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Abbreviations: BMI, body mass index; FRS, figure rating 
scale; BSQ, body shape questionnaire; AN, anorexia nervosa; BN, 
bulimia nervosa; BED, binge-eating disorder

Introduction
Body image perception

The body image is how one visually imagines one’s body, an 
interpretation of his or her physical appearance and perception1–3 

which might affect quality of life.4 It is a subjective concept5 or it 
is a personal evaluation how person perceive him or herself6 or it is 
unconscious one’s feeling, senses.7

Factors affectingbody image perception

There are several factors that can affect the body image 
perception.8–14 The satisfaction about body image perception becomes 
a factor for eating15 and end up with wrong eating habits16 and some 
may end up with eating disorders anorexia nervosa (AN), bulimia 
nervosa (BN) and binge-eating disorder (BED).17,18 These might be 
related to genetic,19 environmental and psychosocial issues20–22 and 
heavy exercise.23,24 Financial stress affect individuals and societies and 
thus the perceived health,24 and the effect of financial constraints are 
multidirectional including quality, variety, poorer choice, processed 
& junk foodsetc.25,26 These are associated with financial status low 
purchasing power due to lower income.27 In lower income countries, 

considerable segment of population have vitamin A deficiency.28 

Profession stress affectfamily, physical and psychological health of 
individualsdebt can lead to anxiety29 which might result in mental 
health problems.30 Thefinancial literacy and management are crucial 
for the well-being of the university students31 to use money wisely32 

otherwise bring them to debts.33 The university students seem to 
be less efficient to balance their accounts and least familiar with 
budgeting.34–36 In Malaysia, the main sources of finances among college 
students is educational loan.37 Universitystudents have abnormal BMI 
and it is more in male compared to femalestudents.38–40 It is likely 
that university students practice unhealthy eating habit which lead 
to gain weight. It has been reported that women are more likely to 
be obese than men.41 However, among male university student’s 
obesity may be higher than female.42 Thehigher BMI is associated 
with dissatisfaction of body image45 and in turn trigger thepractice 
of restrictive eating behavior for the desired image.43 Children feel 
offended with increasing body weight against their body image thus 
have poor judgment about their appearance47 which results in dieting 
and poor eating.44 It is further influenced by peers and male students 
also likely to perceive their BMI as overweight, fail to see themselves 
as underweight.45 Contrary to the male students, the femaleprefers 
themselves to be underweight.38,46 Looking backwards on the issue 
of body image perception among university students which is argued 
on different aspects instill interest to assess the associations of their 
perception with the aforementioned variables. 
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Abstract

Introduction: It is well documented fact that there are differences in the actual and 
perceived body image among both sexes. This study was aimed to assess the association 
of monthly allowance with body-mass index (BMI), and body image perception among 
university students. 

Methods: The design of this study was a cross sectional design A total of 152 students 
were registered from the International Islamic University Malaysia, Kuantan Campus.A 
questionnaire administered comprised of three sections i.e. socio-demographic, 
anthropometric and body image perception data using Figure Rating Scale (FRS) & 
Shape Questionnaire (BSQ). The collected data on the three aspects were compiled and 
statistically analyzed using descriptive analysis and Pearson correlation analysis.

Results: The statistical analysis revealed that there was no association between the student 
students’ allowance and body image perception, however, still using considerable amount 
of their allowances for looking good. The FRS assessment shows that the respondents 
perceived degree of self-discrepancy between current and ideal body image. The body 
image perception assessed with BSQ showed the respondents are least concern about body 
shape. However, there was significant P<0.05) association between body-mass index (BMI) 
and body image perception assessed with FRS and BSQ.

Conclusions: This study indicates that there is a general trend among the students that 
when their BMI increases consequently their body image satisfaction decreases. Therefore, 
it can be inferred that the students spend considerable amount of their stipend on looking 
good and due to the miss-perception of body image satisfaction. 
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Methods
Study design and sample size calculation

This was a cross sectional study which assessed the association 
of student’s allowance with BMI and body image perception among 
students. The sample size was calculated using single proportion 
formula as described by Daniel47 and using the prevalence of 12% 
inaccurate perception of students48 with the 10% non-response.The 
theoretical numbers were 178.2 rounded to 178. Out of these numbers 
only 152 responded and 26 students declined after registration.  
Therefore, out of these students a total of 152 students participated in 
this study. However, another six were also excluded from the analysis 
due to incomplete answers. Thus, the total respondents in this study 
were 146 students. The subjects are randomly chosen across the 
campus of International Islamic University Malaysia Kuantan. The 
Students were given research information which includes objectives, 
benefits related information of the research and informed consent was 
obtained from the students. 

Study procedures

The questionnaire designed comprised of three sections; socio-
demographic data,anthropometric data and body image perception. 
The questionnaire involved open-ended, multiple choices and Likert 
scale. The questionnaire was administered in English. 

Socio-demographics

The Socio-demographic dataSection A included socio-demographic 
information which are age, gender, maritalstatus, discipline and self-
reported body mass index (BMI). It also included amountand type 
of sponsorship that students hold, parents‟ occupation, total monthly 
allowance and amount spent for looking good. This information 
was todetermine the student allowance. The type of scholarship was 
classified to various categories in Malaysia, self-sponsored and others.

Anthropometric data

In Section B, subjects‟ height and weight were measured. This is 
to calculate theiractual BMI. The measurements were made according 
to the standard procedures foranthropometric measurements at the 
time of registration. Height was measured without shoes to the nearest 
0.1cm using a stature meter. Weight was measured using Tanita 
Digital Scaleto the nearest 0.1 kg with subjects wearing light clothing 
and no shoes. The BMI isthen calculated using formula of weight (kg) 
divided by square of height (m2).

Body image perception

For evaluation of body image perception, two types of 
questionnaires were used1) Figure Rating Scale (FRS)49 and 2) 
Body Shape Questionnaire (BSQ).50 The Silhouette score in Figure 
Rating Scale shows the respondents‟ perceived degree ofself-
discrepancy between current and ideal body image. Participants 
respond usingillustrations of nine numbered Silhouettes ranging from 
severely thin (1) to severelyobese (9). Ideal body size score minus 
current body size score was interpreted asdiscrepancy score. Positive 
discrepancy score indicated the respondents perceivedthemselves 
as thinner than current body. Negative discrepancy score indicated 
therespondents perceived themselves as bigger than current body. 
Zero score indicate thatthey are satisfied with their current body.
Body Shape Questionnaire (BSQ) contains 16 questions. Question 
regarding feelingsof the respondents about their appearance were 
scaled to never (1 point), rarely (2points), sometimes (3 points), often 

(4 points), very often (5 points) and always (6points). Higher score 
represents greater concern of body image while lower scorerepresents 
lower concern of body image.

Data compilation and statistical analysis

The was compiled from the questionnaires into SPSS spreadsheet 
and Statistically analyzed. All statistical procedures were performed 
using Statistical Package for Social Science (SPSS Version 12.0.1). The 
demographic data were analyzed using descriptiveanalysis. Pearson’s 
Correlation was used to identify the relationship betweenstudent 
allowance and BMI to the body perceived body image.

Results
Sociodemographic information

Amongthe total of 146 respondents, 68were male (46.6%) and 78 
were female (53.4%). Majority of them were students from Allied 
Health Sciences (39.0%), Sciences (32.2%) and least were from 
Dentistry (4.1%). Total Mean monthly allowances and allowance 
for looking good where RM 526.30±229.91(150-1500) and RM 
93.37±71.54 (0.00–350) respectively. 

Body mass index

Students were classified according to BMI category based on 
World Health Organization (WHO) classification. Mean BMI of the 
respondents was (22.452±3.19 kg/m2) which are in normal range 
of BMI. The minimum BMI was 15.9kg/m2 (under-weight) and 
maximum BMI was 38.3 kg/m2 (Obese) (Table 1). Among the 146 
students (83.56, n=122) were in the normal range of BMI followed 
by overweight (7.53%, n=11), underweight (4.79%, n=7) and obese 
(4.11%, n=6). Female students showed higher percentages than male 
students in underweight and normal category of BMI. Conversely the 
male students were having higher percentage than female in over-
weight and obese categories (82 and 83% respectively) (Table 2).

Table 1 The type sponsorship of the students is shown

Sponsorship/Loan Numbers  Percentage

PTPTN 46 31.5

JPA 36 24.7

Self-Sponsored 32 21.9

State’sLoan 22 15.1

Others 10 6.8

Total 146 100

Table 2 Body weight status of the University students based on BMI

Body 
Status Male   Female   Total 

Body 
Status Numbers (%) Numbers (%) Numbers 

(%)

Under-
Weight - - 7 8.97 7(4.79)

Normal-
Weight

54 79.4 68 87.18 122(83.56)

Over-Weight 9 13.2 2 2.56 11(7.53)

Obese 5 7.4 1 1.28 6(4.11)

Total 68 100 78 100 146(100)
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 Body image perceptionscore and body shape concern 

The FRS results shows that the students perceived degree of self-
discrepancy between current and ideal body image which was of 
greater concern. Majority of the students had negative discrepancy 
score (55.5%), followed by zero score (23.3%) and positive score 
(21.2%). The results of BSQ shows that the mean BSQ score was 
42.41 ± 1.35 (16 – 92). According BSQ majority of the were least 
concernedabout their shape. Among the students not concerned at all 
were 41.1%, followed by mild concern (32.9%), moderate concern 
(15.1%) and only 11.0% were seriously concerned about their body 
shape (Tables 3&4).

Table 3 The Figure rating Score of the Students

Body image perception Number Percentage

Negative Score 81 55.5

Zero Score 34 23.3

Positive Score 31 21.2

Total 146 100

Table 4 The body shape concern of the students

Body shape concern Numbers Percentage

No concern with body shape <38 60 41.1

Mild concern with body shape (38-51) 48 32.9

Moderate concern with body shape 
(52-66)

22 15.1

Very concern with body shape (>66) 16 11

Association of students monthly allowance with BMI 
and body image perception

It appears that there was no significant association between 
allowance to look good and body shape concern using both FRS and 
BSQ). When the association of the BMI and body image perception 
as assessed using Pearson correlation analysis it was found that there 
were significantassociations between BMI and body shape concern 
using both the questionnaire FRS &BSQ being the coefficients of 
correlations r=0.331, p<0.05 and r=-0.469 p< 0.05) respectively. 
Interestingly the association for FRS was negative and BSQ positive 
which needs further elaboration. 

Discussion
Students allowances 

As mentioned earlier, that the objective of this study was to 
evaluate students’ allowance, BMI and body image perception of the 
students. Majority of the students were on National Higher Education 
Fund Corporation (PTPTN) loan. It is the loan that is offered by 
federal government that enable students to pursue their tertiary 
education in Malaysian colleges/universities.40 Most students receive 
educational loan from PTPTN or financial support from Public Service 
Department (JPA).51 From the result of the current study, it was found 
that the mean of student’s monthly allowance which is RM 526.30 per 
month. The amount of the monthly allowance is a greater compared 
to a study conducted by Ayupp, Ling & Tudin52 and is expected to be 
greater than before as well, however, the allowances vary (PTPTN, 
2014). The monthly allowance for looking good is not really examined 

and this type of allowancemay cover new clothes, buying food, gym 
fee, makeups and other purpose that result in looking good. Some 
factors may provoke the use of allowance for purpose other than 
education. Gender is one of the factors that determines purposes of 
the expenditure. According to Wang and Xiao53 female spend more of 
their money for clothes whereasmale is prone to spend their money 
for entertainment and eating outside. Unlike other countries, the credit 
card use among student is nonein this group of students.54

Body mass index

Generally, the BMI status of the students was in normal apparently 
in healthy body weight. However, in the categories of over-weight and 
obese there were more male than female which contradictory to a study 
conducted in Malaysia.55 The numbers of obese among the students in 
present study were 4.1% is higher than the previous study conducted 
another campus.56 These numbers of over-weight or obese may not be 
the representatives of the entire country therefore, the percentages may 
only be reliable if the samples are considered from all universities. 
This is the major shortcoming of this study and the studies carried out 
earlier that were limited to a single campus. The present studyrevealed 
that the students assessed FRS significant (r=-0.469 p<0.05) negative 
perception about their body image. It shows that most of the students 
were not satisfied with their body and prefer to look thinner than 
their present body shape. The body image dissatisfaction and body 
distortion are prevalent among youth.57 Many factors influenced the 
body image satisfaction. Compared to men, women show lower body 
satisfaction and wish to be thinner than their current body.58 Among 
male it is seems to be common factor and prefer their ideal figure 
to be overweight whereas female wish to be underweight.38 Among 
male adolescents when the body image distorted the end up with the 
use alternative to gain muscles.38 The BSQs results show that student 
is significantly (r = 0.331, p< 0.05) satisfied with their current body 
shape and have positive perception. According to a study by Morry & 
Staska58 found that reading magazine is a significant predictor for men 
to have a dissatisfied body shape. Fitness magazines can affect men‟s 
satisfaction towards their body. 

Financial status in this study focused on the students‟ allowance 
and the amount they spend for their look, health and appearance. 
Correlating the allowance to look good with both BSQ score and FRS 
score, it shows noassociation between those variables. Contradictory 
to the current study, Ansari et al.,46 reported that students with 
financial stress were likely to feel “too fat‟ and were less likely to 
feel “just right‟ about their body. However, the study used different 
questionnaire, Health Behavior in School-aged Children (HBSC) 
to a population of university student. This has been also associated 
with stress by Roy and Steptoe59 who report that depression caused 
by surrounding factors could mediate the effect of financial stress 
on body image perception, thus resulting in negative body image 
perception. 

Monthly allowance and body image perception 

The result revealed that there is significant correlation between BMI 
and score of the BSQ and FRS. The value of BMI influences the body 
image perception among university students. The positive correlation 
between BMI and BSQ score shows that when BMI increase, the 
concerns about body shape are also increase.  In another study body 
image has been shown to be significantly with BMI or obesity.60,61 The 
bigger is their perception the higher is the degree of dissatisfaction 
of body shape. The correlation between BMI and FRS score showed 
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negative-fair correlation. It means that there is an inverse relationship 
between those two variables and when BMI decreases, the FRS score 
increases. In other words, when the BMI increases, the FRS will be 
decreasing which shows the dissatisfaction of body image. The 27 or 
more negative score indicates the dissatisfaction towards current body 
and wishes to be thinner although the BMI is normal. It is on records 
that women tend to think they are and speculate themselves as obese 
and shows some kind of dissatisfaction.62 According toKuan et al.,38 

BMI is significant positive predictors of body image disturbance and 
this is the conclusion from study conducted on university students. 
Higher BMI affects women self-image discrepancy which they prefer 
to be two or three body sizes smaller than their current body.

Conclusion
It can be concluded that there is significant association between 

body-mass index (BMI) and body image perception among the 
university students. The students in this study indicated a that when 
their BMI increases their body image satisfaction decreases.
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