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The Asian American population has increased almost ten percent in the past 

decade, marking the second highest growth rate of any racial group in the United States. 

Because of this increase, researchers need to be more informed about current issues that 

exist among this population, specifically within Asian American women and body 

satisfaction. This review seeks to explore the current research that exists on Asian 

American women and body satisfaction. Potential causes and explanations for why this 

population may deal with body satisfaction are then explored. These include historical 

causes, peer pressure, familial pressure, and media influence. The review then looks at 

methods counselors can use to effectively work with the Asian American women 

population. Finally, some recommendations for future studies are offered. Through this 

review, researchers and counselors can be better informed to work with the Asian 

American population.
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Introduction 

Body image dissatisfaction has commonly been identified as an issue afflicting 

only white women. However, studies on non-Western societies have been recently 

published, indicating increasing body image dissatisfaction in different ethnic groups 

(Akan & Grilo, 1995; Wardle, Bindra, Fairclough & Westcombe, 1993). Historically, the 

Asian and Asian American community have been least studied when researching body 

image dissatisfaction because they report low rates of body image dissatisfaction (Akan 

& Grilo, 1995). Furthermore, Asian Americans are often categorized as the model 

minority stereotype, which assumes that they have overall positive self-concepts (Lau, 

Lum, Chronister, & Forrest, 2006). 

These assumptions have been used as barriers to studying Asian American body 

image dissatisfaction, but current research has challenged these assumptions. In fact, 

Robinson (1996) found that Asian American women were significantly more dissatisfied 

with their bodies than Caucasian women. Furthermore, Wildes, Emery, and Simons’ 

(2001) comparative study of existing research on ethnicity and body dissatisfaction found 

that white participants had greater disturbances and body dissatisfaction than non-white 

samples in more than three quarters of the recorded outcomes, with the exception of 

Asian Americans. This indicates that Asian American women have not escaped body 

image dissatisfaction.  

Body image will be defined as the reactions an individual has in regards to his or 

her own body. These reactions include his or her perceptions, emotions, and personality 

attitudes (Lau et al., 2006). Body image dissatisfaction and negative body image will be 
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used interchangeably and can be defined as the guilt and negative self-perceptions that 

one has of him or herself that often lead to patterns of disordered eating (Lau et al., 

2006).  

Researchers need to increase their attempts in studying Asian Americans and 

body image dissatisfaction, especially as the Asian American population continues to 

grow. According to the US Census Bureau (2008), there are currently 15.5 million U.S. 

residents who consider themselves Asian, comprising 5.1 percent of the total United 

States population. This is a nine percent increase since 2000, marking the second highest 

growth rate of any racial group in the United States. Furthermore, it is projected that the 

Asian population will increase 213% between 2000 and 2050, compared with the 

projected 49% increase of the whole population in the United States. Moreover, at least 

44% of Asian Americans have a bachelor’s degree or higher from a university (US 

Census Bureau, 2004). As the percentage of Asian-Americans entering universities 

continues to increase, there is a growing demand for capable school counselors to work 

with these students, specifically in the areas of body image dissatisfaction and eating 

disorders. Furthermore, counselors need to find alternative methods in working with 

Asian American clients because western methods of therapy may not be applicable to 

them.  

While studies have been conducted on both Asian and Asian Americans in 

relation to body image dissatisfaction, this review will focus mainly on Asian American 

experiences. Kawamura (2002) defines Asian Americans as a person of Asian or Pacific 

Islander descent who is a resident of the United States. However, because research is 
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lacking in Asian Americans, this term will also include Southeast Asians living in the 

United States.   

 Asian Americans historically have been labeled as exotic objects (Prasso, 2006). 

They were identified as geisha girls, dragon ladies, and China Dolls (Lee, 1999). From as 

early as the time of Marco Polo, western writers portrayed Oriental women as romantic, 

decadent, dangerous, and mysterious (Prasso, 2006). While these labels occurred 

centuries ago, many of these stereotypes remain evident and Asian American women are 

often left with expectations that are difficult to meet.  This paper will explore how these 

past stereotypes shape other causes and beliefs about how Asian American women should 

act and also how stereotypes influences the way Asian American women see themselves.  

 Aside from historical objectification, research on the causes of negative body 

image from today’s viewpoint continues to increase (Akan & Grilo, 1995; Tsai, Curbow, 

& Heinberg, 2003). However, more research is needed in order to understand how these 

causes work together to form negative body image.  Measurement scales have been used 

to investigate researchers’ hypotheses and common conclusions have been drawn. A 

variety of factors plays a role in contributing to the formation of body dissatisfaction, but 

no research was found indicating how these factors work together to contribute to 

dissatisfaction. Furthermore, there have been conflicting conclusions among different 

researchers (Barnett et al., 2001) regarding body image dissatisfaction in Asian American 

women. These conflicting conclusions may have resulted from applying western 

measurement scales on non-western subjects, where different cultural perspectives may 

hinder Asian Americans from answering questions according to the goal of the 
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measurement scales. These results highlight the need for proper measurement scales 

when studying Asian Americans and body image dissatisfaction. 

According to the National Eating Disorders Association (NEDA), 80% of 

American women are dissatisfied with their appearance. Body image dissatisfaction has 

been linked to a number of different psychological problems, such as lowered self-esteem 

and depression (Lau et al., 2006; Hall, 1995). Extreme dissatisfaction of one’s body can 

lead to anorexia nervosa, bulimia, and other forms of disordered eating. In the United 

States alone, there are about 10 million females who struggle with eating disorders 

(NEDA, 2008). Because body image dissatisfaction can have fatalistic influences, 

counselors need to find effective methods when working with these clients. While there is 

growing recognition in body image dissatisfaction among Asian American women, little 

research was found on how counselors can specifically work with these potential clients 

(Patel, 2007).  

 This review will aim to first examine some of the conflicting research found on 

Asian American women. Limitations and inconsistencies will be highlighted to consider 

why there is conflicting research. The review will then outline the potential causes for 

negative body image in today’s society, with a brief examination on how the history and 

objectification of Asian American women has affected body image. Next, suggestions for 

methods that counselors can use for Asian American students with body image 

dissatisfaction will be presented. Finally, recommendations for future studies will be 

offered.  
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Chapter 1-Conflicting Research 

Asian American women have been especially difficult to study because of the 

stereotypes that are associated with them. Often labeled as the model minority, 

researchers assume that Asian American women have an overall positive self-concept 

(Lau et al, 2006) and have easily acculturated into the dominant culture (Mastria, 2002). 

Also, the stereotype asserts that Asian American women do not have psychological 

problems because their smaller body size protects them from body dissatisfaction 

(Kawamura, 2002). However, Mastria (2002) found that Asian American women actually 

experience great difficulty integrating into the dominant culture and are often faced with 

racism. As these stereotypes are debunked, research on Asian American women 

continues to grow. There is an overall consensus among researchers about the importance 

of studying body image and Asian American women, but researchers have reached 

different conclusions regarding Asian American body dissatisfaction.  

According to some studies, Caucasian participants report having the greatest level 

of body dissatisfaction compared to other ethnic groups, including Asian Americans 

(Akan & Grilo, 1995; Wardle & Marsland, 1990). In their study on adolescents and 

weight, Wardle and Marsland (1990) found that white girls reported more weight concern 

than black or Asian girls. Gluck and Gelibter (2002) also found that white participants 

have the highest level of eating pathology and the greatest body perception discrepancy. 

Furthermore, Lee and Lock’s (2007) article proposes that Asian Americans score lower 

in subscales of weight and shape concern.  
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Other studies have concluded that Asian American girls are significantly more 

dissatisfied with their bodies than white girl participants (Evans & McConnell, 2003; 

Robinson et al., 1996). In fact, through their study of sixth and seventh grade girls, 

Robinson et al., (1996) found that even the leanest 25% of Asian girls were significantly 

more dissatisfied with their bodies than white girls. Wildes et al. (2001) report that on a 

scale measuring body dissatisfaction, Asians who weigh significantly less than white 

participants scored up to one third a standard deviation above the mean. Furthermore, 

Yates, Edman, & Aruguete (2004) found that Japanese girls, who had the lowest body 

mass index compared to other ethnic groups, were not only dissatisfied but 60% of 

participants wished they were thinner. Because body dissatisfaction is a precursor to 

eating disorders, Asian American girls are at greater risk for developing disordered eating 

behaviors.  

Studies also indicate that there is consistency in body dissatisfaction among 

different ethnic groups (Forbes & Frederick, 2008). Through the Figure Rating Scale, a 

scale used to measure how one rates an ideal versus current body size, researchers found 

that white and Asian American participants held body image distortions and were 

dissatisfied with their bodies (Gluck & Gelibeter, 2002; Nishina et al., 2006; Robinson et 

al., 1996). Grabe and Hyde (2006) also used existing research studies to compare the 

relationship between body image satisfaction and ethnicity. Through controlling variables 

such as age and publication year, they found the effect size, also known as the 

relationship strength, for body dissatisfaction between white and Asian American women 

to be minimal. Therefore, they concluded that there is no significant difference in the 
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level of body dissatisfaction between white and Asian American women (Grabe & Hyde, 

2006).  Furthermore, Asian American and Caucasian women were more likely to 

perceive themselves as overweight and are more likely to engage in dieting and binging 

behaviors than other ethnic groups (Gluck & Geliebter, 2002).   

 Researchers also have suggested that how a woman perceives her body 

holistically, also known as global body satisfaction, differs for each ethnic group. While 

Asian American women and white women have global body dissatisfaction with their 

bodies, each group differs in highlighting specific parts of their body that they believe 

define global body satisfaction (Koff, Benavage & Wong, 2001; Mintz & Kashubeck, 

1999). White participants highlighted the importance of weight, face, butt size, waist size, 

breast size, and muscle tone. While Asian American participants also emphasized the 

importance of weight, face and butt size, they differed because they also emphasized hair, 

shoulder size, and height (Koff et al., 2001). Mintz and Kashubeck (1999) found that 

Asian American women reported less satisfaction with their eyes and face. Forbes and 

Frederick (2008) used an Appearance Evaluation Scale to analyze body satisfaction 

among different ethnic groups, and they found that Asian American women reported the 

lowest body satisfaction and the greatest breast dissatisfaction.  

Studies also indicate that Asian American and white participants differ in how 

cognitive internalization of body dissatisfaction influences behavioral outcome. While 

Asian American participants engage in less dieting and binging behavior than white 

participants, they report lower self-esteem and less satisfaction with specific body parts 

(Mintz & Kashubeck, 1999). Furthermore, Asian Americans report a more significant 
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amount of surveillance, which is used as a measurement to focus on physical appearance 

and control weight (Frederick et al., 2007). Therefore, even though Asian Americans may 

have a higher rate of body dissatisfaction, their reactions towards this dissatisfaction may 

not influence behaviors compared to white participants who may react to body 

dissatisfaction through eating pathologies.  However, Gluck and Geliebter (2002) found 

that even though white female participants have higher rates of eating pathology, both 

Asian Americans and Caucasians had dieting and overeating problems. Wildes et al. 

(2001) also found that Asian samples had slightly higher rates of eating disturbances and 

body dissatisfaction than white participants.   

Ethnic identity and acculturation level have also been a topic of debate in terms of 

their influence on body image dissatisfaction (Lau, et al., 2006; Phan & Tylka, 2006). 

Phinney and Ong (2007) define ethnic identity as a person’s sense of belonging to their 

own cultural heritage, including values and traditions. They believe that an individual 

develops a sense of belongingness through exploration and commitment to the culture. 

Those with high ethnic identity relate close to her culture of origin. Acculturation is 

defined as the shift of values from the original culture towards the dominant culture 

(Mastria, 2002). Researchers have found that a higher level of acculturation for Asian 

Americans results in higher body image dissatisfaction (Davis & Katman, 1999; Lau et 

al., 2006; Lee & Lock, 2007). However, other researchers have found that high ethnic 

identity levels are also significantly associated with higher levels of body dissatisfaction 

(Phan & Tylka, 2006; Tsai, Curbow, & Heiberg, 2003). From this conflicting research, 

one can conclude that highly acculturated Asian American women experience body 
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dissatisfaction while other Asian American women with high ethnic identity levels also 

experience body dissatisfaction.   

 
Considerations and Inconsistencies 
 

While research continues to grow when studying Asian Americans, findings 

remain inconsistent despite the fact that common scales are used among different 

researchers. Several researchers have tried to explain these inconsistencies and 

limitations. Grabe and Hyde (2006) suggest that one’s age is an important factor in body 

image dissatisfaction. For example, a teenager going through peer pressure and puberty 

will rate her body differently than an adult woman who may have already had years to 

explore and find a sense of identity. However, because Asian American participation is 

lacking, researchers will often combine different aged women together to reach a 

conclusion, and this will skew findings and conclusions.  

Other inconsistent findings may be due to body mass index. Asian American 

women tend to have lower body mass index than other ethnic groups. Therefore, scales 

such as the Figure Rating Scale may inaccurately explain why Asian American body 

image perception discrepancy is not as widespread as white participants. However, if 

factors such as body mass index were controlled, findings may be more consistent. For 

example, Caucasians were found to have greater body discrepancy, but after controlling 

for body mass index, the ideal body size differences were minimized and both Caucasians 

and Asian Americans held greater body discrepancy (Gluck & Geliebter, 2002).  

Another factor that influences inconsistencies includes measuring Asian 

Americans as one group rather than looking at the differences among ethnic groups. 
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While there are similarities among Asian Americans, ethnic groups have different factors 

that influence how they see themselves. For example, Yates et al. (2004) found that Japan 

is the only Asian country with higher rates of eating disorders than those reported in the 

United States. When comparing Japanese females with Chinese females, Japanese 

females reported greater dissatisfaction with their body than Chinese participants (Yates 

et al., 2004). These differences exist because of different traditional standards. While 

Japanese women hold traditional standards of thinness and family culture, Chinese 

women hold more flexible role expectations and exude more independence.  

Inconsistencies can also be due to the limitations of the scales and questionnaires. 

Despite the fact that most researchers used common scales, many western scales do not 

consider cultural differences in interpreting questions (Wardle et al., 1993). In fact, 

Wardle et al. (1993) suggest that future measures should investigate attitudes to body size 

directly as opposed to interpreting body dissatisfaction from indirect scales. Lee and 

Lock (2007) explain that Asian Americans may also have different viewpoints and deny 

symptoms of anorexia. For example, when Asian Americans reject food, they do not see 

it as a form of anorexia nervosa. Instead, they will report bloating and loss of appetite as 

reasons for reduced food intake (Lee & Lock, 2007). Furthermore, questions regarding 

disordered eating behaviors may be too broad or too confusing for participants to answer 

accurately, which can also influence the outcomes of the scales (Mintz & Kashubeck, 

1999). Therefore, new scales and questions may need to be constructed to help alleviate 

this confusion and to help researchers attain more accurate information.  
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Chapter 2-Contributing Factors for Body Dissatisfaction 

Researchers continue to dispute the differences between white and Asian 

American body dissatisfaction. However, researchers have generally agreed that Asian 

American women prefer to be slimmer and are dissatisfied with their bodies (Wardle et 

al., 1993). Therefore, this report will look at the causes of body dissatisfaction in Asian 

American women. While research on linking specific causes to body dissatisfaction is 

scarce, numerous hypotheses have been proposed to explain what contributes to negative 

body image in Asian American women. However, before expounding on these 

hypotheses, history has played an important role in contributing to the factors that will be 

discussed. This section will first quickly review some historical background. Then, the 

chapter will be divided into peer pressures and teasing, cultural and family pressures, and 

media and sociocultural pressures. Finally, the section will seek to explain how all these 

pressures influence why Asian American women have negative body image.  

 
Historical Background 

 History has contributed to many of the views about Asian Americans that exist 

today. Historically, Asian women were given beliefs and virtues that oppressed them and 

shaped how they were to see themselves. The Sung dynasty (960-1279) was an era when 

terms such as “golden lotus” and “golden lily” were created. The ideal woman was 

“subject to her father as a child, her husband when married, and her sons when widowed” 

(Ohikiro, 1994, pp. 69). She was taught virtues such as knowing her place in the universe, 

not chattering too much, and cleaning and adorning herself to please men (Okihiro, 

1994). These virtues were used to teach women how to effectively please others, 
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specifically men. Furthermore, traditions such as Confucianism and foot-binding helped 

shape the picture of Asian women as oppressed (Prasso, 2005).  

Explorers such as Marco Polo and Douglas MacArthur described Asian women as 

exotic and Asia as a place where sex was in abundance (Prasso, 2005). During the 

Vietnam War, Asian women were seen as China dolls and useful toys who were not as 

“human” as white girls. They were sexualized as prostitutes to satisfy the needs of the 

soldiers (Hall, 1995).  

These stereotypes were transferred into films and operas such as Madame 

Butterfly, which portrayed Asian women as delicate, fluttery and bewitching (Prasso, 

2005). Prasso (2005) suggests that Hollywood not only confirmed the European notions 

of Asian women as opulent, sexual and dangerous, but further exaggerated these beliefs. 

Films have depicted Asian women as Dragon Ladies, who are known to be devious and 

sexy, or the “perfect women,” who are gentle and obedient. Nearly one hundred years 

later, Asian American women are still portrayed in the same stereotypes.  

Not only have these stereotypes been influential in media portrayal and racist 

ideals, they have also contributed to the experiences of Asian American women. In their 

book about the influences of slavery and racism on African Americans today, Richardson 

and Wade (1999) write that our beliefs are formed based on our experiences. As we listen 

to the messages and watch the actions of those who raised us, we internalize these 

messages and actions. Our actions and thoughts on how to act are therefore derived from 

these internalizations. Because Asian American women were raised experiencing 



 

  13 

negative stereotypes, they will internalize them and believe that they should fit into these 

stereotypes.   

History has strongly influenced how society views Asian Americans and deeply 

shapes how society treats Asian American women. It predisposes Asian American 

women’s beliefs and values as well as contributes to stereotypes that Asian American 

women face in daily interactions and through media. Ultimately, history has influenced 

Asian American women and their struggles with negative body image.  

 
Peer Pressures and Teasing 
 

Teasing leads to many detrimental effects such as depression (Mastria, 2002) and 

difficulty establishing interpersonal relationships (Liang & Fassinger, 2008). However, 

for the purpose of this paper, we will focus on how teasing influences body image. 

Researchers have found that negative body image and extremely low self-esteem will 

ultimately lead to eating disturbances (Iyer & Haslam, 2003; Phan & Tylka, 2006). While 

Asian Americans are least likely to be teased by peers in other racial groups in regards to 

their weight, Nishina et al. (2006) found that girls who were less physically developed 

and more dissatisfied with their bodies were more prone to peer victimization. Egan and 

Perry (1998) suggest that students’ low self esteem may send subliminal cues that make 

them easy targets for potential bullies (as cited by Nishina, 2006). Therefore, Asian 

American girls who have yet to develop physically are prone to peer victimization. This 

victimization will lead to lowered self-esteem, which then also sends cues that make them 

easier targets for teasing. This cycle contributes to the formation of body dissatisfaction 

in Asian American girls.  
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Aside from weight teasing, ethnic groups also deal with racial teasing, which 

occurs when a person is teased due to physical differences between her and the dominant 

culture (Iyer & Haslam, 2003). Racial teasing has been linked to negative body image 

because teasing highlights distinctive features of the ethnicity (Liang & Fassinger, 2008). 

By highlighting distinctive features, a woman will become dissatisfied with her 

appearance and feel disconnected from the dominant culture. She may desire to 

incorporate the ideals of the dominant culture when she feels like her culture is “devalued 

by the dominant culture” (Root, 1990, p. 527). Therefore, she may develop disturbed 

eating patterns in her attempt to belong to the dominant world (Iyer & Haslam, 2003). 

These effects are evidenced when looking at the areas where Asian American women are 

most dissatisfied with in terms of their own body. They resent specific features such as 

skin color, facial size (Hall, 1995), eyes and height (Mintz & Kashubeck, 1999).   

Furthermore, Lee (2002) suggests that racism influences the emotional 

development of Asian American girls. Due to the discrimination that they face, Asian 

American girls learn that their appearance is judged by others and report more body 

dissatisfaction than European women (Forbes & Frederick, 2008). Through a process 

known as racialization, women will incorporate themselves into the racial hierarchy of 

the United States, which places white people at the top of the hierarchy and dehumanizes 

Asian American women (Lee, as cited in Lee & Vaught, 2003). This racism-related stress 

is associated with lower self-esteem because of the woman’s inability to reach these 

impossible expectations. Low self-esteem will increase the likelihood of thin image 

idealization and ultimately influence body image disturbance (Phan & Tylka, 2006).  
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Familial Influences and Cultural Pressures 
 

In her article, Kawamura (2002) suggests that traditional values in Asian 

American groups influence a person’s attitude towards physical appearance. These values 

include collectivism, the emphasis on modesty, and restraint of strong emotions.  

Culturally bound, Asian American women tend to view the world collectively. 

Collectivism emphasizes interpersonal harmony within the family and community. It 

compels individuals to act and appear in a way that does not “reflect poorly on significant 

others” (Kawamura, 2002). In an attempt to conform to the dominant culture, they try to 

adopt and internalize the white standard of beauty. However, physical limitations are a 

barrier, hence exacerbating an already poor body image and increasing body 

dissatisfaction (Evans & McConnell, 2003). The pressures of collectivism may also cause 

women to monitor their weight because they do not want to reflect poorly on others, thus 

increasing body preoccupation (Phan & Tylka, 2006). Root (1990) suggests that due to 

collectivism, Asian American women work to correct negative image of their culture in 

the United States. In order to accomplish this, however, they must become the perfect 

Asian women by conforming to unrealistic ideals (Hall, 1995). If a woman feels that her 

weight and her body represent her community, the pressure of being the perfect woman 

also leads to body dissatisfaction and eating problems (Kawamura, 2002).  

Phan and Tylka (2006) argue that if an individual strongly identifies herself with a 

culture that does not measure self-value through thinness, she can resist other cultural 

pressures for thinness. However, countries such as Japan have a higher prevalence of 

eating disorders thus indicating the pressures of thinness in even Eastern cultures (Yates 
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et al. 2004). Furthermore, Asian American women with high ethnic identity may feel 

larger when comparing themselves to the Asian reference group, who are usually more 

petite (Phan & Tylka, 2006). Therefore, those with high ethnic identity may compare 

themselves to the Asian reference group while those with low ethnic identity will 

compare themselves to western culture. In essence, the individual receives both pressures 

from her culture of origin and the dominant culture and is unable to achieve either 

standard.  

Another cultural influence includes the promotion of modesty and humility. In 

other words, Asian Americans are taught to restrain themselves from talking about 

personal achievements because this causes others to feel inferior (Kawamura, 2002; Lau 

et al., 2006). Kawamura (2002) suggests that due to this modesty, Asian Americans who 

are satisfied with their bodies may be reluctant to acknowledge their satisfaction. While 

this may be true, it is also possible that because children are constantly reminded to be 

modest, Asian American women will eventually become dissatisfied with their bodies 

because they may feel as if they need to keep on improving themselves.  

Asian American women also deal with pressures of approval from their family 

members.  

Asian Americans report higher levels of weight teasing by family members than white 

participants (Van Den Berg, Neumark-Sztainer, Eisenberg, & Haines, 2008). In order to 

avoid teasing, an individual may seek approval through monitoring food intake and this 

may lead indirectly towards develop eating disturbances (Kawamura, 2002). Because 

family and family obligations are valued by society, Asian-American women may also be 
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concerned about meeting high parental expectation and exercising proper behavior 

(Mastria, 2002). Lee and Lock (2007) suggest that the pressure to meet parental 

expectations create a characteristic of perfectionism, which is an important correlate of 

anorexia nervosa. Therefore, if parental expectations and achievement orientations of the 

child are both high, this perfectionist nature can predispose her to the development of 

anorexia nervosa (Lee and Lock, 2007).  

 
Media and Sociocultural Pressures 

 
Media also have played an integral role in Asian American women and negative 

body image development (Phan & Tylka, 2006; Robinson et al, 2006). Root (1990) 

suggests that media devalue racial features, foods, and manners of other cultures so that 

women of color want to adopt white standards. In their comparison on the representation 

of women in magazines, Sengupta (2006) found that Asian women represented about 1% 

of advertisements. Furthermore, Asian women were rarely portrayed in clothing and 

beauty advertisements, but over-represented in technology commercials.  

In their study, Thompson and Heinberg (1999) showed two different videos to 

college women. One video emphasized societal ideals of thinness and beauty, while the 

other emphasized neutral non-appearance related images. After analyzing the data, they 

found that the women who were exposed to the first video were more depressed, angry, 

weight dissatisfied and anxious. Aside from the ideals of thinness and beauty, Asian 

American women have other pressures from media that will also be discussed.  

According to Festinger’s (1954) social comparison theory, people who are 

uncertain about their own opinions or qualities will compare themselves to others who 
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are socially similar as a standard of measurement. Lau et al. (2006) also propose the 

sociocultural hypothesis, which states that society gives messages about what is an 

acceptable body, and this influences how Asian American women internalize beauty and 

how they see themselves. Because media have portrayed the ideal woman as White and 

have given few or no Asian American role models (Hall, 1995), Asian Americans will 

compare themselves to the society’s standard of beauty to evaluate their own 

attractiveness level. Due to the lack of Asian role models in media, Asian American 

women are most likely to adapt to the mainstream beauty ideals and conform to the 

dominant culture while other ethnic groups tend to adapt to the beauty ideals of their in-

groups (Evans & McConnell, 2003). When comparing herself to standards that do not fit 

her, the lack of validation will increase an Asian American woman’s anxiety and negative 

self-concept (Phan & Tylka, 2006; Tsai et al., 2003).  

In their studies on Asian American women, Lee and Vaught (2003) found that 

Asian American women used magazines and classmates as a model for how to dress and 

portray themselves. For Asian American university students, they dressed similarly to 

their White classmates because they wanted a particular body image and female 

attractiveness. Pyke and Johnson (2003) found that Asian American women tended to 

denigrate their Asian ethnicity and glorify mainstream cultures. However, they also 

acknowledge that the term “American” can only refer to White people. When describing 

themselves, they did not use terms like “white” but used “whitewashed” (Lee and 

Vaught, 2003; Pyke & Johnson, 2003). Therefore, these women knew that the goal of 
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becoming “American” was something that they reached for but also something they could 

never attain.  

Other theories that have been introduced include the Feminist Theory, which 

proposes that women learn how to view their body through the evaluations of others, 

especially men. The female body is seen as an object for others to evaluate, and through 

these evaluations, a woman will also begin to internalize her own body as an object, also 

known as self-objectification (Bartky, 1990). In their study, Calogero, Davis and 

Thompson (2005) link self-objectification with the drive for thinness and found that if a 

woman already struggles with an eating disorder, self-objectification will lead to a drive 

for thinness without experiencing body shame.   

Closely related to the Feminist theory, Frederick et al. (2007) propose the 

Objectification Theory, which states that a woman places her self-worth on her 

appearance because of the messages from parents, peers, men and media. These messages 

treat a woman as an object to provide sexual gratification for men and cause her to 

become overly concerned with her appearance. She will place her self-worth solely on 

her body and on how others view her. Spurgas (2005) found that body satisfaction is 

linked to one’s level of body comfort, which is influenced directly by how others view 

her body and how she perceives how they view her body. Furthermore, Striegel-Moore 

and Cachelin (1990) suggest that a woman who has low self-esteem is more likely to 

internalize society’s thin-ideal image because of her low self-worth. If a woman with low 

self-esteem perceives her body through how others view her, she will likely internalize 

the thin-ideal and develop negative body image.  
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Through media, an Asian American woman learns that the only way to attract 

men is through changing her body and adopting the Asian behavior that is expected of 

her (Lee & Vaught, 2003). She begins to accept stereotypes, like ultrafeminine, hyper-

sexual and submissive, so that she can gain acceptance by men (Lee & Vaught, 2003; 

Prasso, 2005; Root, 1990). Because she cannot be a white woman, the next best thing is 

to succumb to white men’s fantasies (Lee & Vaught, 2003). She may also seek to be the 

common stereotypical “perfect woman,” one who is feminine because of her naturally 

youthful look and seeks to look powerless and child-like (Hall, 1995). However, not 

every Asian girl can fit into this stereotype either. Therefore, if an Asian woman already 

has a baseline of negative body image because of her inability to adapt to the western 

ideals, she will become even more dissatisfied when comparing herself to attractive 

Asian models found in mass media.  

One must note that it is the internalization of media ideals for appearance and not 

the pressures from media about appearance, which contribute to self-objectification 

(Calogero et al, 2005). If a woman internalizes these ideals, these stereotypes can cause 

her to go through a process known as self-stereotyping, when an individual will apply the 

cultural stereotypes on herself (Sinclair et al., 2006). These expectations pressure a 

person to display stereotyped behaviors in mainstream interactions (Pyke & Johnson, 

2003). Therefore, if she tries to objectify herself and realizes that she cannot fit into these 

stereotypes, this will negatively influence how she views herself (Patel, 2007). She may 

engage in activities to become these stereotypes, such as plastic surgery or develop 

patterns of disordered eating, both which can harm her body.  
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Asian American women obviously must work with expectations that are nearly 

impossible to achieve. Aside from how history has shaped Asian American women, 

sociocultural pressures from media and peers to be thin and the pressure to blend into 

mainstream society contribute to eating disorders and body dissatisfaction in Asian 

American women.  

Furthermore, the Dual-Pathway Model proposes that mass media’s maladaptive 

messages about thinness and beauty are more influential to individuals who also receive 

negative messages from peers and family (Stice, as cited in Thompson & Heinberg, 

1999). Therefore, if a girl is pressured from her family to lose weight, then teased by her 

classmates because of her distinctive features like her eyes, and then she watches TV and 

sees thin images, she will most likely seek to be thin and develop body dissatisfaction. If 

she cannot fit into the stereotypes or the expectations, she will ultimately feel like a 

failure (Patel, 2007).  
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Chapter 3-Implications for Counselors 

As multiculturally competent counselors, we have the responsibility to gain 

awareness, knowledge and skills in diverse areas. We need to use this knowledge to 

“engage racial/ethnic minorities in a manner that is consistent with the needs of the 

clients being served” (Robinson & Morris, 2000, p. 244). Researchers have found 

numerous links between body image dissatisfaction and Asian American women. 

However, Cachelin et al. (2000) found that only 19% of ethnically diverse individuals 

with eating disorders sought treatment (as cited in Cachelin et al., 2001). Furthermore, in 

their study of ethnically diverse women, only 8% of the women received treatment 

(Cachelin et al., 2001).  Clearly, body dissatisfaction is one of the many problems 

growing in Asian American women, and counselors have the responsibility to develop 

prevention and intervention programs that aid in promoting healthy body image 

development with specific focus on Asian American women.  

As multiculturally competent counselors, we should understand our client’s 

culture and its impact on treatments. For example, Asian American women may not seek 

treatment because of their cultural value about honor and self-control. They may feel 

shameful or humiliated about seeking treatment and may isolate themselves from 

treatment (Mastria, 2002). Counselors can help build rapport with clients by showing 

genuine interest (Mastria, 2002). By becoming aware of the symptoms and values of 

Asian Americans, we can change assessments to accurately treat them. For example, 

because the Asian culture views mental health problems as a weakness and lack of 
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discipline, focusing on psycho-educational treatment may work with the cultural values 

of Asian Americans (Mastria, 2002).  

Furthermore, Mastria (2002) recommends that because Asians have a more 

collectivistic view, counselors should focus on involving the community in the healing 

process. By including family members, teachers, and positive peer interactions, potential 

clients will have positive social support groups even after counseling sessions 

(Yokoyama, 2007).  

As counselors, we need to create a welcoming and empathetic environment. Liang 

and Fassinger (2008) found that Asian American women who experience racism-related 

stress will generalize racist remarks from an individual towards the out-group. Therefore, 

Asian American women will have more difficulty establishing interpersonal relationships 

with members of that group. For example, if a white man teases an Asian American 

woman about her features, she may generalize and think that all white people are racist. 

As counselors, we must understand the difficulties clients endure and accept that trust is a 

process, especially for group members who have been teased.  

If the client has difficulty engaging in the counseling relationship, counselors 

should provide her with opportunities to explore these racist experiences (Liang & 

Fassinger, 2008). Furthermore, the counselor can also challenge her generalized belief 

systems and provide relief and validations for why she feels that way. Through creating a 

safe and validating environment, the counselor gives space for the client to open up and 

explore how she feels about her body.  
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Whereas body dissatisfaction can lead to maladaptive behaviors such as low self-

esteem and eating disorders (Akan & Grilo, 1995), so also low self-esteem can lead to 

body dissatisfaction. Furthermore, a student who is teased will develop low self-esteem 

and this low self-esteem will send signals to others to tease this student (Nishina, 2006). 

These vicious cycles are difficult to break unless proper intervention is provided to 

improve low self-esteem.  

Liang and Fassinger (2008) propose that Asian Americans who have positive 

beliefs about their racial group will have higher levels of personal self-esteem. Often, 

positive beliefs about Asian Americans are difficult to find due to the lack of or poor 

representation of Asian Americans in media. As counselors, we can create programs that 

help clients develop positive beliefs about their racial group. One way of doing this is by 

creating programs that celebrate the success of Asian American women and men. 

Highlighting events such as Asian/Pacific American Heritage Month teaches students 

about the achievements of Asian/Pacific Americans and their contributions to the United 

States. These programs not only celebrate contributions, but also help students see role 

models outside of media’s portrayals.  

Another treatment plan that would be beneficial is lowering internalization of the 

thin ideal and lowering internalization of self-objectification. One way of doing this is by 

lowering sociocultural pressures for thinness by promoting acceptance of all body sizes 

(Phan & Tylka, 2006). Recently, TV shows such as “Tyra” have been attempting to 

promote different types of body. However, in order to lower internalization of self-
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objectification, shows should also seek to show Asian women that do not fit into the 

Asian stereotype.  

Also, Rodriguez et al. (2008) measured the effects of cognitive dissonance-based 

prevention programs for different ethnic groups to see if it could reduce the thin-ideal 

internalization. This program tested girls who have internalized the thin-ideal by having 

them participate in exercises where they would critique and write a counterargument to 

the thin ideal. By doing this, psychological discomfort, also known as cognitive 

dissonance, would be created and could help client lower internalization of thin ideal. By 

lowering thin-ideal, this would decrease eating disorder risk factors and body 

dissatisfaction. For Asian American students, this prevention was beneficial, but it may 

be helpful if counselors create questions or scenarios where girls write counterarguments 

to the Asian women stereotype.  

 Because media contributes to thin idealization, Lau et al. (2006) suggest that 

counselors raise awareness of how media’s stereotypes of Asian American beauty may 

lead to their feelings of insecurity and inferiority. One way of doing this is by helping 

individuals discriminate use of mass media and informing them of how fictional images 

are developed through airbrushing (Thompson & Heinberg, 1999). Many girls are 

unaware of airbrushing and by increasing their knowledge on these fictional characters, 

they will view their bodies more positively.  

Thompson and Heinberg (1999) recommend that counselors teach students to 

become media activists. While they suggest fighting back through protesting and writing 

letters of complaint, these methods may be too difficult for school counselors. However, 
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counselors can create programs that help motivate students to protest against 

advertisements that portray Asian American women in a stereotypical way. For example, 

providing students information about boycotting certain products that portray Asian 

American women in a negative manner may be enough to help students feel empowered 

against media.  

Clearly, there are a number of approaches that counselor can take when 

addressing body image and Asian American girls. As counselors, learning about the 

Asian culture and values can equip us for creating assessments and questions that are 

culturally sensitive. Ultimately, however, we need to create a safe and validating 

environment for students to feel safe. We can help clients slowly learn of the influences 

and beliefs that they may not have been aware of in terms of body image. Richardson and 

Wade (1999) suggest that only when our beliefs become conscious can we begin to 

correct them and improve our lives. By creating a safe space and sponsoring programs 

that address stereotypes, internalization and low self-esteem, counselors are closer to 

decreasing body dissatisfaction and potential eating problems for Asian American girls.  
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Chapter 4-Recommendations for Future Studies 

While research has significantly increased in the past few years, many findings 

and conclusions remain inconsistent.  Several of these inconsistencies were mentioned 

earlier in this paper. This remaining section will seek to explore several recommendations 

for more consistent findings in the future as well as suggestions for future researchers.  

In past studies, researchers used common scales that were created to measure 

western participants. Therefore, many of these scales do not consider cultural differences 

in how participants of different ethnicities may interpret questions (Wardle et al., 1993). 

One of the most important suggestions that can aid in creating more accurate and 

consistent findings is creating scales that specifically aim at Asian Americans and how 

they view body size directly. As mentioned earlier, Asian Americans who exhibit 

behaviors of anorexia nervosa will not see themselves as victims of anorexia. Instead, 

they will use other reasons to explain why they reject food. In future studies, it may be 

beneficial for researchers to ask questions that are more direct and specific for the Asian 

American participant. Also, Frederick et al. (2007) suggest that surveillance of weight in 

Asian American women is very high, even though there may be no behavioral outcome. 

Therefore, studies should include questions that target attitudes towards body image. By 

constructing questions that tailor towards Asian American women, participants may more 

accurately answer questions and researchers will gain more precise data for their studies. 

Another reason why there are many inconsistencies is because of the lack of 

participants. While more participants create a seemingly more reliable study, grouping 

ethnic groups with very different histories produces inaccurate findings and may be 
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offensive to certain ethnic groups. Therefore, researchers need to find methods that target 

at specific ethnic groups. However, if there are not enough participants, researchers need 

to note this in their study and try to differentiate among specific ethnic groups within 

their study. One way of doing this is by controlling variables, such as ethnicity.  

As discussed throughout the paper, there are many factors that contribute to the 

formation of body dissatisfaction. However, no research was found indicating how these 

factors work together to influence dissatisfaction. A final recommendation for future 

studies includes looking into how different causes work together to form negative body 

image. It may be very difficult to assess these factors, but researchers can begin to look at 

whether certain factors, such as peer pressure or media pressures, play a more significant 

role than other factors, such as familial pressures, when it comes to body dissatisfaction.  
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Conclusion 

Research has drastically improved in terms of the amount of resources one can 

find about Asian American women and body dissatisfaction. However, many of these 

resources often exhibit conflicting research. As the Asian population continues to 

increase, researchers should find new methods and scales to work with this burgeoning 

group of people.  

Studies can also begin to research how different factors contribute to body 

dissatisfaction. This paper has examined a few causes to dissatisfaction among Asian 

American women. Pressures from peers and family, as well as media and sociocultural 

factors have contributed greatly to why Asian American women have low self-esteem 

and ultimately why they are dissatisfied with their bodies. While many of these factors 

have been suggested from researchers to why women are dissatisfied, there was no 

research that looked into how these factors work together to contribute to a woman’s 

overall body image.  

With increasing research on body dissatisfaction among Asian American women, 

counselors will be able to effectively devise treatment programs to work with students. 

As previously mentioned, it is important that counselors become multiculturally 

competent by understanding our client’s culture. Through understanding the Asian 

American culture, counselors can choose different kinds of treatments when working 

with clients. Treatment plans that involve the community in the healing process as well as 

cognitive dissonance-based prevention programs are some of the methods discussed in 

this paper that may help Asian American girls develop a more positive body image.  
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Ultimately, researchers need to find new ways of measuring body dissatisfaction 

specifically in Asian American women. From these new findings, counselors can find 

more effective ways and methods when working with these clients. With more specific 

research and treatment plans, we are closer towards promoting self-acceptance and the 

development of a more positive body image in the Asian American women population.  
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