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ABSTRACT
Objective: To evaluate the extent to which students are concerned about their physical appearance and how 
much self-perception affects them
Methodology: A cross sectional observational study was conducted at the Institute of Health & Business 
Management and Social Sciences, Jinnah Sindh Medical University (IOH&BMSS), Karachi. A structured 
online questionnaire was designed and distributed through random sampling among students of medical 
sciences to collect the data. Data was analyzed using SPSS version 16.
Results: Out of the total of 160 participants in this study, 44 (27.5%) were male while 116 (72.5%) were 
female. Mean age was 18.24+ 1.68 years while the mean Body Mass Index (BMI) was 21.56+ 4.8. Frequency 
of depression due to physical appearance found in Grade A and A+ students was 0 while 27.5%, 20.8%, 40.7% 
was noted among students who got B, B+, B- and 30.4% and 14.3% depression due to physical appearance 
was noted in C, C- achieving students respectively.
Conclusion: Students who achieved A and A+ grade had no depression due to physical appearance while 
mild to moderate depression was noted among students who secured lower grades. Furthermore, no relationship 
was observed between overweight and academic achievements.
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INTRODUCTION
Self-image is a mental representation of one’s own 
personality or is the structured declarative knowledge

about one’s self that could guide social behaviour. Self-
image is the manner in which we take into account our 
own physical, psychological, and emotional
characteristics, the dimensions of our ego and social 
position. Accurate self-perception is very important to 
know about attitudinal abilities and personal behavioural 
knowledge1. Teenage is a time in life when structuring 
one’s self-image determines cognitive, affective, and 
physical development. Self-image stimulates affective 
qualities to gain behavioural safety and detachment.
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Self-image regarding physical appearance becomes more 
noticeable during teenage years2. Hence, self-image has 
significant impact on students’ academic achievements 
and sometimes there is a need to guide their thoughts 
regarding their social and emotional behaviour, and also 
to strengthen the dimensions of ego.

University students are found to have important 
concerns about body image perceptions because they 
want to have weight and appearance according to their 
social preferences3. This is because the advertising 
industry and marketeers use body images to sell their 
product4. Advertisers specifically target teenagers, 
which raises consciousness about body image in the 
youth’s minds. In turn, teenagers’ self-perception of 
their body image affects their behaviour. It is very 
important to know and to structure self-perception in 
a positive direction because poor body image may 
lower self-assessment that includes self-efficacy and 
self-esteem, which in turn negatively impacts academic 
achievements among students. In particular, girls tend 
to be more dissatisfied with their bodies than boys5,6. 

However, little is known about how undergraduate 
youth are affected by self-image. Therefore, this research 
is designed to observe how kinds of body image relate 
to academic achievement.

METHODOLOGY
The study was conducted at the Institute of Health & 
Business Management and Social Sciences, Jinnah 
Sindh Medical University (IOH&BMSS), in Karachi. 
This cross-sectional observational study included 
undergraduate students of medical sciences in the age 
group of 18-35 years. A structured online questionnaire 
was designed and random probability sampling 
technique was used to collect data. Data was analyzed 
using SPSS version 16. 

Mean ± Standard Deviation (SD) was calculated for 
continuous variables like age, etc. Frequency/ 
Percentages were calculated for all other categorical 
variables. Level of significance was checked by using 
Chi-square test.

RESULTS
Table 1 shows the baseline data. Out of the total of 
160 participants in this study, 44 (27.5%) were male 
while 116 (72.5%) were female. Mean age was 18.24+ 
1.68 years while the mean Body Mass Index (BMI) 
was 21.56+ 4.8.

Average Grade Point Average (GPA) of students was 
3.0 +0.4. Average level of education attained was 
12.48+0.6. The subjects watched TV/day for 3.0+ 5.2

hours and spent about 4.29+6.3. hours per day on social 
media or internet. 

Body Mass Index (BMI) and Grades of Participants:
BMI and grades of all participants are shown in Table 
2.  A total of 69 (43%) participants had healthy weight. 
Thirty (19%) participants were overweight and 48 
(30%) were underweight. 

Most of the participants (44.4%) achieved a “B” grade 
whereas the least number of participants (1.2%) 
achieved grades “A and A+”. Other grade details are 
shown in Table 2.

Impact of Self Image or Physical Appearance:

Relationship between Grades Achieved and Distress 
Caused by Physical Appearance
Figure 1 shows that high grade achievers (A, A+) did 
not feel distressed on account of physical appearance 
whereas those who scored B and B- were found to 
have mild, moderate, or severe levels of distress 
concerning their physical appearance. Other lower 
grade achievers also reported distress ranging from 
mild to severe due to body image.
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Table: 1 Descriptive Statistics

Gender
N=160

Age (years)
Years of Education
BMI
GPA/Percentage
No. of Hours Spent 
Watching TV/day
Time Spent on Internet/
Social Media (Hrs)

Female
Male

116(72.5%)
44(27.5%)

Mean+Std. Deviation
18.24+1.68
12.48+0.6
21.56+4.8
3.0+0.34
3.0+5.2

4.29+6.3

Healthy Weight

Overweight

Underweight

Frequency
69

30

48

Percentage

43

19

30

A and A+
A-
B
B-
B+
C
C-

Frequency
2
5

71
27
24
23
7

Percentage

1.2
3.1

44.4
16.9
15.0
14.4
4.4

BMI Grades

Table 2: BMI and Grades Distribution
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Relationship between Grades Achieved and 
Concerns about Appearance of Any Unattractive 
Part of Body
Figure 2 shows students who scored higher grades (A, 
A+). It shows that 50% were “not at all concerned” 
whereas the rest were “very concerned” about any 
perceived unattractive parts of their bodies. 

Those who scored A-, B, B-, and C grades were found 
to have more concerns about their perceived unattractive 
body parts. 

Relationship Between Grades Achieved and 
Depression Due to Physical Appearance: Table 3 
shows that students with higher grades (A, A+) did not 
get depressed because of their physical appearance 
whereas those with lower grades reported higher 
frequency of depression related to their appearance.
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Relationship between Grades Achieved and BMI:
Figure 3 showed students with higher grades (A, A+) 
were overweight whereas most of the other students 
were of healthy weight.

Physical Appearance and Its Impact on Social Life:

DISCUSSION
Academic grades are considered an important part of 
progress in education and future job opportunities. In 
western countries, a lot of research is done to see the 
impact of self-image on academic performance and 
their results show that self-image does affect the grades 
of young people. In youngsters, self-image is an 
important factor in determining cognitive and affective 
development. It is important for the stimulation of their 
spirit, affective qualities, and behavioural security. 

This study was conducted in a different culture. In our 
South Asian society, self-image perception is important, 
but its impact on academic achievement is not 
appreciable. The limitation of the study was that it was 
done in a public sector educational institution where 
most of the student belonged to middle or lower middle 
class. For students from these economic backgrounds, 
their careers are very important and they are required 
to perform well in studies if they wish to progress in 
life. It is a matter of survival for them.

Table 3: Grades Achieved and Depression Due to Physical
Appearance

Do you get depressed/
sad/angry about your 
appearance?

Grades
A and A+

A-
B

B+
B-
C
C-

Yes
0%
40%
27.5

20.8%
40.7%
30.4%
14.3%

No
100%
60%
69.6
75.0

59.3%
65.2%
71.4%

Table 4: Problems in Socializing due to Self-image

Gender

Male

Female

Never

22
51.2%

59
51.3%

Occasionally

14
32.6%

32
27.8%

Moderately
Often

4
9.3%

14
12.2%

Often

3
7.0%

6
5.2%

Very 
often

0
.0%

3
2.6%

Figure 2: Grades Achieved and Concerns About Appearance

Figure 3: Grades Achieved and BMI

33

Self-image and its impact on academic performance of undergraduate medical students in Karachi

Figure 1: Grades Achieved and Distress



Cultural difference is also an important factor. Although 
some institutions are coeducational, but there is 
minimum interaction between boys and girls. In a 
conservative society, most of the females wear either 
hijab or loose clothes which hide their physique. Table 
1 showed a majority of females from the total of 160 
participants with only 44 males. Therefore, the general 
population of the study comprised mainly females with 
average age around 20 years.

In Table 2, the BMI and grades of all participants are 
shown. This indicated that most of the participants had 
healthy weight (43%), while 19% were overweight. 
Thirty per cent participants were underweight. 
Most participants had scored ‘B’ grade (44.4%) whereas 
‘A and A+’ were achieved by only 1.2%. 

Figure 1 shows the relationship between the grades 
and distress due to physical appearance. The high 
achievers were convinced that physical appearance 
was unable to impact their grades. Those participants 
who scored B grades (30%) reported mild disturbance 
due to their physical appearance. 

Figure 3 also confirmed that participants with high 
grades felt no impact on physical appearance or they 
managed it very well. The study also showed that those 
few students who scored A grades were overweight. 
It can be attributed to cultural differences that students 
in an eastern society like Pakistan do not appear to be 
as conscious of their looks as their counterparts in the 
West, and are able to manage their self-esteem despite 
being overweight. 

The hypothesis is partially supported by the study. 
Those who scored good grades were the ones who 
were able to manage the discomfort caused by poor 
perception of physical appearance. Further studies are 
required to see the impact of self-image on academic 
grades in students of private medical colleges which 
usually enroll students from higher income families, 
who may be more conscious about their perceptions 
of self-image.

This study also highlighted the need of physical health 
and availability of gymnasium and sports facilities for 
students. The overall health of students is important 
as a healthy body is required for a healthy mind, which 
impacts the perception of self-image. It is recommended 
that educational institutions should have sports facilities 
where students can take care of their physical health.
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