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Abstract

In recent years, increasing attention has been paid to having a muscular body among men, and
bodybuilding exercises have become more popular as a means of achieving an ideal body image.
However, some bodybuilders develop a pathological preoccupation with their muscles. Muscle
dysmorphia is a subtype of body dysmorphic disorder and is observed in men who believe that
their bodies are small and weak. Several psychological and social factors are associated with the
risk of developing this disorder. The aim of the present study was to predict muscle dysmorphia
perception based on attachment styles and sociocultural pressure among male bodybuilders in the
city of Yazd. The research method was descriptive-correlational, and the statistical population
consisted of all male bodybuilders in Yazd in 2020, from whom 120 participants were selected
using convenience sampling. The research instruments included the Adult Attachment Styles
Questionnaire (Besharat), the Muscle Dysmorphia Questionnaire (Schlundt et al.), and the
Perceived Sociocultural Pressure Questionnaire (Stice et al.). Data were analyzed using Pearson
correlation coefficients and regression analysis. The results of Pearson correlation showed that
muscle dysmorphia was positively and significantly associated with anxious attachment style,
avoidant attachment style, and sociocultural pressure (p < 0.05). Furthermore, the results of
stepwise regression analysis indicated that these three variables significantly predicted muscle
dysmorphia perception and jointly explained 71% of the variance in this variable. Among the
predictor variables, anxious attachment style was the strongest predictor of muscle dysmorphia.
Overall, the findings suggest that a combination of individual and social factors plays an
important role in the perception of muscle dysmorphia.
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Extended Abstract

Background and Purpose

Muscle dysmorphia is a subtype of body dysmorphic disorder characterized by an obsessive
concern that one’s body is not muscular enough. Individuals affected by this condition perceive
themselves as small and weak, even when they appear normal or highly muscular. As a result,
they often engage in excessive behaviors such as intense workout routines, strict dietary
regimens, or the use of anabolic steroids to achieve their desired muscular physique (Cerea et
al., 2018). Several studies have reported a high prevalence of body dissatisfaction and
preoccupation with body shape and weight among male bodybuilders (Mousavi et al., 2016)
,with muscle dysmorphia being more common in this group (Mitchell et al., 2017).

The etiology of muscle dysmorphia has been linked to a combination of biological, psychological,
and social factors, as proposed in the biopsychosocial model (Strobel et al., 2020). One important
psychological factor potentially involved in body image disturbance is attachment style.
Attachment refers to the emotional bonds formed between children and their caregivers.
Individuals with insecure attachment may be more prone to seeking external approval and
conforming to societal standards of physical attractiveness, thereby increasing vulnerability to
body image dissatisfaction (Cheng & Mallinckrodt, 2009). Research by Biegel (2016) also found
that body dissatisfaction was associated with insecure attachment to parents, particularly anxious
and avoidant attachment styles. In the context of muscle dysmorphia, Fabris et al. (2018) found a
link between avoidant attachment and muscle dysmorphia risk. Similarly, Badenes-Ribera et al.
(2021) showed that attachment mediates the relationship between parental criticism and
symptoms of muscle dysmorphia, while Varsaneux (2022) emphasized the role of attachment
styles in concerns about muscular body image.

In addition to psychological factors, social pressures play a critical role. Cultural norms, media
representations, peer expectations, and parental influences act as societal stressors that reinforce
the idealization of a muscular male physique (Thomas et al., 2014). Social values often place
high importance on physical attractiveness, promoting the internalization of a socially accepted
"ideal body" and leading to dissatisfaction when individuals compare themselves to that ideal
(Mohammadzadeh et al., 2013). Media portrayals often associate muscular male bodies with
success and desirability (Ganson et al., 2025; Lennon & Johnson, 2021), while peers and even
parents reinforce these ideals (Piatkowski et al., 2022; Yeung et al., 2021). This societal
narrative may drive some individuals to excessive weight training and potentially to muscle
dysmorphia when the desire for an ideal body becomes obsessive. Despite the importance of
this issue, few studies in Iran have jointly examined both psychological and social predictors
of muscle dysmorphia, especially among male bodybuilders. Therefore, the current study aims
to investigate whether insecure attachment styles and social pressure can predict muscle
dysmorphia in male bodybuilders in Yazd.

Materials and Methods

The research method was descriptive-correlational type. The statistical population included all male
bodybuilding athletes in Yazd city in 2019, and among them, 120 were selected through convenience
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sampling. The research tools included Besharat Adult Attachment Style Questionnaire, Muscle
Dysmorphic Disorder Inventory and The Perceived Sociocultural Pressure Scale.

Results

Significant positive correlations were between muscle dysmorphia and anxious attachment (r =
.815), avoidant attachment (r = .569), and social pressure (r = .474). Multiple regression shows
insecure attachment styles and social pressure predict 71% of the variance in muscle
dysmorphia (R?=.71, p <.001).

Conclusion

Findings revealed that anxious and avoidant attachment styles, along with perceived Sociocultural
pressure, significantly predicted muscle dysmorphia among male bodybuilders. These results
suggest that early attachment disruptions contribute to vulnerability in body image and reliance
on external validation. Social influences, particularly media exposure and peer comparison,
intensify the drive toward muscularity. This, in turn, promotes obsessive body monitoring and
dissatisfaction. Anxiously attached individuals constantly seek approval and fear rejection, which
increases their sensitivity to body image concerns. In contrast, avoidantly attached individuals,
due to discomfort with intimacy and a tendency toward self-reliance, may develop distorted self-
perceptions that include negative evaluations of their bodies. The role of social pressure was also
pronounced. Internalization of societal ideals promoted through mass media and social networks
encourages body comparison and feelings of inadequacy. This study faced several limitations.
The sample was restricted to male bodybuilders in Yazd, limiting generalizability. Data collection
occurred during the COVID-19 pandemic, which may have impacted gym routines. Moreover,
the study relied on a non-clinical sample, necessitating caution when extending findings to
clinical populations. Future studies should include female athletes and individuals from diverse
sports disciplines. Clinical samples are also recommended for a deeper understanding of muscle
dysmorphia. It is also suggested that gym trainers be trained to recognize symptoms and refer
individuals for psychological support. Public health organizations can utilize these findings to
raise awareness about the psychological risks of body idealization, especially in digital media
platforms targeting male youth.
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