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a b s t r a c t

Research investigating appearance comparison in body dysmorphic disorder (BDD) remains very limited,
despite the fact that this is one of the most commonly observed behaviors in individuals with the disorder.
The present study investigated the self-reported extent and nature of appearance comparison in 35 BDD
participants relative to 45 controls using a newly devised and a standardized appearance comparison
measure. The results showed that BDD participants reported significantly higher levels of appearance
comparison than controls. Individuals with BDD also reported greater levels of comparing in terms of the
specific feature(s) of their appearance they were most concerned about as compared to overall appear-
ance, whilst controls showed the opposite pattern. Levels of comparing in BDD participants increased as
targets increased in terms of attractiveness, and individuals with BDD rated themselves as being markedly
less attractive than targets, and feeling markedly less satisfied with their appearance after comparing.
Cognitive-behavioral treatment implications are discussed.

© 2015 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.

Introduction

Body dysmorphic disorder (BDD) is characterized by a preoc-
cupation relating to one or more perceived defects or flaws in
appearance that are not observable or appear slight to others, which
causes significant distress or impairment in functioning (American
Psychiatric Association, 2013). One of the most commonly reported
and problematic BDD-related behaviors consists of comparison of
self to others in terms of physical appearance, either in public or
social situations, or in the media (Lambrou, Veale, & Wilson, 2012;
Phillips, 1991; Phillips et al., 2006). Indeed, Phillips (2005) observed
that “comparing is the most common BDD behavior of all” (p. 106).
On the basis of clinical observations, when BDD patients do com-
pare their appearance to others they tend to compare the specific
body part that is causing concern with the same body part of others.
Phillips (2005) noted that individuals with BDD often judge them-
selves unfavorably in such comparisons and as a result frequently
feel more distressed, and she also pointed out that comparing is
time-consuming and can interfere with concentration, particularly
when the individual is interacting with others. Veale and colleagues

∗ Corresponding author at: Salomons Centre for Applied Psychology, Canterbury
Christ Church University, Runcie Court, David Salomons Estate, Broomhill Road,
Southborough, Tunbridge Wells, Kent TN3 0TF, UK. Tel.: +44 3330 117095.

E-mail address: martin.anson@canterbury.ac.uk (M. Anson).

have argued that appearance comparison is one of a number of core
problematic behaviors that maintain BDD symptoms by reinforcing
selective attention to perceived defects and self-focus on a distorted
internal image (Neziroglu, Khemlani-Patel, & Veale, 2008; Veale,
2004; Veale et al., 1996).

Despite the reported high frequency of appearance compari-
son in BDD, published research investigating this behavior in the
disorder is very limited. In one study, which included an investi-
gation of BDD-related behaviors in adults with BDD, Phillips et al.
(2006) found that 95.7% of participants reported a lifetime history
of comparing their appearance to others, which was the highest
percentage reported for the various behaviors investigated in the
study. In another study, which investigated the frequency and dis-
tress associated with a number of appearance-related behaviors in
BDD participants and controls over the past week, Lambrou et al.
(2012) found that individuals with BDD reported a mean frequency
of comparing to others of 4.0 (1.2), and a mean level of distress
associated with comparing of 3.4 (1.4), on scales ranging from 0
to 5 where higher scores indicated higher levels of comparing and
distress respectively. These scores represented the highest levels
of frequency and distress associated with the different behaviors
investigated in the study. Both of the above studies included a brief
investigation of appearance comparison in BDD as part of a wider
study, and there have been no published studies, to the authors’
knowledge, exploring in more detail the specific nature and effect
of this behavior in BDD.
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There has, however, been extensive research on appearance
comparison in the field of body image, which can guide hypotheses
on the nature and effect of appearance comparison in individuals
with BDD. It has been proposed by researchers in the field that
the comparison process is a core factor in development and main-
tenance of distorted body image, related maladaptive behaviors
and disorder progression (Cash, 2008; Stormer & Thompson, 1996;
Thompson, 1996; Thompson, Heinberg, Altabe, & Tantleff-Dunn,
1999).

Theories of appearance comparison developed from social com-
parison theory (Festinger, 1954), which proposes that people are
inclined to self-appraise their traits and commonly examine others
in contexts relevant to themselves, drawing comparisons to inform
self-evaluation. Research into social comparison suggests that com-
parison targets tend to be “particularistic”, involving comparison
on the basis of distinct similarity to the target in terms of charac-
teristics or attributes, for example someone of the same age or sex
(Festinger, 1954; Miller, Turnbull, & McFarland, 1988; Wood, 1989).
These authors have also noted that comparisons can be “upward”,
comparing the self to someone perceived as “better-off”, or “down-
ward”, comparing the self to someone perceived as “worse-off”. In
addition, theories of social comparison suggest that the tendency
to compare, as well as the impact of the comparing process, may
be higher depending on the importance and self-relevance to the
individual of the dimension under comparison (see Wood, 1989,
for a review).

Research studies in the area of body image have found that
greater levels of appearance comparison are associated with
higher levels of body dissatisfaction (Heinberg & Thompson, 1992;
Thompson, Heinberg, & Tantleff, 1991). Furthermore, a higher fre-
quency of upward comparisons has been found to be associated
with more negative appearance evaluation and body dissatisfaction
(Bailey & Ricciardelli, 2010; Leahey, Crowther, & Mickelson, 2007;
Myers & Crowther, 2009; Stormer & Thompson, 1996; Tantleff-
Dunn & Gokee, 2002). Consistent with the above associations,
Leahey et al. (2007) also found that women with high body dis-
satisfaction, as compared to those with low body dissatisfaction,
engage in a greater number of comparisons overall, as well as a
higher proportion of upward comparisons.

Given the reported frequency of appearance comparison in BDD,
and the wealth of research evidence indicating that this process is
a core factor in the development and maintenance of body dissat-
isfaction, the aim of this study was to investigate the self-reported
extent and nature of appearance comparison in individuals with
BDD relative to controls. Specifically, the study aimed to explore
self-reported frequency of comparing to same sex targets in terms
of overall appearance and specific feature(s)/body part(s) of con-
cern, as well as the frequency of comparing to same sex targets
in terms of level of attractiveness. A further objective of the study
was to explore individuals’ ratings of the attractiveness of targets
in comparison to themselves, and the effect of appearance compar-
ison on body satisfaction. The above factors were explored using a
new measure of self-reported appearance comparison, as well as
a standardized appearance comparison measure. The purpose of
devising a new measure was to investigate specific components
of appearance comparison in BDD as part of an exploratory study,
rather than to develop and validate a new measure in itself. A new
scale was devised, as there was no published scale at the time of
conducting the research, to the authors’ knowledge, specifically
investigating these components.

The hypotheses were as follows: (1) In comparison to controls,
BDD participants would report higher levels of appearance com-
parison to same sex targets in terms of both overall appearance
and specific features/body parts of concern; (2) Reported frequency
of appearance comparison to same sex targets would be higher
in terms of specific features/body parts of concern as compared

to overall appearance in BDD participants, with the opposite pat-
tern occurring in controls; (3) In terms of both overall appearance
and specific features/body parts of concern, frequency of comparing
to same sex targets in both groups would be higher for attractive
targets in comparison to average targets, and higher for average
targets in comparison to unattractive targets; (4) Attractiveness
ratings of self compared to same sex others would be significantly
more negative in BDD participants as compared to controls for all
types of target (general and attractive); (5) Changes in appearance
satisfaction following comparison to same sex targets would be
more negative for BDD participants as compared to controls for all
types of target (general and attractive); (6) BDD participants’ fre-
quency of comparing to same sex targets in terms of both overall
and specific features of appearance would be positively correlated
with BDD severity; and (7) In both groups, frequency of comparing
to same sex targets (in terms of both overall and specific features of
appearance) would be positively correlated with levels of Appear-
ance Orientation on the MBSRQ-AS (Cash, 2000), and negatively
correlated with the following: levels of Appearance Evaluation and
Body Areas Satisfaction on the MBSRQ-AS, self-ratings of attractive-
ness in comparison to others, and appearance satisfaction following
comparing.

Method

Participants

BDD participants were obtained from the following sources:
current and former in-patients, out-patients and day-patients who
had been assessed and/or treated at a National Health Service
Mental Health Foundation trust in London, U.K. or at an indepen-
dent psychiatric hospital in London, U.K.; individuals attending
a monthly support group for people with BDD in London, U.K.;
and volunteers responding to newsletter or online advertisements.
Control participants comprised volunteers identified through a
volunteer database organized by a university in London, U.K., vol-
unteers responding to circular emails sent to students and staff at
the university, people responding to leaflets delivered to properties
located near the university, and non-clinical staff at the indepen-
dent psychiatric hospital described above.

Inclusion criteria for BDD participants included the following:
fulfilling DSM-IV diagnostic criteria, which was assessed for using
the Structured Clinical Interview for DSM-IV Axis 1 Disorders,
Patient Edition (SCID-1/P; First, Spitzer, Gibbon, & Williams, 1996);
scoring 24 or above on the Yale-Brown Obsessive Compulsive Scale
for Body Dysmorphic Disorder (BDD-YBOCS; Phillips et al., 1997);
and having primary body image concerns that were not weight- or
shape-related. Three BDD participants were not administered the
BDD-YBOCS. The SCID-1/P was not used to establish a diagnosis of
other Axis 1 disorders.

Inclusion criteria for controls included the absence of a diag-
nosis of BDD, which was screened for using the Body Dysmorphic
Disorder Questionnaire (BDD-Q; Phillips, Atala, & Pope, 1995), and
no history of other mental health problems, which was screened
for by excluding participants who had ever consulted a medical or
mental health professional about a personal mental health prob-
lem. General inclusion criteria for both groups included being aged
17 or over, and having a sufficient level of English to understand
the information and instructions relating to the study, as well as
the rating scales and questionnaires.

Participants comprised 35 individuals (16 men and 19 women)
with a DSM-IV diagnosis of BDD, and 45 controls (22 men, 23
women). The groups did not differ significantly in terms of sex,
x2 = 0.08, p = .778. General linear model (GLM) one-way analysis of
variance (ANOVA) revealed that the BDD (M = 32.88, SD = 10.88) and
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