
358	 Annals of Medical and Health Sciences Research | Sep-Oct 2015 | Vol 5 | Issue 5 |

Address for correspondence:  
Dr. Olufemi O. Oyewole, 
Department of Physiotherapy, 
Olabisi Onabanjo University 
Teaching Hospital, PMB 2001, 
Sagamu, Nigeria. 
E‑mail: oyewoleye@yahoo.co.uk

Introduction

Overweight and obesity are now recognized worldwide as 
increasing public health problems throughout the course 
of life. Obese children are more likely to become obese 
adolescents, and obese adolescents are more likely to become 
obese adults.[1] Prevalence of overweight or obesity of 0–8.1% 
has been reported among Nigerian adolescents.[2] Obesity has 
numerous health‑related adverse effect such as type 2 diabetes, 
heart disease, stroke, high blood pressure, high cholesterol, 
sleep disorders and certain types of cancer,[3,4] and reduced 

quality of life.[5,6] Social consequences of obesity have also 
been reported. These include lower wages, less likelihood of 
marriage, less education, and stigma.[1]

Perception of body size has been defined as the picture of our 
own body formed in our own mind.[5] Previous studies have 
reported misperception in adolescents and adults. For example, 
a study[7] examined data from three surveys of Spanish 
adult population and reported 26.9–28.4% misperception 
of overweight or obesity with largest percentages of 
misperceived overweight in the moderate levels of body 
mass index (BMI) (25–26.9 kg/m2): About 50% of men and 
30% of women. Misperception of weight status was more 
prevalent among men (59%) than women (28%) among rural 
Australian adults.[8] Despite media and health campaigns 
aimed at raising awareness of healthy weight, increasing 
number of overweight people fail to recognize their weight. 
In Great Britain, misperception of body weight rose from 
19% in 1999 to 25% in 2007.[9] Edwards et al.[10] also reported 

Body Size Perceptions and Weight Status of Adults in 
a Nigerian Rural Community

Akinpelu AO, Oyewole OO1, Adekanla BA2

Department of Physiotherapy, University of Ibadan, 2Department of Physiotherapy, University College Hospital, Ibadan, 
1Department of Physiotherapy, Olabisi Onabanjo University Teaching Hospital, Sagamu, Nigeria

Abstract
Background: Overweight and obesity are now recognized worldwide as increasing public health 
problems throughout the life course and wrong perception of one’s body size may reduce 
the motivation for an overweight person to lose weight. Aim: This study was conducted to 
investigate how Nigerian rural dwellers perceive their body size and how their perception 
agrees with their body mass index (BMI). Subjects and Methods: A cross‑sectional sample 
of 183 adults living in a rural community, South‑West Nigeria was randomly recruited into 
the study. Their verbal and visual body size perceptions were assessed through structured 
questions and body images. Descriptive and inferential statistics were used to analyze the 
data. Results: Thirty‑five percent (64/183) of participants were classified as either overweight 
or obese by BMI. More than half of the participants perceived themselves as normal weight. 
More women perceived themselves to be obese than men in both verbal and visual perceptions. 
Based on BMI classification, 43% (79/183) and 54% (98/183) of participants misperceived 
themselves in verbal and visual perception, respectively. Underestimation of body size was 
higher in men (38.3%, 36/94) while overestimation was higher in women (9.0%, 8/89). Men 
had consistently higher values of kappa coefficient which indicate greater agreement than 
women in both types of perception. Conclusion: We found considerable gender differences in 
body weight perception of adults in the Nigerian rural community. A large proportion of these 
rural dwellers could not appropriately classify their weight status; and over 30% (64/183) 
and nearly 50% (92/183) of them underestimated their own body weight in verbal and visual 
perceptions respectively.

Keywords: Body perception, Overweight, Rural community, Weight status

Access this article online

Quick Response Code:

Website: www.amhsr.org

DOI:  
*****

Original Article



Akinpelu, et al.: Body perceptions and weight status of adults

Annals of Medical and Health Sciences Research | Sep-Oct 2015 | Vol 5 | Issue 5 |	 359

that nearly three out of every ten overweight adolescents 
do not consider themselves overweight. The way women 
perceive their body weight might be an important predictor 
and/or indicator of unhealthy weight control behaviors and 
depressed mood.[11] Wrong perception of one’s actual body 
size and having a personal preference for an ideal body size 
that is larger than that recommended by the World Health 
Organization[12] might reduce a person’s motivation to lose 
weight and maintain a healthy weight. Therefore, gaining an 
understanding of the body size perceptions held by people has 
important health implications[13] and encouraging people to 
perceive accurately their weight may be an effective method 
for managing body weight.

Many factors such as age, gender, culture, educational 
attainment, socio‑economic status, and BMI have been 
reported to influence the way people perceive their body 
weight in the literature. Lemon et al.[14] reported that gender 
differences in self‑perception of weight and dieting occurred 
in adulthood, and this was consistent across BMI categories. 
It has been reported that overweight male adolescents are 
more likely to misperceive their weight when compared 
with overweight female adolescents.[10,15] In addition, male 
adolescents were more tolerant of excess weight than female 
counterparts.[13] In a study by Tovee et al.,[16] it was reported 
that as participants’ BMI declined, overestimation of body size 
increased. Some social and cultural factors have been shown 
to explain the higher frequency of misperceived overweight 
and obesity in Spanish men, older individuals and those with 
an elementary level of education.[7] Blacks were more satisfied 
with their body size than whites, and individuals in the lower 
socio‑economic class were more satisfied with their body size 
than higher socio‑economic status individuals.[17]

In Nigeria, few studies have reported the perception of weight 
status among urban dwellers.[18‑22] However, published studies 
on weight status perception of Nigerians in rural areas are 
rare. Such studies are needed to address the BMI related 
issues especially among the rural adult population since there 
is little data in rural population worldwide. This study was 
undertaken to investigate how some Nigerian rural dwellers 
perceive their weight status and to determine the agreement 
of their perception to the measured BMI.

Subjects and Methods

This cross‑sectional survey included 183 adults aged 
18–71 years living in Igbo‑Ora, a rural community in Oyo State, 
South‑western Nigeria. Prior to the study, a standard equation 
was used to calculate the sample size with the assumption that 
50% of the participants will misperceive their weight at 95% 
confidence interval of ± 10%.[23] The calculated minimum sample 
size was determined to be 96 to power the study effectively.

A multi‑stage cluster sampling technique was used to recruit 
participants into the study. The six Nigerian Population 

Commission’s enumeration blocks in Igbo‑Ora formed the 
six clusters. Three of the blocks were selected using a simple 
random sampling technique  (toss of a die). The number of 
people to be included in each block was determined by a 
probability proportional to size method. A  starting point, a 
prominent landmark such as marketplace, church, mosque 
or bus station was selected in each block. The direction to 
take from the starting point was determined using simple 
random technique. Each consecutive house was visited till the 
sample size for that block was attained. Research assistants 
(indigenes of Igbo‑Ora) helped in the identification of 
landmarks demarcating the six blocks. They were also helpful 
in the initial social interaction with the indigenes.

The protocol of the study was explained to each participant and 
his/her informed consent was obtained. Each participant signed/
thumb printed an informed consent form on which ethical 
issues were addressed, including guaranteed confidentiality 
and freedom to withdraw from the study at any time. 
Statements on confidentiality were included on the informed 
consent form. Participants’ names were not included in the 
recordings. Participants were interviewed to obtain their 
socio‑demographic information which includes: Age, gender, 
occupation, and highest level of education. The protocol was 
approved by Research and Ethics Committee of University of 
Ibadan/University College Hospital. The study was conducted 
in 2006.

Measurements
Participants’ height were measured to the nearest 0.01  m 
and weight was assessed to the nearest 1.0  kg in light 
clothing without shoes, scarf or cap using portable weighing 
scale  (SECA 762, Vogel and Halke, Germany). BMI 
(BMI  =  weight  [kg]/height  [m2]) was calculated based on 
measured weight and height. We used WHO classification 
to categorize the participants  (underweight  =  BMI  <18.5, 
normal weight = 18.5≥ BMI <25, overweight = 25≥ BMI <30, 
obese = 30≥ BMI <40, and morbidly obese = BMI ≥40).

Verbal and visual body size perception was assessed through 
four questions:  (1) “Which of the following terms/words 
best describe the way you perceive your body size?” 
(Response choices: Underweight, normal weight, overweight, 
obese, morbidly obese);  (2) “which of the following 
terms/words best describe the way people perceive your 
body size?”  (Response choices: Underweight, desirable 
weight, overweight, obese, morbidly obese);  (3) you will 
be shown diagrams of seven body sizes, look at them very 
well. Choose the one that you perceive as best describing 
your body size, and (4) you will be shown diagrams of 
seven body sizes, look at them very well. Choose the 
one that you think best describe the way people perceive 
your body size. The questions were translated into local 
language for those who were not literate in English or 
have no formal education. Each participant was asked the 
questions directly by the researchers. The pictures were 
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categorized into five groups: Underweight = Picture 6 and 7; 
normal weight = Picture 4 and 5; overweight = Picture 3; 
obese = Picture 2; and morbidly obese = Picture 1 [Figure 1].

Data analysis
SPSS version 15.0 statistical software package  (SPSS Inc., 
Chicago, USA) was used to carry out statistical analysis. 
Descriptive statistics of mean, standard deviation, and 
percentage were used to present the data. Gender differences in 
verbal and visual perceptions were examined using Chi‑square 
test. Differences between self and people perceptions were 
examined using McNemar test. Spearman correlation was used 
to find correlation between body size perception and measured 
BMI while kappa coefficient (K) was used to calculate degree 
of agreement. The kappa coefficient is a measure of agreement: 
K  =  1 is a perfect agreement while K  =  0 is the weakest 
agreement. For the kappa coefficient and Chi‑square analysis we 
re‑grouped BMI categories into four from five groups used in the 
questionnaire (we combined obese and morbidly obese group). 
For McNemar analysis we re‑grouped BMI categories into 2 × 2 
tables. P < 0.05 was considered to be statistically significant.

Results

Of the 183 participants, 51.4%  (94/183) were males. The 
mean  (SD) age was 40.2  (13.0) years. Males and females 
were about the same age (t = 0.1; P = 0.94) [Table 1]. About 
43% (78/183) of the participants were illiterate. The illiterates 
were older than the literate participants (t = 7.3; P < 0.001). 
Seventy one percent (130/183) were blue‑collar workers. The 

unemployed were younger in age than blue‑ or white‑collar 
workers (F = 13.1; P < 0.001).

Weight status of the participants
Men were heavier  (t  =  1.2; P  =  0.21) and taller  (t  =  4.4; 
P < 0.001) than women [Table 1]. Thirty‑five percent (64/183) 
of the participants (31.9% [30/94] of men and 38.2% [34/89] of 
women) were either overweight or obese. None were morbidly 
obese. More women were classified as overweight than 
men (2 = 1.1; P = 0.77). The number of overweight or obese 
people decreased along the level of education, that is, the illiterate 
were more overweight or obese (30 people out 64 overweight/
obese population) than other groups (2 = 0.8; P = 0.86). More 
blue‑collar workers (46 people out of 64 overweight/obese 
populations) were classified as overweight or obese than either 
white‑collar or unemployed (2 = 3.7; P = 0.71).

Participants’ perception of their body size
More than half of the participants perceived themselves as 
having normal weight  [Table  2] on both verbal and visual 
perception scale. More women perceived themselves as 
having normal weight than men on both scales (though, only 
significant for self‑verbal perception, 2 = 8.9; P = 0.03). In 
addition, fewer women perceived themselves as underweight 
and overweight than men on both scales. Only 6.5% (12/183) 
and 4.4%  (8/183) of participants perceived themselves as 
obese/morbidly obese in verbal and visual perception scales 
respectively. More than half of the participants felt that people 
perceived them to have normal weight. More women than men 
felt that people perceived them normal weight, overweight 
or obese in their verbal perception (2 = 4.0; P = 0.26) while 
more men feel that people perceived them underweight or 
overweight in their visual perception  (2  =  0.2; P  =  0.98). 
Nine percent  (16/183) and 4.4% (8/183) of the participants 
feel that people perceived them to be obese/morbidly obese in 
their verbal and visual perceptions respectively. There were no 
significant differences between self and peoples’ perceptions 
of both verbal and visual perception.

About 43%  (79/183) and 54%  (98/183) of all participants 
misperceived themselves in verbal and visual perceptions 
respectively [Table 3]. In their feeling about people perception 
of their body size, 42%  (76/183) and 52%  (95/183) of the 
participants misperceived themselves in verbal and visual 
perceptions respectively. Of the 64 people who underestimated 
themselves in their verbal perception, 35 perceived themselves 
to be underweight, 27 as normal while two perceived themselves 
as overweight. Of 35 people who misclassified themselves 
as underweight, 31 was normal weight while two each were 
overweight or obese by measured BMI. Furthermore, out 
of 15 people who overestimated themselves in their verbal 
perception, two, six, four, and three perceived themselves as 
normal, overweight, obese, and morbidly obese respectively 
while two, six, five, and two were actually underweight, normal, 
overweight, and obese, respectively according to measured BMI.Figure 1: Pictures for visual perception of participants
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In the section on peoples’ verbal perception, 37 and 24 people 
underestimated themselves as underweight and normal 
respectively while actually 33, 26, and two were normal, 

overweight and obese, respectively by measured BMI. 
Furthermore, two, three, seven, and three people overestimated 
themselves in their feeling of people verbal perception as 

Table 1: Weight status of the participants by gender, education, and occupation

Variable n X (SD) % (n)
Age (years) Weight (kg) Height (m) BMI (kg/m2) Underweight Normal weight Overweight Obese

Sex
Male 94 40.16 (12.78) 64.10 (11.2) 1.66 (0.08) 23.46 (3.57) 4.3 (4) 63.8 (60) 25.5 (24) 6.4 (6)
Female 89 40.30 (13.29) 62.2 (9.17) 1.61 (0.07) 24.15 (3.36) 3.4 (3) 58.4 (52) 32.6 (29) 5.6 (5)
All 183 40.23 (13.00) 63.17 (10.28) 1.63 (0.08) 23.80 (3.48) 3.8 (7) 61.2 (112) 29.0 (53) 6.0 (11)

Level of education
Illiterate 78 47.44 (11.73) 62.04 (10.85) 1.61 (0.07) 24.03 (3.70) 3.8 (3) 57.7 (45) 32.1 (25) 6.4 (5)
Primary 38 37.87 (11.11) 64.18 (8.36) 1.66 (0.08) 23.53 (3.04) 0 (0) 65.8 (25) 31.6 (12) 2.6 (1)
Secondary 46 30.85 (10.49) 63.83 (11.61) 1.66 (0.08) 23.20 (3.71) 8.7 (4) 65.2 (30) 19.6 (9) 6.5 (3)
Tertiary 21 38.29 (10.55) 64.14 (8.14) 1.62 (0.07) 24.70 (2.75) 0 (0) 57.1 (12) 33.3 (7) 9.5 (2)

Occupation
Blue‑collar 130 42.71 (12.27) 63.02 (10.55) 1.63 (0.08) 23.77 (3.55) 3.8 (5) 60.8 (79) 30.8 (40) 4.6 (6)
White‑collar 19 40.37 (6.81) 62.84 (8.27) 1.61 (0.06) 24.33 (3.11) 0 (0) 57.9 (11) 31.6 (6) 10.5 (2)
Unemployed 34 30.68 (14.11) 63.97 (10.45) 1.65 (0.08) 23.59 (3.47) 5.9 (2) 64.7 (22) 20.6 (7) 8.8 (3)

BMI: Body mass index, SD: Standard deviation

Table 2: Verbal and visual perception of the participants (n=183)

Variable % (n) χ2 P
Underweight Normal weight Overweight Obese Morbidly obese

Verbal perception
Self

Male 29.8 (28) 50.0 (47) 16.0 (15) 2.1 (2) 2.1 (2) 8.90 0.03
Female 13.5 (12) 64.0 (57) 13.5 (12) 7.9 (7) 1.1 (1)
All 21.9 (40) 56.8 (104) 14.8 (27) 4.9 (9) 1.6 (3)

People
Male 28.7 (27) 53.2 (50) 10.6 (10) 5.3 (5) 2.1 (2) 3.98 0.26
Female 16.9 (15) 58.4 (52) 14.6 (13) 9.0 (8) 1.1 (1)
All 23.0 (42) 55.7 (102) 12.6 (23) 7.1 (13) 1.6 (3)

Visual perception
Self

Male 38.3 (36) 43.6 (41) 14.9 (14) 2.1 (2) 1.1 (1) 6.48 0.09
Female 29.2 (26) 58.4 (52) 6.7 (6) 4.5 (4) 1.1 (1)
All 33.9 (62) 50.8 (93) 10.9 (20) 3.3 (6) 1.1 (2)

People
Male 34.0 (32) 48.9 (46) 12.8 (12) 2.1 (2) 2.1 (2) 0.19 0.98
Female 32.6 (29) 51.7 (46) 11.2 (10) 2.2 (2) 2.2 (2)
All 33.3 (61) 50.3 (92) 12.0 (22) 2.2 (4) 2.2 (4)

Table 3: Percentage of verbal and visual misperception by measured BMI

Variable Verbal misperception Visual misperception
Self People Self People

Under 
% (n)

No 
% (n)

Over 
% (n)

Under 
% (n)

No 
% (n)

Over 
% (n)

Under 
% (n)

No 
% (n)

Over 
% (n)

Under 
% (n)

No 
% (n)

Over 
% (n)

Underweight 0 (0) 71.4 (5) 28.6 (2) 0 (0) 71.4 (5) 28.6 (2) 0 (0) 100.0 (7) 0 (0) 0 (0) 100.0 (7) 0 (0)
Normal weight 27.7 (31) 67.0 (75) 5.4 (6) 29.5 (33) 67.9 (76) 2.7 (3) 44.6 (50) 53.6 (60) 1.8 (2) 43.8 (49) 55.4 (62) 9 (1)
Overweight 54.7 (29) 35.8 (19) 9.4 (5) 49.1 (26) 37.7 (20) 13.2 (7) 67.9 (36) 26.4 (14) 5.7 (3) 64.2 (34) 32.1 (17) 3.8 (2)
Obese 36.4 (4) 45.5 (5) 18.2 (2) 18.2 (2) 54.5 (6) 27.3 (3) 54.5 (6) 36.4 (4) 9.1 (1) 45.5 (5) 18.2 (2) 36.4 (4)

χ2=15.39; P=0.01 χ2=14.00; P=0.01 χ2=19.36; P=0.001 χ2=19.31; P=0.001
All 35.0 (64) 56.8 (104) 8.2 (15) 33.3 (61) 58.5 (107) 8.2 (15) 50.3 (92) 46.4 (85) 3.3 (6) 48.1 (88) 48.1 (88) 3.8 (7)
Under: Underestimate, No: No difference, Over: Overestimate, BMI: Body mass index
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normal, overweight, obese, and morbidly obese respectively 
while they were underweight, normal, overweight, and obese 
respectively by measured BMI.

Visual misperception also varied in the level of under‑ and 
over‑estimation. Fifty‑five, 33, and four people underestimated 
themselves as underweight, normal, and overweight 
respectively in their visual perception while 50, 36, and 6 
were normal, overweight and obese respectively by measured 
BMI. Furthermore, 54, 30, and 4 people underestimated 
themselves in their people perception as underweight, normal, 
and overweight respectively while 49, 34, and 5 were normal, 
overweight, and obese respectively by measured BMI. Two 
each overestimated themselves as overweight, obese, and 
morbidly obese in their visual perception while two, three, 
and one were normal, overweight and obese respectively by 
measured BMI. Furthermore, one, two, and four overestimated 
peoples’ visual perception of themselves as overweight, obese, 
and morbidly obese respectively while they were normal, 
overweight, and obese respectively.

Although, significant gender association was not found 
in the pattern of misperception, men seemed to have a 
higher percentage of underestimation while women had 
higher percentage of overestimation in both types of verbal 
perceptions  [Table  4]. The reverse appears to be the case 

in both types of visual underestimation. The participants 
who had secondary education had the lowest percentage of 
underestimation while those who had primary education had 
the highest percent of overestimation in all types of perception 
with exception of people verbal perception (2 = 5.7, P = 0.13). 
The unemployed had the lowest percentage of underestimation 
in all types of perception while the blue‑collar workers have 
the lowest overestimation with exception of self‑verbal 
perception (2 = 5.7, P = 0.06).

Degree of agreement between weight perception and 
measured body mass index
There was significant agreement between body size 
perception and measured BMI  (K  =  0.2–0.3; P  =  0.01) 
of the participants  [Table  5]. Men had consistent higher 
values of kappa coefficient than women in both verbal 
and visual perceptions which indicate higher agreement. 
There were higher agreements in peoples’ verbal and visual 
perceptions for women and men, respectively. The correlation 
coefficients (r) were also higher and significant in all types of 
perceptions (r = 0.6–0.7; P = 0.01).

Discussion

This study investigated the weight perception of Nigerian 
adults from a rural community. The results revealed that about 

Table 4: Pattern of verbal and visual misperception

Variable Verbal misperception Visual misperception
Self People Self People

Under 
% (n)

No 
% (n)

Over 
% (n)

Under 
% (n)

No 
% (n)

Over 
% (n)

Under 
% (n)

No 
% (n)

Over 
% (n)

Under 
% (n)

No 
% (n)

Over 
% (n)

Sex
Male 38.3 (36) 54.3 (51) 7.4 (7) 36.2 (34) 56.4 (53) 7.4 (7) 48.9 (46) 47.9 (45) 3.2 (3) 44.7 (42) 52.1 (49) 3.2 (3)
Female 31.5 (28) 59.6 (53) 9.0 (8) 30.3 (27) 60.7 (54) 9 (8) 51.7 (46) 44.9 (40) 3.4 (3) 51.7 (46) 43.8 (39) 4.5 (4)

χ2=0.52, P=0.47 χ2=0.35, P=0.56 χ2=0.16, P=0.69 χ2=1.06, P=0.26
Education

Illiterate 35.9 (28) 56.4 (44) 7.7 (6) 34.6 (27) 60.3 (47) 5.1 (4) 53.8 (42) 43.6 (34) 2.6 (2) 50.0 (39) 46.2 (36) 3.8 (3)
Primary 47.4 (18) 47.4 (18) 5.3 (2) 47.4 (18) 44.7 (17) 7.9 (3) 52.6 (20) 47.4 (18) 0 (0) 57.9 (22) 42.1 (16) 0 (0)
Secondary 21.7 (10) 69.6 (32) 8.7 (4) 19.6 (9) 69.6 (32) 10.9 (5) 39.1 (18) 56.5 (26) 4.3 (2) 34.8 (16) 60.9 (28) 4.3 (2)
Tertiary 38.1 (8) 47.6 (10) 14.3 (3) 33.3 (7) 52.4 (11) 14.3 (3) 57.1 (12) 33.3 (7) 9.5 (2) 52.4 (11) 38.1 (8) 9.5 (2)

χ2=5.16, P=0.16 χ2=5.71, P=0.13 χ2=3.60, P=0.31 χ2=4.51, P=0.21
Occupation

Blue‑collar 36.2 (47) 56.2 (73) 7.7 (10) 34.6 (45) 60.0 (78) 5.4 (7) 49.2 (64) 48.5 (63) 2.3 (3) 47.7 (62) 50.8 (66) 1.5 (2)
White‑collar 57.9 (11) 36.8 (7) 5.3 (1) 57.9 (11) 31.6 (6) 10.5 (2) 68.4 (13) 26.3 (5) 5.3 (1) 68.4 (13) 26.3 (5) 5.3 (1)
Unemployed 17.6 (6) 70.6 (24) 11.8 (4) 14.7 (5) 67.6 (23) 17.6 (6) 44.1 (15) 50.0 (17) 5.9 (2) 38.2 (13) 50.0 (17) 11.8 (4)

χ2=5.74, P=0.06 χ2=6.96, P=0.03 χ2=3.48, P=0.18 χ2=4.03, P=0.13

Table 5: Degree of agreement and correlation matrix between weight status perception and measured BMI

Variable Verbal perception r (κ) Visual perception r (κ)
Self People Self People

BMI
Male 0.577** (0.302) 0.605** (0.327) 0.660** (0.232) 0.672** (0.283)
Female 0.659** (0.293) 0.745** (0.363) 0.616** (0.117) 0.663** (0.168)
All 0.622** (0.295) 0.674** (0.344) 0.642** (0.174) 0.661** (0.226)

**Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (two‑tail). r: Correlation coefficient, κ: Kappa coefficient, BMI: Body mass index
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35% were overweight or obese with a decrease of this variable 
along the level of education and occupation. More than half 
of the participants perceived themselves as normal weight. 
Women perceived themselves more obese than men in both 
verbal and visual perception. About 43% and 54% misperceived 
themselves in verbal and visual perception respectively. Men 
have a higher percentage of underestimation while women 
have a higher percentage of overestimation in both types of 
verbal perception. Men have consistent higher values of kappa 
coefficient than women in both types of perception.

The prevalence of overweight and obesity seem high in 
the present study, which suggests that overweight has 
reached epidemic proportion in the rural community. This 
has been attributed to changing lifestyles, that is, the rural 
dwellers have become urbanized and westernized in their 
lifestyles.[24] Something urgent should be done about this 
increased prevalence of overweight in this population because 
of numerous health‑related adverse effects.[3‑6]

About 54% and 45% of men and women accurately perceived 
themselves in self‑verbal and visual perception respectively in 
the present study. This was similar to the findings of previous 
studies,[13,25] who reported that 49.6% and 60% of men and 
women accurately perceived their weight respectively. More 
than 1/3rd and about half underestimated themselves in verbal 
and visual perception respectively in the present study; this may 
reduce the motivation for an overweight person to lose weight. 
It has been suggested that before a cognitive evaluation of the 
health advantages of weight loss can be made, the overweight 
individual has to be able to recognize their current body size.
[13] It can be suggested from the result of the current study that 
the motivation to lose weight is likely to be impeded by rural 
dweller’s inability to recognize their actual body size. This is 
more so in this environment due to the belief that overweight 
is a sign of affluence by a lot of individuals. A phenomenon 
of possible importance from the perspective of health is the 
prevalence of misperceived overweight by BMI. As indicated 
in our results, the prevalence of misperceived overweight 
decreases with increasing BMI which was in agreement with 
the report of previous study.[7] This study also provides the 
prevalence of misperception of weight status in the rural 
community population. As this study was a cross‑sectional 
and no previous misperception prevalence studies have been 
carried out in this rural community, changes in the prevalence 
of misperception in adult overtime cannot be ascertained. 
It was noted in Great Britain that despite media and health 
campaigns aiming to raise awareness of healthy weight, 
increasing numbers of overweight people fail to recognize 
that their weight is a cause for concern.[9]

Gender differences were observed in the pattern of 
misperception in the current study. Women were more likely 
to overestimate while men underestimated their weight in both 
visual and verbal perception. The observed differences were 

similar to that reported for Spanish, Polish, and American 
adults.[7,14] This different perception between the two sexes 
could be related to certain social and cultural factors. It is 
documented that social and family pressures to maintain a 
body image in accordance with reigning values, which equate 
beauty with a slender figure, affect women more strongly than 
men.[7] It could also be related to an important epidemiological 
phenomenon, which indicates that women are more overweight 
than men, which was also evident in the present study. These 
place women at an advantage over men in their desire to lose 
weight. This shows the importance of considering the adult 
male population as a high‑risk group for developing overweight 
associated with misperceived weight status.

The pattern of misperception in the present study varied with 
previous findings. In Black men and women both education 
and income were highly positively related to the body size 
discrepancy.[17] The observed difference in the current study 
might be due to the way we classified our subjects along 
socio‑economic status, the unemployed group comprises of 
more students and retiree. The current study found that degree 
of agreement between measured BMI and weight perception 
varied with sex. Women had a lower degree of agreement than 
men since men’s kappa coefficients were higher than women’s 
in all types of verbal and visual perception.

Although the present study was based on the old data set, there is 
no published study on weight misperception of Nigerian adults 
living in the rural community available for referencing till date. 
More so, it is likely that knowledge about healthy body weight 
of this rural population has not changed much. Hence, this study 
will be of much help for public health education and reference 
for future studies to determine changes over time in the pattern 
of misperception of weight status amongst rural dwellers.

Conclusion

We found considerable gender differences in the body weight 
perception of Nigerian adults in the rural community. A large 
proportion of these rural dwellers could not appropriately 
classify their weight status, and over 30% and nearly 50% 
of them underestimated their own body weight in verbal and 
visual perception, respectively.

Our findings have important implication for future primary and 
secondary prevention efforts. The rural dwellers need to be 
better informed regarding the definition of healthy body weight, 
and frequent assessments and professional evaluation of their 
growth, and weight status are needed. The gender differences 
suggest the need for gender‑tailored intervention programs.

References
1.	 Goodman E, Hinden BR, Khandelwal S. Accuracy of teen and 

parental reports of obesity and body mass index. Pediatrics 
2000;106:52‑8.



Akinpelu, et al.: Body perceptions and weight status of adults

364	 Annals of Medical and Health Sciences Research | Sep-Oct 2015 | Vol 5 | Issue 5 |

2.	 Akinpelu AO, Oyewole OO, Oritogun KS. Overweight and 
obesity: Does it occur in Nigerian adolescents in an urban 
community? Int J Biomed Health Sci 2008;4:11‑7.

3.	 Calle  EE, Rodriguez  C, Walker‑Thurmond  K, Thun  MJ. 
Overweight, obesity, and mortality from cancer in a 
prospectively studied cohort of U.S. adults. N Engl J Med 
2003;348:1625‑38.

4.	 Lucove  JC, Huston SL, Evenson KR. Workers’ perceptions 
about worksite policies and environments and their 
association with leisure‑time physical activity. Am J Health 
Promot 2007;21:196‑200.

5.	 Burns CM, Tijhuis MA, Seidell JC. The relationship between 
quality of life and perceived body weight and dieting history 
in Dutch men and women. Int J Obes Relat Metab Disord 
2001;25:1386‑92.

6.	 Baceviciene M, Reklaitiene R, Tamosiunas A. Effect of excess 
body weight on quality of life and satisfaction with body 
image among middle‑aged Lithuanian inhabitants of Kaunas 
city. Medicina (Kaunas) 2009;45:565‑73.

7.	 Gutiérrez‑Fisac  JL, López García E, Rodriguez‑Artalejo  F, 
Banegas Banegas  JR, Guallar‑Castillón P. Self‑perception 
of being overweight in Spanish adults. Eur J Clin Nutr 
2002;56:866‑72.

8.	 Coulson FR, Ypinazar VA, Margolis SA. Awareness of risks 
of overweight among rural Australians. Rural Remote Health 
2006;6:514.

9.	 Johnson  F, Cooke  L, Croker  H, Wardle  J. Changing 
perceptions of weight in Great Britain: Comparison of two 
population surveys. BMJ 2008;337:a494.

10.	 Edwards NM, Pettingell S, Borowsky IW. Where perception 
meets reality: Self‑perception of weight in overweight 
adolescents. Pediatrics 2010;125:e452‑8.

11.	 Kim DS, Kim HS, Cho Y, Cho SI. The effects of actual and 
perceived body weight on unhealthy weight control behaviors 
and depressed mood among adult women in Seoul, Korea. 
J Prev Med Public Health 2008;41:323‑30.

12.	 Obesity: Preventing and managing the global epidemic. 
Report of a WHO consultation. World Health Organ Tech 
Rep Ser 2000;894:i‑xii, 1‑253.

13.	 Knight T, Illingworth K, Ricciardelli L. Health implications 
of body size perception and weight tolerance in older adults. 
J Health Psychol 2009;14:425‑34.

14.	 Lemon  SC, Rosal  MC, Zapka  J, Borg  A, Andersen  V. 
Contributions of weight perceptions to weight loss attempts: 

Differences by body mass index and gender. Body Image 
2009;6:90‑6.

15.	 Wang Y, Liang H, Chen X. Measured body mass index, body 
weight perception, dissatisfaction and control practices in 
urban, low‑income African American adolescents. BMC 
Public Health 2009;9:183.

16.	 Tovée MJ, Emery JL, Cohen‑Tovée EM. The estimation of body 
mass index and physical attractiveness is dependent on the 
observer’s own body mass index. Proc Biol Sci 2000;267:1987‑97.

17.	 Lynch E, Liu K, Spring B, Hankinson A, Wei GS, Greenland P. 
Association of ethnicity and socioeconomic status with 
judgments of body size: The Coronary Artery Risk 
Development in Young Adults  (CARDIA) study. Am J 
Epidemiol 2007;165:1055‑62.

18.	 Okeke EC, Ibeh GN, Ene‑Obong HN. Body weight perception 
among Igbo people in the University of Nigeria, Nsukka. Agro 
Sci 2006;5:17‑24.

19.	 Olaoye OR, Oyetunde OO. Perception of weight and weight 
management practices among students of a tertiary institution 
in south west Nigeria. J Appl Pharm Sci 2012;2:81‑4.

20.	 Maruf FA, Akinpelu AO, Nwankwo MJ. Perceived body image 
and weight: Discrepancies and gender differences among 
university undergraduates. Afr Health Sci 2012;12:464‑72.

21.	 Iliyasu Z, Abubakar IS, Abubakar S, Lawan UM, Gajida AU, 
Jibo AM. A survey of weight perception and social desirability 
of obesity among adults in Kano metropolis, Northern 
Nigeria. Niger J Med 2013;22:101‑8.

22.	 Maruf FA, Akinpelu AO, Udoji NV. Differential perceptions 
of body image and body weight among adults of different 
socioeconomic status in a sub‑urban population. J Biosoc Sci 
2014;46:279‑93.

23.	 Eng J. Sample size estimation: How many individuals should 
be studied? Radiology 2003;227:309‑13.

24.	 van der Sande  MA, Ceesay  SM, Milligan  PJ, Nyan  OA, 
Banya  WA, Prentice  A, et  al. Obesity and undernutrition 
and cardiovascular risk factors in rural and urban Gambian 
communities. Am J Public Health 2001;91:1641‑4.

25.	 Kong  WT, Chua  SS, Alwi  S. Weight loss practices among 
Malaysian adults. Asia Pac J Public Health 2002;14:99‑104.

How to cite this article: ???? 
 

Source of Support: Nil. Conflict of Interest: None declared.




