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The perception of one's body image becomes particularly important in adolescence. Body
dissatisfaction has been associated with negative psychological functioning, such as selfesteem and depression. Previous ﬁndings showed that the decreased self-esteem due to
body dissatisfaction explained the association between negative attitude toward body and
psychological well-being in different cultural contexts. The present study examined adolescents from the US (N ¼ 1002) and Korea (N ¼ 3993) and replicated and extended the
previous ﬁndings regarding body dissatisfaction and associated psychological outcomes.
The results showed that body dissatisfaction predicted higher depressed mood and that
self-esteem mediated this association for both American and Korean adolescents. Notably,
the indirect effect of body dissatisfaction and perceived body image on depressed mood
via self-esteem was greater for American adolescents than for Korean adolescents. The
implications of the cultural difference in the signiﬁcance of self-esteem in mediating the
body dissatisfaction and depressed mood are discussed.
© 2016 The Foundation for Professionals in Services for Adolescents. Published by Elsevier
Ltd. All rights reserved.
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Having a negative attitude toward one's body has been linked to a wide array of psychological issues (Cafri et al., 2005;
Neumark-Sztainer, Paxton, Hannan, Haines, & Story, 2006). Individuals in much of the world are indeed at risk of feeling
negative about their body image regardless of gender. There is a strong cultural norm, particularly in the West, that only
women who are slender and delicate are considered beautiful (Freeman, 1975). This ideal of thinness for women in Western
cultural contexts comes from a sociocultural perspective that emphasizes the risk of culturally transmitted standards, most
notably through the mass media (see Levine & Harrison, 2009 for a review). These norms have become so prevalent in the
United States that according to Polivy and Herman (1987), normal eating for women in America is equivalent to the typical
activity of dieting. Men are no exception to this modern pressure to have a culturally supported ideal body type (Frederick
et al., 2007). In the U.S., the media portrays attractive men as being lean and muscular, which puts men under the
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pressure of achieving an unrealistic body ideal (Cafri et al., 2005; Pope, Phillips, & Olivardia, 2000). In a recent survey of men
in the United States, 48% of respondents were indeed dissatisﬁed with their weight (Holsen, Kraft, & Roysamb, 2001).
Body dissatisfaction may be particularly detrimental to adolescents who are already going through dramatic physical
changes (Levine & Smolak, 2002, pp. 74e82; Smolak & Levine, 2001; Stice & Bearman, 2001). It has been reliably determined that body dissatisfaction is a risk factor not only for adolescents' unhealthy dieting behavior (Neumark-Sztainer et al.,
2006), but also for poor psychological functioning indicated by diminished levels of self-esteem (Murray, Rieger, & Byrne,
2015; van den Berg, Mond, Eisenberg, Ackard, & Neumark-Stainer, 2011; Wichstrøm & Soest, 2016) and heightened levels of
depressed mood (Grabe, Ward, & Hyde, 2008; Johnson & Wardle, 2005; Paxton, Neumark-Sztainer, Hannan, & Eisenberg,
2006). Particularly, the recent studies have shown that self-esteem is one of the critical mediators of the link between body
dissatisfaction and psychological well-being (Duchesne et al., 2016; Koronczai et al., 2013). Numerous studies have also
found that physical self-concept is an important component of self-identity for adolescents, and body dissatisfaction is
detrimental to adolescents' self-esteem (Grabe et al., 2008; Keery, van den Berg, & Thompson, 2004; van den Berg et al.,
2007). Considering that adolescence is a time when individuals begin to develop a coherent sense of their own identity,
a positive sense of self-worth is particularly important, even vital (Erikson, 1968), as indicated by the reliably strong association that has been conﬁrmed to connect self-esteem and psychological well-being (Furnham & Cheng, 2000; Çivitci &
Çivitci, 2009).
The heightened concerns for one's body image and appearances are not limited to the Western cultural contexts, as some
earlier scholars believed due to the lower incidence of eating disorders and lower rates of obesity in non-Western cultural
contexts (Lee, Lee, & Chen, 1989; Khandelwal & Saxena, 1990). In fact, South Korea, a country that has gone through a
dramatic socio-cultural change and westernization in a short span of time, puts great emphasis on appearancemanagement in the society (Park & Choi, 2008), and shows alarmingly high levels of body dissatisfaction (Kim & Yoon,
2000; Jung & Lee, 2006; Jung, Forbes, & Lee, 2009). In a recent survey by Organization for Economic Development and
Cooperation (OECD), South Korea was the most diet-conscious country among thirteen Asian countries (Oh, 2004). A more
recent cross-cultural study conducted by Jung and Lee (2006) between American and Korean college women revealed that
Korean women were more critical of their appearance and less satisﬁed with their body compared to their American
counterpart. These researchers suggested that Korean women, under the inﬂuence of Western media and culture, now
strive to meet the Western ideal of thin body ﬁgure and that the collective nature of the society may have exacerbated the
pressure to conform to this ideal. As in American adolescents, heightened body dissatisfaction was associated with lower
levels of self-esteem and higher levels of depression (Kim & Kim, 2001). The present study aims to examine adolescents'
attitudes regarding their body image and associated psychological outcomes, while taking cultural contexts into account.
Speciﬁcally, adolescents living in the United States and in Korea, the two societies where the thin-ideal is dominant but that
differ in cultural orientations were examined.
1. Body dissatisfaction and psychological wellbeing in cultural context
The majority of the studies that have examined the link between body dissatisfaction and psychological well-being and
the potential mediating role of self-esteem have been done in Western countries, most notably in the United States. There
have been only a few studies conducted with Korean adolescents, but even fewer studies that have examined these two
cultural contexts at the same time. Despite considerable amount of evidence documenting the differences in the levels of
body dissatisfaction (Jung & Lee, 2006; Jung et al., 2009; Lee, Lee, Choi, Kim, & Han, 2014), self-esteem (Farruggia, 2004), and
depressed mood (Kwon, Yoon, Joormann, & Kwon, 2013) in the United States and in Korea, these variables were examined in
isolation. For instance, Jung and Lee (2006) showed that there is a negative association between body dissatisfaction and selfesteem for both Americans and Koreans, but these authors did not examine the moderating effect of the cultural group.
Therefore, we know very little about the relative impact that body dissatisfaction has on one's self-esteem and the subsequent
effects of dissatisfaction on psychological distress in different cultural contexts.
Based on the self-concept theories (Crocker, Luhtanen, Cooper, & Bouvrette, 2003; Rodin, Silberstein, & Striegel-Moore,
1985), to the extent that one's body image is meaningful to one's identity, a global evaluation of one's self-worth is inﬂuenced by beliefs about one's own body image. The few existing pieces of literature on the relative importance of body
satisfaction on psychological well-being in different cultural contexts are inconsistent. Some of that research suggests that
Caucasians not only report higher body dissatisfaction when compared to the minority in America such as Latinos (Ceballo &
Czyzewska, 2010), they are also more susceptible to the negative impact of body dissatisfaction compared to the minority in
the United States of African American and Indian American background, (e.g., Story, French, Resnick, & Blum, 1995); however,
other studies do not ﬁnd such a difference (Henrique & Calhoun, 1999;). The present study thus sets out to ﬁll this gap in the
literature by understanding the role of cultural contexts when explaining the relationships between one's own evaluation of
body image and psychological well-being. First, we tested whether the degree to which body dissatisfaction harms one's selfesteem varies for American and Korean adolescents. Although Korean adolescents may be more dissatisﬁed with their body
image than their American counterpart, body dissatisfaction may not be necessarily as detrimental to Korean adolescents'
self-esteem as Americans adolescents'. Self-esteem may be determined by multiple factors (Gentile et al., 2009), and the
relative importance of body image to one's identity as it relates to other factors may differ depending on one's cultural
background. To our knowledge, no study has as yet examined the strengths in the association between body dissatisfaction
and self-esteem for American and Korean adolescents simultaneously.
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Furthermore, previous research that examined the role of self-esteem as the key mediating factor in the relationship
between body dissatisfaction and well-being has not adequately taken cultural context into account (Duchesne et al., 2016;
Koronczai et al., 2013). Although, Lee et al. (2014) looked into the samples from the United States (n ¼ 502) and Korea
(n ¼ 518) and tested the mediating effect of self-esteem in the relationship between body image and psychological wellbeing, they did not employ a moderated mediation analyses, limiting the ability to detect a potential moderating effect of
the cultural background of the participants. There are reasons to believe that the decreased self-esteem due to body
dissatisfaction may be particularly troubling for adolescents from Western cultural context where holding a positive selfregard is considered to be a crucial element to one's mental health (Heine, Lehman, Markus, & Kitayama, 1999; Maslow,
1943). It is well established that there are signiﬁcant differences in how individuals view the construct of self across cultures (Markus & Kitayama, 1991; Triandis, 1989). In the Western culture, where independent construal of self prevails, the
inherent attributes and qualities of an individual play a pivotal role in one's cognitive and behavioral processes. In this cultural
context, it is important that individuals' internal and distinctive qualities be positively evaluated (Heine et al., 1999; Kitayama
& Markus, 2000). An enormous body of research conducted in the Western culture documents that positive self-regard
indeed does have a marked inﬂuence on one's life satisfaction and mental health (Campbell et al., 1996; Diener, Diener, &
Diener, 1995; Lucas, Diener, & Suh, 1996). In contrast, self-esteem in East Asian cultural contexts is not as important for
one's well-being as it is in the Western cultural context. In East Asian culture, an interdependent self view is endorsed
whereby self is considered not as an independent entity, but instead a relational entity. Self-criticism, discipline, and
improvement, rather than just having a high self-esteem, are emphasized and are encouraged to be practiced (Heine et al.,
1999; Kitayama, Markus, & Lieberman, 1995). In the present study, we focus on self-esteem as a central psychological factor to explain the impact of body dissatisfaction on depressed mood, which is a negative indicator of well-being (Lewinsohn,
Redner, & Seeley, 1991). Moreover, overcoming the limitations of the previous research, potential cultural differences in the
relationship between body dissatisfaction and self-esteem and in the indirect effect between these two variables via selfesteem are examined by sampling adolescents from both the United States and Korea.

1.1. Present research
The present study examined adolescents from the United States, a culture that is known to be the most individualistic in
the world (Henrich, Heine, & Norenzayan, 2010), and adolescents from Korea, who typically will have collectivistic characteristics (Cheah & Park, 2006; Park & Cheah, 2005). The study addresses the following two primary research questions. (1) Is
there a difference in the association between body dissatisfaction and self-esteem for American and Korean adolescents?
Given the lack of previous empirical research examining differences in the effects of body dissatisfaction and self-esteem
across cultural groups, the question of whether there is a moderating effect of cultural group is an exploratory one. (2)
Does the mediating effect of self-esteem in the relationship between body dissatisfaction and depressed mood differ in
degree for American and Korean adolescents? Based on the previous research, which suggests that body dissatisfaction is
tightly associated with one's self-esteem and self-esteem predicts depressed mood, we expected self-esteem to mediate the
relationship between body dissatisfaction and depressed mood across both cultural groups. More importantly, we hypothesized that culture will moderate the strength of the link between self-esteem and depressed mood. Speciﬁcally, given the
critical function that self-esteem has on individuals' psychological functioning in Western cultural contexts, we predicted that
the indirect effect of self-esteem on the relationship between body dissatisfaction and depressed mood would be stronger for
American adolescents than for Korean adolescents. The conceptual model for the proposed moderated mediation is illustrated in Fig. 1.
We also tested the same model with the perceived body image as the predictor. In both American and Korean cultural
contexts, adolescents are likely to have internalized the thin-ideal (Levine & Harrison, 2009; Smolak & Murnen, 2001),
leading them to be dissatisﬁed with their body when they perceive their body image to be fat rather than skinny or thin
(Hargreaves & Tiggemann, 2003). Thus, the negative association observed between body dissatisfaction and psychological
well-being and the mediating role of self-esteem will also apply to the model with the perceived body image as a predictor.
Speciﬁcally, the more adolescents perceived their body to be fat, the lower their self-esteem is, which subsequently increase
the level of depressed mood. In all of the analyses, gender was taken into account. It has been well established that females

Fig. 1. Proposed model for moderated mediation.
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report greater body dissatisfaction than males in general (Lawler & Nixon, 2011). However, the importance of physical selfconcept to psychological well-being does not seem to differ for males and females (Abell & Richards, 1996; Furnham, Badmin,
& Sneade, 2002; P. A. van den Berg et al., 2011). Therefore, we expected that the overall moderated mediation model would
not be affected by gender. Finally, the objective measure of self-reported body mass index (BMI) was taken into consideration
in addition to the subjective perception of their own body image. The analyses were conducted with and without adjusting for
BMI to examine whether or not the hypothesized moderated mediation existed independent of BMI.
2. Method
2.1. Sampling
The participants of the United States were recruited between September and October of 2010. American data were
collected from 13 schools across 12 cities (11 states) including Durham, North Carolin; DeWitt, New York; Kansas City, Kansas;
Chicago, Illinois; Agoura Hills, California; Indianapolis, Indiana; Charlotte, North Carolina; Idaho Falls, Idaho; Liberty, Missouri; Eugene, Oregon; Gallup, New Mexico; and Tulsa, Oklahoma. The Korean sample was recruited from 24 high schools
across 5 cities and 7 provinces in South Korea, between June and July of 2010. The sampling was based on the database from
the Statistical Yearbook of Education published in 2009 by the Department of Education of Korea. The 5 cities of Korea include
Seoul, Incheon, Daejeon, Gwangju, Daegu, Ulsan, and Busan and the 7 provinces include Gyeonggi, Chungcheong, Jeolla,
Gangwon, and Gyeongsang. The sampling unit was of based on the size of the cities. The target schools of these sampling units
were randomly selected from the list of high schools in these regions.
2.2. Participants
Participants were 1,002 Americans (452 boys, 550 girls), Koreans (2,004 boys, 1,929 girls). There were relatively comparable proportions of students in different grades across the countries. The American sample consisted of 299 (29.8%) 10th
graders (15e16 years of age), 334 (33.3%) 11th graders (16e17 years of age), and 369 (36.8%) 12th graders (17e18 years of age).
Among Koreans, there were 1374 (34.9%) high school students in the 1st grade (15 years of age), 1301 (33.%) in the 2nd grade
(16 years of age), and 1258 (32.0%) in the 3rd grade (17 years of age).2
2.3. Measures
The original materials in Korean were translated into English by researchers with doctoral degrees who are ﬂuent in
Korean and English. The original questionnaire and the back-translated questionnaire were compared and reviewed. The selfesteem and depression were measured with the scales developed by Choi et al. (2010). The validity of the scales used in this
study were reported in the ﬁnal report submitted by the Korean National Youth Policy Institute (Choi et al., 2010).
2.3.1. Self-esteem
Self-esteem was measured with 5 items. Participants evaluated the degree to which they agree with the statements such
as “I am a valuable person” and “I evaluate myself positively” using 4-point Likert scales (1 ¼ disagree, 2 ¼ somewhat disagree,
3 ¼ somewhat agree, 4 ¼ agree). The average scores of the items were used. To examine the internal structure of the selfesteem measure in the current samples, we performed a series of conﬁrmatory factor analysis (CFAs) with American and
Korean samples separately. All the analyses were performed using lavaan, an R Package for structural equation modeling
(Rosseel, 2012). The model ﬁt was examined with the chi-square and the standardized root mean square residual (SRMR), the
root mean squared error of approximation (RMSEA), the comparative ﬁt Index (CFI), and the non-normed ﬁt index (NNFI).
According to Hu and Bentler (1999), SRMR value that is close to 0.08 or below, RMSEA value of 0.06 or below, and values
greater than 0.95 for CFI and NNFI indicate acceptable model ﬁt. The CFA results showed a good ﬁt for the measurement
model to the data of American sample, c2 (5) ¼ 17.81, p < 0.01, SRMR ¼ 0.022, CFI ¼ 0.982, TLI ¼ 0.964, RMSEA ¼ 0.050 [90% CI:
0.026-0.077], and for Korean sample, c2 (5) ¼ 50.163, p < 0.001, SRMR ¼ 0.018, CFI ¼ 0.983, TLI ¼ 0.966, RMSEA ¼ 0.048 [90%
CI: 0.036-0.060]. Cronbach's alphas for the two samples were high: USA, a ¼ 0.82, Korea a ¼ 0.85.
Furthermore, the equivalence of measurement for self-esteem across Americans and Koreans was done by performing a
multi-group CFA and testing a series of nested models following the recommendations by Little (2013). For this purpose,
conﬁgural invariance and factorial (weak) invariance were examined across the two groups. First, acceptable model ﬁts were
obtained for the conﬁgural invariance, c2 (10) ¼ 67.97, p < 0.001, SRMR ¼ 0.019, CFI ¼ 0.983, TLI ¼ 0.965, RMSEA ¼ 0.048 [90%
CI: 0.038-0.060], and factorial invariance, c2 (10) ¼ 102.81, p < 0.001, SRMR ¼ 0.028, CFI ¼ 0.974, TLI ¼ 0.965, RMSEA ¼ 0.049

2
The cities in Korea from which the sample was selected were all metropolitan cities with the average population of 3,325,647 (2010, Statistics Korea).
The US areas from which the sample was pooled included 7 urban areas (as deﬁned by the 2010 U. S. Census Bureau), with the average population of
328,956, and 7 suburban areas, with the average population of 24,081. Overall, the racial makeup of these cities was approximately 66% White, 13%
Hispanics, 11% African Americans, and 3% Asians (2010 U. S. Census Bureau). All 14 American schools were public high schools, including a public boarding
school and public secondary military school.
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[90% CI: 0.040-0.058]. The CFI difference between the conﬁgural and factorial invariance was DCFI ¼ 0.009. According to a
recommendation by Cheung and Rensvold (2002). DCFI values less or around the 0.01 level indicate model invariance. Thus, it
can be concluded that with the same pattern of factor loadings the self-esteem was measured equivalently across the two
groups.
2.3.2. Depressed mood
Depressed mood was measured with 3 items. Participants were asked to respond to the question “Did you ever experience
the following feelings during the past week?” and indicated the extent to which they were “gloomy”, “lonely”, and “empty”.
All items were measured using 4-poin Likert scales (1 ¼ never, 2 ¼ sometimes, 3 ¼ occasionally, 4 ¼ often). Cronbach's alphas
for the two samples were high: USA, a ¼ 0.87; Korea, a ¼ 0.83. The average scores were used.
2.3.3. Body dissatisfaction
Participants were asked to indicate the degree to which they were satisﬁed with their body from the following responses
on a 4-point scale ranging from 1 (very satisﬁed) to 4 (not satisﬁed at all). Higher scores indicated individuals were more
dissatisﬁed with their body.
2.3.4. Perceived body image
Participants indicated the perception of their own body image among the responses, on a 5-point scale (1 ¼ “skinny”,
2 ¼ “slim”, 3 ¼ “just right”, 4 ¼ “heavy”, 5 ¼ “fat”). Higher scores indicated individuals perceived their body image to be fat.
2.3.5. Body mass index (BMI)
Self-reported measure of height (cm) and weight (kg) of the participants were used. From these two indices, Body Mass
Index (BMI) was calculated as the ratio of weight (kg) to height squared (m2) (Garrow & Webster, 1985).
3. Results
3.1. Analysis plan
We planned moderated mediation analyses to address the two primary questions introduced earlier. First, the potential
moderating effect of cultural group in the association between body dissatisfaction (perceived body image) and self-esteem
was tested. Second, in the same model, we tested whether the mediating effect of self-esteem in the relationship between
body dissatisfaction (perceived body image) and depressed mood varies as a function of culture. These analyses were conducted using bootstrapping techniques based on recommendations by Hayes and Preacher (2014) using the PROCESS macro
for SPSS version 22.0 developed by Hayes (2013). Researchers agree that this approach does not assume the normally
distributed indirect effects and allows for more accurate in testing mediation effect compared to the traditional approach
using Sobel test (Hayes & Preacher, 2014; Preacher & Hayes, 2008; Preacher, Rucker, & Hayes, 2007; Zhao, Lynch Jr., & Chen,
2010).
The moderated mediation analyses (model 58 in PROCESS; Hayes, 2013) tested the moderating effect of cultural group on
paths a and b, as well as the conditional indirect effect of self-esteem on the association between body dissatisfaction
(perceived body image) and depressed mood at two different levels of the moderator (i.e., US vs. Korea). If the conﬁdence
interval for an effect does not include zero, the moderation of the mediator is signiﬁcant. The mathematical index of
moderated mediation is [a1ib2i þ a2ib2i (2W þ d)] d, where W refers to the dichotomous moderator (Korea ¼ 0, US ¼ 1) and
d represents the difference between the two cultural groups. See Fig. 1 for the proposed moderated mediation model that is
tested in this study.
3.2. Sample characteristics
The intercorrelations among the measures of body dissatisfaction, perceived body image, BMI, self-esteem, and depressed
mood are presented in Table 1. As expected, for both cultural groups, body dissatisfaction was positively correlated with
perceived body image, (rs > 0.34, ps < 0.001) and BMI (rs > 0.20, ps < 0.001). Consistent with the previous literature, body
Table 1
Means, standard deviations, and zero-order correlation coefﬁcients of body dissatisfaction, perceived body image, BMI, self-esteem, and depressed mood, for
American adolescents (above the diagonal) and Korean adolescents (below the diagonal).
1.
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Body dissatisfaction
Perceived body image
BMI
Self-esteem
Depressed mood

Note. *p < 0.05.

**

p < 0.01.

0.34***
0.20***
0.20***
0.19***
***

p < 0.001.

2.

3.

4.

5.

0.37***

0.26***
0.56***

0.46**
0.21***
0.04

0.24***
0.12***
0.01
0.45***

0.62***
0.10***
0.12***

0.03*
0.03

0.30***
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dissatisfaction negatively predicted self-esteem (rs < 0.20, ps < 0.001) and positively predicted depressed mood (rs > 0.19,
ps < 0.001) for both American and Korean adolescents (see Table 1). As for the mean levels of body perception, Korean adolescents reported higher body dissatisfaction (F(1, 4905) ¼ 1267.52, h2p ¼ 0.205, p < 0.001) and perceived their body image to
be fatter compared to American adolescents (F(1, 4830) ¼ 111.84, h2p ¼ 0.023, p < 0.001). Meanwhile, Korean adolescents
(M ¼ 20.98, SD ¼ 3.14) scored lower BMI than American adolescents (M ¼ 22.84, SD ¼ 4.86), F(1, 4926) ¼ 208.11, h2p ¼ 0.042,
p < 0.001. As for the level of self-esteem, American adolescents reported higher levels of self-esteem compared to Korean
adolescents, F(1, 4926) ¼ 575.43, h2p ¼ 0.105, p < 0.001. There was no difference in the levels of depressed mood across two
cultural groups, F(1, 4926) ¼ 0.273, h2p ¼ 0.000, p ¼ 0.60. Overall, for both cultural groups, there were gender differences in all
of these measures as indicated in Table 2, Fs > 2.65, ps < 0.001.
3.3. Body dissatisfaction, self-esteem, and depressed mood in cultural contexts
Table 3 presents the results for the moderated mediation analyses (model 58 in PROCESS; Hayes, 2013) with body
dissatisfaction as a predictor, self-esteem as a mediator, and cultural group as a moderator, controlling for gender. Body
dissatisfaction was negatively associated with self-esteem, b ¼ 0.17, SE ¼ 0.01, t ¼ 11.74, p < 0.001. This path (a1) was
moderated by the cultural group, as indicated by the signiﬁcant interaction effect between body dissatisfaction and the
cultural group, b ¼ 0.22, SE ¼ 0.03, t ¼ 7.63, p < 0.001. Speciﬁcally, the association between body dissatisfaction and selfesteem was stronger for American adolescents than for Korean adolescents. As for the ﬁrst research question, we conﬁrmed
that the strength of the association between body dissatisfaction and self-esteem was different depending on the adolescent's
cultural background.
Next, the results showed that the conditional indirect effects of self-esteem at different levels of cultural group (Korea ¼ 0,
US ¼ 1) were signiﬁcant as indicated by the index of moderated mediation, 0.16, SE ¼ 0.02, CI ¼ [0.11, 0.20]. Probing further,
self-esteem mediated the relationship between body dissatisfaction and depressed mood to a greater degree for American
adolescents than for Korean adolescents. The indirect effect of self-esteem was signiﬁcant for Americans, b ¼ 0.21, SE ¼ 0.02,
CI ¼ [0.17, 0.25], and the association between body dissatisfaction and depressed mood was no longer signiﬁcant (b ¼ 0.05,
SE ¼ 0.04, CI ¼ [0.02, 0.12], p ¼ 0.196) when the effect of self-esteem was controlled for. The indirect effect of self-esteem was
also signiﬁcant for Korean adolescents, b ¼ 0.05, SE ¼ 0.05, CI ¼ [0.04, 0.06]; the association between body dissatisfaction and
Table 2
Means and standard deviations of body dissatisfaction, perceived body image, BMI, self-esteem, and depressed mood.
US

Body dissatisfaction
Perceived body image
BMI
Self-esteem
Depressed mood

US

Korea

Male

Female

Male

Korea
Female

Total

Total

1.83 (0.79)
2.72 (0.99)
23.01 (4.85)
3.35 (0.67)
1.80 (0.83)

2.03 (0.80)
3.03 (0.99)
22.68 (4.85)
3.17 (0.72)
2.07 (0.93)

2.69 (0.71)
2.97 (0.98)
21.52 (3.42)
2.87 (0.67)
1.76 (0.69)

3.04 (0.69)
3.54 (0.82)
20.40 (2.68)
2.78 (0.65)
2.11 (0.71)

3.06 (0.80)
3.11 (0.10)
22.84 (3.23)
3.26 (0.70)
1.95 (0.90)

2.14 (0.72)
2.75 (0.95)
20.98 (3.14)
2.83 (0.66)
1.93 (0.72)

Note.

Table 3
Results of the moderated mediation analysis between body dissatisfaction and depressed mood via self-esteem, moderated by cultural group.
Path a, body dissatisfaction (X) to self-esteem (M)
Predictor

b

SE

95% CIlower

95% CIupper

gender
Body dissatisfaction (X)
Cultural group (W)
Body dissatisfaction (X) x Cultural group (W)

0.05*
0.17***
0.70***
0.22***

0.02
0.01
0.03
0.03

0.09
0.20
0.57
0.28

0.01
0.14
0.84
0.17

Path b, from self-esteem (M) to depressed mood (Y)
Predictor

b

SE

95% CIlower

95% CIupper

gender
Self-esteem (M)
Cultural group (W)
Self-esteem (M) x Cultural group (W)

0.26***
0.29***
0.27***
0.23***

0.02
0.02
0.03
0.04

0.22
0.32
0.22
0.30

0.30
0.25
0.33
0.16

Condition indirect effect of self-esteem (M) at level of cultural group (W)
Moderator level

Effect

SE

95% CIlower

95% CIupper

US
Korea

0.21
0.05

0.02
0.01

0.17
0.04

0.25
0.06

Note. X ¼ Independent variable; Y ¼ Dependent variable; M ¼ Mediating Variable; W ¼ Moderating variable; b ¼ Unstandardized coefﬁcient. *p < 0.05.
p < 0.01, ***p < 001. Bootstrap sample size ¼ 10,000.

**
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depressed mood remained signiﬁcant, b ¼ 0.13, SE ¼ 0.02, CI ¼ [0.10, 0.16], p < 0.001, after controlling for self-esteem,
indicating a partial mediation in the Korean sample. The index of moderated mediation was still signiﬁcant after holding
gender and the BMI constant; the index of moderated mediation was 0.15, SE ¼ 0.02, CI ¼ [0.11, 0.20]. This conﬁrmed our
hypothesis of the second research question stating that the mediating effect of self-esteem in the association between body
dissatisfaction and depressed mood would be greater for Americans than for Koreans.
3.4. Perceived body image, self-esteem, and depressed mood
Table 4 presents the moderated mediation analyses (model 58 in PROCESS; Hayes, 2013) with perceived body image as a
predictor, self-esteem as a mediator, and cultural group as a moderator, controlling for gender. Perceived body image was
negatively associated with self-esteem, b ¼ 0.05, SE ¼ 0.01, t ¼ 4.37, p < 0.001. This path (a1) was moderated by the cultural
group, as indicated by the signiﬁcant interaction between perceived body image and the cultural group, b ¼ 0.09, SE ¼ 0.02,
t ¼ 3.63, p ¼ 0.000. Speciﬁcally, the association between perceived body image and self-esteem was stronger for American
adolescents than for Korean adolescents. As for the ﬁrst research question, we conﬁrmed that the strength of the association
between the negative perception of body image and self-esteem was different depending on the adolescent's cultural
background.
Next, the results showed that the conditional indirect effects of self-esteem at different levels of cultural group (Korea ¼ 0,
US ¼ 1) were signiﬁcant as indicated by the index of moderated mediation, 0.06, SE ¼ 0.02, CI ¼ [0.03, 0.09]. Probing further,
self-esteem mediated the relationship between perceived body image and depressed mood to a greater degree for American
adolescents than for Korean adolescents. The indirect effect of self-esteem was signiﬁcant for Americans, b ¼ 0.08, SE ¼ 0.01,
CI ¼ [0.05, 0.11], and the association between perceived body image and depressed mood was no longer signiﬁcant (b ¼ 0.01,
SE ¼ 0.02, CI ¼ [0.05, 0.04], p ¼ 0.812), when the effect of self-esteem was controlled for. The indirect effect of self-esteem
was also signiﬁcant for Koreans, b ¼ 0.02, SE ¼ 0.02, CI ¼ [0.01, 0.02]; the association between body dissatisfaction and
depressed mood remained signiﬁcant, b ¼ 0.05, SE ¼ 0.01, CI ¼ [0.02, 0.06], p < 0.001, after controlling for self-esteem,
indicating a partial mediation in the Korean sample. The index of moderated mediation was still signiﬁcant after holding
gender and the BMI constant; the index of moderated mediation was 0.05, SE ¼ 0.01, CI ¼ [0.02, 0.09]. Again, this conﬁrmed
our hypothesis stating that the mediating effect of self-esteem in the association between the negative perception of body
image and depressed mood would be greater for Americans than for Koreans.
3.5. General discussion
The current study examines the role of self-esteem for explaining the negative impact that attitude toward one's body has
on depressed mood among adolescents in Korea and the United States. We believe our results contribute to the literature by
both replicating and extending the prior ﬁndings on this topic. Past research has been limited in that cultural context was not
considered in an integrative manner when examining the relationship between perception of body image, psychological wellbeing, and self-esteem. The present research was the ﬁrst to focus on the moderating effect of cultural group and demonstrated that the pivotal cultural difference was found in the strength of the associations between attitude toward body and
one's self-esteem, which subsequently impacted depressed mood to a different degree for American and Korean adolescents.

Table 4
Results of the moderated mediation analysis between perceived body image and depressed mood via self-esteem, moderated by cultural group.
Path a, perceived body image (X) to self-esteem (M)
Predictor

b

SE

95% CIlower

95% CIupper

gender
Perceived body image (X)
Cultural group (W)
Perceived body image (X) x Cultural group (W)

0.08*
0.05***
0.66
0.09***

0.02
0.02
0.08
0.02

0.11
0.08
0.52
0.13

0.04
0.03
0.81
0.04

Path b, from self-esteem (M) to depressed mood (Y)
Predictor

b

SE

95% CIlower

95% CIupper

gender
Self-esteem (M)
Cultural group (W)
Self-esteem (M) x Cultural group (W)

0.27***
0.30***
0.22***
0.25***

0.02
0.02
0.03
0.04

0.23
0.34
0.17
0.32

0.31
0.27
0.28
0.18

Condition indirect effect of self-esteem (M) at level of cultural group (W)
Moderator level

Effect

SE

95% CIlower

95% CIupper

US
Korea

0.08
0.02

0.02
0.00

0.05
0.01

0.11
0.02

Note. X ¼ Independent variable; Y ¼ Dependent variable; M ¼ Mediating Variable; W ¼ Moderating variable; b ¼ Unstandardized coefﬁcient. *p < 0.05.
p < 0.01, ***p < 001. Bootstrap sample size ¼ 10,000.
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In our sample of adolescents, consistent with the existing ﬁndings (e.g., Tiggemann, 2005), both American and Korean
adolescents who were dissatisﬁed with their body showed higher BMI scores. However, despite their higher average BMI, the
American adolescents were more satisﬁed with their body and perceived their body image to be less fat than Korean adolescents. This suggests that there are different standards of body ideal to which adolescents compare themselves across
cultures and that Korea is subject to a thinner body ideal than that of the United States. This result is consistent with the
overwhelming concern over weight among Korean people. An international study that examined university students in 22
nations showed that Korea was the country that had the largest percentage of females who are trying to lose weight (77%)
compared to other countries such as the United States (56%), despite the fact that the BMI of Korean females was much lower
(19.3) than that of American females (22.6) (Wardle Haase, & Steptoe, 2006). Moreover, Korea was the most diet-conscious
country among 13 Asian countries in the Organization for Economic Development and Cooperation (OECD) (Oh, 2004).
Interestingly, although Korean adolescents were more dissatisﬁed and negative about their body image, the impact of
body dissatisfaction and the negative perception of one's body image on self-esteem was greater for the American adolescents
than for the Korean adolescents. This ﬁnding suggests that the cultural background could be a protective factor against the
harmful effects of the negative attitude toward one's own body on self-esteem. One possible cultural variation that can
explain this differential effect of body image on self-esteem is self-construal. Individuals with independent self-construal
assume that the attributes of self are relatively ﬁxed and consistent across situations, whereas those with interdependent
self-construal view the self as ﬂuid and constantly changing through time or situations (Markus & Kitayama, 1991). For
American adolescents, one's body image may be a relatively permanent and deﬁnite aspect of self and, hence, one's selfesteem is closely associated with it. In contrast, one's body image for Korean adolescents may be considered as changing
over time and situations, and thus, may not be an essential element for one's self-esteem. Investigating into the effects of
perceiving one's body as a ﬂuid entity vs. a ﬁxed entity may be beneﬁcial for future research on these topics.
As for psychological well-being, consistent with the previous literature, those adolescents who were more dissatisﬁed
with their body reported higher levels of depressed mood in both cultural groups, and the strength of the relationship between body dissatisfaction and psychological well-being was not different for American and Korean adolescents. Consistent
with the previous research (Duchesne et al., 2016; Koronczai et al., 2013), the relationship between body dissatisfaction and
depressed mood was reliably mediated by one's self-esteem in the case for both the Korean and the American adolescents.
The mediating role of self-esteem also held true for the relationship between perceiving one's body as fatter and levels of
depressed mood. This result suggests that subjectively perceiving one is overweight, and not underweight, negatively affects
adolescents' psychological functioning, further reﬂecting the thin ideal found in both cultural contexts. It is also important to
note that these mediation effects via self-esteem held even after controlling for the BMI score of adolescents. Thus, it is an
adolescent's subjective evaluation of his or her body image and not the objective index of body measurement that matters.
Although the overall association between the negative attitude toward body and depressed mood was the same across the
two cultural groups, the mediating effects of self-esteem for both the relationship between body dissatisfaction and
depressed mood and the relationship between perceived body image and depressed mood were greater for American adolescents than for Korean adolescents. For American adolescents, the impact that a negative attitude toward body has on
psychological distress seems to be primarily due to a damaged self-esteem, as was indicated by a full mediation via selfesteem on the effect of body dissatisfaction and depressed mood. For Korean adolescents, however, self-esteem only
partially mediated the effect of their negative attitude toward body and depressed mood. This result has important clinical
implications. It would be particularly beneﬁcial for adolescents in the American cultural context if clinicians develop ways in
which one's self-worth is protected from the negative perception of one's body. However, focusing on decreasing the impact
of perception of body image on self-esteem may not be as effective for Korean adolescents. For instance, being as interdependent as Koreans, body image may be more related to peer acceptance (Jackson & Chen, 2007), rather than to what they
think about themselves.
3.6. Limitations and future research
The ﬁndings from the present study should be interpreted with caution, given the limitations of the study. First of all,
although every effort was made to obtain representative samples of high school students in the United States and in Korea by
sampling experts, there was a lack of demographic information about adolescents, such as their family background, income
level, parents' education level, and ethnicity (for the American sample). Given that Hispanic culture also has a “relational” or
“collectivistic” culture as East Asian culture does, Hispanic Americans as well as Asian Americans in the United States may
have shown a similar pattern as that of the Korean participants. Future efforts are necessary to not only consider ethnicity but
also socio economic status of parents, family structure, and geographic area (e.g., rural versus urban) so as to more conﬁdently
generalize the current ﬁndings to adolescents in other regions and classes of the respective countries under study. This
limitation notwithstanding, we believe that the current samples are superior to the convenience samples used in most
previous studies in terms of size and the regional areas from which the participants were recruited.
Another important limitation is that the present study used unique measurements for body dissatisfaction and perceived
body image speciﬁcally because the study was conducted on a large scale, with nearly 5,000 participants across the United
States and Korea. The single-item measurement asking adolescents' dissatisfaction with their body and perception of body
image fell short of capturing the multidimensional nature of body image, which involves features like height, weight, body
shape, or muscularity. Moreover, the use of unique measurements makes generalization of the results and integration into the
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existing literature difﬁcult. Furthermore, the measure of perceived body image may have obscured sex differences; while
“skinny” or “slim” are almost unanimously considered desirable for girls, they may not be so for boys (Furnham et al., 2002).
Future research is needed to replicate the current ﬁndings while integrating multiple measures of body dissatisfaction.
Finally, this study did not directly measure cultural factors that might contribute to the differential relationships
between body dissatisfaction/perception and self-esteem. It will thus be important to identify any culturally speciﬁc
factors that can help explain the relatively weaker relationship between body dissatisfaction and self-esteem and between self-esteem and depressed mood for the Korean adolescents compared to the American adolescents. Identifying
such factors can be utilized in developing preventive interventions that can reduce the negative impact of body
dissatisfaction on one's self-worth. For instance, teachers or clinicians at schools would gain from the knowledge that
possessing negative attitude toward one's body is harmful to one's depressed mood, and that the central mediating factor
is self-esteem particularly for American adolescents. The ﬁndings of the current study invite future studies to identify
possible psychological factors that are culturally shaped to inﬂuence the role of one's own body image in their psychological well-being.
The current study conﬁrmed that across American and Korean adolescent groups, having a negative attitude and
perception of one's body image were detrimental to psychological well-being and were crucially associated with decreased
self-esteem. The unique contribution of the current study is how it shows that the mediating effect of self-esteem linking the
relationship between body dissatisfaction and depressed mood differed for Americans and Koreans. These nuanced ﬁndings
of the differential impact of body dissatisfaction on one's self-esteem and depressed mood depending on the individual's
cultural context may shed light on how to better manage adolescent body dissatisfaction.
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