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Abstract.
Body image in individuals with visible physical disabilities appears to
be an important area of research and investigation, which has received
little attention over the years. The purpose of the current descriptive,
cross-sectional study was to investigate relationships between the body
image construct, possible media influences on body image satisfaction,
self-esteem, and the novel variable of situational body image dysphoria in
individuals with visible physical disabilities. One hundred fifty-four men
and women responded to the measures of interest. Results indicated
that appearance satisfaction, weight-related anxiety, pressures from the
media, and the internalization of the thin ideal were significant predictors
of situational body image dysphoria. Additionally, when controlling for
type of disability, females face more difficulties concerning only some of
the variables of interest. These findings have important implications for
practice with regards to screening measures, the education of healthcare
professionals, as well as intervention and rehabilitation programs.
Resumen.
La imagen corporal en personas con discapacidades físicas visibles parece
ser un área importante de investigación y estudio, que ha recibido
poca atención a lo largo de los años. El propósito del presente estudio
transversal descriptivo fue investigar las relaciones entre la construcción
de la imagen corporal, las posibles influencias de los medios en la
satisfacción con la imagen corporal, la autoestima y la nueva variable de
disforia situacional de la imagen corporal en personas con discapacidades
físicas visibles. Ciento cincuenta y cuatro hombres y mujeres respondieron
a las medidas de interés. Los resultados indicaron que la satisfacción
con la apariencia, la ansiedad relacionada con el peso, las presiones de
los medios y la internalización del ideal de delgadez fueron predictores
significativos de la disforia situacional de la imagen corporal. Además,
cuando se controla por el tipo de discapacidad, las mujeres enfrentan más
dificultades con respecto a solo algunas de las variables de interés. Estos
hallazgos tienen implicaciones importantes para la práctica con respecto
a las medidas de detección, la educación de los profesionales de la salud,
así como los programas de intervención y rehabilitación.
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Body Image and Visible Physical Disabilities

1. Introduction
The World Health Organization (WHO, 2011) has es-
timated that over one-billion people worldwide, 15%
of the world’s population, have disabilities, and that
this number is on the rise. Of these, physical disabil-
ities are the most common type (WHO, 2011). Visible
physical disabilities are those that affect physical func-
tioning or restrict mobility, and which are observable
and noticeable by others (Goffman, 1963). These in-
clude conditions such as quadriplegia, paraplegia, hemi-
plegia, monoplegia, spinal cord injuries, and amputa-
tions. Quadriplegia or tetraplegia is the impairment of
sensory and/or motor function in the upper and lower
extremities and in the trunk and pelvic region. Paraple-
gia is the impairment of sensory and/or motor function
of the lower limbs, trunk, and pelvic region (Byrne &
Waxman, 2004). Hemiplegia ranges from weakness to
full paralysis of one side of the body. Monoplegia is
the impairment of a specific region of the body (Misulis,
2004). Such disabilities can cause both differences in
appearance (e.g., the loss of limb or muscle tone; Chau
et al., 2008), as well as in functionality (e.g., mobility,
sexual function, and incontinence; Benevento & Sipski,
2002; Vinoski Thomas et al., 2019), and often neces-
sitate the use of mobility aids. As a result, individu-
als with physical disabilities often feel discomfort with
their body image, which has various associated physical,
emotional, and social consequences (Bailey et al., 2016;
Vinoski Thomas et al., 2019).

Body image is a multifaceted construct encompass-
ing behavioral, perceptual, cognitive, and affective ele-
ments of subjective attitudes and perceptions towards
one’s body (Cash & Pruzinsky, 2002). It is inextri-
cably linked to psychological, social, and sexual func-
tioning (Cash, 2012). There is substantial evidence in-
dicating that individuals with visible physical disabili-
ties face significant challenges with regard to their body
image (Bailey et al., 2015; Burns et al., 2010; Holzer
et al., 2014; Moin et al., 2009; Taleporos & McCabe,
2001), self-esteem (Nosek et al., 2003), sexual function-
ing (Kazukauskas & Lam, 2010; Moin et al., 2009; Pot-
gieter & Khan, 2005), social functioning (Nosek et al.,
2003), and life satisfaction (Moin et al., 2009). Body
image has also been found to significantly contribute
to anxiety and depression in individuals with physical
disabilities (van Diemen et al., 2017). However, other
studies have found that not all individuals with a phys-
ical disability face challenges with their self-esteem and
body image (Bassett et al., 2009; Bassett & Martin Gi-
nis, 2009; Holzer et al., 2014), suggesting that additional
factors may contribute besides the disability itself.

Research strongly suggests that an individual’s so-
ciocultural context has more significant influences on
their body image than their disability (Bailey et al.,
2016; Nosek et al., 2003; Taleporos & McCabe, 2001;

Vinoski Thomas et al., 2019). This poses difficulties
for individuals with physical disabilities, as the social
environment in which they find themselves is primarily
hostile and saturated with social attitudes and stereo-
types surrounding body image that are discriminatory
and long withstanding (Corrigan & Al-Khouja, 2018; Es-
mail et al., 2010; Green et al., 2005). This environment
is dominated by ideal body images portrayed by the me-
dia: thin, tall, young and full-breasted with some visible
muscle tone for women (Frederick et al., 2017); visible
muscularity leanness and tall height for men (Ridgeway
& Tylka, 2005). Overall, the media place more empha-
sis on women’s beauty through the promotion of perfect
images of beauty, as well as beauty enhancing products
(Hargreaves & Tiggemann, 2004; Mckay et al., 2018).
Research on individuals without disabilities has shown
that this tends to have a more significant effect on body
image issues in women than it does on men (Argyrides
& Kkeli, 2015a; Murnen et al., 2003).

Qualitative studieshave revealed that individualswith
physical disabilities not only feel pressure to conform to
beauty ideals and to have socially desirable characteris-
tics, but also that failure to do so results in feelings of
body dissatisfaction and dysphoric emotions (Atherton
& Robertson, 2006; Bailey et al., 2015; Taleporos & Mc-
Cabe, 2001; Taub et al., 2003; Vinoski Thomas et al.,
2019). As a result, individuals with physical disabilities
adopt various impression-management strategies aimed
at managing their self-presentation, such as the conceal-
ment of body parts and the avoidance of social situations,
which limit their daily functioning (Bailey et al., 2015;
Leary & Kowalski, 1990; Taleporos & McCabe, 2001;
Vinoski Thomas et al., 2019). These findings can be
explained by Cash (2002), who suggests that dysphoric
body-image emotions are driven by appearance-related
self-evaluative processes, which are activated in certain
situations, for example, those that involve body exposure,
social scrutiny or social comparisons. This results in nega-
tive body-emotions, or situational body-image dysphoria
(Cash, 2002), a construct which, despite convincing ev-
idence suggesting it is a common phenomenon amongst
individuals with visible disabilities (Atherton & Robert-
son, 2006; Bailey et al., 2015; Taleporos & McCabe, 2001;
Taub et al., 2003; Vinoski Thomas et al., 2019) has yet to
be studied with this population.

A supportive social environment has been shown to
be a significant factor in body acceptance in individuals
with physical disabilities (Bailey et al., 2015; Taleporos
& McCabe, 2002). Individuals who receive support and
acceptance from others (Bailey et al., 2015), and feel
supported in social contexts (e.g., family, career, sports
and education; Taleporos & McCabe, 2002) have been
shown to increasingly accept their disability over time.
In addition, a supportive social environment has been
shown to promote self-esteem and a positive body image
(Nosek et al., 2003). Positive effects of support and ac-

int.j.psychol.res | doi: 10.21500/20112084.6014 79

https://revistas.usb.edu.co/index.php/IJPR/index


Body Image and Visible Physical Disabilities

ceptance were also observed in individuals with a higher
age of onset of their disability (Taleporos & McCabe,
2001), a factor which has been found to present body-
image-related difficulties in the assimilation of the dis-
ability into the identity (Kedde & van Berlo, 2006).

1.1 The Current Study
Despite the evidence highlighting various challenges faced
by individuals with physical disabilities with regard to
their body image, and the associated lack of social sup-
port, individuals with disabilities remain largely under-
represented in the literature on body image (Tiggemann,
2015). There is a lack of research on gender differences
with regard to body image constructs in individuals
with physical disabilities, and the construct of situa-
tional body-image dysphoria has yet to be studied in
this population. More specifically, there is a paucity of
quantitative research, which has been called for in or-
der to inform the targeted development of healthcare
rehabilitation programs (Bailey et al., 2016; Lamarche
et al., 2020). Healthcare rehabilitation programs have
been found to overlook body image issues, with health-
care professionals often treating the body as an object
(Bailey et al., 2016), and lacking the knowledge and con-
fidence to approach the subject (Lamarche et al., 2020).
Shpigelman and HaGani (2019), in order to identify a
need for the modification of healthcare services to ad-
dress psychological needs of those with disabilities, and
Lamarche et al. (2020) highlight the need to initiate
conversations about body image and suggest the imple-
mentation of screening measures to detect body image
issues early on.

1.2 Purpose of the Study
The purpose of the current study was to quantitatively
investigate relationships between the body image con-
struct, possible media influences on body image satis-
faction, self-esteem and situational body image dyspho-
ria in individuals with visible physical disabilities. The
identification of constructs which contribute to the chal-
lenges faced by these individuals in relation to body im-
age could inform the development and implementation of
both screening measures and intervention programs de-
signed specifically for this population. With this in mind,
the current study employed a descriptive, cross-sectional
design to explore the following research questions:
1. Do body image, media influences, and self-esteem
play a role in situational body image dysphoria experi-
enced by individuals with physical disabilities?
2. Are there any differences in body image, media influ-
ences, self-esteem, and situational body image dysphoria
between males and females with physical disabilities if
type of disability is controlled for?
3. Are age, body mass index, levels of inhibition due to
the disability, perception by others and number of years
withthedisabilityassociatedwithbodyimage,mediainflu-

ences, self-esteem, and situational body image dysphoria?

2. Method
2.1 Participants
Those eligible for the study were men and women who
were over 18 years of age, had a visible physical disabil-
ity, lived in Greece, and were proficient in the Greek
language. Individuals with disabilities that were not
classed as visible physical disabilities were excluded from
the study as the current study investigates the effects of
visible physical differences on body image. The final
purposive-type sample comprised 154 men and women
whose detailed demographics can be found in the begin-
ning of the Results section.

2.2 Measures
2.2.1 Demographics
Participants completed a demographic questionnaire that
included questions regarding gender, age, socioeconomic
status, weight, height, age of onset of physical disability,
level of inhibition due to the disability, level of support
from significant others, and level of acceptance of dis-
ability by the social environment.

2.2.2 Media Influences
The Greek version of the Sociocultural Attitudes To-
ward Appearance Questionnaire —3rd version (SATAQ-
3; Argyrides et al., 2014; Thompson et al., 2004) was
used in order to assess the media influences and the inter-
nalization of the thin and athletic ideals. The SATAQ-3
is a 30-item measure that consists of four subscales: inter-
nalization of the athletic ideal (Internalization-Athlete),
internalization of the thin ideal (Internalization-General),
perceived pressures from the media in terms of appear-
ance (Pressures), and whether the media is perceived as
a good source of information regarding appearance (In-
formation). Items are scored on a 5-point Likert-type
scale ranging from 1 = definitely disagree to 5 = def-
initely agree. It has excellent psychometric properties
across several populations and ages, with internal Cron-
bach alpha coefficients ranging from .84 to .93. For the
current sample, the Cronbach’s alphas were .84; for the
Internalization-General, .83; for Internalization-Athlete,
.91 for Pressures; and .89 for Information indicating very
good to excellent internal consistency.

2.2.3 Body Image Satisfaction, Investment, and Anxiety
Appearance satisfaction, investment, and anxiety about
appearance were measured using the Greek version of
the Multidimensional Body-Self Relations Questionnaire
– Appearance Scales (MBSRQ-AS; Argyrides & Kkeli,
2013; Cash, 2000). Three of the five subscales were used,
which addressed constructs relevant to the research ques-
tions. The subscales used were the 7-item Appearance
Evaluation subscale measuring feelings of physical attrac-
tiveness and satisfaction with appearance, the 12-item
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Appearance Orientation subscale measuring the extent
of investment in appearance, and the 4-item Overweight
Preoccupation subscale assessing weight-related anxiety
and vigilance. All items were rated on a 5-point Likert-
type satisfaction scale ranging from 1 = strongly agree to
5 = strongly disagree and 1 = very satisfied to 5 = very
dissatisfied. These subscales have been found to have
good psychometric properties across men and women and
different cultural groups with alpha coefficients above .80.
For the current sample, the Appearance Orientation sub-
scale’s alpha coefficient was .81, for the Appearance Eval-
uation was .84, and for the Overweight Preoccupation .85,
indicating very good internal consistency.

2.2.4 Self-Esteem
The Greek version of the Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale
(Galanou et al., 2014; Rosenberg, 1965) was used. This
is a 10-item measure assessing an individuals’ level of
global self-worth based on their positive and negative
perceptions and beliefs. Participants’ responses on the
questionnaire are coded on a 4-point Likert-type scale
ranging from 1 = strongly disagree to 4 = strongly agree.
The Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale contains an equal num-
ber of positive and negative worded items. It has excel-
lent reported reliability coefficients ranging from .87 to
.93. For the current sample, the alpha coefficient was
.88, indicating very good internal consistency.

2.2.5 Situational Body Image Dysphoria
The Greek version of the Situational Inventory of Body
ImageDysphoria-ShortForm(SIBID-S;Argyrides&Kkeli,
2015a; Cash, 2002) was used to measure situational
body image dysphoria. The SIBID-S is a short 20-item
version of the original 48-item SIBID that assesses neg-
ative body image emotions in specific situational con-
texts. For each of the particular items, participants rate
the frequency of dysphoric emotions on a 5-point Likert
type scale ranging from 1 = never to 5 = almost always.
Some of the specific situational contexts include social
and nonsocial contexts and activities related to groom-
ing, intimacy, exercising, physical self-focus, eating, and
appearance alterations (Cash et al., 2004). It has ex-
cellent reported reliability coefficients ranging from .87
to .93. The scale has also been validated in individu-
als with physical disabilities (Argyrides & Anastasiades,
2022). For the current sample, the alpha coefficient was
.89, indicating again very good internal consistency.

2.3 Procedure
The current study was carried out following the rules
of the Declaration of Helsinki of 1975. Upon ethical
approval from the Institutional Review Board, 37 physi-
cal disability and special needs associations throughout
Greece were contacted and 22 of them (62.9%) agreed to
send the questionnaire packets to their members. Five
hundred and seventy (570) hard copy questionnaire pack-
ets including the measures stated above were sent to

these 22, covering all the geographical areas of the coun-
try. The organizations were contacted based on a) geo-
graphical region (in order to have a representation from
as many areas of the country as possible), b) approved
by the relevant government body and c) approval from
the executive director of the association. Of the 570
hard copies sent out by the 22 organizations to their
members, one hundred sixty four (28.8% response rate)
members fully filled the questionnaire packets and were
returned to the authors. Ten of these members had
other forms of disabilities (e.g., vision problems, mental
retardation), and, therefore, were not included in this
study, bringing the final sample size to 154. Participa-
tion in the study was voluntary and a signed written
informed consent was obtained from all participants.

2.4 Data Analysis
The data analysis was carried out using SPSS statistical
software version 25 (IBM SPSS Inc., Chicago, Illinois,
USA). Initial preliminary analyses conducted included
descriptive statistics, tests for normal distribution, anal-
ysis of variance, and checks for missing data. A stepwise
multiple regression analysis was carried out to explore
the first research question, which was to investigate the
role body image, media influences, and self-esteem play
in situational body image dysphoria. A Multiple Analy-
sis of Covariance (MANCOVA) was carried out to inves-
tigate the second goal of the study which was to explore
differences in the variables of interest based on gender,
while keeping the type of disability as a covariate. Fi-
nally, a Pearson product moment correlation matrix was
carried out with a Bonferroni adjustment to explore the
third research question assessing whether age, levels of
inhibition, perception by others and age of onset are as-
sociated with body image, media influences, self-esteem,
and situational body image dysphoria.

3. Results
3.1 Demographic Characteristics
The purposive sample of the study consisted of 154 men
and women with visible physical disabilities (75 females,
49%; 79 males, 51%) ranging in age from 18 to 80 years
(M = 42.7; SD = 13.3). The types of physical disability
were quadriplegia (n = 28; 18%), hemiplegia (n = 13; 8%),
paraplegia (n = 54; 35%), monoplegia (n = 31; 20%), am-
putation (n = 6; 4%), spinal cord injury (n = 15; 10%),
and other not reported physical disability (n = 7; 5%).
Based on participants’ self-reported height and weight,
their Body Mass Index was calculated. Four participants
(3%) were in the underweight category, 59 (38%) in the
normal weight category, 59 (38%) in the overweight cat-
egory, and 32 (21%) in the obese category. Most partic-
ipants lived in urban areas (72%) as compared to rural
(28%) areas. The majority of the participants had middle
socioeconomic status (SES). More specifically, 13% had
low SES, 23% had middle-low SES, 54% had middle SES,

int.j.psychol.res | doi: 10.21500/20112084.6014 81

https://revistas.usb.edu.co/index.php/IJPR/index


Body Image and Visible Physical Disabilities

9% had middle-high SES, and 1% had high SES. When
asked about the perceived degree of inhibition in one’s
daily functionality due to their physical disability, 13%
of participants reported a small degree of inhibition, 35%
a medium degree of inhibition, 33% a serious degree of
inhibition, and 19% a severe degree of inhibition. Finally,
the number of years with a physical disability ranged from
0 to 65 years (M = 22.9; SD = 16.1).

3.2 Situational Body Image Dysphoria
In order to address the first research question, a stepwise
multiple regression analysis was conducted to evaluate
how well the measures of interest predicted situational
body image dysphoria. The predictors were the internal-
ization of the thin and athletic ideals, perceived pressures
from the media, body image satisfaction, investment in
appearance, weight-related anxiety, and self-esteem, and
the criterion variable was situational body image dyspho-
ria. BMI was used as a covariate. The detailed findings
of the multiple regression can be found in Table 1. The
analysis revealed that four of the seven predictors were
signicant; F (5,148) = 42.91, p < .001, and accounted for
57.8% of the variance of situational body image dyspho-
ria; R2 = .59, R2

adjusted = .58. Situational body image
dysphoria was primarily predicted by satisfaction with
appearance; R2 = .34. Followed by pressures from the
media, which added significantly another 14.4% to the
overall variance; R2 = .49. Situational body image dys-
phoria was also significantly predicted to a lesser extent
by the internalization of the thin ideal which added an-
other 4.7% to the overall variance; R2 = .54, and weight-
related anxiety adding another 4.3%; R2 = .58.

3.2.1 Gender Differences
In order to address the second research question, a Mul-
tiple Analysis of Covariance was used to identify signifi-
cant differences between males and females on the vari-
ables ofinvestment in appearance, appearance-related
anxiety, internalization of the thin ideal, the perception
of the media as a good source of information, and sit-
uational body image dysphoria while keeping the type
of disability as a covariate. As seen in Table 2, females
scored significantly higher than males on investment in
appearance, internalization of the thin ideal and feeling
pressures from the media concerning their appearance.

3.3 Age, Level of Inhibition, Years with the Disability,
and Perceptions of Others

To assess the relationship between the age of the individ-
ual, level of inhibition based on the disability, the num-
ber of years with the disability, and positive/negative
perception of the disability by others, and the measures
of body image, media influences, self-esteem, and situ-
ational body image dysphoria, a Pearson product mo-
ment correlation matrix was carried out with a Bonfer-
roni adjustment. This analysis revealed a significant neg-
ative correlation between the age of the participant and

satisfaction with appearance; r = −.20, p = .01, invest-
ment in appearance; r = −.22, p = .006, and internaliza-
tion of the thin ideal; r = −.18, p = .002. This implies
that as individuals grow older, they have significantly
lower levels of overall satisfaction with their appearance,
investment with their appearance, and lower levels of
the internalization of the thin ideal. Concerning body
mass index (BMI), the only significant relationship was
found between BMI and satisfaction with appearance
(r = −.32, p < .001) where, as BMI increased, satisfac-
tion with appearance decreased. No other significant
relationship was found with any other variable.

The correlational analysis also revealed a significant
negative relationship between the level of inhibition due
to the disability and both satisfaction with appearance;
r = −.31, p = .000, and global self-esteem; r = −.20, p =
.011. This implies that individuals who experience high
levels of inhibition in their daily functionality have lower
levels of self-esteem and overall satisfaction with their
appearance. Moreover, negative attitudes by others was
significantly related to appearance satisfaction; r = −.28,
p = .001, self-esteem; r = −.38, p < .001, and situational
body image dysphoria; r = .22, p = .007. This indicates
that the more negatively the disability is perceived by
others, the less appearance satisfaction and self-esteem,
and the more dysphoria is present in social situations.

4. Discussion
This study set out to explore the relationships between
body image, media influences, self-esteem, and situa-
tional body image dysphoria in individuals with visible
physical disabilities. It addressed the significant gap in
the literature on body image in individuals with physi-
cal disabilities (Tiggemann, 2015), as well as the need
to explore factors related to body image in these individ-
uals quantitatively, in order to inform the development
of screening measures and intervention programs (Bailey
et al., 2016; Lamarche et al., 2020). Overall, the find-
ings highlight the significance of sociocultural influences
on body image concerns and situational dysphoria faced
by individuals with physical disabilities, as well as the
importance of social support in reducing the negative
impact of these issues on daily functioning.

The first important finding was that issues related
to body image significantly predict the extent to which
individuals experience dysphoric emotions in specific sit-
uations. The strongest predictors of situational dyspho-
ria were appearance satisfaction, internalization of the
thin ideal, pressures from the media, and weight-related
anxiety, respectively. These factors were found to be
stronger predictors of situational body image dysphoria
than global self-esteem. These findings are consistent
with previous research (Atherton & Robertson, 2006;
Bailey et al., 2015; Taleporos & McCabe, 2001; Taub
et al., 2003; Vinoski Thomas et al., 2019), which high-
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Table 1

Multiple Regression of Participants’ Situational Body Image Dysphoria
Independent Predictor Variables B S.E. β t Sig.
MBSRQ appearance evaluation (feelings of attractiveness) −1.50 .32 −.34 −4.71 .000**
MBSRQ overweight preoccupation (weightrelated anxiety) .76 .32 .14 2.39 .018*
SATAQ-3 pressures from media .61 .19 .21 3.18 .002**
SATAQ-3 internalization of thin ideal .67 .17 .24 3.98 .000**

Note. N = 154.

Table 2

Independent Sample T-test Results Comparing Males and Females on the Variables of Interest
Men Women

M SD M SD F (1,151) p

MBSRQ overweight preoccupation (weightrelated Anxiety) 8.18 3.58 10.07 3.24 2.89 .199
MBSRQ appearance evaluation (feelings of attractiveness) 21.87 4.01 21.79 4.32 .11 .897
MBSRQ appearance orientation (investment in appearance) 37.72 7.13 41.43 8.24 8.82 .003**
SATAQ-3 internalization of the thin ideal 18.78 5.35 21.65 7.34 7.63 .006**
SATAQ-3 internalization of the athletic ideal 11.58 3.98 11.64 3.61 .008 .930
SATAQ-3 pressures 13.77 5.69 16.45 6.80 2.94 .016*
SATAQ-3 information 23.76 6.68 25.88 5.95 2.82 .232
Rosenberg global self-esteem 29.81 4.11 30.75 4.57 1.82 .179
Situational body image dysphoria 24.19 17.59 26.51 18.87 .503 .479

Note. N = 154 (75 women and 79 men). ∗p < .01. ∗∗p < .001.

light the appearance-related concerns that individuals
with physical disabilities face as a result of sociocultural
attitudes. These attitudes promote an idealized image of
beauty featuring socially desirable characteristics, which
may be unattainable for individuals without physical dis-
abilities, and even more so for those with physical disabil-
ities (Bailey et al., 2016). Despite this, individuals with
physical disabilities strive for “normalcy” and socially
desirable characteristics and engage in self-comparisons,
which result in a poorer body image, and the subsequent
adoption of various coping strategies including the avoid-
ance of social situations (Bailey et al., 2016).

The second analysis found that investment in appear-
ance, internalization of the thin ideal, and feeling pres-
sured from the media concerning appearance were all
significantly higher for women than for men. This find-
ing is in agreement with qualitative research suggesting
that women are more likely to develop a self-critical per-
spective of their body image, and experience body im-
age dissatisfaction due to the gendered social context by
which they are surrounded (Bailey et al., 2016; Taub et
al., 2003). In this context, more emphasis is generally
placed on women’s physical attractiveness than men’s
(Argyrides & Kkeli, 2015b; Hargreaves & Tiggemann,
2004), through both the portrayal of idealistic images
by the media and the widespread promotion of beauty
enhancing products by the beauty industry (Mckay et
al., 2018). Similar differences in the internalization of
this thin beauty ideal (with women more likely to inter-

nalize than men) have also been observed in individuals
without disabilities (Argyrides & Kkeli, 2015b; Murnen
et al., 2003), suggesting that having a physical disabil-
ity does not largely affect the tendency for women to
internalize the thin ideal.

Considering the emphasis that is placed on women’s
beauty over men’s, it is not surprising that the results
showed that women perceive significantly more pressure
from the media than men. This might explain why
women are more likely to invest in their appearance.
This is a significant finding as it suggests that focus-
ing on changing women’s perceptions about the media
as a good source of information, and facilitating the in-
terpretation of such information in a body protective
manner, might work to reduce body image dysphoria
in social situations. Therefore, these findings highlight
the significance of societal pressures as a source of body
image-related difficulties in women with physical disabil-
ities, and suggest that these are not as influential to men
with physical disabilities.

The final analysis revealed four main findings. First,
results showed that as age increases, individuals are less
satisfied with their appearance, invest less in their ap-
pearance and have lower levels of thin ideal internaliza-
tion. This is in agreement with previous research which
found similar findings in middle-age and older women
(Tiggemann & McCourt, 2013), as well as other research
claiming that younger individuals are more susceptible
to the thin ideal internalization and experience more

int.j.psychol.res | doi: 10.21500/20112084.6014 83

https://revistas.usb.edu.co/index.php/IJPR/index


Body Image and Visible Physical Disabilities

body image dissatisfaction (Mousoulidou et al., 2020).
These trends seem to be present in individuals with dis-
abilities as well.

The second finding of this analysis showed that indi-
viduals with higher levels of inhibition due to their dis-
ability have low levels of satisfaction with their appear-
ance and low self-esteem. This is in line with previous re-
search, which found physical disability to limit opportuni-
ties in certain health behaviors, and low self-cognition and
self-esteem to be related to greater levels of self-isolation,
poorer levels of education, lower rates of salaried employ-
ment and poorer quality of intimate relationships in indi-
viduals with physical disabilities (Nosek et al., 2003).

It is notable, however, that the current results re-
vealed no significant association between levels of inhi-
bition due to the disability and media influences or sit-
uational body image dysphoria. This is surprising in
light of the findings of previous research that suggests
that feelings of body image dysphoria in social situations
leads individuals to be more inclined to avoid certain sit-
uations and behaviors (Bailey et al., 2016; Taleporos &
McCabe, 2001; Vinoski Thomas et al., 2019), and that
individuals with physical disabilities tend to internalize
social attitudes, which affects their psychological and
daily functioning (Taleporos & McCabe, 2002). This
finding might have been affected by the fact that “level
of inhibition of daily functioning” was measured using
a single question included in the demographic question-
naire. As the construct of “level of inhibition of daily
functioning” is broad, and “daily functioning” is some-
thing which is unique to each individual, it is possible
that the interpretation of this question varied among
participants, who responded accordingly. For example,
daily functioning might have implied self-care activities
for some, while for others, this might have implied par-
ticipating in sports activities or going to work. The use
of a more comprehensive measure might thus have im-
proved content validity and strengthened this analysis.

Finally, results found that appearance satisfaction,
self-esteem, and situational body image dysphoria were
inversely related to negative perceptions of the disabil-
ity by others. These findings support those of previous
studies which have repeatedly demonstrated the signifi-
cance of the attitudes and perceptions of others on body-
image-related issues (Bailey et al., 2015, 2016; Nosek et
al., 2003; Taleporos & McCabe, 2002). Taleporos and
McCabe (2002) suggest that individuals with physical dis-
abilities tend to internalize the perceptions of others to-
wards their disability, whether negative or positive, affect-
ing their body image satisfaction. The implications of this
are twofold; whilst negative perceptions of others have a
significant negative effect on body image issues (Bailey
et al., 2016; Taleporos & McCabe, 2002), positive percep-
tions and supportive attitudes can promote body image
satisfaction and acceptance (Bailey et al., 2015; Nosek
et al., 2003; Taleporos & McCabe, 2002) as well as body

esteem (Taleporos & McCabe, 2001). These findings high-
light the significance of a supportive social environment
in supporting individuals with physical disabilities.

4.1 Implications for Practice
The results of the current study have implications for
practice with regards to screening measures, the educa-
tion of healthcare professionals, as well as intervention
and rehabilitation programs. Overall, the findings reiter-
ate the importance of addressing body image concerns in
individuals with physical disabilities. The pertinence of
body image-related-issues to those with physical disabili-
ties and their role in situational dysphoria, as well as the
prevalence of these issues in women, should be empha-
sized to healthcare professionals through the delivery of
seminars and education programs. Developing a bet-
ter understanding of these factors will assist healthcare
professionals in being more alert to recognizing body
image distress, and initiate much needed conversation
surrounding these issues. Additionally, the constructs
identified in this study as significant contributors to sit-
uational dysphoria could be included in screening mea-
sures designed to detect body-image-related difficulties
in individuals with physical disabilities.

Until now, most body image intervention programs
have been tailored for one specific population only, mostly
adolescent girls or young adult women (Albertson et al.,
2015). Simultaneously, there is a significant lack of, and
clear need for, intervention programs targeted specifi-
cally for individuals with physical disabilities (Bailey et
al., 2016; Lamarche et al., 2020). The current findings
could be used to inform the development of adapted
intervention programs aimed at decreasing situational
dysphoria by focusing on the reduction of dissatisfac-
tion with appearance, pressures from the media, inter-
nalization of the thin ideal and weight-related anxiety.
Psychoeducational intervention programs delivered in a
group format over multiple sessions could include activ-
ities aimed at developing knowledge and skills that pro-
mote the interpretation of societal attitudes and pres-
sures, and unrealistic beauty ideals in a realistic and
body protective manner. This is an approach which
has been successfully adopted by larger, empirically sup-
ported intervention programs aimed at individuals with-
out physical disabilities, such as the Body Project (Stice
et al., 2013). It may therefore be worthwhile to assess
the efficacy of such intervention programs in individuals
with visible physical disabilities.

4.2 Limitations and Future Research
The findings of the current study should be interpreted
in light of the following limitations. Firstly, the corre-
lational nature of the results as well as the effect sizes
of the correlation coefficients found indicate that results
should be interpreted with caution and no generalizabil-
ity can be drawn. Secondly, even though the main mea-

int.j.psychol.res | doi: 10.21500/20112084.6014 84

https://revistas.usb.edu.co/index.php/IJPR/index


Body Image and Visible Physical Disabilities

sure of the study assessing situational dysphoria has
been validated in individuals with physical disabilities
(Argyrides & Anastasiades, 2022), some of the other
body image measures have not yet been validated in
individuals with disabilities (Bailey & Gammage, 2020).
The use of such measures therefore relies on the findings
of qualitative studies, which suggest that body image
constructs do not differ significantly for individuals with
disabilities (e.g. Bailey et al., 2015). The fact that the
findings of the current study had very good to excellent
internal consistency coefficients and reflect the findings
of the general population are encouraging and should
be assessed further. Convergent mixed method designs
could prove insightful for future research in identifying
any discrepancies between the constructs as measured
quantitatively, and their subjective meaning for individ-
uals with disabilities (Bailey & Gammage, 2020; Moffatt
et al., 2006). Considering the lack of confirmation of the
validity of some of the instruments used for this popula-
tion (Thomas et al., 2020), future studies could focus on
using confirmatory factor analysis to validate these mea-
sures for individuals with disabilities, or develop new in-
struments. These could be used for screening for body
image issues in healthcare settings, and open avenues
for future research.

Thirdly, it is also important to consider that the con-
ceptualization of the body image ideal construct can
vary enormously between cultures and distinct popula-
tions (Thomas et al., 2020), especially since communi-
ties all over the world are becoming increasingly multi-
cultural with ensuing globalization. Variability between
cultural norms should be kept in mind in generalizing
the findings of the current study. Further studies might
explore attitudes towards individuals with physical dis-
abilities, and their associated effects on body image is-
sues across different cultures. Such data would be useful
in the design and implementation of culturally sensitive
intervention plans.

Fourthly, even though the current study used con-
structs related to negative body image and focused main-
ly on appearance-related aspects of body image, increas-
ing evidence supports the efficacy of intervention plans
focused on enhancing positive aspects of body image as
opposed to reducing the negative aspects (Alleva et al.,
2017; Bailey & Gammage, 2020). Positive body image
includes the constructs of body functionality and func-
tionality appreciation, which have been found to play a
significant role in body image in individuals with physical
disabilities (Vinoski Thomas et al., 2019). Future stud-
ies might stimulate the advancement of positive body
image theory and measurement in this population by ex-
ploring body functionality quantitatively or using mixed-
methods designs. This offers a promising new avenue for
research and intervention programs that might focus on
the enhancement and appreciation of positive body at-
tributes in supporting individuals with physical disabili-

ties. Finally, the wide age range of the participants could
be considered as a limitation in the generalizability of the
results. Future studies may benefit more from assessing
these constructs in a more targeted age group.

5. Conclusion
The literature on body image in individuals with phys-
ical disabilities remains in its infancy despite signifi-
cant body-image-related difficulties faced by this pop-
ulation. This study advances the current understand-
ing of these issues through the identification of body
image and weight-related concerns and the internaliza-
tion of beauty ideals portrayed by the media, as con-
structs which significantly contribute to the dysphoria
experienced by individuals with physical disabilities in
specific social situations. Results highlight the signifi-
cant role played by sociocultural factors on body image
difficulties, and underline the need for the provision of
social support for individuals with visible physical diffi-
culties. These findings potentially provide direction for
the design and implementation of much needed screen-
ing procedures and targeted intervention and rehabilita-
tion programs in healthcare settings.
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