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dietary fads. Some of these work better than oth-
ers. However, there are times in which attitudes 
and behaviors related to eating go to the extreme. 
These situations may involve eating disorders. 
Even when the individual does not experience an 
eating disorder, there are gender and cultural fac-
tors that play a role in a person’s attitude.

Males and females think about their weight 
differently. Studies have shown that females tend 
to overestimate their weight, whereas males tend 
to underestimate their weight (Fallon & Rozin, 
1985). In one study, females were asked to rate 
female figures in terms of their ideal weight, what 
would be considered attractive to males their 
own current weight, and the attractive weight 
of males. Males were asked to do the same task. 
Figure 10.7 shows the results of this study. As can 
be seen in the figures, males rated a higher weight 
for females seen as attractive than females did. 
Females chose a weight lower than their own as 
attractive or ideal. Males, on the other hand, rated 
all three categories (attractive, current, and ideal) 
as very similar. Overall, this suggests that females 
are more dissatisfied with their current weight 
than males.

Similar findings were also seen in 22 coun-
tries around the world (Wardle, Haase, & Steptoe, 
2006). In this study, BMI was calculated from 
18,512 university students. No matter what their 

BMI, more women than men felt overweight. The perception of being overweight was similar 
in all of the regions of the world. One interesting difference between regions was that in Asian 
countries where body weight tends to be lower, most individuals were attempting to lose weight. 
Overall, this study showed that young adult females around the world tend to overestimate their 
weight, whereas males tend to underestimate their own weight.

Although concerns about body image are related to gender differences, a number of studies 
have also shown a relationship with sexual orientation. In one study in Australia comparing 52 
homosexual men with 51 heterosexual men and 55 heterosexual women, gay men scored higher 
than heterosexual men on scales of disordered eating (Yelland & Tiggemann, 2003). Although 

similar to heterosexual women on scales of desire for thinness or engag-
ing in bulimia, the gay men did not differ from heterosexual men on mea-
sures of body esteem. A study in the United States collected data from 130 
heterosexual men, 116 gay/bisexual men, 361 heterosexual women, and 86 
gay/bisexual women (Yean, et al., 2013). There were no differences between 
heterosexual and gay women in terms of body dissatisfaction, drive for thin-
ness, or disordered eating. Gay women, however, reported lower self-esteem 
and an increased drive for muscularity. In this study, gay men reported more 
disordered eating patterns and body dissatisfaction compared to hetero-
sexual men. Further, body fat dissatisfaction rather than muscular dissatis-
faction predicted disordered eating in gay men (A. R. Smith, Hawkeswood, 
Bodell, & Joiner, 2011).

Culture also plays a role worldwide in the perception of ideal body size. 
Pacific Island people, for example, find a fuller-figured body more attractive, 

FIGURE 10.7 Do Men and Women Differ  
in Terms of Ideal and Attractive Ratings?
Men are more likely to see their current body as more attractive and ideal 
than women. This figure shows the mean rating by women (top) and men 
(bottom) of their current figure, ideal figure, and the figure most attractive to 
the opposite sex. Participants were shown four figures varying in size and 
asked to make a mark along the arbitrary scale in terms of ideal, attractive, 
current, and most attractive to the opposite sex.

Source: Fallon & Rozin (1985, p. 183).
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Some cultures see heavier females as more attractive 
than less heavy women. This 1891 painting of Tahitian 
women is by the French artist Paul Gauguin.
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