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Abstract 

 

Previous research has found that internalizing body ideals has been directly related to the 

development of body image dissatisfaction (Homan, 2010; Swami, Steadman, & Tovée, 2009). 

When comparing female athletes to female non-athletes, mixed results exist regarding which 

group experiences more difficulties with body image dissatisfaction, well-being, and disordered 

eating (Kong & Harris, 2015; McLester, Hardin, & Hoppe, 2014). The present study was 

designed to determine whether female athletes, when directly compared to female non-athletes, 

experience greater body image dissatisfaction and larger reductions in well-being after being 

exposed to images of thin and athletic body ideals. Results indicated participants did not 

experience body image dissatisfaction and negative impacts on well-being (positive and negative 

affect) as a result of viewing the thin and athletic ideal images. The results from current study 

suggest that female athletes did not experience greater negative effects on body image 

dissatisfaction and well-being after exposure to the athletic and thin ideal when compared to 

female non-athletes.  
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The Effect of Ideal Body Images on Body Dissatisfaction and Well-being in Female, Self-

identified Athletes and Non-athletes 

 

The term “athlete” is traditionally masculine in nature, and sport participation is 

associated with masculine traits by American society. For example, the societal expectations 

surrounding athleticism include “strength,” “power,” and “aggressiveness” - all traits typically 

associated with masculinity (Wellard, 2002). Feminine expectations, such as “beautiful,” 

“graceful,” and “aesthetical” (Koilvula, 2001), are inconsistent with athletic societal 

expectations. Unfortunately, it appears female athletes experience contradicting societal 

pressures based on two sets of expectations to conform to a specific body image type (Steinfeldt, 

Carter, Benton, & Steinfeldt, 2011; Steinfeldt, Zakrajsek, Carter, & Steinfeldt, 2011). More 

specifically, society expects female athletes to be feminine so that they maintain a thin and slim 

body type, and they are also expected to maintain aspects of masculinity so that they adopt a 

body type that is more muscular and toned as to better represent appearance-based societal 

expectations of what athletes should look like (Krane, Choi, Baird, Aimar, & Kauer, 2004). 

Several theories have been proposed to explain factors that drive the pressure to conform to 

societal expectations. Two of these theories, objectification and social comparison, are described 

below. The current study examined hypotheses related to how these factors may influence the 

degree to which female athletes experience issues with body image dissatisfaction and negative 

well-being.  

Self-objectification and Social Comparison as Theoretical Frameworks  

Self-objectification and social comparison theory may help explain why female athletes 

could be more at-risk for body image dissatisfaction and reduced well-being. Self-objectification 

occurs when an individual appraises the value and attractiveness of their body based on the 

opinions and evaluations of others. When this occurs, the individual fails to realize the purpose 
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and function of their body (Fredrickson, Hendler, Nilsen, O’Barr, & Roberts, 2011). The concept 

of self-objectification is helpful as a theoretical foundation in understanding how female athletes 

might be at an increased risk to internalize societal standards of body ideals, and how this 

internalization leads to the development of body image dissatisfaction, eating disorders, and 

other negative outcomes and health issues (Moradi, 2010). 

Social comparison occurs when individuals compare themselves to others by seeking out 

evaluation with the goal of reducing their own uncertain opinions of who they are (Festinger, 

1954). Myers and Crowther (2009) found that body dissatisfaction is likely the result of 

comparing oneself to a body image type seen as unachievable. Myers and Crowther also found 

that women are more likely to engage in social comparison; and therefore, experience body 

image dissatisfaction. Social comparison can also result in disordered eating patterns as one 

attempts to obtain unachievable body ideals (Stice et al., 2001). Due to self-objectification and 

social comparison, female athletes may experience body image dissatisfaction and reduced well-

being when exposed to societal standards for female athletes.  

Body Image Implications for Female Athletes  

Body image is defined as the beliefs, feelings, and behaviors that an individual may 

experience towards their physical appearance and self-perception (Cash, 2003). An individual’s 

body image can be either positive or negative. Positive body image consists of the attitudes and 

behaviors that reflect acceptance of one’s body, maintaining a healthy body, and absence of body 

image dissatisfaction (Wood-Barcalow, Tylka, & Augustus-Horvath, 2010). Individuals with 

positive body image have the ability to emphasize their body for its values while at the same 

time rejecting and avoiding internalization of negative information related to body image (Wood-

Barcalow et al., 2010). Negative body image consists of body image disturbances and 
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complications, usually related to increases in unhealthy weight management strategies, including 

disordered eating and actual development of eating disorders (Homan & Tylka, 2014; Tylka & 

Wood-Barcalow, 2015).  

Overall, mixed results exist in the research that compares body image and disordered 

eating between female athletes and female non-athletes. Some studies have found no differences 

between athletes and non-athletes, with athletes no more likely to report unhealthy habits than 

non-athletes (DiBartolo & Shaffer, 2002; Mclester, Hardin, & Hoppe, 2014). These studies used 

survey methodology to assess eating behaviors and body dissatisfaction and either compared 

responses within groups of female athletes (Mclester et al., 2014) or between female non-athletes 

and female athletes (DiBartolo et al., 2002). The results of these studies indicated that female 

athletes generally reported being in the “normal” range for self-esteem and body image, and 

female athletes reported fewer symptoms of eating disorders, and fewer body image disturbances 

when compared to female non-athletes.  

Other studies have found female athletes tend to experience greater body image 

dissatisfaction and higher levels of disordered eating behaviors when compared to female non-

athletes (Holm-Denoma, Scaringi, Gordon, Van Orden, & Joiner, 2009; Kong & Harris, 2015). 

In each of these studies, survey methodology was used to assess disordered eating behaviors, 

drive for thinness, and body dissatisfaction. For example, Holm-Denoma et al. (2009) compared 

female athletes to a group of self-reported female “non-exercisers,” with results indicating the 

female “non-exercisers” had lower levels of body dissatisfaction, less of a drive for thinness, and 

fewer disordered eating behaviors when compared to the female athletes. Kong et al. (2015) 

categorized athletes into three different groups of “elite,” “recreational,” or “noncompetitive” 

athletes. Their results indicate that athletes in the “elite” category reported more body image 
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dissatisfaction and higher levels of disordered eating symptomology than athletes from the 

“recreational” and “noncompetitive” athlete groups.  

Outcomes of Body Dissatisfaction    

These findings highlight the importance of understanding how female athletes are 

affected by body image dissatisfaction and other body image disturbances, especially as athletes 

continue to experience pressures to conform to societal expectations of both the thin and athletic 

appearances. There are several negative outcomes of body image dissatisfaction (e.g. eating 

disorders). While eating disorders have been studied extensively, well-being and negative affect 

are two particularly interesting negative outcomes that have not been extensively explored in the 

literature.  

Well-being can be characterized by the presence and/or absence of positive and negative 

affective states. According to Watson, Clark, and Tellegen (1988), positive affect refers to the 

extent to which an individual feels enthusiastic, active, and alert, while negative affect is the 

extent to which an individual experiences negatively-valanced emotions/mood states often 

leading to the development of negative self-concept. Decreases in positive affect have been 

found to be related to aversive mood states, sadness, and lethargy. Increases in negative affect 

are also related to aversive mood states. While positive and negative affect are both important for 

well-being, previous research has demonstrated that there might be specific levels of positive and 

negative affect for optimal well-being such that less negative affect and more positive affect are 

associated with better well-being and mental health (Diehl, Hay, & Berg, 2011; Larsen & 

Prizmic, 2008). With a group of 239 adults, Diehl et al. (2011) replicated a study (Fredrickson & 

Losada, 2005) that originally demonstrated a three to one positive to negative affect ratio for 

optimal well-being and well-functioning. In their study, Diehl et al. (2011) demonstrated that a 
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two point nine ratio of positive affect was optimal for adults’ well-being and mental health, and 

that adults with positive affect ratios below two point nine were significantly more likely to have 

poorer well-being and mental health. These studies demonstrate the important relationship 

between positive and negative affect on well-being and general mental health, such that higher 

positive affect and lower negative affect promote healthier well-being and functioning. 

Furthermore, Arthur-Cameselle and Quatromoni (2010), interviewed a sample of female 

collegiate athletes to learn about factors that predict and relate to eating disorders. Results from 

the interviews showed low self-esteem and increased negative mood state as the two most 

important risk factors predicting eating disorders. In another study, which investigated the 

psychosocial factors leading to the development of eating disorders, similar results were found: 

internalization, body dissatisfaction, and negative affect were the strongest predictors of 

disordered eating symptoms (Greenleaf, Petrie, Reel, & Carter, 2010). Negative affect and 

negative mood states appear to be predictors in the development of eating disorders and might 

also have negative effects on general mental health and well-being. 

In American culture, the evaluation of a woman’s value and worth is often based heavily 

on her physical appearance; some tend to experience negative affect and negative emotions when 

societal expectation of appearance is unattainable for most women (Thompson et al., 2001). In 

addition to the risk factors noted above, other negative outcomes related to having body image 

dissatisfaction include extreme dieting, excessive exercise, anxiety, decreased self-esteem, 

depression, and substance abuse (Carr & Szymanski, 2010; Homan, 2010; Muscat & Long, 

2008; Thompson et al., 2001; Tylka & Sabik, 2010). Female athletes, in particular, may 

experience even greater disturbances in positive and negative affect (well-being) and body image 

due to the pressure they experience to uphold two societal standards of physical appearance, 
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simultaneously: thin and athletic. While achieving these standards could be seen as desirable by 

most female athletes, it is contradictory to expect female athletes to uphold both thin and athletic 

body ideals and it may not be possible for female athletes to meet both standards expected by 

society. Furthermore, as a result of these societal pressures, female athletes may endure potential 

negative health (mental and medical) outcomes. 

While disordered eating is one important outcome to consider, the present study focused 

first on determining effects of thin and athletic ideals on body image dissatisfaction and well-

being. If such a difference exists, it could then be used to guide subsequent research on 

behavioral outcomes. In addition, because previous research demonstrated changes in body 

image and well-being are driven by self-objectification and social comparison, it was deemed 

unnecessary to directly assess these factors. 

Body Ideals   

Another important risk factor for the development of body image dissatisfaction is the 

degree to which an individual internalizes societal standards of attractiveness through body 

ideals. Internalization of a body ideal refers to the degree that an individual “cognitively buys 

into societal norms of size and appearance” (Thompson & Stice, 2001, p. 181) such that the 

individual will change their behaviors to meet those norms. Investigating body ideals may help 

us learn more about the specific societal standards that female athletes are held to, and the 

consequential outcomes of them. The present study investigated two body ideals that previous 

research has found to be influential to women: the thin-ideal and the athletic-ideal (Benton et al., 

2015). The thin-ideal is a body type that is high on thinness and low on muscularity, while the 

athletic-ideal is a body type that is high on thinness and moderate on muscularity. In past 

research, the thin-ideal has been shown to have a direct relationship with body dissatisfaction. 
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When exposed to the thin-ideal, both female athletes and female non-athletes experience 

negative reactions, such as decreases in body satisfaction and extreme dieting (Kelley, Nuefeld, 

Musher-Eizenman, 2010; Stice, Spangler, & Argras, 2001). The athletic-ideal is a newer 

construct that has been reported as being perceived as more physically attractive in comparison 

to the thin-ideal (Homan, McHugh, Wells, & King, 2012). It appears the preference to have an 

athletic-ideal body type may be growing rapidly, and the athletic-ideal is beginning to be 

perceived as more desirable by society.  

The risk for internalizing the athletic-ideal for female athletes increases as they attempt to 

achieve this new body ideal, which may increase body image dissatisfaction. In the literature on 

internalization, several studies have found internalization of the athletic-ideal is strong in 

athletes, and athletes tend to have higher levels of internalization of the athletic-ideal when 

compared to the thin-ideal (Homan, 2010; Swami, Steadman, & Tovée, 2009). Survey 

methodology has been used to assess track athletes compared to non-athletes (Swami et al., 

2009) and female college students (Homan, 2010) on body dissatisfaction and internalization of 

the athletic and thin ideals. Both studies found that when compared to the thin-ideal, participants 

experienced greater levels of internalization of the athletic-ideal which in turn led to increased 

levels of body dissatisfaction and compulsive exercising. Homan (2010) did not see a direct 

relation between the athletic-ideal and body dissatisfaction; however, Homan concluded the 

increase in compulsive exercise may have been driven by the participants’ attempts to change 

their current body type to reflect a body type similar to the athletic-ideal.  

In other studies, researchers have investigated the influences of ideal images on 

internalization, body dissatisfaction, and body esteem. In one study, female participants were 

exposed to a series of images depicting either the thin-ideal, athletic-ideal, or a different series of 
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images depicting “hyper-muscular” body types (Benton & Karazsia, 2015). Results indicated 

participants experienced greater body image dissatisfaction after being exposed to the thin and 

athletic-ideal images compared to hyper-muscular images. However, the researchers did not 

assess differences between athletes and non-athletes. In another study, Homan et al. (2012) found 

body dissatisfaction increased after female participants were exposed to images depicting “ultra-

fit” body types. Once again, the study did not specify whether or not female participants were 

athletes or non-athletes. While we now know exposing participants to images of ideal body types 

may impact body image dissatisfaction, we do not know how it will impact a participant’s 

overall well-being. The present study aimed to investigate the degree to which body ideals have a 

negative impact on body image dissatisfaction and well-being when directly comparing female 

athletes to female non-athletes. It may be that athletes experience more body image 

dissatisfaction and negative effects on well-being because of the pressure to conform to two 

(athletic- and thin-ideals) conflicting appearance-based societal expectations. 

Current Study  

Previous research has shown that society is flooded with images of ideal body types. 

These ideals become especially complicated when female athletes are expected to be both thin 

and muscular, a conflict of feminine and masculine features, in order to meet societal 

expectations. The present study aimed to explore the extent to which images of the thin-ideal and 

athletic-ideal will have a negative impact on the well-being and body dissatisfaction of female 

athletes. While prior research has examined the relationship between body image dissatisfaction 

and eating disorders in athletic and non-athletic populations, the current study aimed to directly 

compare the influences athletic and thin-ideal body images may have on body image 
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dissatisfaction and well-being of female athletes and female non-athletes. The hypotheses for the 

present study were as follows: 

1. Viewing images of the thin-ideal will lead to an increase in body dissatisfaction and a 

decrease in subjective well-being amongst both female athletes and non-athletes. 

2. The athletic-ideal images will have a greater significant negative impact on female 

athletes’ body dissatisfaction and subjective well-being when compared to the thin-ideal 

images.  

3. Athletes will experience a greater negative impact on body dissatisfaction and subjective 

well-being than non-athletes as a result of viewing the body ideal images. 

4. Athletes will be differentially affected and will experience greater body dissatisfaction 

when exposed to athletic-ideal images when compared to the non-athletes.  

Method 

Participants  

Participants (n = 132) were recruited from undergraduate psychology classes from a 

Midwestern university in the United States. Of the 132 participants who completed the study, 

data from four participants were excluded due to incomplete responses, 20 were excluded due to 

meeting exclusion criteria for gender as 18 participants identified as male and two participants 

did not report their gender, and five were excluded due to being under the age of 18. Therefore, 

the final sample consisted of n = 103 participants. All participants received class credit for their 

participation in the study. Based on the demographic survey completed by participants, all 

participants identified as female, and participants’ ages ranged from 18 to 59 (M = 20.53, SD = 

5.57). Of the 103 total participants, 62 (60.2%) were freshman, 25 (24.3%) were sophomores, 13 

(12.6%) were juniors, and two (1.9%) were seniors. One participant (1.0%) did not report their 
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academic class standing. At the time of data collection, 10 (9.7%) of participants reported being 

a varsity athlete who participated on an university-affiliated sports team, eight (7.8%) reported 

being a club athlete who actively participated on an university-affiliated club/intramural sport 

team, 43 (41.7%) reported being an independent exerciser who exercised on their own at least 

three times per week, and 40 (38.8%) reported being a non-exerciser who exercised on their own 

zero to two times per week. Two participants (1.9%) chose not to report their athletic identity. 

Average participant AIMS scores for those who reported their athletic affiliation on the 

demographic survey were as follows: varsity athletes who participated on an university-affiliated 

team (M = 38.90, SD = 5.11), club athletes who actively participated on an university-affiliated 

club/intramural sport team (M = 29.50, SD = 7.03), independent exercisers who exercised on 

their own at least three times per week (M = 23.77, SD = 9.62), and non-exercisers who 

exercised on their own zero to two times per week (M = 13.28, SD = 6.39). Higher scores on the 

AIMS reflect stronger indication with an athletic role.  

Materials 

Athletic Identity Scale. Athletes and non-athletes were identified by the Athletic Identity 

Measurement Scale (AIMS) which measures the degree to which an individual identifies with an 

athletic role (AIMS; Brewer & Cornellus, 2001). The AIMS (Appendix A) consists of seven 

items each with a 7-point Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly 

agree). The scale includes items such as “I consider myself an athlete,” “Sport is the most 

important part of my life,” and “I feel bad about myself when I do poorly in sport.” To obtain an 

overall measure of athletic identity, scores from all seven items are summed with possible scale 

total scores ranging from 7 to 49, and higher scores indicated a stronger identification with an 

athletic role. The AIMS has been shown to have good test-retest reliability over a two-week 
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period (r = .89) and strong internal consistency (α = .89 to .93; Brewer, Van, Raalte, & Linder, 

1993). Convergent and divergent validities were not reported. Throughout the literature, 

researchers define “athlete” in many ways, which may explain many of the mixed results. 

Instead, what may be most appropriate in determining who is affected more by body ideals is 

how individuals identify themselves. For example, an individual may participate on an 

organized, university-affiliated sports team, but does not self-identify as an athlete. Furthermore, 

an individual may not participate on a university-affiliated sports team, but still identify as an 

athlete. The purpose of using the AIMS was to help create a clearer distinction between 

participants who do and do not self-identify as an athlete.  

Subjective Well-being. The Positive and Negative Affect Schedule (PANAS; Watson, 

Clark, & Tellengen, 1988) measures overall mood states. The PANAS (Appendix B) consists of 

20 items assessing positive and negative affect. Each item consists of a 5-point Likert-type scale 

ranging from 1 (very slightly, or not at all) to 5 (extremely) in which participants are asked to 

rate the degree to which they experience each item. Scores from each positive and negative affect 

subscale range from 10 to 50, with higher scores indicating higher levels of positive or negative 

affect. The PANAS has been shown to have strong internal consistency and validity (positive 

affect subscale α = .89 and negative affect subscale α = .85; Crawford & Henry, 2004) and test-

retest reliability over an eight-week period (positive affect subscale r = .68 and negative affect 

subscale r = .71; Watson et al., 1988). In order to determine construct validity, the PANAS has 

been compared to similar measures assessing distress. The Negative Affect subscale of the 

PANAS was found to be substantially correlated with the Beck Depression Inventory (BDI) and 

the Hopkins Symptom Checklist (HSCL). The Positive Affect subscale of the PANAS was found 

to be negatively correlated with each of the measures listed above because each measure assesses 
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the absence of positive affect, rather than presence of positive affect. As expected, the 

relationships between the PANAS subscales and other scales were marginal for the Beck 

Depression Inventory (BDI: negative affect r = .56 to .58 and positive affect r = -.35 to -.36), the 

Hopkins Symptom Checklist (HSCL: negative affect r = .65 to .74 and positive affect r = -.19 to 

-.29), and the STAI State Anxiety Scale (A-State: negative affect r = .51 and positive affect r = -

.35; Watson et al., 1988). 

Body Image Measurement. The Body Satisfaction Visual Analogue Scale (Appendix C) 

measures changes in participants’ body image dissatisfaction (Bird, Halliwell, Diedrichs, & 

Harcourt, 2013). The Body Satisfaction Visual Analogue Scale consists of five items each with a 

5-point Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (never) to 5 (very often). The scale includes items such 

as “Do you feel satisfied with your body?” and “Do you feel satisfied with your appearance?” To 

obtain an overall measure of body satisfaction, scores from all five items are summed, with 

possible scores ranging from 5 to 25. Higher scores indicate greater body satisfaction and lower 

scores indicate greater body dissatisfaction. Durkin and Paxton (2002) found the VAS to have 

good convergent validity with the Eating Disorder Inventory- Body Dissatisfaction Subscale 

(EDI-Body Dissatisfaction: r = .80; Garner, Olmstead, & Polivy, 1983). In regard to discriminant 

validity, marginally low correlations were found comparing the Body Satisfaction Visual 

Analogue Scale with the Positive and Negative Affect Schedule and the State Anxiety Scale 

(PANAS: positive affect, r = .09 and negative affect, r = .28; State Anxiety Scale: r = .20; 

Garner et al., 1983).  

Visual Stimuli. Twenty visual images were used that were previously used in a study by 

Benton and Karazsia (2015; See Appendices D and E for sample images). Benton et al. (2015) 

selected images from online sources and had each image viewed by two experts in the field of 
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body image. The experts reviewed and categorized each image type as either thin, athletic, or 

hyper-muscular. The experts’ ratings of the images were given based on two dimensions: 

thinness and muscularity. The images used in the current study represented women categorized 

into two different body ideals: the thin-ideal (high on thinness, low on muscularity) and the 

athletic-ideal (high on thinness, moderate on muscularity). Ten of the images were used to 

represent the thin-ideal, and ten images were used to represent the athletic-ideal. Each image was 

titled as either “athlete” or “non-athlete” to aid participants in distinguishing between each type 

of image.  

Procedure 

All participants used computers to read and provide consent (Appendix F) before 

proceeding with the online survey from Survey Monkey, a web-based survey creator. After 

providing consent, participants then completed an initial set of pre-test questionnaires including 

the Athletic Identity Measurement Scale (AIMS), the Body Satisfaction Visual Analogue Scale, 

and the Positive and Negative Affect Schedule (PANAS). After completing the initial pre-test 

questionnaires, participants were exposed to a series of ten images, all representing either the 

thin or athletic body ideal. All participants saw both series of images representing both types of 

body ideals, but the order in which participants viewed either set of images (thin-ideal vs. 

athletic-ideal first) was randomly assigned. The images were presented one at a time on the 

computer screen, and participants were required to scroll in order to see each image. To ensure 

participants viewed each image, participants were asked to report the extent to which they 

desired to look like the person each image indicated on a 5-point Likert-type scale ranging from 

1 (Not at All) to 5 (Definitely) before they could scroll to view the next image (Benton et al., 

2015). Participants were also asked to report the type of image (athlete or non-athlete) they saw 
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prior to completing each set of post-test questionnaires. Following exposure to the first series of 

10 images, participants completed a series of post-test questionnaires including the Body 

Satisfaction Visual Analogue Scale and the Positive and Negative Affect Schedule. Participants 

were then exposed to the second series of ten images (opposite of the first set of ten images), 

following the same procedures as above, and completed a second series of post-test 

questionnaires including the Body Satisfaction Visual Analogue Scale and Positive and Negative 

Affect Schedule. At the conclusion of the survey, participants completed the demographic 

questionnaire (Appendix G) including questions for age, gender, academic class standing, and 

current athletic involvement. Participants then received a debriefing statement (Appendix H). 

Results 

Data Analyses  

 Data analyses were conducted using SPSS. A series of single sample t-tests were 

conducted to determine if a statistically significant change occurred in body image dissatisfaction 

(VAS) and well-being (PANAS) scores after participants viewed athletic and thin-ideal images. 

The changes in mean scores reported below represent total change in participants’ scores for 

each measure after viewing each group of image types. For participants who viewed the athletic-

ideal images first, their athletic-ideal change scores were calculated by subtracting the baseline 

scores from the scores after viewing the images. To calculate their thin-ideal change scores, their 

scores immediately preceding the thin-ideal images (and after viewing the athletic-ideal images) 

were subtracted from their scores after viewing the thin-ideal images. There were no significant 

changes in body image dissatisfaction scores after participants viewed thin-ideal (M = 0.22, SD = 

1.90), t(102) = 1.19, p = .24, d = .12 and athletic-ideal images (M = .53, SD = 2.81), t(102) = 

1.93, p = .057, d = .19. Significant changes were found in negative affect scores after participants 
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viewed athletic (M = -2.29, SD = 4.24), t(102) = -5.49, p < .001, d = .54, and thin-ideal images 

(M = -1.57, SD = 2.69), t(102) = -5.95, p < .001, d = .58. While negative affect appeared to 

decrease, no significant changes in positive affect were found after participants viewed athletic 

(M = -.76, SD = 4.95), t(102) = -1.55, p = .124, d = .15, and thin-ideal images (M = -.25, SD = 

3.54), t(102) = -.72, p = .471, d = .07.    

Next, participants’ data were split into four quartiles based on AIMS scores. Due to the 

AIMS being a continuous measure, a quartile split was conducted in order to better differentiate 

higher and lower AIMS scores. Prior to the split, the average reported AIMS score (M = 21.66, 

SD = 11.18) was recorded. After conducting the quartile split, participants with AIMS scores (M 

= 8.52, SD = 1.81) ranging from 7-12 (n = 27) were labeled as “non-athletes” and those with 

AIMS scores (M = 36.61, SD = 4.25) ranging from 31-46 (n = 28) were labeled as “athletes.” 

The participants with scores in the middle ranges of 13-30 (n = 48) were removed. For all 

ANOVAs conducted, means and standard deviations are reported in Table 1.  

After performing the quartile split, a 2 (Group: Athlete vs. Non-athlete) x 2 (Image: Thin-

ideal vs. Athletic-ideal) mixed factorial ANOVA to examine the interaction between group and 

image type on body image dissatisfaction and any other main effects (Figure 1). There was not a 

significant interaction between group and image type, F(1, 53) = .14, p = .71, ηp
2 = .003. There 

was not a significant main effect of image type, F(1, 53) = .47, p = .50, ηp
2 = .009, or group, F(1, 

53) = .12, p = .73, ηp
2 = .002.  

A second 2 (Group: Athlete vs. Non-athlete) x 2 (Image: Thin-ideal vs. Athletic-ideal) 

mixed factorial ANOVA was conducted to examine the interaction between group and image 

type on negative affect (Figure 2). There was not a significant interaction between image type 

and group, F(1, 53) = .35, p = .56, ηp
2 = .007, and no main effect of image type, F(1, 53) = 1.48, 
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p = .23, ηp
2 = .027. There was a significant difference between non-athletes (M = -.94, SD = .44) 

and athletes (M = -2.77, SD = .43), such that athletes experienced less change in negative affect 

compared to non-athletes, F(1, 53) = 8.76, p = .005, ηp
2 = .14. 

A final 2 (Group: Athlete vs. Non-athlete) x 2 (Image: Thin-ideal vs. Athletic-ideal) 

mixed factorial ANOVA was conducted to examine the interaction between group and image 

type on positive affect (Figure 3). There was not a significant interaction between group and 

image type on positive affect, F(1, 53) = 1.10, p = .30, ηp
2 = .20 or main effect of group, F(1, 53) 

= 3.07, p = .09, ηp
2 = .06. There was a significant main effect of image type such that the athletic-

ideal images resulted in a larger change than the thin-ideal images, F(1, 53) = 4.16, p = .047, ηp
2 

= .073. 

An independent samples t-test was conducted to compare differences on baseline body 

image dissatisfaction, positive affect, and negative affect scores between athletes and non-

athletes. There was a significant difference in body image dissatisfaction between non-athletes 

(M = 10.56, SD = 2.99) and athletes (M = 14.82, SD = 5.43), such that at baseline, athletes had 

higher body image satisfaction, t(53) = -3.59, p = .001, d = .97. There was also a significant 

difference in positive affect between non-athletes (M = 28.81, SD = 6.23) and athletes (M = 

37.21, SD = 5.52), such that athletes had higher levels of positive affect prior to engaging in the 

experiment, t(53) = -5.30, p < .001, d = .39. There were no significant differences for negative 

affect (non-athletes: M = 22.41, SD = 7.52; athletes: M = 19.79, SD = 5.77), t(53) = 1.45, p = 

.15, d = 1.43.  

In addition to the analyses conducted above, an independent samples t-test was conducted 

to compare differences on baseline body image dissatisfaction, positive affect, and negative 

affect scores between athletes and non-exercisers based on how participants identified 
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themselves on the demographics survey (not from the AIMS questionnaire). There was a 

significant difference in body image dissatisfaction between non-exercisers (M = 11.68, SD = 

3.70) and athletes (M = 15.11, SD = 5.05), such that at baseline, athletes had higher body image 

satisfaction, t(99) = -3.70, p < .001, d = .77. There was also a significant difference in positive 

affect between non-exercisers (M = 30.13, SD = 6.55) and athletes (M = 35.85, SD = 6.19), such 

that athletes had higher levels of positive affect prior to engaging in the experiment, t(99) = -

4.45, p < .001, d = .90. There were no significant differences for negative affect (non-exercisers: 

M = 21.60, SD = 6.88; athletes: M = 20.62, SD = 6.12), t(99) = .75, p = .46, d = .15. 

Furthermore, an independent samples t-test was conducted to compare differences on 

participants’ degree to which they reported a “desire” to look like each of the images using the 5-

point Likert-type scale mentioned in the procedure section. There were no significant differences 

between athletes (M = 3.25, SD = 1.08) and non-athletes (M = 3.25, SD = 1.07) degree of desire 

to look like the thin-ideal images, t(53) = -.006, p = .99, d = 0. However, there was a significant 

difference in participants’ degree of desire to look like the athletic-ideal images, such that 

athletes (M = 3.18, SD = 1.10) reported higher levels of desire to look like the athletic-ideal 

images compared to non-athletes (M = 2.48, SD = .85), t(53) = -2.64, p = .01, d = .71. 

Discussion 

 Overall, results indicated that participants did not experience any significant increases or 

decreases in body image dissatisfaction after viewing the images. Positive affect scores among 

participants did appear to decrease overall; however, these changes were not significant. 

Participants differed in overall change in negative affect scores such that athletes experienced 

greater decreases in negative affect compared to non-athletes. Furthermore, when looking at 
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baseline scores (prior to viewing the images), athletes had higher body image satisfaction and 

higher positive affect compared to non-athletes.  

Previous research demonstrated a direct relationship between exposure to thin-ideal 

images and body image dissatisfaction (Kelley et al., 2010; Stice et al., 2001). These studies 

indicated participants experienced increases in body image dissatisfaction after exposure to thin-

ideal images. For the present study, it was expected that all participants would experience 

increases in body image dissatisfaction, increases in negative affect, and decreases in positive 

affect after viewing each set of images. Specifically, it was expected that female athletes overall 

would differentially experience negative effects in these three areas because of the pressures to 

conform to societal double standards of being both feminine and masculine. While previous 

research has indicated that participants typically experience negative effects on body image from 

viewing images such as the thin-ideal (Kelley et al., 2010; Stice et al., 2001) the current study 

did not observe the same outcomes.  

There could be several possible reasons for why participants in the current study did not 

experience decreases in body image dissatisfaction and negative and positive affect as a result of 

viewing the images. One of the assumptions in the current study was that participants would 

engage in social comparison and/or self-objectification as a result of viewing the images. As 

stated above, social comparison occurs when individuals compare themselves to others with the 

overall goal of decreasing their uncertain opinions of who they are (Myers et al., 2009). Self-

objectification occurs when an individual appraises the value/attractiveness of their body based 

on opinions of others (Fredrickson et al., 2011). It is possible that participants did not engage in 

either social comparison or self-objectification in response to viewing the images presented to 

them. If participants did not compare themselves to either the thin or athletic-ideal images, they 
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may not have experienced any negative effects in body image dissatisfaction or well-being as a 

result. However, it is also possible participants in the current study did actually engage in social 

comparison and/or self-objectification and did compare their body types to those shown in the 

images, but determined their body was of better value than what was displayed in the images. 

This explanation could also be supported from the results indicating that participants’ negative 

affect scores appeared to decrease after participants viewed both image types. 

In his theory of social comparison, Festinger (1954) differentiates two types of social 

comparison: upward and downward social comparison. While upward social comparison 

typically results in negative consequences, such as body dissatisfaction, downward social 

comparison typically results in positive consequences such as increased self-esteem and body 

satisfaction. The current study proposed that participants, especially athletes, would engage in 

social comparison and compare themselves to body types that represented two sets of standards 

in which participants may believe to be better due to the societal pressures they experience. 

While the study predicted social comparison would happen, and that most likely it would have 

been upward comparison, it is possible that the participants in the study actually engaged in 

downward social comparison and believed their bodies were better than the body types displayed 

in the images. 

 With regard to participant well-being, it was predicted that athletes, when compared to 

non-athletes, would experience an increase in negative affect and a decrease in positive affect 

after viewing the athletic-ideal image types. Overall, results indicated there were no significant 

changes in participants’ positive affect scores, but significant changes did occur in participants’ 

negative affect scores. Participants’ negative affect scores decreased more after viewing the 

athletic-ideal images compared to the thin-ideal images. More specifically, rather than athletes 
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experiencing increases in negative affect, the results suggested that athletes’ experience of 

negative affect decreased overall after viewing each set of image types. The results from the 

current study do not necessarily contradict the literature as some research demonstrated female 

athletes do not experience greater body image dissatisfaction than non-athletes (DiBartolo et al., 

2002; Mclester et al., 2014). It is possible that these results are consistent with the previous 

literature that suggests athletes are no more likely than non-athletes to report unhealthy body 

image. The possibility that athletes generally do not report unhealthy body image may also be 

supported by participants’ baseline scores. At baseline, athletes had lower body image 

dissatisfaction and higher positive affect compared to non-athletes. In addition, while there were 

no significant differences between athletes’ and non-athletes’ negative affect, athletes did report 

somewhat lower scores.  

Several limitations within the current study should be addressed in future research. One 

limitation of the current study was the sample size used after conducting the quartile split. Since 

the AIMS is a continuous measure used to group participants into athletes and non-athlete, a 

quartile-split was conducted to capture the highest and lowest scores reported by the participants. 

The overall sample size decreased to 55 participants after the quartile-split analyses were 

conducted; therefore, having a smaller sample size in each quartile may have led to a loss of 

power. Future research planning to conduct a quartile-split should aim to collect data from larger 

sample sizes in order to create larger quartiles and possibly more power.  

Another limitation to the present study may have been the assumption that participants 

would engage in social comparison and/or self-objectification. While previous research 

suggested that participants would utilize these processes, the present study did not specifically 

measure for participants’ engagement in either social comparison or self-objectification. 
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Assessing for the degree to which participants engage in social comparison or self-objectification 

as a result of looking at the images in future studies would likely allow for a clearer 

understanding of why participants may or may not be affected by body image ideals.  

A third possible limitation to the study was the way participants’ change in body image 

dissatisfaction, positive affect, and negative affect scores were collected. Scores were assessed 

based on changes from baseline to after participants viewed their first set of images, and then 

again from after participants viewed their first set of images to after participants viewed their 

second set of images. For example, for participants who viewed the athletic-ideal images first, 

their change in scores were assessed as follows: from baseline (prior to viewing any images) to 

after viewing the athletic-ideal images (first set of images), and then from after viewing the 

athletic-ideal images to after viewing the thin-ideal images (second set of images). This is a 

potential limitation of order effects as this study utilized a within-subjects design. It was difficult 

to fully distinguish and control for any rollover effects participants may have experienced from 

the first set to the second set of images viewed. While the current study attempted to address the 

issue of order effects by counterbalancing the order in which the images were received by 

participants, future research should potentially aim to use a between-subjects design to account 

for any possible order effects.  

Given these limitations and the lack of clear understanding about the exact impact of 

athletic-body ideal images on female athletes’ well-being and body image, more research in this 

area is needed. The impact of these societal pressures on female athletes may lead to the 

development of eating disorders, body image dissatisfaction, negative affect, and additional 

negative mood states that could potentially lead to anxiety, depression, eating disorders, and 

other mental health complications. Understanding exactly how female athletes may be impacted 
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by these images and societal expectations can inform future research about interventions and 

protective factors against consequences of body image dissatisfaction and negative well-being.  
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Table 1.  

 

Average changes in body image dissatisfaction, positive and negative affect after viewing each 

image type. 

 

  Athletes Non-athletes 

Body image dissatisfaction 

 

   

Athletic-ideal 0.50 (1.69) 0.81 (3.73) 

 

Thin-ideal 0.40 (1.60) 0.44 (1.65) 

    

Positive affect 

 

   

Athletic-ideal -0.54 (4.32) -2.52 (3.99) 

 

Thin-ideal -0.14 (2.84) -1.30 (3.17) 

    

Negative affect 

 

   

Athletic-ideal -3.04 (2.95) -1.04 (2.35) 

 

Thin-ideal -2.50 (2.27) -0.85 (2.51) 

 

Note. Standard deviations in parentheses. 
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Figure 1. Changes in participants’ body image dissatisfaction after viewing each image type. 
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Figure 2. Changes in participants’ negative affect after viewing each image type.  
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Figure 3. Changes in participants’ positive affect after viewing each image type.  
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Appendix A 
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Appendix B 
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Appendix C 
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Appendix D 

 

Examples of thin-ideal images used in current study, (Benton et al., 2015):  
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Appendix E 

 

Examples of athletic-ideal images used in current study, (Benton et al., 2015): 
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Appendix F 

Informed Consent 

Body Image Study  

The Department of Psychology supports the practice of protection for human subjects 

participating in research. The following information is provided so that you can decide whether 

you wish to participate in the present study. You should be aware that even if you agree to 

participate you are free to withdraw at any time, without penalty. Your participation is voluntary.  

In this study, you will complete a series of questionnaires asking you to report on your current 

body satisfaction, overall well-being, and athletic identity. You will then see two series of 

images displaying female body types. After viewing the images, you will complete the same 

series of questionnaires asking you to report on your body satisfaction and well-being. This 

research study is estimated to take between thirty to sixty minutes to complete.  

Your participation is solicited, but strictly voluntary. Do not hesitate to ask any questions about 

the study. Be assured that the information collected from this study will be recorded in a 

confidential manner and your name will not be associated in any way with the research findings. 

Thank you for taking the time to participate in this study. We appreciate your cooperation.  

Alexandrea Maffei, Graduate Student Researcher  

alexandrea.maffei@washburn.edu   

 

Cindy Nebel, Ph.D. 

Psychology Department 

cindy.nebel@washburn.edu 

 

  

mailto:alexandrea.maffei@washburn.edu
mailto:cindy.nebel@washburn.edu
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Appendix G 

 

Demographics 

 

 

1. What is your age? (Please Specify) ________ 

 

2. What is your academic class standing? 

 

a. Freshman 

b. Sophomore 

c. Junior  

d. Senior 

e. Other (Please Specify) ________ 

 

3. What gender do you identify with? 

 

a. Male 

b. Female 

c. Transgender Male 

d. Transgender Female 

e. Gender Fluid 

f. Gender Non-conforming 

g. I choose not to identify in this way 

h. Other (Please Specify) ________________ 

 

4. How would you categorize your current athletic involvement? Please mark all that apply: 

 

a. Varsity athlete (Select if you participate on a Washburn-affiliated sport team) 

b. Club athlete (Select if you actively participate on a Washburn-affiliated club or 

intramural sport team) 

c. Independent exerciser (Select if you exercise on your own on average at least 

three times per week) 

d. Non-exerciser (Select if you exercise on your own on average zero to two times 

per week) 
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Appendix H 

 

Debriefing Statement 

 

Body Image Study  

 

Thank you for your participation in our study! The purpose of this study is to see how images of 

thin and athletic ideal body types have a negative impact on body dissatisfaction and overall 

well-being when comparing female, self-identified athletes to female, self-identified non-

athletes. More specifically, we are interested to see how these images of ideal body types effect 

the pressure that female athletes may experience: the pressure to be both thin and muscular.  

 

It is not in the intent of this study to leave any participant feeling distressed at the end of it. If 

you feel that you are distressed after this study, please contact the researchers of this study or 

refer to the resources listed at the bottom of this page.   

 

Once again, we appreciate your participation. As a reminder, none of your information will be 

shared with anyone; however, we will share the results of the study with you if you are 

interested. You can contact us at:  

 

Alexandrea Maffei, graduate student researcher 

alexandrea.maffei@washburn.edu 

 

Cindy Nebel, Ph.D. 

Psychology Department 

cindy.nebel@washburn.edu 

 

 

Below are some resources that you may find helpful: 

 

Washburn Counseling Services  

1700 SW College Ave 

Kuehne Hall, Room 200 

Topeka, KS 66621 

785-670-3100 

 

 

mailto:alexandrea.maffei@washburn.edu
mailto:cindy.nebel@washburn.edu
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