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BODY-BUILD INDEX

Primary Disciplinary Field(s): Psychology (Personality Theory), Constitutional Psychology,

Anthropometrics

1. Core Definition and Formulation

The Body-Build Index (BBI) is a specific anthropometric measure designed for the quantitative

assessment and classification of human constitutional types or physical structure. Developed

within the realm of psychological research, it serves as an objective numerical measure intended to

correlate physical characteristics with hypothesized psychological or temperamental traits. Unlike

simpler indices that focus solely on height or weight, the BBI incorporates dimensions intended to

capture the general stoutness or leanness relative to vertical stature, specifically emphasizing the

relationship between height and chest circumference. This index provides a single, standardized

score that allows researchers to place individuals along a continuum representing different

constitutional builds.

The Body-Build Index is centrally defined by its precise mathematical formula, which standardizes

measurements of height and transverse chest diameter to yield a ratio score. This formulation aims

to minimize the natural variability associated with simple size and instead isolate the proportional

characteristics of the body structure. The index was created to move beyond subjective visual

classification, introducing a level of statistical rigor necessary for empirical psychological studies,

particularly those investigating the enduring hypotheses regarding the connections between

physique and disposition.

The foundational formula used to calculate the Body-Build Index is critical to its interpretation and

application. As originally conceived, the BBI is calculated as: height multiplied by 100 divided by

transverse chest times 6. This specific ratio places particular weight on the transverse chest

measurement, serving as a key indicator of overall breadth or stockiness. The resulting numerical

value allows researchers to categorize subjects statistically, often using standard deviation units

relative to a normative population mean to define constitutional types, thereby quantifying where an

individual's physical structure falls in relation to the average build.

2. Conceptual Roots in Constitutional Psychology

The development of the Body-Build Index is firmly rooted in the tradition of constitutional

psychology, a field that posits a direct and often causal link between physical structure

(somatotype) and temperament or personality. This perspective has historical precedents

stretching back to ancient Greek medicine, but gained significant traction in the 20th century

through the influential work of figures such as Ernst Kretschmer and William H. Sheldon.
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Kretschmer, for instance, classified individuals into types like the asthenic (lean), athletic, and

pyknic (stocky), correlating these with specific psychotic tendencies.

While Sheldon later refined this approach using his system of endomorphy, mesomorphy, and

ectomorphy, the core challenge for all constitutional theories remained the lack of objective, easily

quantifiable metrics. Previous systems often relied on subjective ratings or complex photographic

analyses, making them difficult to replicate consistently across different research settings. The BBI

sought to address this methodological limitation by providing a straightforward, numerical index

that could be derived from standard anthropometric measurements, offering a clearer, more

statistically manipulable assessment of constitutional type than its predecessors.

The persistence of constitutional hypotheses--even in the face of later psychological theories that

emphasized environment and learning--demonstrates a recurring interest in biological substrates of

behavior. The BBI provided researchers, particularly those aligned with biological determinism or

genetic theories of personality, with a tool to operationalize the physical variable. By quantifying

body build, researchers could then attempt rigorous statistical correlations between the BBI scores

and psychological measures, such as scores on standardized personality inventories, thereby

testing the enduring hypothesis that body constitution dictates temperament.

3. The Role of Hans J. Eysenck

The Body-Build Index was specifically conceptualized and utilized by the influential German

psychologist Hans Jurgen Eysenck (1916-1997). Eysenck, renowned for his robust statistical

approach to personality theory, integrated biological and genetic factors heavily into his models,

most notably the P-E-N model (Psychoticism, Extraversion, Neuroticism). Eysenck was particularly

interested in finding the underlying biological mechanisms that accounted for individual differences

in personality.

Eysenck's motivation for developing or employing the BBI stemmed from his conviction that

personality traits are largely inherited and biologically mediated. He often explored constitutional

variables as potential correlates or even direct manifestations of underlying biological organization.

In his early work, Eysenck engaged with the constitutional tradition, attempting to validate

statistical links between physique and observed clinical or personality characteristics. The BBI

provided him with a necessary statistical instrument to test these correlations empirically within his

research framework.

In Eysenck's studies, the Body-Build Index served as an objective operational definition of

physique, facilitating statistical comparisons that were cleaner than those derived from purely

qualitative or impressionistic assessments of somatotypes. By connecting BBI scores to his

measurable personality dimensions, Eysenck attempted to build a comprehensive, biologically

grounded system of individual differences. Although Eysenck's later work focused more intensively
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on neurological and arousal mechanisms (such as the role of the ascending reticular activating

system in extraversion), the use of indices like the BBI demonstrates his early commitment to

integrating measurable physical characteristics into psychological theory.

4. Measurement and Interpretation

Accurate calculation of the Body-Build Index requires precise anthropometric measurement of two

key variables: the subject's height and their transverse chest diameter. Height is measured in

standard units, typically centimeters, while the transverse chest diameter must be measured

carefully, often using specialized calipers, to capture the width of the chest at its widest point

during a specific phase of respiration (usually mid-respiration). These measurements are then

input into the formula: BBI = (Height * 100) / (Transverse Chest * 6).

The interpretation of the resulting BBI score relies heavily on comparison to a normative mean

derived from the population being studied. Scores that deviate significantly from the mean indicate

a specific constitutional type. Individuals whose scores fall at or near the mean are typically

categorized as possessing an average or balanced physique. However, the extremes of the index

are where the classifications of interest reside. Low BBI scores generally reflect a greater

transverse chest diameter relative to height, suggesting a stockier or broader build, while high BBI

scores reflect greater height relative to chest diameter, suggesting a leaner, more linear build.

Crucially, Eysenck's research highlighted specific statistical cut-offs for defining constitutional

types. The source material notes that the athletic and lean-muscled type are found one

standard deviation away from the mean. This statistical approach allowed Eysenck to move

beyond descriptive categories and integrate physique classification directly into psychometric

analysis. By using standard deviation, researchers can define specific subgroups (e.g., those one

SD above the mean, one SD below the mean) and statistically test whether these groups exhibit

corresponding differences in measured psychological traits, such as stability, impulsivity, or

introversion.

5. Application in Personality Research

The primary application of the Body-Build Index was within empirical studies seeking to validate

the hypothesized correlations between body structure and temperament. Researchers utilizing the

BBI would measure a large cohort of subjects, calculate their index scores, and then administer

extensive personality questionnaires (like the EPQ). The BBI scores would then be correlated with

scores on the major personality dimensions, such as Extraversion or Neuroticism.

For instance, if constitutional psychology holds true, one might hypothesize that individuals with a

low BBI (stockier build) might cluster toward characteristics associated with certain temperaments,

while those with a high BBI (leaner build) might exhibit different, perhaps more introverted or
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neurotic, tendencies. The BBI thus served as the independent variable representing the physical

domain, allowing researchers to explore variance in the dependent psychological variables.

Eysenck's work specifically aimed to determine if physical indices could predict susceptibility to

certain forms of psychiatric illness or criminality, areas where constitutional theories historically

claimed explanatory power.

Although the BBI itself did not become a universally adopted tool in mainstream psychometrics, its

application in Eysenck's studies underscores the rigorous attempt to ground personality research

in measurable biological realities. Even if the correlations found were modest or later dismissed as

spurious due to confounding variables, the index represents a specific methodological effort to

quantify a biological trait (body structure) for use in factor analysis and correlational studies of

personality, maintaining the link between anthropometrics and psychology well into the mid-20th

century.

6. Relationship to Somatotypes

While the Body-Build Index shares the goal of classifying physique with somatotype systems (like

Sheldon's), it differs significantly in methodology. Sheldon's system defined three components--

endomorphy (fatness), mesomorphy (muscularity), and ectomorphy (linearity)--using a three-digit

rating derived primarily from standardized photography and complex subjective assessment. The

BBI, conversely, is a simple, single-score index based on two direct physical measurements

(height and transverse chest width).

The BBI functions more as a ratio reflecting linearity versus breadth than as a comprehensive

assessment of tissue type (muscle, fat, bone). While a high BBI score generally corresponds to a

Sheldon-like ectomorphic tendency (lean, linear build) and a low score potentially aligns with a

mesomorphic or endomorphic tendency (broad, stocky build), the BBI lacks the detailed

differentiation offered by the three-component rating system. Its strength lies in its simplicity and

ease of replication, requiring less specialized equipment and training than full somatotyping

protocols.

Consequently, the BBI can be viewed as an attempt to find a rapid, statistically robust proxy for the

more complex constitutional classifications. It captures the essential dichotomy of the constitutional

types--the difference between the tall, thin individual and the shorter, broader individual--which

were often the most statistically differentiated groups in early constitutional studies. This

streamlined approach made it particularly attractive for large-scale correlational studies where

detailed somatotyping would be prohibitively time-consuming.

7. Methodological Criticisms and Debates

The Body-Build Index, along with constitutional psychology in general, has faced significant
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methodological and conceptual criticisms. A primary limitation lies in its reductionist approach:

reducing the complexity of human physique and body composition to a single ratio based on only

two measurements. The index fails to account for crucial factors like muscle mass, fat distribution,

bone density, or limb proportions, all of which contribute significantly to an individual's actual body

build and may influence health or psychological perception.

Furthermore, the fundamental assumption underlying the BBI--that physical characteristics

inherently predict or correlate strongly with personality traits--has largely been superseded by

modern psychological research, which emphasizes the dynamic interaction between genetics,

environment, and cognitive processes. While correlations between physique and personality

sometimes emerge, critics argue these are often mediated by environmental factors (e.g., social

expectations, athletic participation, diet) rather than a direct, inherent biological linkage between

chest width and temperament. The rise of trait theories that focus purely on internal, cognitive

mechanisms minimized the importance of external, anthropometric measures like the BBI.

Despite these criticisms, the BBI holds historical significance as an example of the rigorous

statistical methodology Eysenck brought to bear on biological psychology. It represents a key

phase in the history of personality research where scientists actively sought objective, quantifiable

biological indices to validate inherited psychological traits. While the BBI itself is rarely used today,

the conceptual challenge it addresses--identifying biological markers for personality--remains a

central theme in modern behavioral genetics and biological psychology.

Further Reading

Hans Jürgen Eysenck (Wikipedia)

Constitutional Psychology (Wikipedia)

Somatotype and Constitutional Psychology (Wikipedia)
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