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Eating concerns, body dissatisfaction, thinness internalization and antifat attitudes and
their relationship with gender ideology in a sample of men

Alejandro Magallares

Spanish Open University (UNED). Social Psychology Department. Madrid (Spain).

Titulo: Preocupacion por la comida, insatisfaccién corporal, interiotizacion
de la delgadez y actitudes antiobesos en su relacién con las ideologias de
género en una muestra de hombres.

Resumen: Los trastornos de la conducta alimentaria son mucho menos
frecuentes en hombres que en mujeres. En este articulo se argumenta que
esas diferencias pueden ser explicadas por las ideologfas de género que
tienen hombres y mujeres. La literatura sugiere que las mujeres interiorizan
la normal social de delgadez y por esa razén acaban desarrollando preocu-
pacién por la comida e insatisfaccién corporal con el paso del tiempo,
mientras que los hombres externalizan el valor de la delgadez y es por ello
que muestran mas actitudes antiobesos que las mujeres. Los datos obteni-
dos de 450 estudiantes varones muestran que los participantes que puntua-
ban alto en ideologfa de género informaban de mayores actitudes antiobe-
sos y menos interiorizacion de la delgadez, preocupacién por la comida e
insatisfacciéon corporal. Finalmente se discute porque los hombres y las
mujeres adoptan diferentes estrategias para lidiar con la normal social de
delgadez.

Palabras clave: ideologia de género; preocupacion por la comida, insatis-
faccién corporal, interiorizacién de la delgadez, actitudes antiobesos.

Abstract: Eating disorders are much less common in men than in women.
In this paper it is argued that these differences may be explained by the
gender ideology that men and women have. Literature suggests that wom-
en’s ideology internalizes the social norm of slimness and for that reason
may develop eating concerns and body dissatisfaction with the pass of the
time, while men externalize the value of thinness and that is why they show
greater antifat attitudes than women. Data obtained from 450 male stu-
dents revealed that participants high in a gender ideology scale reported
greater antifat attitudes and less thinness internalization, eating concerns
and body dissatisfaction. Finally, it is discussed why men and women
adopt different strategies to deal with the social norm of thinness.

Key words: gender ideology; eating concerns; body dissatisfaction; thin-
ness externalization; antifat attitudes.

Introduction

Prevalence studies reveal that eating disorders are frequently
found among young women and are much less common in
men (Hudson, Hiripi, Pope, & Kessler, 2007). According to
some authors, these results may be partially explained by the
individual differences that exist in the endorsement of gen-
der ideologies (Swami & Abbasnejad, 2010). Unfortunately,
little research has explored the impact of gender ideology in
men in their relationship with variables associated with eat-
ing disorders, such as eating concerns, body dissatisfaction
or thinness internalization, as in the case of women (Swami
& Abbasnejad, 2010). Therefore, the current study attempts
to test if the differences in the endorsement of the male
ideology help to explain why men report less eating prob-
lems than women.

Gender ideologies

In Western cultures there is a great emphasis on physical
appearance as a determinant of people’s personal value
(Thompson, Heinberg, Altabe, & Tantleff-Dunn 1999). Ac-
cording to these authors, the female sociocultural beauty
ideal is ultra-thin and both unattainable and unhealthy, while
the male beauty ideal is related with a muscular body.

This cultural ideal of physical appearance is modeled
through the mass media and repeated exposure to media
images contributes to the internalization of these beauty
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standards (Levine & Murnen 2009). According to the re-
viewed literature, Western society promotes an appearance
culture for both males and females, although dieting and a
drive for thinness are more typical of female concerns
(McKinley, 2000) because a key attribute of female beauty is
a low body weight (Stice & Shaw, 2002). In contrast, instead
of low weight, many men in industrialized countries desire a
larger body, with more muscle, which is consistent with the
male gender ideology (Bottamini, 2000).

Gender role norms are socially constructed expectations
about behavior and traits considered appropriate for men
and women in a specific culture (Pleck, Sonenstein, & Ku,
1993) and gender ideology is the individual internalization of
these gender role norms (Pleck et al., 1993). The internaliza-
tion of this set of social and behavioral norms that are gen-
erally considered appropriate for men and women also refers
to the way that men and women should look.

In the case of the appearance component of gender
ideologies for men and women, there is evidence about that
these Western cultural values and ideals of beauty, that the
mass media help to disseminate and some individuals inter-
nalize, have a major role in explaining why people may de-
velop eating disorders (Jimenez-Cruz & Silva-Gutierrez,
2010). As a matter of fact, it has been showed that mass
media exposure to this beauty standard is related with the
apparition of body image problems and eating concerns in
both men (for a meta-analysis see: Barlett, Vowels, & Ed-
man, 2008) and women (for a meta-analysis see: Groesz,
Levine, & Murnen, 2002), which are both important predic-
tors of eating disorders (Cohen & Petrie, 2005).
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The internalization of these appearance ideals has im-
portant effects for women as several studies have showed.
For example, previous studies have showed that gender ide-
ology is related to body dissatisfaction (for a meta-analysis
see: Murnen & Smolak, 2009) and eating concerns (for a
meta-analysis see: Murnen & Smolak, 1997) in women. The-
se studies assess the degree to which participants endorse
traditional femininity ideology and how these scores in gen-
der ideology scales are related to eating concerns and body
image problems. In the same line, other investigations have
showed, in this case with experimental designs, that expo-
sure to non-traditional women ideology, such as feminists,
may improve the body satisfaction of the participants (Peter-
son, Tantleff-Dunn, & Bedwell, 2006). These results suggest
that the endorsement of feminist ideologies (vs traditional
female ideologies) may prevent the apparition of body dis-
satisfaction and eating concerns in women. However, to the
date there are not many studies analyzing if the male ideolo-
gy may be working as a protective factor that helps males to
develop less body dissatisfaction and eating concerns com-
pared to women (Andersen, 1995).

Although there are not many studies about the relation-
ship between male ideology and eating disorders, some re-
sults have showed that males with higher level of body dis-
satisfaction have also lower masculinity scores (Hosper &
Jansen, 2005), that masculine men are less worried about
food choice and a healthy lifestyle (Levi, Chan, & Pence,
2006), that male with eating disorders have less body image
concern than women (Nuflez et al., 2012) and that mascu-
linity has been associated with lower levels of eating con-
cerns (Meyer, Blissett, & Oldfield, 2001) which implies that
femininity can be considered a risk factor to develop eating
disorders and masculinity a protective factor (Hospers &
Jansen, 2005). For this reason, in this paper it is suggested
that the differences in the endorsement of the male ideology
may be explaining why men are less wortied about their own
weight and show higher body satisfaction than women
(Morgan, 2012). According to what has been found with
women, it would be expected that men with high scores in a
male ideology scale should report less eating concerns and
body dissatisfaction (Levant & Richmond, 2007).

Internalization-externalization hypothesis

One of the explanations given for these gender differ-
ences in eating concerns and body dissatisfaction in men and
women was advanced by Levine and Murnen (2009). Ac-
cording to these authors, the differences in gender ideologies
in men and women are especially relevant in the case of the
value of slimness, as it has been said before in this section
(McFarland & Petrie, 2012). The literature finds that thin-
ness internalization, the extent to which a person accepts
social ideals of beauty and slimness in order to achieve suc-
cess and happiness in life, is more important for women
than for men, which may explain why men have less eating
concerns and body dissatisfaction than women (Morgan,
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2012). In other words, the female ideology is linked to thin-
ness internalization because the feminine role otientation in
Western cultures is more focused on weight loss compared
to men (Agras, Bryson, Hammer, & Kraemer, 2007). As a
matter of fact, an abundance of correlational and experi-
mental research shows that exposure to muscular media
figures, but not ultra thin models as in the case of women,
contributes to men's body dissatisfaction (for a review see:
Blond, 2008). In other words, muscular figures, but not thin
bodies as in the case of women, make men feel bad, because
by comparison, their own bodies seem small (Young, Gabri-
el, & Hollar, 2013). According to these results, it would be
expected that if women who endorse the female ideology
about slimness have more eating concerns and body dissatis-
faction, men who internalize the male social norm about
appearance, less focused on weight loss, should be less wor-
ried about gaining weight. In other words, it is expected that
males that score high in a male ideology scale should report
less thinness internalization.

In the same lime, other works (Aruguete, Yates, & Ed-
man, 2006) suggest that women internalize the value of
slimness while men, in contrast, externalize it. As stated by
Aruguete et al. (2000): “women internalize the value of thin-
ness (...) and have a tendency to focus on their own bodies
and thus become fearful of becoming fat, a pattern that re-
sults in body dissatisfaction. Men, in contrast, externalize the
value of thinness. Unlike women, men focus on other peo-
ple's bodies and consequently show dislike of fat people”
(pag. 186-187). According to these authors, women tend to
focus on their own weight and body and therefore to be-
come fearful of developing weight problems, while men pay
attention to slimness in other’s bodies to appreciate it or to
criticize it, as in the case of obese people. In other words,
men judge bodies and women are judged by their bodies
(Wiederman, 2005). As a matter of fact, it has been found
that men report greater antifat attitudes than women (Cran-
dall, 1994). Other works show that men report less body
dissatisfaction (Bully & Elosua, 2011) and eating concerns
(Meyer, McPartlan, Rawlinson, Bunting, & Waller, 2011)
than women. Additionally, there are studies that reveal that
there is a link between ideology, like Right Wing Authoritari-
anism, Believe in a Just World or Modern Racism, and anti-
fat attitudes (Crandall, 1994), and between gender related
ideologies and antifat attitudes (Perez, Lewis, & Cash, 2001)
which suggests that gender male ideologies may be related to
thinness externalization although there are not studies ana-
lyzing it so far. In other words, the studies reviewed have
found that men are less worried about gaining weight be-
cause they externalize the value of thinness and for that rea-
son they are less tolerant with people with weight problems,
which suggests that males that endorse the male ideology
about appearance should also report greater prejudices to-
watd obese people (Magallares & Morales, 2013). As it has
been pointed out, there are few investigations about the
internalization/extetnalization hypotheses, but according to
the studies conducted so far it seems that men focus more
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on the weight of others than women that are more worried
of gaining weight. For this reason, it is expected that men
with high scores in a male ideology scale should report
greater antifat attitudes.

Therefore, the main purpose of the current study is to
describe the relationship that exists between gender male
ideology and some variables like eating concerns, body dis-
satisfaction, thinness internalization and antifat attitudes in
men in a cross-sectional study. Eating concerns and body
dissatisfaction are measured because the investigation that
has been done so far has showed that they are related with
the apparition of eating disorders and this work may allow to
a better understanding of the epidemiology of eating disor-
ders in men and women (Neumark-Sztainer, Wall, Story, &
Sherwood, 2009). Additionally, the aim of this paper is also
to analyze if the internalization-externalization hypothesis
may be applied in a sample of male university students.

The prediction, based on previous studies, is that, on the
first place, men with high scores in a male ideology scale,
measured with the Male-Female Relations Questionnaire,
will report less eating concerns, measured with the Eating
Attitudes Test, than participants with low scores (first hy-
pothesis) (Meyer, Blissett, & Oldfield, 2001). On the second
place, it is expected that men with high scores in a male ide-
ology scale will show less body dissatisfaction, measured
with the Body Shape Questionnaire, than participants with
low scotes (second hypothesis) (Hosper & Jansen, 2005).
On the third place, men with high scores on a male ideology
scale will report less thinness internalization, measured with
the Attitudes Towards Appearance Questionnaire, than par-
ticipants with low scores (third hypothesis) (Aruguete et al.,
2006). And finally, men with high scores on a male ideology
scale will report more antifat attitudes, measured with the
Antifat Attitudes Questionnaire, than males who score low
in the male ideology scale (fourth hypothesis) (Crandall,
1994).

Method

Sample

Participants were 450 Spanish male students of the
UNED (Spanish Open University) from 18 to 29 years (age:
Mean = 24.68, D = 3.32) who were enrolled in a psycholo-
gy course and who received extra credit for their participa-
tion. All participants were normal weight (Body Mass Index
or BMI between 18 and 25; Mean = 21.21, SD = 1.87).

Procedure

To recruit participants, students of all the Spanish terri-
tory were contacted trough the webpage of the university.
Students were informed on the general purposes of the re-
search and those who voluntarily wanted to participate filled
out a booklet with the different questionnaires that was
available for a short period of time in the webpage to be

downloaded. After completing all the scales, participants
deliver their answers by post to the main researcher.

Participants who had more than 29 years and had BMI
lower than 18 (underweight) or higher to 25 (overweight)
were excluded from the final analysis in order to make the
sample the most homogenous possible.

Instruments

To measure male ideology it was used the subscale of
Social Interaction of the Male-Female Relations Question-
naire (MFRQ) (Spence, Helmreich & Sawin, 1980; Spanish
Version: Castillo-Mayen, 2011) The MFRQ is a measure of
sex-role behaviors and preferences. The Social Interaction
subscale (x = .94) consists of 16 items scored on a 5-point
Likert scale ranging from “strongly disagree” (1) to “strongly
agree” (5). A score was computed by averaging the 16 items
of the subscale of the MFRQ. Higher scores on the Social
Interactions subscale of the MFRQ reflect greater tendency
to conform to traditional sex-role pressures. An example of
this scale is “I’d rather have a man as a boss at work than a
woman”.

To measure if participants had eating concerns and body
dissatisfaction it was used the Spanish versions of the Eating
Attitudes Test (EAT-26) (English version: Garner and Gar-
finkel, 1979; Garner et al, 1982; Spanish version: Rivas,
Bersabé, Jiménez, & Berrocal, 2010) and the Body Shape
Questionnaire (BSQ) (Cooper, Taylor, Cooper & Fairburn,
1987; Spanish version: Raich et al., 1996). The EAT-26 (« =
.86) consists of 26 items scored on a 5-point Likert scale
ranging from “never” (1) to “always” (5). A score was com-
puted by averaging the 26 items of the scale. Higher scores
on the EAT-26 reflect greater eating concerns. An example
of this scale is “I am terrified about being overweight”. The
BSQ (x = .96) consists of 34 items scored on a 5-point Lik-
ert scale ranging from “never” (1) to “always” (5). A score
was computed by averaging the 34 items of the scale. Higher
scores on the BSQ reflect greater concerns about body
shape and body dissatisfaction (Stice & Shaw, 2002), espe-
cially their concerns of feeling fat. An example of this scale
is “Have you worried about your flesh being not firm
enough?”

To measure thinness internalization the subscale of In-
ternalization of the Sociocultural Attitudes Towards Appear-
ance Questionnaire (SATAQ) was used (Heinberg, Thomp-
son & Stormer, 1995; Spanish version: Llorente, Watren, de
Eulate, & Gleaves, 2013). This subscale of the SATAQ is a
measure that assesses awareness of sociocultural pressures to
be thin and attractive and internalization of those standards.
The Internalization subscale of the SATAQ (x = .84) con-
sists of 7 items on 5—point Likert—type scale ranging from
strongly disagree (1) to strongly agree (5). A score was com-
puted by averaging the 7 items of the subscale. Higher
scores on the SATAQ subscale reflect greater thinness in-
ternalization. An example of this scale is “I've felt pressure
from TV or magazines to lose weight.”

anales de psicologia, 2016, vol. 32, n° 1 (enero)
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To measure anti-fat attitudes the subscale of dislike of
the Antifat Attitudes Questionnaire (AFA) (Crandall, 1994;
Spanish version: Magallares & Morales, 2014) was used. The
AFA evaluates attitudes toward overweight and obese indi-
viduals. The Dislike subscale of the AFA (x = .85) consists
of 7 items scored on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from
“strongly disagree” (1) to “strongly agree” (5). A score was
computed by averaging the 7 items of the subscale. Higher
scores on the dislike subscale reflect greater negative atti-
tudes toward obese people. An example of this scale is “I
really don’t like fat people much”.

Results

First of all, descriptives for all the variables of the study were
calculated as it can be seen in Table 1.

Table 1. Descriptives of all the variables of the study (N= 450).

MFRQ EAT-26  BSQ  SATAQ  AFA
M 3.02 1.86 1.77 242 1.96
SD 31 A4 63 59 73

Notes: All scales from 1 to 5; MFRQ: Male Female Relations Questionnaire
(male ideology); EAT-26 = Eating Attitudes Test (eating concerns); BSQ:
Body Shape Questionnaire (body dissatisfaction); SATAQ: Sociocultural
Attitudes Toward Appearance Questionnaire (thinness internalization);
AFA: Antifat Attitudes

In order to analyze if men who endorse a strong male
ideology (MFRQ)) reported less eating concerns (EAT-206),
body dissatisfaction (BSQ) and thinness internalization (SA-
TAQ) and greater antifat attitudes (AFA) it was decided to
select individuals with more extreme scores.

The groups of participants were formed by categorizing
those individuals with the higher and lower scores on the
male ideology scale (25% upper and 25% below). Partici-
pants with medium scores were not selected for the final
sample and were excluded of the analysis.

According to previous criterion, 222 individuals were se-
lected (low scores on the MFRQ: n = 121; and high scores
on the MFRQ group: n = 101). These groups were correctly
formed, given that the mean scores on the classification
variable (MFRQ) were significantly different between groups
[low score on MFRQ = 2.61, SD = .29 vs high score on
MFRQ = 3.31, D = .32; Fi120=1087.01, p < .01]. It was
calculated a one way ANOVA with the extreme groups as a
factor and the male ideology scale as a dependent variable to
show that the groups were formed correctly. This procedure
has been used before (Hinde & Dennis, 1986) showing that
it is useful to test differences between groups with extreme
scores (Revelle, 2007).

Comparisons between these groups on all the variables
(eating concerns, body dissatisfaction, thinness internaliza-
tion and antifat attitudes) were made by means of the Multi-
ple Analysis of Variance (MANOVA). Cohen’s ds (Cohen,
1988) were also calculated as indexes of effect size. Cohen
(1988) defined 4 as the difference between means divided by
standard deviation of either group (ds = .2 are considered
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medium effect sizes and ds = .8 large effect sizes; Cohen,
1988).

A MANOVA was conducted (see Table 2), with the
male ideology scale (MFRQ) as a factor (two groups: low
and high scores) and EAT-26, BSQ, SATAQ and AFA as
dependent variables in order to test the hypotheses. The
MANOVA revealed a significant multivariate main effect for
MFRQ [Wilks” A = .76, F 1200 = 20.47, p <. 01].

The results showed that men with higher scores in
MFRQ (male ideology) reported lower scores on the EAT-
26, and the BSQ (with medium effect sizes). Additionally, it
was found that men high on MFRQ reported lower scores
on the SATAQ and more AFA than the low score group
(with high effect sizes). The differences were statistically
significant (see Table 2).

Table 2. Differences between groups (MFRQ) on EAT-26, BSQ, SATAQ
and AFA.

. Low scores High scores
Dependent variables g

=121 #n=101 Fi0 d

EAT-26 M 2.03 1.72 23.06** .65
SD .54 .39

BSQ M 1.94 1.66 9.93%k 42
SD 71 .60

SATAQ M 2.75 2.13 56.52** 1,03
SD .64 .56

AFA M 1.69 2.33 37.34%% _83
SD .58 91

Notes: #* p<.01; All scales from 1 to 5; MFRQ: Male Female Relations Ques-
tionnaire (male ideology); EAT-26 = Eating Attitudes Test (eating con-
cerns); BSQ: Body Shape Questionnaire (body dissatisfaction); SATAQ:
Sociocultural Attitudes Toward Appearance Questionnaire (thinness inter-
nalization); AFA: Antifat Attitudes

Conclusions

Taken together, these results give support to the four
hypotheses of the current research: men high in a male
ideology scale report less eating concerns (first hypothesis),
body dissatisfaction  (second  hypothesis),  thinness
internalization (third hypothesis) and more antifat attitudes
(fourth hypothesis) than participants with low scores on a
male ideology scale.

Discussion

According to the results, it appears that gender ideology
plays a significant role in explaining why men report less
eating concerns and body dissatisfaction than women (An-
dersen, 1995). Previous works had showed a relationship
between traditional female ideology and less body satisfac-
tion (Swami & Abbasnejad, 2010), and other investigations
had showed that women who endorse the female ideology
reported more eating concerns (Murnen & Smolak, 1997)
but it was not found any study about the relationship be-
tween gender male ideology and these predictors of eating
disorders (Neumark-Sztainer et al., 2009). In the current
research, the relationship found for men is the opposite,
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because results show a negative link between the endorse-
ment of a strong male ideology and body dissatisfaction and
eating concerns. It is important to remark that this is the
first time that it has been showed that male ideology is nega-
tively related to the appatrition of eating concerns and body
dissatisfaction in a sample of men although this result is
similar to other works that have found a negative relation-
ship between masculinity and body dissatisfaction and eating
problems (Hosper & Jansen, 2005). Specifically, the obtained
results show that men with a high score on a male ideology
scale report less eating concerns and body dissatisfaction.
These results suggest that the endorsement of a strong gen-
der male ideology may work as a protective factor that helps
men to have a higher body satisfaction and less eating con-
cerns.

Other interesting result is that men high in a male ideol-
ogy scale also report more antifat attitudes which is con-
sistent with the works that have showed that negative atti-
tudes toward obese people are linked with gender ideology
variables (Perez et al., 2001). It is important to remark, that
the effect size found is high which gives the idea of the
strength of the relationship that exists between gender ideo-
logies and the negative attitudes toward obese people.

The results of the current study give support the idea
that men externalize the value of thinness (Aruguete et al.,
2006), especially individuals that endorse with strength the
male ideology. According to what it has been found, men
high in a male ideology scale report less thinness internaliza-
tion with a high effect size, it appears that in the case of men
who internalize the traditional male role it is expected that
they have to appreciate beauty and slimness in other bodies
but they do not have the obligation to apply this standard to
themselves. The differences in the internalization of the
value of slimness found for males with high and low scores
on a male ideology scale also helps to understand why stud-
ies reveal that men are more satisfied with their bodies and
present less eating concerns than women (Andersen, 1995).
Additionally, men who report low scores on a male ideology
scale are at highest risk to develop problems related to eating
disorders as other researchers suggest (Hosper & Jansen,
2005).

In general, this pattern of results may be explained be-
cause, as it has been said, Westem sociocultural norms em-
phasize and idealize extreme slimness for women but not for
men (Murnen, 2011). This current standard of femininity
disproportionately associates women’s worth with their bod-
ies (Steinfeldt, Zakrajsek, Carter, & Steinfeldt, 2011). Espe-
cially relevant is the role that mass media has on the dissem-
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