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PHYSIQUE ANXIETY AND SELF-EFFICACY INFLUENCES 
ON PERCEPTIONS OF PHYSICAL EVALUATION 

DAVID X. MARQUEZ AND EDWARD MCAULEY 
University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, USA 

In the present study we integrated concepts from social cognitive and self-presentational theories 
to determine the relationships among social physique anxiety, self-efficacy, and outcome 
expectations, and state anxiety in situations of varying physical evaluation potential. These 
situations included scenarios considered to be high in physical evaluation, low in physical 
evaluation, and an exercise condition scenario, considered as high and low in physical evaluation 
by different individuals. Results demonstrated that the highest levels of state anxiety were found in 
the high physical evaluation/threat conditions and the lowest levels of anxiety were reported in 
the low physical evaluation/threat conditions. Additionally, the results demonstrated that being 
female and higher in physique anxiety resulted in greater self-reported state anxiety when 
encountering a physically evaluative condition of high threat potential. In exercise conditions, it 
was found that more efficacious individuals reported less state anxiety, however, in low physical 
evaluation conditions none of the variables predicted state anxiety.  
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Although regular physical activity participation can result in considerable 
health benefits (Bouchard, Shephard, & Stephens, 1994), these benefits are 
rarely the sole reasons given for exercise participation. For example, weight 
control, improvement of body tone, and overall physical attractiveness are con- 
sistently identified as reasons for exercising (Silberstein, Striegel-Moore, Timko, 
& Rodin, 1988). Such reasons have been argued to be self-presentational in con- 
tent (Leary, 1992) and represent processes by which people monitor and attempt 
to control how others perceive them (Schlenker, 1980). Thus, those who are att-
empting to improve or maintain physical appearance through exercise or to con-
struct a certain social image (e.g., fit and athletic) are clearly exercising for self-
presentational reasons.  
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Given contemporary society’s obsession with appearing attractive, it should  

come as little surprise that many people exercise for self-presentational reasons.  
Thompson, Heinberg, Altabe, and Tantleff-Dunn (1999) noted that, in Wes-
ternized American society, the equating of beauty with goodness and virtue  
(Franzoi & Herzog, 1987) has resulted in ultra-thinness becoming almost syn- 
onymous with beauty (Striegel-Moore, McAvay, & Rodin, 1986; Thompson,  
1990). Davis (1997) noted that such a philosophy has undoubtedly contributed 
to the estimated 90% of North American women who are dissatisfied with their 
body shape and size (Probast & Lieberman, 1992). Moreover, increasing numbers 
of men desire a muscular body shape and are moving further along the continuum 
of bodily concern (Mishkind, Rodin, Silberstein, & Striegel-Moore, 1986). In 
addition, this fixation with “looking good” can serve to put people in situations 
that are perceived as threatening from a physical evaluation perspective.  

The interaction of body image concerns as a result of social pressures with cer- 
tain personality characteristics can amplify some individuals’ responses to these  
social pressures (Striegel-Moore et al., 1986). This is especially likely to occur  
in situations with high physical evaluation potential. One personality character- 
istic that is likely to influence such responses is social physique anxiety, a sub- 
type of social anxiety (Schlenker & Leary, 1982) experienced in response to 
other people’s evaluations of one’s physique (Hart, Leary, & Rejeski, 1989).  It  
has been demonstrated that high levels of social physique anxiety can impede  
physical activity participation (Bain, Wilson, & Chaikind, 1989) and lead to 
exercising more for body appearance or self-presentational reasons (Crawford &  
Eklund, 1994; Eklund & Crawford, 1994; Frederick & Morrison, 1996). Ironi-
cally, individuals who have the greatest need for aerobic exercise may be among 
the most reluctant to engage in it because of their concerns with others’ impress-
ions of them (Hart et al., 1989).  
In addition, social physique anxiety researchers have demonstrated that the 

evaluative potential of a situation can have an effect on an individual’s self-
efficacy (Katula, McAuley, Mihalko, & Bane, 1998), adherence to exercise 
(Treasure, Lox, & Lawton, 1998), and where an individual chooses to exercise 
(Spink, 1992; Crawford & Eklund, 1994). As a dispositional quality, social phy-
sique anxiety should be able to predict the extent to which individuals will 
respond with correspondent levels of state anxiety in highly evaluative condi-
tions. In situations with little threat or physical evaluation, physique anxiety is 
unlikely to have an effect on state anxiety, as there is little concern associated 
with others’ evaluative reactions (Leary & Atherton, 1986; Schlenker & Leary, 
1982).  

Physical activity or exercise situations, in all probability, straddle the high/low  
physical evaluation fence. That is, if self-presentational concerns motivate one  
to exercise (e.g., to be physically attractive), then exercise situations are more 
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likely to be perceived as non-threatening and invoke less state anxiety. However,  
if self-presentational concerns (e.g., fear of negative physical evaluation) demo- 
tivate an individual to exercise, then exercise situations are more likely to be  
seen as threatening, produce high levels of anxiety, and possibly lead to the  
avoidance of exercise.  
The amount of confidence one has in his/her ability to create a certain impres- 

sion in addition to whether or not he/she feels that they can make that impres- 
sion can also affect one’s anxiety level. Leary and Atherton (1986) have sug- 
gested that integrating concepts from social cognitive theory (Bandura, 1986)  
and self-presentation theory may lead to a better understanding of social anxiety.  
Self-efficacy refers to beliefs in one’s capabilities to mobilize the motivation,  
cognitive resources, and courses of action needed to meet given situational  
demands (Bandura, 1977, 1986, 1997). Self-presentational self-efficacy is the 
belief that a person holds as to whether they can behave in a manner which will  
convey a particular impression. Self-presentational outcome expectations are be-
liefs that a person holds as to whether the performance of a particular behavior 
will lead to making a particular impression. Social anxiety is exhibited when one 
is motivated to make a particular impression, but doubts one’s capabilities of 
doing so.  
  Thus, the present study had three objectives: 1) to determine the effect of the 
level of physical evaluation/threat on state anxiety responses, 2) to examine the 
relationship among self-efficacy, outcome expectations, gender, social physique 
anxiety, and state anxiety in situations of increasing physical evaluation potential, 
and 3) to determine whether self-efficacy and outcome expectations contribute to 
the variance in state anxiety across situations with physical evaluation.  
 

METHOD 
 

PARTICIPANTS  
Undergraduate students (N = 103; 47 males; 56 females) were recruited as par-

ticipants for the study. Mean age (± SD) of the participants was 19.5 (± 2.0) 
years. Demographic and health history assessments indicated that participants 
had an average Body Mass Index (BMI) of 22.77 (± 2.9) [M men = 23.8 (± 2.9); 
M women = 21.9 (± 2.7)] and engaged in vigorous physical activity 4.6 (± 3.3) 
times per week. The sample was primarily Caucasian (87%), with Asian Ameri-
cans (4%), African-Americans (4%), and Latino/as (3%) making up the remain-
der of the sample.  
 
MEASURES  

Social physique anxiety. The revised Social Physique Anxiety Scale (SPAS;  
Martin, Rejeski, Leary, McAuley, & Bane, 1997) was used to assess the degree  
of anxiety that individuals experienced as a function of other people’s evaluations  
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of their physiques.  The 9-item scale is scored on a Likert scale from 1 not at all 
characteristic to 5 extremely characteristic, with an overall score ranging from 
9 to 45. Internal consistency for this measure in the present sample was accep-
table (α = .89).  

Physical attractiveness self-efficacy.  The Physical Attractiveness Self-Effica-
cy Scale (PASE; Bane & McAuley, 1996) was employed in this study to assess 
self-presentational self-efficacy. The PASE is a 6-item measure of beliefs in 
one’s ability to self-present in a physically attractive manner. Participants were 
asked to indicate their degree of confidence in their ability to appear attractive to 
others. These responses were scored on a 100-point percentage scale compris-
ing 10-point increments (100% = complete confidence, 0% = highly uncertain). 
Total strength of self-efficacy was then calculated by summing the confidence 
ratings and dividing by the total number of items in the scale, resulting in a 
maximum efficacy score of 100. The internal consistency of this measure in the 
present sample was excellent (α = .94).  

Outcome expectations.  Data collected in a pilot study were used to construct 
the outcome expectations measure. The measure consisted of the 8 most fre-
quently identified behaviors in which the participants engaged to enhance other 
people’s physical evaluation of their physique/body. These items reflected the 
degree to which participants expected to be seen as physically attractive as a  
result of engaging in certain behaviors (e.g., working out, dieting, wearing styl- 
ish clothing). Items were scored on a 7-point Likert scale anchored by 1 not at  
all and 7 very much so. The internal consistency of this measure was acceptable  
(α = .73).  
State anxiety. State anxiety was assessed using the 10-item form of 
Spielberger’s State-Trait  Anxiety  Inventory (STAI;  Spielberger,  1979). Indi- 
viduals were asked to rate how they would feel in each situation on a 4-point 
scale ranging from not at all to very much so. The internal consistency of this 
measure in the present sample was high (α = .87-.93).  

Situations of high and low physical evaluation/threat. A pilot study was con- 
ducted to identify situations that were considered to be high or low in physical  
evaluation potential. The physical evaluation situations identified in the pilot  
study are shown in Table 1. Although the high and low threat or physical eval- 
uation situations are – in general – markedly different, exercising or working out  
appears to have both high and low physical evaluation properties. Therefore, the  
authors considered this particular situation as a separate physical evaluation  
event in subsequent analyses.  
 
PROCEDURES  

Participants, recruited from undergraduate classes, were first asked to provide  
consent to participate in the research and to provide demographic information  
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including age, gender, race, height, and weight.  Next, they completed the SPAS, 
PASE, and the Outcome Expectations measures.  
Participants were then presented with three scenarios in counter-balanced  

order. One scenario asked males and females to choose the most threatening of  
4 situations likely to make them feel self-conscious, anxious, or embarrassed  
about their physique or body (see high threatening situations in Table 1).  

TABLE 1  
FREQUENCY COUNTS FOR SITUATIONS OF HIGH AND LOW THREAT/PHYSICAL EVALUATION  

High threat  
Males Percent Females Percent 

Swimsuit at beach or pool 71% Swimsuit at beach or pool 86% 
Around attractive females 25% Around more attractive females 38% 
Not wearing clothing 21% Attending formal event 17% 
Around more attractive males 21% Wearing revealing/tight clothing 17% 
Working out 21% Working out 17% 

Low threat 
Males Percent Females Percent 
Around familiar people 58% Around familiar people 72% 
Attending class 29% Attending class 38% 
Working out 29% In an informal situation 17% 
Playing a sport 25% Around less attractive women 17% 
In an informal situation 25% Working out 14% 
 

The second scenario asked males and females to choose 1 of 4 situations least 
likely to make them feel self-conscious, anxious, or embarrassed about their phys-
ique or body (see low threatening situations in Table 1).  

Finally, because exercise or physical activity situations were indicated in a pilot 
study to have both high and low physical evaluation potential for individuals, a 
separate scenario in which participants were asked to imagine themselves ex-
ercising or working out in the presence of other people was included.  

After choosing each situation, participants were asked to imagine themselves in 
the identified situation at that moment. Next, using the items provided in the State 
Anxiety Inventory, participants were asked to circle the number that best re-
flected how they would feel in that particular situation. After completing the 
questionnaires for each of the three scenarios participants were asked to sit 
quietly until all participants had finished.  

 
ANALYTIC PLAN  

The authors’ initial interest was in examining the differential state anxiety  
responses of participants to the three scenarios involving different levels of phys- 
ical evaluation potential. Because they had repeated measures over time, they  
elected to employ latent growth curve methodology to compare responses across  
physical evaluation levels and the roles played by self-efficacy, outcome expec- 
tations, gender, and SPA in the generation of anxiety responses. Latent growth  
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curve methodology (LGM) has a number of advantages over repeated measures 
analysis of variance models. For example, in analysis of variance only factor 
means are of interest, whereas LGM takes into consideration both factor means 
and variances. Additionally, LGM allows for associations among individual 
difference variables thereby identifying the roles played by determinants and 
outcomes in a structural equation modeling fashion.  
 
MODEL TESTING  
In the first set of analyses, the authors attempted to determine whether anxiety  

responses differed as a function of the evaluative nature of the scenarios. 
Initially, a totally unconstrained model was calculated as an omnibus test of sce- 
nario effects on anxiety. Next a model in which parameter estimates for all three  
scenarios were constrained to be equal was conducted. This was then statisti- 
cally compared to the omnibus test. If the chi-square difference test is signifi- 
cant, this suggests that there is a significant difference among the scenarios in  
anxiety. In order to determine the nature of this difference, it is then necessary  
to constrain parameter estimates for each of the three pairs of scenarios, allow- 
ing a statistical comparison of these constrained models to the unconstrained  
model. In this manner, it is then possible to determine exactly which evaluative  
situations elicit statistically significant differential responses.  

In the second stage of their analyses, the authors tested models examining the  
roles played by self-efficacy, outcome expectancies, gender, and SPA in the gen- 
eration of state anxiety associated with each of the evaluative scenarios. Model  
fitting procedures then calculated a χ2 goodness-of-fit test. A nonsignificant χ2 is  
indicative of a good fit of the model to the data. Additionally, the authors calcu- 
lated two other fit indices considered particularly appropriate for relatively 
small samples, the Non-Normed Fit Index (NNFI), and the Comparative Fit  
Index (CFI) to further test the fit of the model to the data. Values in excess of  
.90 are deemed acceptable.  
 

RESULTS 
 
DIFFERENTIAL INFLUENCE OF EVALUATIVE CONDITION ON STATE ANXIETY  
The comparison of the omnibus unconstrained model with the model in which  

all three evaluative condition responses were constrained to be equal was signif- 
icant (χ2 (2) = 145.74,  p < .0001). This suggests that there were significant differ- 
ences across the conditions and therefore subsequent models were compared to 
determine the nature of the evaluative condition-state anxiety relationship. All 
three comparisons were found to be statistically significant (all ps <.001) with 
the high physical evaluation condition resulting in the highest levels of state anx-
iety (M = 25.03, SE = 0.63) and the lowest levels of anxiety being reported for  
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the low physical evaluation condition (M = 13.11, SE = 0.41). As expected,  
given that participants considered it to be both high and low in evaluative poten- 
tial, the exercise condition scenario resulted in anxiety levels that were between  
the levels of the high and low physical evaluation potential conditions (M = 
17.83, SE = 0.62) and statistically different from both.  
 
EFFICACY, EXPECTATIONS, GENDER, AND PHYSIQUE ANXIETY INFLUENCES ON STATE 
ANXIETY ACROSS EVALUATIVE SITUATIONS  

The initial analyses reported above supported the pattern of anxiety responses  
which had been expected. The next set of analyses simultaneously examined the  
roles played by efficacy and outcome expectations, gender, BMI, and physique  
anxiety in the generation of these anxiety responses across the three evaluative  
conditions.  The patterns of relationships across each of the three scenarios were  
quite different. In terms of predicting state anxiety in the low physical evalua- 
tion potential condition, none of the predictor variables contributed significantly  
to the variance in state anxiety (R2 = .05). In the case of the high physical eval- 
uation potential condition, being female (β = .18, t = 2.20, p = .07) and higher in  
physique anxiety (β = .51, t = 3.90, p < .001) resulted in greater self-reported state  
anxiety. In total, however, the predictor variables accounted for 29% of the vari- 
ance in state anxiety in this condition. In the exercise condition, only self-effi- 
cacy was significantly related to state anxiety (β = -.32, t = 2.20, p < .01) with  
more efficacious individuals reporting less state anxiety when exercise situations 
were considered to be an evaluative event. Overall, the model accounted for 
18% of the variation in state anxiety. Table 2 shows the parameter estimates for 
each of the evaluative models.  

 

TABLE 2  
PARAMETER ESTIMATES FOR PREDICTION MODEL OF ANXIETY ACROSS PHYSICALLY EVALUATIVE  
 SITUATIONS  

Situation Predictor       Beta p 

High physical Self-efficacy -.10 ns 
evaluation Physique anxiety .51 .001 

Outcome expectations .01 ns 
Gender .18 .07 

Low physical Self-efficacy -.15 ns 
evaluation Physique anxiety .04 ns 

Outcome expectations -.02 ns 
Gender .10 ns 

Exercise condition Self-efficacy -.32 .01 
Physique anxiety -.16 ns 
Outcome expectations .11 ns 
Gender -.02 ns 
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   DISCUSSION  
 
In the present study we integrated concepts from social cognitive and self-

presentational theories to determine the relationships among social physique 
anxiety, self-efficacy, outcome expectations, gender, and state anxiety in situ-
ations of varying physical evaluation potential. Consistent with impression 
management predictions, it was demonstrated that the high physical evalua-
tion/threat condition resulted in the highest levels of state anxiety, the lowest 
levels of anxiety were reported for the low physical evaluation/threat condition, 
and the exercise condition scenario resulted in anxiety levels that were between 
the levels of the high and low physical evaluation potential conditions. 
Leary and Atherton (1986) have suggested that social anxiety is exhibited 
when an individual is motivated to make a particular impression but doubts 
his/her capabilities of doing so. Therefore, in situations with little perceived 
physical evaluation or threat, individuals are likely to be less motivated either 
to impress others or to believe they will make the desired impression, and little 
anxiety will be exhibited (Leary & Atherton, 1986; Schlenker & Leary, 1982). 
This was illustrated in the present study, as the lowest levels of anxiety were 
reported for the condition with low perceived physical evaluation potential.  

The integration of concepts from social cognitive and self-presentation theories  
in the present study was effective in predicting participants’ responses to situa- 
tions of varying degrees of physical evaluation. The results demonstrated that  
self-efficacy was the best predictor of state anxiety in situations of ambiguous  
threat/physical evaluation (exercise or working out situations) supporting a social 
cognitive perspective that would argue that self-efficacy plays a mediational 
role in anxiety generation, and more so in situations of moderate threat or evalua-
tion (Bandura, 1986, 1997). Additionally, as noted, in situations with a high 
level of perceived threat or physical evaluation, being female and higher in social 
physique anxiety resulted in greater self-reported state anxiety. It appears that in 
highly threatening/evaluative situations, trait-like and personality components 
such as social physique anxiety override any influence of self-efficacy on state 
anxiety. It is recommended that researchers continue to examine the extent to 
which social physique anxiety is a stable personality trait. Although originally 
conceptualized in this manner, several researchers have found that it is somewhat 
malleable as a result of exercise intervention (McAuley, Bane, & Mihalko, 1995) 
and as a result of exposure to photographs of models typifying thin physic-
ques (Thornton & Maurice, 1997). To date, no studies exist in which the rela-
tionship between an individual’s level of social physique anxiety and the degree 
of state anxiety they experience in situations with perceived physical evaluation 
were examined. In the present study it was illustrated that measuring state anxiety 
provided valuable information as to how anxious the participants were feeling in  
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a physically evaluative situation. Examining the extent to which this is a func-
tion of aspects of the environment is warranted.  
These findings should, however, be interpreted with several limitations in  

mind. First, the sample is limited to college-aged students, although self-pre- 
sentational concerns are likely to be of considerable importance to this segment  
of the population. Second, we relied on the use of scenario methodology, in 
which participants did not actually experience the varying degrees of physical ev-
aluation/threat, but rather imagined themselves in these situations. However,  
Schlenker and Leary (1982) noted that people can experience social anxiety 
while imagining social situations as well as when experiencing them, and res-
ults gained in present study clearly demonstrated this.  

Evidence exists that suggests self-presentational concerns affect both college- 
aged (Katula et al., 1998) and middle-aged individuals (McAuley, Bane, Ru-
dolph, & Lox, 1995) and have been shown to influence exercise participation 
(e.g., Bainet al., 1989). However, virtually no research exists in which self-
presentational concerns and activity patterns in minorities were found. Thomp-
son et al. (1999) noted that differences in body image, dieting, and disordered 
eating exist among Caucasian and ethnic minority children (Striegel-Moore, 
Schrieber, Pike, Wilfley, & Rodin, 1995), adolescents (Story, French, Resnick, 
& Blum, 1995) and adult women (Rucker & Cash, 1992), and that these differ-
ences have often been explained as a result of differing cultural ideals of appro-
priate thinness (Altabe, 1996). However, those individuals socialized in the Am-
erican culture will be more likely to support and internalize a thin ideal. There-
fore, the self-presentational concerns of minority populations need to be investi-
gated and an examination of the role played by acculturation in the develop-
ment of these concerns is warranted.  

Finally, future researchers should examine the extent to which self-presentation- 
al concerns such as social physique anxiety actually present a significant barrier  
to exercise/physical activity participation. Researchers have found that highly  
physique anxious individuals exercise less (Hart et al., 1989; Leary, 1992; Lantz,  
Hardy, & Ainsworth, 1997) but little is known as to the extent to which self-pre- 
sentational concerns impede physical activity in relation to other barriers.  
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