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Body size preferences among young women in five 
Arab countries: a cross-cultural study

Abstract

Objective: The aim of this study was to highlight body 
size preferences among university females in five Arab 
countries.
Methods: The sample comprised 1134 females between 17 
and 32 years old from universities in five Arab countries: 
Bahrain, Egypt, Jordan, Oman and Syria. A silhouette 
figure scale was used to examine body size preferences.
Results: There were significant differences between coun-
tries regarding female body size preferences (p < 0.001) 
and for preferred body size for men (p < 0.001). In general, 
the university females preferred a thinner body size for 
themselves than that perceived for men.
Conclusion: There was a drastic change in body size pref-
erences for women from plumpness to thinness. Sociocul-
tural factors may play a role in the differences in the body 
size preferences between countries.

Keywords: Arab women; body size preferences; body 
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Introduction
Obesity is a major public health problem worldwide, 
including Arab countries, and is associated with the 
increased risk of several non-communicable diseases. The 
prevalence of obesity in most regions of the Arab world 
has reached an alarming level, which requires urgent 
programs to prevent and control obesity (1). Prevention 
of obesity in the Western world is mostly based on the 
assumption that people prefer to be thin, and therefore 
it is important to raise awareness of obesity regarding 
their current weight status to start losing weight (2). Such 
assumption may not exist for Arab people, where prefer-
ences for body size may differ from Western people, as 
studies in some Arab communities showed preferences 
for plump women (3, 4). However, research indicates that 

due to the influence of Westernization and globalization 
in developing countries, attitudes toward body size have 
changed dramatically, where more women prefer to be 
thin as a sign of beauty and health (5, 6).

Similar to many other developing countries, Arab 
states have faced rapid social, economic and lifestyle 
changes during the past decades, leading to the adoption 
of Western lifestyles and behavior. This includes prefer-
ences for Western norms of body shape and weight control, 
which may lead to a rise in the prevalence of eating disor-
ders (7). Body size concern has not been investigated thor-
oughly in the Arab world. Madanat et al. (8) reported that 
Westernization, which is the result of epidemic and nutri-
tional transition, has had a great impact on the increase 
in the risk of body dissatisfaction, and unhealthy habits in 
Arab states, such as Jordan.

It was hypothesized that preferences for body size 
either for women or men among university women in Arab 
countries have changed to thinness rather than plump-
ness as previously reported, and there are significant 
differences in these preferences between various Arab 
countries. The aim of this paper, therefore, was to explore 
body size preferences among females at university in five 
Arab countries.

Methods
The target group of this study was university females in five Arab 
countries: Bahrain, Egypt, Jordan, Oman and Syria. These countries 
were selected based on availability of student volunteers to collect 
the data. One governmental university was selected from each coun-
try, namely Bahrain, Ainshames, Hashemite, Qaboos and Aleppo, 
respectively. The total sample was 1134 females (254, 210, 220, 249 and 
201, respectively, from the above universities). The age of the partici-
pants ranged from 17 to 32 years old. The participants were selected 
through convenience sampling and interviewed during break times, 
between class time and during lunch break. Nutrition students from 
the same universities interviewed them. The data were collected dur-
ing 2008. The study was ethically approved by the Nutrition Studies 
Unit at Bahrain Center for Studies and Research, Bahrain.

A body silhouette rating scale (9) was used to examine the pref-
erence for body size of the women themselves and that which they 
thought was preferred for men in their countries. The scale consisted 
of nine silhouette line drawings of both male and female adult figures 
(Figure 1). The figures ranged from very thin (1) to very obese (9). This 
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figure scale has been tested and validated among women in several 
studies in Arab (8, 10) and Western (11, 12) countries. The question-
naire was tested with 20 Bahraini females at university to assess 
the ease in which they understood the questions and no significant 
changes were made.

The questionnaires from countries other than Bahrain were sent 
to Central Station (Bahrain) for analysis. The data were entered in 
Excel files and analyzed using the Epi-info statistical package (13). 
The χ2-test was used to test the association between body size prefer-
ences and countries, while the t-test was used to measure the differ-
ences between the means of scale scores for males and females in 
each country.

Results
The preferred body size of the women themselves and of 
the men in their countries as perceived by the women, 
using body silhouette illustrations, are shown in Tables 1 
and 2. There were significant variations between countries 
for both women’s body size preferences (p < 0.000) and for 
perceived men’s body size preferences (p < 0.000). Females 
in Bahrain (33.5%), Jordan (30%) and Syria (30.3%) were 
more likely to prefer a thinner body shape for themselves 
(figure 2), than Egyptian (15.2%) and Omani (18.9%) 

females. With regard to the perceived preference of body 
size for men, the majority of the women chose less thin 
(figure 3) or ideal (figures 4 and 5) body sizes. The selec-
tion of ideal body sizes for men ranged from 36.4% in Syria 
to 67.5% in Oman.

Means and standard deviations (SDs) for body size 
silhouettes preferred by university females for them-
selves and for the opposite sex are provided in Table 3. 
In general, the participants preferred a thinner body 
size for themselves (mean ± SD ranged from 2.80 ± 0.81 to 
3.15 ± 0.94) than that they perceived for men (mean ± SD 
ranged 3.28 ± 1.22 to 3.80 ± 0.83). Except Egypt, the differ-
ences between body size preferences of women and those 
they perceived for men were statistically significant.

Discussion
Using the figure rating scale, it was found that the women 
preferred a thin figure for themselves, but preferred that 
the men in their countries to be less thin or ideal body size. 
The result that Arab university females preferred a thinner 
body size is in agreement with the findings reported by 

Figure 1 The nine figure silhouette.
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Table 1 Preferred body shape for women as perceived by university females in five Arab countries using the body silhouette chart.

Country

                                    
Scale numbers

  p-Value

  1 
 

2 
 

3 
 

4 
 

5

  n (%) n (%) n (%) n (%) n (%)

Bahrain   6 (2.4)  85 (33.5)  118 (46.5)  39 (15.4)  6 (2.4) 
Egypt   2 (1.0)  32 (15.2)  103 (49.0)  64 (30.5)  9 (4.3)  < 0.001
Jordan   6 (2.7)  66 (30.0)  119 (54.1)  28 (12.7)  1 (0.5) 
Oman   –  47 (18.9)  143 (57.4)  59 (23.7)  – 
Syria   2 (1.0)  61 (30.4)  102 (50.7)  34 (16.9)  2 (1.0) 

Table 2 Preferred body shape for men as perceived by females at university in five Arab countries using the body silhouette chart.

Country

                                      
Scale numbers

  p-Value

 
 

1 
 

2 
 

3 
 

4 
 

5

n (%) n (%) n (%) n (%) n (%)

Bahrain   2 (0.8)  30 (11.8)  94 (37.0)  84 (33.1)  44 (17.3)  < 0.001
Egypt   3 (1.4)  38 (18.1)  72 (34.3)  64 (30.5)  33 (15.7) 
Jordan   3 (1.4)  29 (13.2)  71 (32.3)  94 (42.7)  23 (10.5) 
Oman   –  17 (6.8)  64 (25.7)  120 (48.2)  48 (19.3) 
Syria   4 (2.0)  23 (11.4)  101 (50.2)  54 (26.9)  19 (9.5) 

several studies in Western countries (14, 15). The relatively 
high preference for figure 3 in the silhouette illustration  
by women in the current study is similar to that reported in 

the USA among girls 18–30 years old using the same figure 
illustration (16). The mean score for preferred body size in 
the silhouette illustration for women (2.80) and men (3.5) 
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as perceived by Jordanian University females was less 
than that found by Madanat et al. (17), among Jordanian 
women 18–73 years old (3.89 and 3.70, respectively).

The weight and body size concerns among females at 
university in the five Arab countries included in this study 
can be attributed to several sociocultural factors. West-
ernization, which is the result of nutritional and social 
transition that has occurred in most Arab countries, may 
play a role in increasing the proportion of body dissat-
isfaction and body shape concern, especially among 
adolescent girls and women (8). However, each country 
has experienced the transition in different periods, due 
to the socioeconomic context prevalent in each country 
and the extent of contact with Western culture (17). 
The people in these countries are now caught between 
the influence of Western culture with its preference for 
a thinner body size and traditional norms with certain 
preferences for plumpness. Studies in Arab countries (3, 
4) have shown that, in some cultures, plump women are 
more acceptable than thin women. However, this atti-
tude has decreased steeply in recent years, especially 
among the young population.

The availability of various mass media in homes means 
greater exposure to the media. Evidence from previous 
studies in Western countries has suggested that exposure 
to fashion magazines (18) and fashion television chan-
nels (19) are strongly associated with body dissatisfaction. 
Similar published studies in Arab countries are sparse. 
However, some studies have reported that media has an 
important role in changing the attitudes of Arab women 

to the thinner body shape (17, 20). The ideal body image is 
usually affected by what appears in the mass media and 
other cultural outlets, and by the influence of parents and 
peers (21). The media transmit the ideal of thinness in a 
way that negatively influences the development of body 
image and self-esteem (22). In Jordan, Madanat et al. (17) 
found that 66% of women prefer thinner body size, mainly 
due to the influence of media. In Kuwait, Musaiger and Al-
Mannai (5) showed that the mass media has a significant 
influence on the idea of a perfect body shape among both 
obese and non-obese Kuwaiti girls.

This study has certain limitations that are worth men-
tioning. First, the samples were taken from one university 
in each country, which means that the study participants 
may not be representative of females at universities in 
each country. Second, weight and height were not meas-
ured to calculate obesity among the participants. Study-
ing the association of obesity with weight preferences may 
demonstrate the real role of obesity in body size concern. 
Nevertheless, this study is the first to offer a comparison 
between several Arab countries on body size preferences. 
Approximately 65%–87% of Arab females at university pre-
ferred a thinner body size (figures 1–3 in the rating scale). 
The results of this study can be used as baseline data to 
carry out comprehensive studies on different factors asso-
ciated with body size preferences in Arab regions. The 
high proportion of body size concern reported by Arab 
university females may contribute to the high prevalence 
of eating disorders. Therefore, it is important to include 
body weight concern behaviors and body dissatisfaction 
in intervention programs to promote a healthy lifestyle in 
Arab communities.

Acknowledgments: The author would like to thank 
Shaima Hussain (Bahrain), Huda Hussain (Egypt), Lolia 
Adeeb (Jordan), Abeer Al-Mahrogy (Oman) and Firas Ezz-
deen and Reem Tarqjy (Syria) for their valuable work in 
collecting the data.

Received August 1, 2013; accepted October 12, 2013

References
1. Musaiger AO, Al Hazzaa HM, Al-Qahtani A, Elati J, Ramadan J, 

et al. Strategy to combat obesity and to promote physical activity 
in Arab countries. Diabetes Metab Syndr Obes 2011;4:89–97.

2. Dunkel TM, Davidson D, Qurashi S. Body satisfaction and 
pressure to be thin in younger and older Muslim and non-Muslim 

women: the role of Western and non-Western dress preferences. 
Body Image 2010;7:56–65.

3. Rguibi M, Belahsen R. Body size preferences and socio-cultural 
influences on attitudes towards obesity among Moroccan 
Sahraoui women. Body Image 2006;3:395–400.

Table 3 Means and standard deviation (SD) for body shape figures 
preferred by university females for themselves and perceptions of 
men’s preferences using a silhouette illustration.

Country  Male (mean ± SD)   Female (mean ± SD)  p-Value

Bahrain   3.51 ± 1.27  2.84 ± 0.87  < 0.001
Egypt   3.28 ± 1.22  3.15 ± 0.94  < 0.221
Jordan   3.52 ± 1.04  2.80 ± 0.81  < 0.001
Oman   3.80 ± 0.83  3.05 ± 0.65  < 0.001
Syria   3.34 ± 0.99  2.90 ± 0.90  < 0.001



Musaiger: Body size preferences among young women in five Arab countries      5

4. Musaiger AO, Shahbeek NE. The effect of education and obesity 
on attitudes towards fads related to weight reduction among 
Arab women in Qatar. Nutr Food Sci 2001;31:201–4.

5. Musaiger AO, Al-Mannai M. Role of obesity and media in body 
weight concern among female university students in Kuwait. Eat 
Behav 2013;14:229–32.

6. Eapen V, Mobrouk AA, Bin-Othman S. Disordered eating 
attitudes and symptomatology among adolescent girls in the 
United Arab Emirates. Eating Behav 2006;7:53–60.

7. Madanat HN, Brown RB, Hawks SR. The impact of body mass 
index and Western advertising and media on eating style, body 
image and nutrition transition among Jordanian women. Public 
Health Nutr 2007;10:1039–46.

8. Madanat H, Hawks SR, Angeles HN. Obesity and body size 
preferences of Jordanian women. Health Educ Behav 2011;38:91–8.

9. Stunkard AJ, Sorensen T, Sehalsinger F. Use of the Danish 
adoption register for the study of obesity and thinness. In: 
Kety SS, editor. The genetics of neurological and psychiatric 
disorders. New York: Raven Press, 1983:115–20.

10. Musaiger AO, Shahbeek NE, Al-Mannai M. The role of social 
factors and weight status in ideal body-shape preferences as 
perceived by Arab women. J Biosoc Sci 2004;36:699–707.

11. Lynch E, Lio K, Wei GS, Spring B, Kiefe C, et al. The relation 
between body size perception and change in body mass index 
over 13 years. Am J Epidemiol 2009;169:857–66.

12. Groesz LM, Levine MP, Musned SK. The experimental 
presentation of thin media images on body dissatisfaction: a 
meta-analytic review. Int J Eat Disord 2002;31:1–16.

13. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC). Epi-info. 
Available at: www.cdc.gov/epiinfo/.

14. Marshall C, Lengyel C, Utioh A. Body dissatisfaction 
among middle-aged and older women. Can J Diet Pract Res 
2012;73:241–7.

15. Desenne JL, Beresin EV. Body image, media, and eating 
disorders. Acad Psychiatry 2006;30:257–61.

16. Bulik CM, Wade TD, Heath AC, Martin NG, Stunkard AJ, et al. 
Relating body mass index to figural stimuli: population-based 
normative data for Caucasians. Int J Obes Relat Metab Disord 
2001;25:1517–24.

17. Madanat H, Lindsay R, Hawks SR, Ding D. A comparative 
study of the culture of thinness and nutrition transition in 
university females in four countries. Asia Pac J Clin Nutr 
2011;20:102–8.

18. Morry MM, Staska SI. Magazine exposure internalization, 
self-objectification, eating attitudes and body satisfaction 
in male and female university students. Can J Behav Sci 
2001;33:269–79.

19. Tiggemann M. Television and adolescent body image: the role 
of program content and viewing motivation. J Soc Clin Psychol 
2005;24:361–81.

20. Ragab S. Media massages and women’s body perception 
in Egypt. Available at: http://digitalarchive.gsu.edu/
communication-theses/30.

21. McCabe MP, Ricciardelli L. A prospective study of pressure 
from parents, peers, and the media on extreme weight change 
behaviors among adolescent boys and girls. Behav Res Ther 
2005;43:653–68.

22. Grabe S, Ward LM, Hyde JS. The role of the media in body image 
concerns among women: a meta-analysis of experimental and 
correlational studies. Psychol Bull 2008;134:460–76.

View publication statsView publication stats

www.cdc.gov/epiinfo/
http://digitalarchive.gsu.edu/communication-theses/30
http://digitalarchive.gsu.edu/communication-theses/30
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/258827970



