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A STUDY OF APPEARANCE ANXIETY IN YOUNG MEN*
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Appearance anxiety describes an apprehension about aspects of one’s physical
appearance and how others evaluate them. To date, research in this area has focused
primarily on a female population. In light of recent evidence that men are becoming
more concerned about matters of physical appearance, and are reporting a greater degree
of negative body image than in previous generations, it was considered important to
understand better the nature of this characteristic for men as well. A group (N = 71) of
college-aged men took part in the study. As hypothesized, appearance anxiety related
inversely to physical activity participation, but this association was weak and was
negated when percent body fat was entered as a covariate in the analysis. Results also
indicated that appearance anxiety was predictive of self-reported distress during a body
composition valuation, but that it failed to relate to a physiological measure of
arousal/anxiety taken during the evaluation (viz. heart rate increase from baseline). Of
further interest was the finding that nearly half the variance in appearance anxiety was
accounted for by a measure of Upper Body esteem — a finding which is in accord with
evidence that male body dissatisfaction is most pronounced for the chest and the waist.
The fact that ultra-muscular mesomorphy is the current standard of male sexual
attractiveness may go some way in explaining our findings.

Keywords: appearance anxiety, physical appearance, negative body image, physical
activity participation, self-reported distress, ultra-muscular mesomorphy.

Because of its role as a moderator of many behaviors, the concept of self-esteem
has been the focus of a large body of research. At the onset, it was generally viewed as
a unidimensional personality characteristic (e.g., Coopersmith, 1967; Janis & Field,
1959). However, most current research is based on a hierarchical model whereby
global self-esteem is considered dependent on a number of lower-order dimensions
which include, among others, body esteem (Shavelson, Hubner, & Stanton, 1976).

*This method begins by finding the one-variable model which produces the highest R Then a
second variable that yields the greatest increase in R? is added. Once the two-variable model is
obtained, each of the variables in the model is compared to each variable not in the model. The
‘best’ two-variable model is the one with the largest R2. In this manner, further iterations take
place adding an additional variable each time.
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The fact that physical attractiveness plays an integral part in the formulation of this
latter dimension, particularly during early adolescence, has also been clearly
established (see Keelan, Dion, & Dion, 1992 for a review). Others have further refined
the study of body esteem by demonstrating its multidimensional nature, and the
differences in its structure for men and for women (Fox & Corbin, 1989; Franzoi &
Shields, 1984) .

In the past few years, there has been some interest in the study and identification of
appearance anxiety — a construct that describes an apprehension about aspects of
physical appearance and how others evaluate them, and one that is conceptually linked
to body esteem and general self-concept. Research has confirmed that among women
appearance anxiety is negatively correlated with body esteem, and that it is also
related, in a positive direction, to social anxiety and to certain body composition
variables such as weight and body fat content (Dion, Dion, & Keelan, 1990; Hart,
Leary, & Rejeski, 1988). Keelan et al. (1992) also found that appearance anxiety
among women is related to self-reported negative social experiences in childhood and
early adolescence.

Some have suggested that appearance anxiety may serve as a deterrent to
participation in a regular exercise or fitness program because of the exposure of the
body to possible scrutiny and evaluation (Hart et al., 1988). Although the question of a
relationship between these two factors is still a matter of empirical investigation, a
recent study did find that women who reported a high level of appearance anxiety were
more likely to exercise privately than publicly when compared with their nonanxious
counterparts (Spink, 1992).

In a society that is obsessed with pursuing the perfect body, and that is highly in
tune with matters of fitness and health, the correlates and precursors of appearance
anxiety are not only of theoretical interest, but its potential impact on behavior and
psychological processes are important issues to consider. To date, research in this area
has been scant, and studies have been directed almost entirely to female samples.
While beauty has typically been a woman’s prerogative and responsibility in Western
societies, a recent body of evidence suggests that sociocultural attitudes toward the
male body are changing. Men are moving further than ever before along a continuum
of “bodily concern’ (Mishkind, Rodin, Silberstein, & Striegel-Moore, 1986), and are
reporting a greater degree of negative body image than in previous generations
(McCaulay, Mintz, & Glenn, 1988). There is also evidence that current social
pressures to maintain regular exercise and good nutrition tend to encourage, in both
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sexes, an exaggerated and narcissistic investment in the body (Katz, 1986).

The purpose of the present study was to extend the scope of appearance anxiety
research in a number of ways: i) Since criterion-related validation studies of a self-
report scale designed to assess appearance and physique anxiety have included only
female subjects (Hart et al., 1989; Spink, 1992), it was intended to extend validation to
a sample of young men. A self-report and a physiological measure of state anxiety
were taken during, and immediately following, a body composition evaluation
procedure, and the degree of relationship with appearance anxiety was assessed. ii)
This study also assessed the relationship between degree of leisure-time physical
activity participation and appearance anxiety in order to test the hypothesis that
people’s concern about their physical appearance may inhibit their degree of
participation in a fitness program. iii) Multiple regression procedures were used to
establish the relative contribution of a number of variables such as body composition,
social evaluation anxiety, body dissatisfaction, and body esteem to the variance in
appearance anxiety.

METHOD

SUBJECTS

Seventy-one young men took part in the study (mean age = 22.56, s = 2.66, range
from 18-30 years). Subjects were recruited from the university community in response
to advertisements asking for volunteers to participate in a “short health study”.

MEASUREMENTS AND APPARATUS

1. The Social Physique Anxiety Scale [SPAS] (Hart et al., 1989) is a 1-factor, 12-
item scale designed to assess the degree to which people become anxious when
others observe or evaluate their bodies (alpha coefficient = 0.90).

2. The Endler Multidimensional Anxiety Scale [EMAS-T] (Endler, Edwards, &
Vitelli, 1991) is a 60-item, self-report measure of 4 situational dimensions of
trait anxiety (viz. physical danger, social evaluation, ambiguous events, and
daily routines). For the purpose of this study, only the 15-item social evaluation
subscale was used. Internal consistency reliabilities and test-retest reliabilities
are high for all subscales, and Endler et al. (1991) report a number of studies
which attest to their construct and content validity.
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. The Body Esteem Scale [BES] (Franzoi & Shields, 1984) lists 35 body parts and
body functions, and asks respondents to assess each item on a 5-point Likert
Scale (1=have strong negative feelings, 5=have strong positive feelings). Three
separate subscales have been identified for males and for females. The male
subscales are: Upper Body Strength, Physical Attractiveness, and Physical
Condition. Alpha coefficients for these scales range from 0.81-0.86.
. Body Dissatisfaction [BD] was assessed by a modified version of the Body
Cathexis Scale (Secord & Jourard, 1953). Eleven parts of the body, excluding
facial features (e.g. arms, chest, stomach, hips), were listed and respondents
were asked to rate, on a 5-point scale (1=strongly like, 5=strongly dislike), how
they feel about each of these. Previous research has reported test-retest
reliability over a 2 week period as 0.87 (Tucker, 1981).
. Physical Evaluation Stress was assessed by asking each subject, at the end of the
study, to rate 3 questions, on a 5-point scale, concerning how “embarrassed”,
“self-conscious”, and “stressed” he felt during the anthropometric assessment.
The ratings were summed, and high scores reflect high stress.
Physical Activity Participation [PA] was assessed in a face-to-face interview.
The interviewer read aloud a comprehensive list of physical activities and asked
each respondent to indicate those in which he had participated over the last
month, during his leisure time. For each activity, the respondent was required to
indicate the frequency and the average duration of each session in minutes (1-
30, 30-60, 60-90, 90+). Physical activity was quantified by multiplying
frequency x duration (1, 2, 3, 4 consecutively) for each activity, and summing
across the following activities: bicycling, swimming, jogging/running, skating,
skiing, racquet sports, home exercises, dance classes, exercise classes, weight
training, and a variety of team sports.
. Percent Body Fat [%BF] was estimated from the sum of skinfold measurements
taken at four sites (biceps, triceps, subscapular, and suprailiac) using Harpenden
Calipers, and the equations given by Durnin and Womersley (1974). The
validity of this method of estimation has been reconfirmed in a recent study
which compared six different methods of assessing body fat content. Using
underwater weighing as the reference, a difference score was calculated for each
method for each subject, and it was found that the mean difference was lowest,
and small, for the skinfold method described above (McNeill et al., 1991).
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8. Heart Rate was used as a measure of state anxiety (Karteroliotis & Gill, 1987;
Thyer, Papsdorf, Davis, & Vallecorsa, 1984), and was assessed using the
SPORT TESTER PE 3000 heart rate monitor. It consists of an electronic
transmitter which is attached by a strap to the chest at a point left of, and just
below, the breast bone. Signals are converted to a digital output (in
beats/minute) by a receiver worn around the wrist. Recordings were taken at two
points during the testing protocol: i) during the body composition assessment ii)
at the end of a 5 minute seated rest period.

PROCEDURE

Upon arriving at the laboratory, half of the subjects were given the battery of
psychological questionnaires. Following completion, each subject was asked to
remove his shirt so that the heart rate monitor could be attached and the skinfold
measurements taken. In preparation for taking the subscapular skinfold measurement,
the subject was asked to place his right arm behind his back. At this point, and without
the knowledge of the subject, the experimenter was able to observe the heart rate
reading from the wrist receiver. Following this, height and weight were measured. At
the completion of the anthropometric assessment, the subject was asked to sit quietly
for 5 minutes in order to obtain a resting heart rate.

To control for the possibility that the physical assessments might bias the subject’s
responses to the questionnaires, or that completing the questionnaire might influence
the physiological response to the body composition assessment, the order of
presentation was counterbalanced. The remaining half of the subjects had the
anthropometry and heart rate assessments taken first, and then they completed the
guestionnaires.

All testing was done by 2 male experimenters. Subjects were tested individually
and each session took about 50-60 minutes. At the completion of all assessments, the
subject was told that the coordinator of the research project was conducting an ongoing
project designed to establish whether physical measurements of the sort used in the
present study are embarrassing or stressful for those who participate in research. Each
was asked if he could take a few minutes to answer 3 short questions. All subjects
agreed.

RESULTS

1. DESCRIPTIVE STATISTICS

Table 1 lists the means, standard deviations, and minima and maxima for all the
variables assessed in this study. The mean SPAS score is close to that reported by Hart
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et al. (1989), and the Cronbach’s alpha coefficient of 0.89 is also very similar to the
original study. As well, the mean EMAS-SE and BES scores are close to normative
data reported by Endler et al. (1991) and Franzoi and Shields (1984), respectively.

A series of t tests indicated that there were no significant differences on any of the
variables between the two groups counterbalanced for order of presentation.

TABLE 1
MEANS, STANDARD DEVIATIONS, AND MINIMA AND MAXIMA FOR ALL VARIABLES

Variable Mean SD Minimum  Maximum
Social Physique Anxiety 28.89 8.49 13.00 56.00
EMAS-Social Evaluation 43.21 9.25 22.00 66.00
Body Dissatisfaction 27.37 7.12 11.00 48.00
Body Esteem Scale

1) Upper Body Strength 32.85 6.92 13.00 45.00
2) Physical Attract 38.42 6.61 17.00 55.00
3) Physical Condition 47.83 8.67 15.00 62.00
% Body Fat 17.73 4.32 10.10 28.80
Height (cm) 176.49 7.45 158.50 197.00
Weight (kg) 73.92 10.05 51.50 107.00
Heart Rate-Test 76.69 11.98 49.00 114.00
Heart Rate-Baseline 60.25 8.05 43.00 88.00
Physical Activity 69.49 44.29 0.00 183.00

2. CORRELATES OF APPEARANCE ANXIETY

Table 2 contains the results of a stepwise regression analysis using the Maximum
R? Improvement Procedure.! SPAS served as the dependent variable and the following
were included as independent variables: EMAS-Social Evaluation, the

TABLE 2
STEPWISE REGRESSION ANALYSIS WITH THE SOCIAL PHYSIQUE ANXIETY SCALE AS THE
DEPENDENT VARIABLE

Predictors Estimate SE F(Ho) p Inc. R?
Intercept 18.82 9.02 4.35 0.0408

Upper Body Strength -0.46 0.14 10.96 0.0015 0.42
% Body Fat 0.47 0.17 8.13 0.0058 0.07
EMAS-Soc. Eval. 0.20 0.08 6.64 0.0122 0.04
Body Dissatisfaction 0.29 0.13 5.01 0.0286 0.03

R?=0.56
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three BES subscales, Body Dissatisfaction, and percent body fat. Percent body fat,
EMAS-Social Evaluation, and Body Dissatisfaction were positively and significantly
related to SPAS. The Upper Body Strength subscale of BES was inversely related to
SPAS and accounted for the largest proportion of the variance (42%).

Table 3 presents a matrix of all pairwise correlation coefficients among the
psychometric variables and physical activity participation.

TABLE 3
INTERCORRELATIONS AMONG VARIABLES

SPAS EMAS | UBS PA PC PES BD ACT
SPAS 0.37* -0.65* | -0.35* 0.59* 0.54* 0.57* -0.27
EMAS -0.25 0.32* -0.36* 0.37* 0.14 0.06
UBS 0.48* 0.74* -0.37* | -0.66* 0.34*
PA 0.63* -0.20 -0.57* 0.10
PC -0.51* | -0.69* 0.32*
PES 0.24 -0.22
BD -0.15
ACT
*p<0.01
SPAS: Social Physique Anxiety Scale
EMAS: Endler Multidimensional Anxiety Scale - Social Evaluation
UBS: Upper Body Strength subscale of the Body Esteem Scale
PA: Physical Attractiveness subscale of the Body Esteem Scale
PC: Physical Condition subscale of the Body Esteem Scale
PES: Physical Evaluation Stress Scale
BD: Body Dissatisfaction Scale
ACT: Leisure-time Physical Activity Participation

3. VALIDATION

Simple regression analyses were first conducted with physical activity participation
and the physical evaluation distress scale regressed separately on SPAS scores. In both
cases, SPAS was a significant predictor of the dependent variables although the size of
the effect was much greater for the distress scale. In the second phase of the analyses,
percent body fat was entered as a covariate in the two models. It was found that this
variable was highly significantly related to physical activity participation, and that
SPAS made no further contribution to the variance. However, body fat content was not
related to the distress scale, and SPAS remained a highly significant variable in this
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model. Table 4 presents a summary of these findings.

Finally, heart rate (in beats/min.) taken during the body composition evaluation was
regressed on SPAS scores with baseline heart rate entered as a covariate in the model.
Results indicated that there was no relationship between heart rate, as a measure of
state anxiety, and SPAS (see Table 5).

TABLE 4
REGRESSION ANALYSES WITH AND WITHOUT PERCENT BODY FAT HELD CONSTANT IN
THE MODEL
Dependent Variable: Physical Activity Participation
Predictors Estimate SE F(Ho) p
Intercept 109.79 18.20 6.03 0.0001
SPAS -1.40 0.60 -2.31 0.0241
R?=10.07
Intercept 152.50 22.52 6.71 0.0001
SPAS -0.63 0.63 -1.01 0.3181
% Body Fat -3.65 1.23 -2.95 0.0043
R?=10.18
Dependent Variable: Physical Evaluation Distress Scale
Predictors Estimate SE F(Ho) p
Intercept 1.44 0.72 1.99 0.0501
SPAS 0.13 0.02 5.30 0.0001
R?=10.29
Intercept 1.02 0.95 1.08 0.2844
SPAS 0.12 0.03 4.53 0.0001
% Body Fat 0.04 0.05 0.69 0.4922
R?=10.29
DISCUSSION

Studies have shown that both men and women rate the mesomorphic male body as
more attractive and appealing than other somatotypes (Tucker, 1982). In fact, the
majority of men indicate a preference for the very muscular mesomorph — an ideal that
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TABLE 5
ANALYSIS OF COVARIANCE

Dependent Variable: Heart Rate - Test

Predictors Estimate SE F(Ho) p
Intercept 1.44 0.72 1.99 0.0501
SPAS -0.18 0.14 -1.61 0.2074
Heart Rate - Baseline 0.98 0.15 45.02 0.0001
R?=0.40

can be achieved, for most, only by dint of diligent and strenuous exercising (Beck &
Ward-Hull, 1976; Mishkind et al., 1986). The increasing number of weight rooms and
fitness facilities that proliferate North American communities, the burgeoning market
in home conditioning equipment, the widespread popularity of wrestling as a spectator
sport, the growing number of ultra-muscular motion picture heroes, and the
recreational use of anabolic steroids for enhancing muscle development, attest to the
supremacy of hypermesomorphy as the current male fashion icon. Perhaps as a
consequence of this standard, a large proportion of men now perceive a discrepancy
between their own somatotype and what they desire as their ideal (Tucker, 1984). It
has been demonstrated that a substantial percentage of young men consider themselves
underweight (Davis & Cowles, 1991; Mintz & Betz, 1986), and that they report the
greatest dissatisfaction with their chest and their waist (Mishkind et al., 1986).

Results of the present study are in general agreement with this body of research.
We found that more than 50% of the variance in appearance anxiety could be
explained by the simultaneous influence of a number of independent variables, and
that the largest proportion (42%) was explained by the Upper Body Strength subscale
of the Body Esteem Scale. That is, men who have low esteem concerning aspects of
their upper body are more highly anxious about having their bodies evaluated by
others. We also found that after controlling for Upper Body esteem in the regression
model, body fat content, social evaluation anxiety, and body dissatisfaction made a
statistically significant, but relatively small, contribution to the variance in appearance
anxiety. Men who were more socially anxious, more dissatisfied with their bodies in
general, and who carried a greater percentage of body fat reported greater appearance
anxiety.



APPEARANCE ANXIETY 72

Since there is good evidence that many women are critical of their weight when
they are of normal weight or even underweight (Dolan, Birtchnell, & Lacey, 1987;
McCaulay et al., 1988), it would be of interest to establish whether the strong
relationship between Upper Body Esteem and appearance anxiety is objectively
justified, or whether it may be mediated by a causally prior exogenous variable. Future
research would do well to include detailed anthropometry (e.g. girth measurements in
conjunction with weight and estimates of body fat content) in order to investigate
whether appearance anxiety is related to the degree of upper body musculature.

While earlier research has offered some support for the utility of the Social
Physique Anxiety Scale (SPAS) for identifying women who have high appearance
anxiety, its function in this regard had not been established for men. Our attempts to
validate the scale using a sample of college-aged male undergraduates have produced
mixed results. On the one hand, those with higher SPAS scores reported feeling greater
distress during the body composition procedure than did those with low scores, and
this relationship was not mitigated by taking body fat content into account. On the
other hand, changes in heart rate from baseline were not related to SPAS. Although
heart rate indices have had widespread use as a measure of state anxiety (e.g. Davis &
Cowles, 1988; Karteroliotis & Gill, 1987), some studies have found that the
relationship between self-report measures of arousal and physiological measures of
arousal is low and inconsistent (Lewis, Ray, Wilkinson, Doyle, & Rickets, 1984; van
Doornen, 1986). Therefore, the absence of physiological validation for SPAS in this
particular study should be interpreted with some reservations.

Finally, it was hypothesized that appearance anxiety would correlate inversely with
degree of leisure-time physical activity participation. Our results confirmed a weak,
yet significant relationship between these two variables. However, when percent body
fat was entered as a covariate in the regression model, it was negatively related to level
of exercise, and appearance anxiety contributed no additional variance. Together these
data support a simple causal model: Body fat content is an intervening variable in the
association between appearance anxiety and exercise. In other words, the mechanism
through which appearance anxiety influences exercise is that greater body fat content
increases appearance anxiety which in turn decreases the likelihood that one will
exercise. In accord with this model is the evidence that body satisfaction is positively
correlated with self-esteem and degree of exercising, and negatively associated with
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fatness (e.g. Davis, Elliott, Dionne, & Mitchell, 1991; Davis & Fox, in press).

In summary, the findings of this study have provided the first attempts to validate
the SPAS for a sample of young men. Appearance anxiety was predictive of self-
reported distress during a body composition evaluation, however, we failed to find a
relationship between it and a physiological indicator of arousal. There was a weak
relationship between physical activity participation and appearance anxiety, but one
that was negated when percent body fat was controlled in the analysis. Of interest was
also the finding that nearly half the variance in appearance anxiety could be accounted
for by Upper Body esteem — a finding that reflects our current cultural emphasis on the
ultra-muscular ideal of male attractiveness.
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