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Research on body image has shown that people's feelings about their bodies can directly 

impact their psychological and behavioral health (e.g., self-esteem, eating disorders, depression). 

Although most of the research has focused on the body image concerns of women, there is 

evidence which suggests that body image is a growing concern for men as well.  For example, 

research on the body image concerns of men has found that men experience pressure to achieve 

greater muscularity and that increasing numbers of men are dissatisfied with their bodies. This is 

of particular concern since studies have linked male body dissatisfaction with low self-esteem, 

anxiety, eating disorders, compulsive exercise, and steroid use.   

              In order to address the growing concerns related to male body image, researchers have 

begun examining factors which influence men's drive for muscularity. One variable which may 

affect men's muscularity ideals is the social norm for muscularity. Research strongly suggests 

that people use social norms to understand the range of acceptable behaviors within any group, 

and that falling outside of the group norm leads to personal distress and motivates conforming 

behavior. Social norms have been shown to influence how people feel about their bodies and can 

motivate unhealthy behaviors in an attempt to fit the social standards of a “desirable” body type.   

The few studies that have examined the social norms related to men's muscularity ideals 

have found that men may be misperceiving the muscularity norm. For example, one study found 

that males exaggerate the degree to which women find muscularity attractive. Similarly, in a 

separate study, college–age men from Austria, France, and the United States believed that 

women were more attracted to males with an extra 27-32 pounds of muscle. The implications 

from these studies suggest that men have social misperceptions about what others find most 

attractive, which may contribute to men’s drive for muscularity.  

Although some initial research has been conducted on how social norms influence men’s 

body image, there are a number of unanswered questions.  For example, little is known about 

which group norms are most influential in the formation of men’s own internal standards for 

muscularity. Also, it is unclear if perceiving oneself as falling outside of the muscularity norm is 

related to negative outcomes, such as muscle dysmorphia (a clinical disorder characterized by an 

unhealthy preoccupation with muscle size accompanied by significant impairment or distress) or 

steroid use.  Our study plans to examine these questions. To our knowledge, this will be the first 

study to examine these questions within a male population. 
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