) thought they were under- 
weight. There was another 1% 
who believed themselves to be 
very overweight. Although none of 
the male participants felt they 
were obese, in contrast, 2 % of the 
women felt they fit into this cate- 
gory (p = ns). 
Of the men with normal weight 
90 % characterized their weight c o r -  

rectly, while among the overweight 
men 80% guessed right. As for 
the women, 90% of those whose 
weight is normal estimated their 
weight correctly as did 90% of 
those overweight. 
There were considerable differen- 
ces between men and women re- 
garding their body perception as 
23 % of the overweight men thought 
their weight was normal, while 
83.3 % of underweight women be- 
lieved their weight to be normal 
(Table 2). 
The results from the question- 
naires showed that 49 % of women 
and 23 % of men who considered 
their weight to be normal had 
attempted to lose weight at least 
once during their lifetime. Of the 
study subjects who considered 
themselves to be overweight 87 % 
of the women and 50 % of the men 
had tried to reduce their weight. 

How satisfied are men and women 
with their weight? 

Over 80% of the subjects stated 
that they were satisfied or very 
satisfied with their weight. About 
19% were somewhat dissatisfied 
or dissatisfied. The responses were 
sex-dependent (p<0.0001). The 
answer "very satisfied" was given 

by 30 % of the men but only 13 % 
of the women. 
Regardless of actual body weight, 
only 1% of the men, but 73.7 % of 
the women were dissatisfied with 
their stated weight. There were 
sex-specific differences concerning 
weight satisfaction in relation to 
actual weight (Table 2). 
Both men and women who see 
themselves as being of normal 
weight are overwhelmingly either 
satisfied (65% and 73%, respec- 
tively) or very satisfied (34 % and 
15%, respectively). Differences 
show up in the categories under- 
weight and overweight. Of the 
women and men who characterized 
themselves as overweight, fewer 
women were satisfied (13% vs 
31%) and more were dissatisfied 
(27 % vs 6 %). The majority of those 
being overweight, both women 
and men, were somewhat dissatis- 
fied (60 % and 63 %, respectively) 
(Table 2). 
In response to their marked dis- 
satisfaction with their weight, 
many of the respondents had made 
attempts to reduce their body 
weight. At the time of the survey 
39% of the subjects had tried at 
least once to lose weight, with 
women trying far more frequently 
than men (52 % vs 25 %; p < 0.0001). 
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Table 2. Characterization of body weight and satisfaction with body weight. 
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Table 2 (continued). 

Of those who reported having 
made attempts to reduce, 46% 
tried at least four times (35 % of 
the men and 51% of the women; 
p - -ns ) ,  about 13% made three 
attempts, close to 20 % had made 
two, and 22% had made only a 
single attempt. 
To break this down further, 22 % of 
normal weight males and nearly 
39 % of those overweight had tried 
to reduce at least once. Whereas 
16% of underweight women, 51% 
of normal weight, and 90 % of over- 
weight women had tried at least 
once to lose weight. All the obese 
subjects, women and men, had 
at tempted to reduce at least once. 

Discussion 

The purpose of this study was to 
determine sex-specific differences 
in how men and women character- 
ize their body weight and how 
satisfied they are with their weight. 
The results show that men and 
women see their bodies differently 

and that women seem to be more 
strongly influenced by existing 
ideals of slenderness than men are 4. 
It has to be stated that the result of 
those studied cannot be general- 
ized due to their age, educational 
level, and the fact of their special- 
ized studies. 
Most of the men and women whose 
weight is normal also characterized 
their weight as normal. Overweight 
and obese women more frequent- 
ly judged their weight correctly 
than did men. Of the underweight 
women, as many as 8% thought 
their weight was normal. Thus, it 
appears that women feel that they 
are heavier than they actually are 
and wish to be thinner. In compari- 
son to men normal weight women 
are significantly more dissatisfied 
with their weight. In this regard, 
our survey confirms the results of 
previous studies 5 7. Fur thermore  
women have been shown to have a 
more  negative attitude toward 
their bodies than do men 8. 
The desire to be thin is an impor- 
tant factor in women's attitudes 

toward their bodies 7 and thus in 
their self-image. This does not seem 
to be the case for men. A study 
by Rand et al. 6 found that men 
find a greater variety of body 
shapes to be socially acceptable 
than do women. 
Consequently, women more fre- 
quently than men attempt to lose 
weight (see also Page et al.9). A 
study by Ortega et al. I~ showed 
that women wish to lose weight 
despite their weight being normal 
or underweight. 
Generally speaking, strong devia- 
tions from the social ideal are ac- 
companied by a high degree of 
dissatisfaction, that is, social ex- 
pectations influence bodily self- 
perception. This is particularly true 
for women 7. 
Dissatisfaction with one's weight, 
as well as overemphasis on weight 
and slenderness, are seen as risk 
factors for eating disorders 1. Hence 
it is imperative that these issues 
regarding body image perception 
are addressed and solutions are 
proposed. 
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