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Background: Body image is defined as “how a person feels about his/her appearance, 
the mental picture a person has of his/her body and the person’s associated thoughts, 
feelings, judgments, awareness and behavior.”   Body image may be positive or 
negative.  A positive body image is associated with high self-esteem, while a negative 
body image satisfaction has been identified as a predisposing factor to disordered 
eating habits and smoking among adolescents. Objective: To determine whether the 
concepts of body image perception and body image dissatisfaction exist in urban 
Filipino women and how these perceptions influence women’s health status in terms of 
anthropometric measurements and anemia status.  Methods: Three hundred seventy-
two (372) women, aged 20 to 59 years, living in a squatter resettlement area in 
Caloocan City, were interviewed regarding their demographic characteristics and body 
image perceptions. Measurements of height and weight were taken.  Body image 
satisfaction was measured in two ways: (1) Subjects were asked to select one 
silhouette, from among a group, that best represented their current body size 
(‘perceived’), and then to choose the silhouette they would want to look like (‘desired’).  
Non-matching of the ‘perceived’ and ‘desired’ silhouettes indicated body image 
dissatisfaction. Accurate perception means that the ‘perceived’ body size matches their 
actual Body Mass Index (BMI).  While inaccurate perception means that there is a 
discrepancy between the ‘perceived’ body size and BMI; and  (2) Subjects were asked if 
they were happy or not with their current body size.  Responses to the two methods 
were analyzed in women with varying levels of BMI. The relationships of body image 
satisfaction with demographic variables, anemia based on hemoglobin levels, and 
women’s BMI were also examined.  Contingency coefficient and Student’s t-test were 
used for categorical and continuous variables, respectively.  Results: Underweight and 
obese women were more likely to have inaccurate perceptions of their body size than 
normal or overweight women. Underweight women saw themselves as heavier than 
actual, while obese women perceived themselves as thinner than actual. For normal 
and overweight women, a significant difference existed in the response to the two 
measures of satisfaction, suggesting that consistency between ‘perceived’ and ‘desired’ 
silhouettes may not be a valid indicator of satisfaction in these women.  Dissatisfaction 
was more prevalent in younger subjects (mean age = 35 yrs; p=.005) and in those who 
were underweight or obese.  Normal and overweight women were generally satisfied 
with their bodies and had accurate perceptions regarding their size.  No relationships 
existed between body image satisfaction and presence of anemia, educational 
attainment, marital status, and number of children. Conclusion:  Underweight and 
obese low-income women had inaccurate perceptions about their body size and had 



feelings of dissatisfaction compared with normal and overweight women.  Anemia was 
more prevalent among women with low BMI, although there was no relationship 
between anemia and body image satisfaction.  Measuring body image satisfaction by 
subtracting the difference between  ‘perceived’ and ‘desired’ body size is appropriate for 
Filipino women with underweight, overweight, and obese BMI levels but not for women 
with normal BMI. 
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