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Abstract  Athletes often experience significant 

psychological pressures related to body image, influenced 

by sport-specific ideals, societal expectations, and 

internalized perfectionism. These factors can lead to body 

dissatisfaction, disordered eating behaviors, and adverse 

mental health outcomes. This systematic review aims to 

assess the level of satisfaction or dissatisfaction with body 

image among athletes across different sports, genders, and 

levels of competition, and to examine the psychological 

pressures experienced in competitive sports. A secondary 

aim is to synthesize empirical findings on how these 

pressures influence athletes' mental well-being and identity 

formation. A systematic search was conducted across 

multidisciplinary databases, including Scopus, PubMed, 

PsycINFO, and ScienceDirect. Inclusion criteria focused 

on peer-reviewed articles published between 2013 and 

2024 that explored the intersection of body image and 

psychological pressures in sports. A total of 38 studies were 

reviewed. The study selection process followed PRISMA 

guidelines and included a quality assessment of each study. 

Findings revealed that body image dissatisfaction is 

prevalent among both male and female athletes, though 

with sport- and gender-specific variations. Psychological 

pressures stem from coaching practices, media influence, 

competition demands, and peer comparisons. These 

pressures are linked to anxiety, low self-esteem, disordered 

eating, and burnout. The review highlights the need for 

cultural and institutional reforms that shift the athletic 

narrative from external appearance to health and 

performance. 

Keywords  Body Image, Athletes, Psychological 

Pressure, Body Dissatisfaction, Competitive Sports, Mental 

Health 

1. Introduction

Body image, particularly in the context of athletic 

performance, refers to an individual's subjective perception 

of their physical appearance, which encompasses various 

factors such as body shape, size, and composition. This 

concept is integral to an athlete's overall self-identity and 

can significantly influence their motivation, performance, 

and psychological well-being. Athletes often hold a dual 

perception of their bodies: one that aligns with their athletic 

capabilities and another that adheres to societal ideals of 

beauty, which can create a dissonance between their actual 

and ideal self-images. Despite their high levels of physical 
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fitness and performance, many athletes report 

dissatisfaction with their bodies, indicating the complexity 

of body image issues in competitive sports [1], [2], [3]. 

The ideal body standards within certain sports often 

emphasize specific physical attributes. For example, 

gymnastics tends to favor leanness due to the aesthetic 

nature of the sport, while football promotes muscularity 

and strength. These sport-specific ideals can be heavily 

influenced by external factors including media portrayal, 

coach expectations, and peer influences, which further 

complicate an athlete's self-perception. Recent studies 

indicate that more than 50% of elite athletes across various 

disciplines experience body dissatisfaction, with a notable 

prevalence among athletes in aesthetically focused sports 

[4], [5], [6]. This discrepancy between the desired body 

image and perceived realities can lead to adverse outcomes, 

such as disordered eating and negative self-esteem [2], [7]. 

External influences play a crucial role in shaping 

athletes' body ideals. The pervasive nature of media image 

depicting 'ideal' bodies may lead athletes to internalize 

these standards, often resulting in dissatisfaction with their 

physical appearance. Coaches also have a significant 

impact; how they communicate about body image can 

either exacerbate or alleviate these pressures. Athletes 

who feel they do not meet expected body standards set 

by coaches may experience enhanced body dissatisfaction 

and lower self-worth, which can adversely impact their 

performance and overall mental health [1], [8], [9]. The 

social evaluative threats encountered in sporting 

environments, heightened by the emphasis on 

performance and aesthetics, often contribute to feelings of 

inadequacy and pressure to conform to optimal body ideals 

[8], [10], [11]. 

Statistics reveal alarming trends regarding body 

dissatisfaction among athletes. Evidence suggests a 

significantly high incidence of negative body images 

particularly in female athletes from lean and aesthetic 

sports such as gymnastics and dance, where the 

sociocultural demand for a specific body size is 

emphasized [12]. Moreover, male athletes are not exempt 

from these pressures; many report psychological burdens 

due to their physique not aligning with heightened societal 

masculinity ideals, which may lead to anxiety and poor 

body esteem [13], [14]. As such, acknowledging the 

multifaceted nature of body image and the various 

influencers at play is essential in promoting healthier 

perceptions among athletes and mitigating the risk of 

related psychological issues [15], [16]. 

Athletes are often under multiple psychological 

pressures which are associated with performance and body 

image. The threat of scrutiny from coaches, teammates and 

the general public makes for an anxious environment and 

can lead to problems with performance and mental health. 

Performance anxiety is very common, which is essentially 

an inescapable feeling that you will be inadequate in some 

way – not good enough. This pressure increases in aesthetic 

personalized sports, such as gymnastics or figure skating, 

which not only prioritise performance but also appearance 

[6], [17]. For several athletes these pressures result in 

disordered eating behaviors, as a way of restructuring their 

body to meet the 'ideal' body type in their particular sport 

[18], [19]. 

There are considerable gender differences in how 

athletes perceive body image pressures. There are 

indications that female athletes are subjected to even 

greater pressure of scrutiny about their bodies in 

comparison to male athletes and such pressure can itself 

contribute to the emergence of more detrimental forms of 

body dissatisfaction and eating disorders [10], [20]. 

Although male athletes are not immune from experiences 

of body image disturbance, they are subject to social 

demands about body shape with regard to muscle mass and 

strength, thus giving rise to different presentations of body 

dysmorphia than the female form [8], [19]. Furthermore, 

early sport specialization frequently puts child athletes 

under significant psychological pressure, especially in 

countries expecting high performance from children at an 

early age, revealing a distortion of body image, self-

worth, and ultimately the generation of long-term mental 

health issues [10], [20]. 

Rigorous competitive sports schedules only make things 

worse around body image. A lot of athletes train most part 

of their lives, sometimes neglecting their physical and 

mental health. This dogged pursuit of ‘perfection’ can 

foster an unhealthy relationship with food and body 

image, particularly when athletes are under regular 

scrutiny of their bodies, such as weigh-ins or body 

composition assessments common within some sports. 

These practices perpetuate the notion that body size and 

composition are embedded within sportswomen's ability 

to be successful, thereby putting pressure on athletes to 

meet unrealistic body expectations [6], [17], [21]. The 

combined influence of these pressures not only affects the 

athletes' mental well-being, but can also reflect burnout – 

extreme psychological syndrome characterized by the 

experience of emotional exhaustion, depersonalization, 

and a reduced sense of personal accomplishment [22], 

[23]. 

Cultural narratives and institutional processes in sport 

are central in the construction of athlete body images. 

Societal ideals that are perpetuated by the media and sports 

institutions help create a construct of what an "ideal" athlete 

should look like, and many athletes feel pressure to conform 

to these unrealistic norms. For instance, constant weigh-ins 

and obligatory body composition tests in institutions can 

support a culture of obsession with one’s body, which, in 

turn, can lead to eating disorders and more psychological 

pressure [6], [9], [20]. Elevating this concern in the digital 

era is the advent of social media, where athletes are 

subjected to contrived manifestations of the 'perfect' body 

on a daily basis, prompting inadequacy and perpetuating 

the chance of creating maladaptive body image [8], [24]. 
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The effects of holding a negative body image are both 

crippling and long lasting with regard to the psychological 

status of the individual population, including anxiety, 

depression, and eating disorders. Short-term outcomes 

include performance decrements resulting from decreased 

motivation or heightened anxiety, in turn resulting in the 

cessation of participation in sport [25], [26]. Long-term 

effects include enduring mental health problems, like 

anxiety and eating disorders, often caused by poor body 

image and societal pressures felt during impressionable 

athletic years. As such, athletes may become trapped in a 

vicious circle where negative body image results in 

diminishing returns on performance adding to the 

psychological stress of their dissatisfaction [19], [21], [27]. 

Body image, disordered eating and performance: the 

relationship between body image concerns, disordered 

eating and performance seems to be strongly reinforced 

among competitive and weight-sensitive sports [6], [17], 

[18], [19]. Research has shown that athletes engaged in 

high-pressure sport environments are at higher risk of 

developing unhealthy eating practices as they often resort 

to the use of maladaptive coping strategies to manage the 

psychological pressure involved with maintaining 

performance and aesthetic-based standards. Taken together, 

this interconnected ecology of sociocultural pressures, 

institutional demands, and psychological obstacles further 

emphasizes the importance of improved mental health 

support systems that address the unique experiences that 

athletes encounter regarding body image and sport-induced 

distress [23], [24], [28]. 

Understanding these relationships will provide coaches, 

athletic organizations, and mental health professionals with 

insights to develop interventions aimed at facilitating a 

healthier body image for athletes. This might involve 

encouraging more open discussions about body image, 

building resilience, and framing personal success within 

larger definitions of success that aren’t based on looks. 

These multidimensional approaches become all the more 

crucial as environments are established where mental 

health, wellness and sustainable athletic participation are 

valued [22], [23], [29]. 

Present research on body image concerns in athletes 

tends to have several caveats, which limit its ability to 

properly understand the world of these individuals. One 

gap which is particularly overwhelming is the 

disproportionate focus on female athletes and its neglect of 

male athletes in the literature. Although the literature is 

replete with reports of the powerful pressures female 

athletes experience regarding body image and disordered 

eating behaviors, the male experience is less well 

documented, in spite of evidence that male athletes too 

experience body image preoccupation with muscularity 

and pressures of the ideal physique [3]. Cross-cultural 

comparisons are also sorely missing in the existing 

literature. Research on these topics is largely based on 

Western cultures, which not only confounds the 

generalization of body image issues across cultures, but 

also ignores the cultural scripts and institutional practices 

beyond those in Western cultures, which may have an 

impact on athletes’ self-perception and eating practices 

[30], [31]. Moreover, most of the studies are cross-sectional, 

preventing conclusions on the course of body image 

concern over lifetime with athletes moving through 

competition levels and environmental pressure [3]. 

In light of these gaps identified, a systematic review is 

urgently needed to consolidate information from different 

sports, sexes, and competitive levels. This narrative review 

should stress the psychological pressures athlete endure as 

well as societal, cultural and institutional impacts on body 

image. It is therefore important to "consider how the 

aforementioned pressures combine with each other to 

influence athletes’ body image, even when they typically 

report high levels of physical conditioning and sports 

success" [8]. It’s through this lens that we can begin to 

better appreciate why so many athletes experience their 

bodies as defective—shedding light on the complexity of 

body image and competition. Work in this area will provide 

a baseline for targeted interventions and support structures 

that address the varying experiences and needs of athletes 

to promote their psychological well-being and counter the 

impacts of societal pressures and institutional policies[32]. 

The purpose of the present review is to discuss whether 

or not many athletes really have less-than-ideal bodies? 

Looking at the dynamic relationship between 

psychological pressures, social expectations, and 

institutional influences this paper seeks to develop an 

understanding of body image in athletes from a range of 

sports and competitive contexts. Dealing with these 

interrelated issues will ultimately help us not only to 

understand more about the phenomenon itself, but to build 

the necessary structures in place to support athletes to have 

a healthier relationship with their own bodies. 

Through the integration of relevant literature, this 

systematic review aims to examine the association between 

body image perceptions and psychological pressures 

experienced by athletes across different sports, gender 

categories, and competitive levels. Rather than questioning 

whether athletes’ bodies are objectively ideal, this study 

focuses on understanding why athletes perceive their 

bodies as not ideal, and how such perceptions are shaped 

by internal and external psychological factors. The primary 

objective is to analyze patterns of body image 

dissatisfaction and related psychological stressors—

including performance anxiety, media influences, coaching 

environments, and peer comparisons—across diverse 

athletic populations. A secondary aim is to evaluate how 

cultural norms, gender identity, and organizational policies 

contribute to the construction of body ideals and mental 

health challenges in competitive sports [33], [34]. 
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2. Materials and Methods 

For this purpose, our empirical study adopted a 

systematic literature review design in which the 

long-standing body dissatisfaction and mental strains 

experienced by athletes involving sport competition in 

various settings were examined. In its capacity as a 

qualitative secondary research, the review of literature 

aimed at synthesising empirical data emanating from 

peer-reviewed journal articles published over the last five 

years. This review has adhered to a clear, stepwise and 

transparent process in order to seek and select appropriate 

studies and they have been analysed to try to establish the 

coherence and the evidence during the entire research. The 

study was carried out for one month, in May 2025. 

Multidisciplinary electronic data sources, including 

Scopus, PubMed, ScienceDirect, and PsycINFO, which 

were selected based on their extensive coverage of sports 

psychology, health, and social science domains were 

reviewed in the report. Keyword searches were conducted 

using Boolean operators combining terms such as: "body 

image athletes", "body dissatisfaction", "psychological 

pressure", "mental health", and "body ideals". The search 

was restricted to publications in English language from 

January 2019 to March 2025. The study was limited to 

original research articles, meta-analyses, and systematic 

reviews that clearly focused on the perceptions of body 

image and psychological stress among athletes, regardless 

of gender and amateur, college or elite levels. 

Screening was done in two steps: reading titles and 

abstracts first and then full texts. The following inclusion 

and exclusion criteria were established for the study 

selection process (Table 1). 

Table 1.  Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria 

Inclusion Criteria Exclusion Criteria 

Studies focusing on athletes 

engaged in competitive or 

elite-level sports 

Studies focusing solely on 

recreational or non-competitive 

physical activity 

Research examining body 

image, body dissatisfaction, or 

body ideals among athletes 

Articles that do not address body 

image or psychological factors in 

athletic settings 

Articles published in peer-

reviewed journals between 

2014–2025 

Grey literature, blogs, editorials, 

opinion pieces, or non-peer-

reviewed publications 

Studies involving adolescent, 

collegiate, and adult athletes of 

any gender 

Studies focusing exclusively on 

children under 12 or non-

human subjects 

Articles written in English Non-English language publications 

Data from each selected article were collected by taking 

note of important information such as the author, year of 

publication, country of study, participant characteristics 

(including age, gender, and type of sport), research method 

(qualitative, quantitative, or mixed methods), main 

findings about body image dissatisfaction, and the 

psychological pressures discussed. The analysis focused on 

identifying common themes, differences across types of 

sports and gender, as well as the psychological effects 

linked to body image concerns. 

The process of identifying, screening, and including 

studies in this review followed the PRISMA (Preferred 

Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-

Analyses) guidelines. Figure 1 illustrates the flow of 

studies through the selection process. 

The selection of studies for this systematic review 

followed the PRISMA (Preferred Reporting Items for 

Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses) guidelines. A 

total of 40 records were initially identified through 

database searches, with no additional records found 

through registers. During the initial phase, no duplicate 

entries or irrelevant records were removed by automation 

tools, and all 40 records proceeded to the screening stage. 

Following the screening of titles and abstracts, five records 

were excluded for not meeting the relevance criteria, 

leaving 35 articles for further assessment. 

Out of these 35 records, three could not be retrieved in 

full text, resulting in 32 full-text articles being evaluated 

for eligibility. From this pool, 17 articles were excluded for 

various reasons: fifteen did not focus specifically on 

athletes, one was not written in English, and one was 

categorized as a letter rather than a peer-reviewed research 

article. Ultimately, fifteen studies met all inclusion criteria 

and were selected for the final review. No additional 

studies were included through manual reference searching. 

This systematic and transparent selection process ensured 

the credibility and relevance of the studies incorporated in 

the review. 

No biological sample collection or laboratory testing was 

applicable, as the research was entirely based on secondary 

data from published sources. However, to ensure analytical 

rigor, a thematic synthesis approach was applied, 

combining narrative description with thematic 

categorization. Studies were grouped based on common 

psychological constructs such as internalization of body 

ideals, performance anxiety, disordered eating behaviors, 

and the influence of sociocultural and institutional factors. 

To ensure the quality of the studies included in this 

review, each article was carefully assessed based on its 

research clarity, relevance to the topic, and the strength of 

its findings. Only studies considered to have a reasonable 

level of quality and reliability were included in the final 

analysis. 

Descriptive statistics were used to present the 

distribution of study types, participant demographics, and 

thematic focus. No inferential statistical tests were applied 

due to the qualitative nature of the review. However, the 

frequency of themes was recorded to highlight dominant 

patterns in the literature, and a narrative synthesis was used 

to interpret the psychological and sociocultural dimensions 

of body image dissatisfaction in the context of competitive 

sports. 
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Figure 1.  PRISMA flow diagram of the study selection process 

3. Results and Discussion 

3.1. Overview of Selected Studies 

The emergence of sport-related body image (BRBI) and 

disordered eating has gained increasing attention in recent 

studies targeting athletes of various athletic disciplines. 

This research has established the psychological pressures 

and sociocultural influences that lead to body 

dissatisfaction and disordered eating behavior. According 

to the umbrella Fatt et al. [35], the main risk factors for 

disordered eating behaviors are sex, body image 

dissatisfaction, and self-objectification among athletes. 

The pool of participants analyzed here encompasses studies 

in which it has been shown that female athletes experience  

eating disorders at a higher risk than males due to the 

influence of pressures related to body ideal desired or 

performance in the sport environment [36], [37]. 

Furthermore, the association between exercise 

dependence and disordered eating is important, as pointed 

out by Kuikman et al. [36]. Their results indicate that male 

and female athletes who are at risk for disordered eating are 

dealing with a host of additional health hazards because of 

low energy availability, which is frequently compounded 

by intense training and dietary restrictions. The conflict 

between energy constraints, eating disorders and sports is 

also indicative of an overarching problem within sports 

culture; striving for a particular body ideal can result in 

poor health [38], [39]. The findings by Walter et al. [38] in 

this regard by associating the mental associations athletes 
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develop and connecting weight loss and success with 

increased disordered eating risk, again highlight the 

psychosocial tension of the ideal body quest. 

Another common theme is that of gender disparities in 

disordered eating. Several researchers note that female 

athletes, who are struggling under the pressure to meet 

expectations in sports and everyday life, tend to internalize 

them and manifest eating disorders at higher rates than 

males. For example, Korkmaz et al. [40] found that elite 

female athletes manifested eating disorder rates 

significantly higher than those of their equal-male 

counterparts. This is especially alarming in sports that 

prioritize leanness, which highlights that sports programs 

should include sport-specific approaches to minimize this 

risk. Moreover, studies such as Chapa et al. [24] found that 

engaging in athletics reduced athletes’ likelihood of 

developing body image concerns except in cases such as 

gymnastics. Third, the relevance of personality traits, such 

as perfectionism, to athletes’ disordered eating becomes 

relevant. Mancine et al. [41] identified that such traits are 

not merely symptoms but also risk factors. Challenging 

pressures to maintain the athlete body ideal make it 

impossible for many individuals to develop healthy 

attitudes towards food and activity, eventually leading to 

eating disorders [24]. This is corroborated by Ravi et al. 

[42], who found that restrictive eating compromises 

physical health, causes psychological distress, and 

increases injury occurrence. 

The impacts of these unique interactions of social 

expectation, sport-specific demand and individual 

psychological profile, will be a complex area of body image 

research in sport. The literature at present highlights the 

clear requirement of individual interventions to moderate 

the varying experiences of these issues as well as a move 

towards a more healthy approach to body image and 

well-being within athletics. Interventions of this nature 

would incorporate personalized nutrition support, 

psychological interventions, and educational efforts 

addressing the normalization of different body types in 

sport [39], [43]. Future investigations are needed to 

identify empirically-supported screening mechanisms and 

intervention strategies that combat disordered eating and 

body image concerns before psychological problems 

progress to become physical health disorders. 

In summary, the literature published 2019-2025 

suggests that although some protective factors may be 

present in a sports setting, pressures related to the body and 

performance continue to pose substantial difficulties in this 

context, emphasising a need for more work to be conducted 

in the areas of body image and pressure for performance 

and how best to intervene in this context in order to 

promote a more positive environment for athletes [17], [44]. 

Table 2 summarizes key findings from twelve recent 

studies examining the relationship between gender, sport 

type, body image, and psychological pressure related to 

disordered eating among athletes. The studies consistently 

show that female athletes particularly those involved in 

aesthetic, endurance, and lean sports are at higher risk of 

disordered eating and body image dissatisfaction. Several 

studies highlight the role of social and sport-specific 

pressures, low self-esteem, and coaching style as 

contributing factors. Notably, even athletes with normal or 

low body fat often perceive themselves as overweight. 

Indonesian studies also reveal poor nutritional knowledge 

and high levels of dissatisfaction among young female 

athletes. These findings underscore the importance of early 

intervention, psychological support, and targeted education 

within sport environments. 

3.2. Common Themes Identified 

The existing literature on body image and disordered 

eating among athletes reflects several recurring themes 

underscoring the complexities of how societal, cultural, 

and institutional factors shape athletes' self-perceptions. 

One significant theme is the internalization of body ideals, 

where societal standards of thinness for women and 

muscularity for men significantly influence athletes’ views 

on their bodies. As highlighted by Fatt et al. [35], elite 

female athletes face pressures to conform to particular body 

ideals emphasizing leanness, which is pervasive in sports 

that prioritize aesthetic qualities, such as gymnastics. In 

contrast, male athletes often feel compelled to attain a 

muscular physique, reinforcing the notion that success in 

sports is closely tied to an idealized body type [45]. 

Another aspect of this theme relates to media portrayal 

and sponsorship expectations, which aim to promote an 

ideal that athletes feel compelled to emulate. 

Advertisements predominantly showcase a thin ideal for 

female athletes and lean muscularity for male athletes, as 

evidenced by Weber and Mullem’s study on sports apparel 

advertising [46]. This disparity in representation can create 

a detrimental feedback loop, where athletes internalize 

these societal values and measure their worth against such 

unattainable standards. Moreover, Brown et al. [8] assert 

that male athletes increasingly experience body image 

concerns as a result of pervasive media commentary and 

expectations surrounding views of masculinity and 

physical appearance. 

The psychological pressures athletes face from coaches, 

peers, and institutional frameworks contribute significantly 

to body image issues. Coaches, as primary figures in 

athletes' lives, can unlock or exacerbate body image 

concerns through their feedback. Studies have shown that 

body-focused commentary from coaches may 

inadvertently instill body dissatisfaction within athletes [6]. 

Similarly, the phenomenon of peer comparison fosters a 

competitive atmosphere where athletes engage in 

unhealthy body comparisons within their teams, 

significantly affecting their body image [6], [45]. 

Furthermore, organizational demands to embody the image 

of a successful athlete amplify these pressures, often 

leading to detrimental eating and exercise behaviors as 

athletes strive to meet external expectations [47], [48]. 
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Table 2.  Overview of Selected Studies 

Authors & 

Year 

Gender Sport Type Body image & Psychological 

Pressure Measures 

Key Findings 

Efthymiou 

et al. 

(2021) 

Male and 

Female 

Bodybuilding and 

Strength 

EAT-26 (Eating Attitudes 

Test), TFEQ-R21 (Three 

Factor Eating Questionnaire) 

Desire for lower body weight linked to higher 

disordered eating risk; emotional eating higher 

in women; cognitive restraint more common in 

non-professionals. 

Fatt et al. 

(2024) 

Male and 

Female 

Elite Athletes across 

various sports 

Synthesis of multiple 

systematic reviews; risk 

assessed via AMSTAR 2 

Elite athletes at elevated risk for disordered 

eating/eating disorders; lower body image 

concern than non-athletes; higher risk in 

females, lean sports, and during career changes. 

Walter et 

al. (2022) 

Adolescent 

Male and 

Female (13–18 

years) 

Elite Adolescent 

Athletes in high-risk 

sports (e.g., aesthetic, 

endurance, weight class) 

Eating Disorder Examination 

Questionnaire (EDE-Q), 

Structural Equation Modeling 

Disordered eating linked to social and sport-

specific pressure; highest prevalence in females 

aged 15–18; strong link between perceived 

pressure, body shape concern, and eating 

pathology. 

Krebs et al. 

(2019) 

Male and 

Female 

NCAA Division I Cross 

Country and Track 

(distance runners) 

Eating Disorder Screen for 

Primary Care (ESP) 

Female athletes at significantly higher risk of 

eating disorders than males; emphasizes need for 

systematic screening in collegiate athletic 

programs. 

Li et al. 

(2024) 

Male and 

Female 

(emphasis on 

young females) 

Various sports, with 

focus on leanness-

related disciplines 

Systematic review of 31 

studies; measures varied across 

studies 

The association between body image and eating 

disorders is complex and sometimes paradoxical; 

female and lean-sport athletes are at greater risk, 

even when body image is positive. 

Coelho et 

al. (2025) 

Male and 

Female 

Team Ball Sports (e.g., 

football, basketball, 

handball) 

Self-report scales measuring 

perceived coach leadership 

style, self-criticism, and 

disordered eating risk 

Negative or passive coaching styles increase 

self-criticism and disordered eating; self-

criticism mediates this link; inspirational 

coaching reduces self-criticism and risk. 

Petisco et 

al. (2020) 

Adolescent 

Females 

Gymnastics, Football, 

and Non-athletes 

(Control) 

SCOFF questionnaire, anxiety, 

self-esteem, perfectionism 

measures, anthropometric data 

Female non-athletes had higher disordered 

eating scores than gymnasts; psychological 

factors like anxiety and low self-esteem 

contribute to eating disorder risk. 

Meriwati 

et al. 

(2019) 

Young Female 

Athletes (12–

19 years) 

27 sports branches (not 

specified in detail) 

Survey on nutritional 

knowledge, eating behavior, 

body image; BMI; VO₂ max; 

Balke test 

77% dissatisfied with body image; 50% had poor 

eating behavior; average VO₂ max low; 

nutritional knowledge gaps; overall nutritional 

and performance-related issues found. 

Suryawati 

et al. 

(2020) 

Young Female 

Athletes (11–

21 years) 

Athletics, weightlifting, 

volleyball, beach 

volleyball, swimming, 

rowing, fencing, Pencak 

Silat, martial arts, etc. 

EAT-26, Eating Disorder 

Diagnostic Scale, Rosenberg 

Self-Esteem, DASS-42, Body 

Shape Questionnaire (BSQ) 

37.2% at risk of eating disorders; major risk 

factors: negative body image perception (RP: 

10.5) and stress (RP: 3.5); self-esteem, BMI, and 

sport type not significant. 

Assyifa & 

Riyadi 

(2023) 

Adolescent 

Swimmers 

(Mixed gender, 

not specified) 

Competitive Swimming 

(Bogor, Indonesia) 

Contextual Body Image 

Questionnaire for Athletes 

(CBIQA), Eating Disorders 

Screen for Athletes (EDSA), 

2x24hr Food Recall 

Body image positively correlated with 

nutritional status (r = 0.473); no direct 

correlation between eating disorder risk and 

nutritional status or nutrient intake; overweight 

athletes were more concerned about appearance 

but did not change eating behavior. 

Kagawa et 

al. (2023) 

Female 

University 

Athletes 

Long-distance running 

(Japan) 

Body Satisfaction Scale (BSS), 

Ben-Tovim Walker Body 

Attitudes Questionnaire 

(BAQ), Anthropometrics 

Despite low BMI and % body fat, 50–60% 

perceived themselves as fat; BSS scores 

unrelated to actual physique; body concern 

driven by performance, not media or social 

sources. 

Hardiyanti 

et al. 

(2025) 

Adolescent 

Male and 

Female 

Athletes 

25 sports branches 

across 6 sport groups 

(Jakarta) 

Online questionnaire on eating 

pattern changes; indirect body 

image insights 

Female athletes more affected in energy intake 

and body image issues; better awareness of 

healthy food than males; no statistical gender-

eating pattern association. 
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The linkage between disordered eating and weight-

control behaviors represents a critical concern in athletic 

contexts, particularly in sports with aesthetic or weight-

class demands such as gymnastics and wrestling [49], [50]. 

Numerous studies illustrate that athletes often resort to 

restrictive dieting and overtraining as methods to manage 

their weight, which can lead to disordered eating patterns 

[38]. Walter et al. [38] found that the mental associations 

athletes form between body size and performance success 

are potent predictors of eating disorders, emphasizing the 

direct impact of sociocultural expectations on an athlete’s 

mental health. The consequences of these behaviors can be 

severe, ranging from reduced physical performance to 

chronic psychological issues, thus highlighting the urgent 

need for awareness and intervention strategies targeting 

disordered eating within the athletic community [51]. 

In the modern era, the role of social media and digital 

surveillance significantly impacts how athletes perceive 

their bodies and manage their self-presentation. The 

widespread influence of social media has created an 

environment where athletes regularly compare their 

physical appearances to idealized images presented online. 

Klier et al. [52] identify that exposure to social media 

creates pressures for athletes to engage in careful self-

presentation, often leading to negative body image 

outcomes. The phenomenon of "fitspiration," trending on 

various platforms, can drive unhealthy behaviors as 

athletes seek to attain unrealistic physical ideals 

perpetuated by social influencers and peers. 

Additionally, the constant scrutiny that athletes face 

both online and offline for their appearance can lead to 

heightened body surveillance and internal criticism. This 

process of comparison exacerbates feelings of inadequacy 

and shame surrounding their bodies, as noted by Weber and 

Mullem. As athletes engage in social media, they often 

grapple with pressures to maintain an idealized version of 

themselves that may not reflect their actual capabilities, 

potentially leading to harmful self-perceptions and 

eating practices [46]. 

In summary, the literature underlines a multi-layered 

framework in which societal body ideals, psychological 

pressures, and the influence of social media converge to 

affect athletes’ body image and eating behaviors. This 

synthesis of findings suggests a pressing need for 

interventions tailored to the unique experiences of athletes, 

aiming to foster a more positive and realistic self-image 

while addressing the sociocultural factors at play. The 

combination of evidence highlights the integral role of 

education and supportive environments that promote 

mental well-being alongside physical performance [53]. 

Future research should investigate longitudinal changes in 

body image concerns among athletes, ensuring a 

comprehensive approach to understanding and mitigating 

the risks associated with disordered eating behaviors [6], 

[8], [35], [38], [45], [46], [52]. 

3.3. Gender-Based and Sport-Specific Differences 

Recent research underscores differences between male 

and female athletes in the experience of body 

dissatisfaction, not only in terms of sex, but also modal 

categories of sport. "Females in sport experience a lot of 

pressure from society to look a certain way - thin, looking 

good," main reason being pressure is from society to look 

good and look thin, unrealistic beauty standards. In 

particular, female adolescent athletes are more susceptible 

to body dissatisfaction and disordered eating 

symptomatology than women and girls but these 

characteristics in response to body dissatisfaction are due 

primarily to the increased social comparison in competitive 

environment [17]. In contrast, adult male athletes, 

particularly those in strength-oriented sports, report 

concerns about muscularity and a low percentage of body 

fat, suggesting that if males and females have body issues 

they do not concern the same characteristics and do not 

have the same implications. 

The contrast is greater again when individual as opposed 

to team sports are considered. Aesthetic and body image 

concerns are often high in individual sports. Gymnastics 

and swimming, for example, are sports in which athletes 

tend to show more body dissatisfaction. Female gymnasts, 

on one hand, may intensify body dissatisfaction by 

adopting the thin-ideal. Athletes in team sports such as 

soccer and rugby may be under pressure with regards to 

the dynamics of their team instead of single appearance. 

This could help to relieve the emphasis on aesthetics and 

move it towards being a more performance-oriented 

direction, but can also create team dynamics that induce 

unhealthy comparison of body looking [54]. 

The type of sport practiced--especially endurance or 

strength sports--also adds interest to the picture of body 

image expectations. Endurance athletes often experience 

pressure to maintain a lean body size to optimize 

performance, which may be related to increased body 

dissatisfaction and disordered eating behaviors [35]. 

Conversely, the athletes who participate in strength sports 

(such as weightlifting and bodybuilding) are driven by a 

desire to develop a large musculature, and they generally 

intertwine between the appearance and the athlete 

performance [ 1 ] . This dichotomy of cultural expectations 

within sports demonstrates that sport specific expectations 

have a considerable impact on athletes' body image and 

their body dissatisfaction. 

Additionally, media representations of body ideals are 

heavily gendered and specifically have the potential to 

influence athletes. Women are susceptible to body 

dissatisfaction because the dominant socio-cultural 

message favouring thinness appears to be maintained 

through society scripts and male athletes may internalize 

cultural subordination to the ideal their adherence to the 

standard of muscularity [39]. This differential pressure is 

reinforced by media representation, which tends to depict 

athletes according to their physical appearance, rather than 
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their athletic skills. Such portrayals may result in distorted 

self-comparisons; Borowiec et al. [4] argued that the 

depiction of female athletes focuses on appearance rather 

than sport skill which, in turn, affects the body image of 

female athletes. 

Within the context of disordered eating behaviors it is 

noted that there are socio-cultural factors identified which 

are risk factors for both sexes but presented in different 

ways [55], [56]. There is a growing number of male athletes 

with disordered eating, especially in sports such as body 

weight-dependent sports, mimicking patterns of behavior 

commonly seen in their female counterparts. Chapa et al. 

[24] and Karrer et al. [54] observed that also male athletes, 

who have often been neglected when considering body 

image, are showing considerable levels of body 

dissatisfaction, particularly in sports in which muscularity 

is valued. This trend emphasizes the importance of a 

holistic approach to investigating these concerns among 

both genders and competitive contexts. 

In summary, it will be important for athletes, coaches, 

and sport organizations to acknowledge these differences 

in body image perceptions as a function of gender and type 

of sport. Gender-specific and sport-specific interventions 

targeting the reduction in risk factors associated with body 

dissatisfaction and eating disorders may aid in the reduction 

of body dissatisfaction and eating disorders in athletes [57], 

[58]. This type of targeted intervention should look to 

promote body image positivity through dissemination of 

Fatt, MBDachseirom ore positive body image messages, 

equitable representation of women with diverse body sizes 

in sports-specific media, and desensitization of the body 

size of female athletes in sports contexts [35], [59]. If 

cultural, psychological and institutional aspects are 

addressed in the athletic community, it can be better 

equipped to support the mental and physical well-

being of all athletes – and can bring about a healthier sports 

culture for generations to come. 

3.4. Psychological Outcomes and Mental Health Risks 

Body dissatisfaction is one important psychological 

factor associated with low self-esteem, anxiety, and 

depression in athletes. Studies have demonstrated that 

athletes, particularly aesthetic athletes, frequently face 

harsh societal expectations for achieving an ideal physique, 

which may result in feelings of inadequacy [35]. For 

instance, elite female athletes in gymnastics and figure 

skating are oftentimes faced with a thin ideal intensively 

propagated in their sport which influences their self-esteem 

and evokes anxiety concerning performance and 

appearance [17]. This negative cycle can put athletes at risk 

of developing unhealthy eating practices as they try to 

manipulate body size to attain a performance advantage 

and further exacerbating mental health and well-being 

concerns. 

The amount of performance and appearance stress 

athletes experience is particularly high in pressure 

environments, such as competitive sports. Especially 

athletes in individual sports have high-conflicting concerns 

with weight or body physique, which may cause very high 

levels of performance anxiety [60]. As Yoshitani-

Kuwabara et al. [60] emphasize on look/s, worded in this 

way they may suffer more: rhythmics is a sport that heavily 

relies on looks next to technical skill, with burnout and 

emotional stress occurring for those involved, where the 

pressure becomes too much. These pressures function in 

concert with one another, to increase the risk of mental 

health disorders such as depression and generalised anxiety, 

which may be particularly crippling over time. 

Research also suggests that unchecked pressures related 

to body image can lead to long-term mental health concerns 

[61]. If not provided with the necessary support to address 

body dissatisfaction and concomitant eating disorder 

development, athletes may suffer lifelong psychological 

effects. As Li et al. [17] and Yoshitani-Kuwabara et al. [60] 

stated, long-term discontent may precipitate avoidance 

actions such as withdrawing from physical competition or 

activity, thereby intensifying feelings of solitude and 

despair. The fallout can prove broad, leading to greater 

risks of burnout, elevated anxiety, and symptoms of 

depression as athletes struggle to cope with the emotional 

toll of pursuing their identities as athletes and people. 

The association between eating psychopathology and 

psychological distress is strengthened by the results from 

Fatt et al. [61], which, reported that perfectionism, a 

characteristic frequently found in athletes, is a strong 

predictor of negative body image, and in turn, the 

development of disordered eating practices. The pressure 

to meet an ideal athlete body is internalized, which often 

perpetuates a cycle that athletes believe they must meet 

these ideal expectations, leading to disordered eating as an 

ineffective mechanism by which to deal with the stress of 

such pressures [62]. This cycle ultimately highlights the 

importance for athletes of targeted mental health resources 

to create resilience and manage the multiple pressures of 

performance and appearance [63], [64]. 

Finally, it must be acknowledged that there are multiple 

"ingredients" that increase the risk of mental health disorder 

associated with body image concerns in athletes. 

Efthymiou et al. [39] revealed that both male and female 

athletes struggle with body image issues and that specific 

sports also shape these types of issues. The demand for 

specific interventions is highlighted - athletes need 

psychological and behavioural BODY image management 

education and support. Mental health plans, such as 

cognitive-behavioral therapy (CBT) and nutritional 

education, should be included to promote a better 

relationship with body image and improve the overall 

psychological resilience of athletes [65]. It is ultimately the 

pressing addressing of these issues, which is critical for the 

mental, emotional and physical health of the athletes 

through their competitive lifespan [66].
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3.5. Coping Strategies and Protective Factors 

Supportive coaching and a positive team culture are 

important for the promotion of the athletes’ resilience, as 

well as to address psychological pressure in the form of 

body image ideals and performance expectations. Coaches 

using transformational leadership behavior provide an 

atmosphere for athletes from a supportive and interpersonal 

point of view, making it clear they are being recognized as 

human beings [1]. Coaches can influence culture the most 

by building relationships that matter – and creating an 

environment where body positivity and mental health 

matter. Indeed, coaches who value the uniqueness of their 

athletes and engage in supportive communication can 

decrease body dissatisfaction and its associated health 

symptoms [4]. These supportive contexts can also serve to 

protect athletes from the negative psychological effects of 

performance-related stressors, and enhance athletes' self-

perceptions. 

In addition to her supportive coaching role, media 

literacy and education on diversity of the body have an 

important part to play in combatting the harm done by ideal 

body images. Certainly, promotion and advertising, as well 

as social and news, can inundate athletes with exceptional 

or unrealistic images, further fueling feelings of 

insufficiency and bodily dissatisfaction [3]. Education 

programs promoting critical media consumption can 

provide athletes with tools to challenge such stereotypes 

and to develop a more inclusive appreciation for body 

diversity. Social cultural interventions that focus on the 

inclusion of diverse body types have demonstrated efficacy 

in enhancing body image in athletes, with associated mental 

health benefits [3]. By embedding propositions about 

respect and appreciation for individual differences, such 

programs can reduce the emphasis on the need to conform 

to a highly limited view of beauty. 

These psychosocial interventions—counseling and 

self-compassion practice— are critical for the athlete 

attempting to manage body image apprehensions. Such 

interventions serve as a source of emotional fortitude and 

support a more balanced coping among athletes, in a 

society driven by unhealthy demands. 

Self-compassion interventions, including mindfulness 

and acceptance, appear to have a positive impact on 

mental health of athletes reducing anxiety and increasing 

self-esteem [ 4 ] . Athletes with self-compassion 

experience less stress associated with competition and 

body image concerns, which in turn leads to better 

psychological functioning [4]. Integration of psychosocial 

support in sports, such as those described here, can also 

continue to encourage athletes to develop a positive body 

image, which allows them to focus on skill and ability 

instead of appearance. 

Ultimately, in order for sportspeople to flourish 

psychologically as well as physically, acknowledgement 

and application of techniques that promote and facilitate 

psychological well-being are necessary. Efforts such as the 

coach training for nutritional education and emotional 

support is one approach to addressing body image concerns 

[2]. With the incorporation of such systems of support 

within sport environments, focused on promoting body 

diversity, emotional health, and healthy ways of coping, 

individuals will not only come to embrace their identity, 

therefore being able to compete more fully in sport, but 

they will also perform better and feel better while doing so. 

Awareness of these features may inform future research 

and programming designed to promote healthy and 

inclusive athletic cultures. 

Overall, the protective factors described in the contexts 

of supportive coaching, media literacy, and psychosocial 

interventions illustrate a road map for reducing body image 

problems and promoting mental health in athletes. By 

targeting these interventions to the specific needs of a 

range of sport populations (such as male and female athletes) 

a more comprehensive approach to athlete well-being in the 

face of ever greater demands could be based. Not only are 

they beneficial for the personal development of athletes, 

but they may also lead to a healthier sport culture which 

may facilitate more resilient and successful competitors 

on the playing fields [67], [68], [69]. 

This systematic review has several limitations that 

should be acknowledged. First, the review only included 

studies published in English, which may have excluded 

relevant research conducted in other languages and 

introduced language bias. Second, while the search strategy 

was comprehensive and covered multiple databases, it may 

not have captured unpublished or grey literature, 

potentially limiting the scope of available evidence. Third, 

the included studies varied in methodology, measurement 

tools, and sample characteristics, which may affect the 

consistency and comparability of findings. Additionally, 

most studies focused on Western contexts, with limited 

representation from non-Western cultural settings, which 

restricts the generalizability of the results. The review also 

did not perform a meta-analysis due to heterogeneity in 

study designs and outcome measures. Finally, although this 

study aimed to explore intersections across sport type, 

gender, and competition level, the limited number of high-

quality studies stratified by these variables constrains the 

depth of analysis in each subgroup. Future research should 

aim to address these gaps by including more diverse 

populations, applying standardized measurement tools, and 

exploring causal relationships through longitudinal and 

experimental designs. 

4. Conclusions 

Body image dissatisfaction remains a prevalent issue 

among athletes, even at the peak of their physical 

performance. This literature review reveals a consistent 

paradox: although athletes are often admired for their 

physical capabilities, many still struggle with negative self-

perceptions and internalize unrealistic body ideals. These 



938  Association of Body Image and Psychological Pressures in Competitive Sports:   

A Systematic Review of Different Sports, Gender, and Competitive Levels 

perceptions are largely shaped by external pressures such 

as societal expectations, media portrayals, and the culture 

within specific sports. In aesthetic and strength-based 

disciplines alike, the focus on appearance can often 

override the appreciation for function and performance, 

leading to a disconnect between an athlete’s physical 

reality and their body image. 

The impact of these pressures extends beyond physical 

performance, affecting athletes’ mental health, self-esteem, 

and overall well-being. When athletic value is tied 

primarily to looks, it creates an environment where athletes 

seek external validation and feel inadequate despite their 

achievements. Internal validation, in contrast, offers a 

buffer against these effects—encouraging athletes to value 

their abilities over their appearance. 

This review emphasizes the need for cultural and 

institutional shifts that redefine what is considered an 

"ideal" athletic body. Promoting body diversity, 

encouraging self-compassion, and integrating mental 

health interventions into sports structures are essential 

strategies. By shifting the focus from physical ideals to 

personal growth and performance, the sports community 

can help close the gap between athletic excellence and self-

acceptance, supporting healthier, more sustainable 

participation in sports. Furthermore, embracing body 

diversity and integrating mental health support into training 

environments can foster healthier and more inclusive 

athletic cultures. 
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