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Abstract
This research investigated body image in a group of British female athletes, to find out their thoughts and feelings about their appearance, and if they felt this impacted on their athletic careers in any way. The athletes were interviewed individually, and asked about their thoughts and feelings about their bodies. Four key themes were identified from the interviews, which were analysed using thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke 2006): Body Image Pressures, Gender Differences, Body Comparisons and The Media. All of the participants reported feeling that they had to maintain a certain appearance, and all felt pressure from outside influences, including the media and from the uniforms they had to wear for their sports. A number of suggestions and recommendations have arisen from the findings, include a need for interventions to maintain a positive body image in female athletes, as well as considerations for factors such as uniform choice, and support from coaches.
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Introduction
Background

Body image has been defined as an individuals’ personal perceptions, thoughts, and feelings towards their own body (Grogan, 2008). Grogan (2008) highlights the importance of encouraging positive body image perceptions to help improve possible physical or mental health problems. It has been argued that being dissatisfied with body image has both positive and negative consequences on physical health, as individuals either become motivated to change and exercise or prevent themselves exercising due to being ashamed and not wanting to exercise in public (Grogan, 2006). 

Athletes are a particular subgroup of people who have been found to be at particular risk of issues with their body image. Some research has found positive findings in terms of athletes’ body image, for example a meta-analysis was carried out by Hausenblas and Downs (2010) to examine body image between athletes and non-athletes. They found a small effect, indicating that athletes had a more positive body image compared to non-athletes. The authors suggested that the result may have been due to the possibility that athletes, because of their high physical activity levels, may more closely resemble the current aesthetic ideal of a lean and fit physique for females and a lean and muscular physique for males than the nonathletes (Brownell, 1991). 
However, despite this finding regarding positive body image in athletes, other research has found that athletes do have many body image concerns and issues, and these concerns can differ from non-athletes. Lim, Omar-Fauzee and Rosli (2011) looked at body dissatisfaction among female athletes and non-athletes in Malaysia. Participants were 20 recreational athletes and 20 non-athletes, who completed self-report measures of ideal body size, body dissatisfaction, and media influence. Results indicated that the athletes had significantly higher body dissatisfaction compared to the non-athletes. Koidou, Papadopoulou, Thoma and Euaggelinou (2016) explored team sport as a factor which contributes to the manifestation of body dissatisfaction and motivates teen-age girls, with normal body mass index, to lose weight. They quantitatively explored body dissatisfaction and motivation for weight loss, as well as using the Collins’ Child Figure Drawing Scale (Collins, 1991) in teenage girls, aged 13 to 14 years. Their sample comprised of two groups: 302 athletes and 225 non-athletes. The authors concluded that sports involvement, in particular in team sports, constitutes a differentiating factor of body dissatisfaction and motivation for weight loss in teenage athletes with normal BMI.
In terms of particular pressures for athletes, Griffith (2014) suggested that 80% of elite female athletes felt pressure to conform to a certain image and body type. Parsons and Betz (2001) found that more extensive participation in athletics, especially in sports that emphasised the athletes’ femininity and appearance, was related to a stronger concern and potential for feeling shame if their body did not meet cultural standards of a female body.

Real, Petrie, SooHoo and Anderson (2013) looked at specific pressures for athletes, and suggested that due to specific pressures within the sport environment, such as from coaches, teammates, uniforms and judges, female athletes may develop unhealthy eating practices to lose weight or change their body size/shape to become more competitive and meet societal and sport-related physique ideals. Kantanista et al. (2018) also suggest that female athletes are at risk of developing dissatisfaction with their body, and that as a subpopulation, athletes are more prone to body image distortion and eating disorders. It has been suggested that for female athletes, as well as being at a higher risk of body image dissatisfaction and eating disorders, there is also the added pressure for them due to a need to achieve particular athletic physiques, for example in terms of performance advantages or due to the weight requirements of their sport (Swami, 2009). 

Lunde and Gattario (2017) carried out focus groups with 25 female athletes from Sweden. Participants raised many positive experiences in relation to their sport participation, but they also witnessed a conflict in the intersection between the culture within their sport (emphasizing physical performance) and the culture outside their sport (emphasizing physical appearance). The participants in their study also brought up a need to choose between a body that performs well in their athletic field, or a body that looks good, with some of their participants seeming to feel that it was impossible for them to conform to both ideals.

Another area with the potential to lead to body dissatisfaction that athletes have compared to non-athletes, is that of the communication between athletes and their trainers or coaches. Coppola, Ward and Freysinger (2012) investigated female athletes’ experiences of coaches’ communication of sport body image. Semi-structured interviews were conducted with eight female athletes. The results revealed that coaches encouraged nutrition and physical development during training thereby communicating a healthy, fit sport body image, but there were added pressures for the athletes, in terms of the coaches communicating the sport body image through body comparisons and criticisms.
For many athletes, low body fat and thinness are viewed as crucial variables for performance (Ackland et al., 2012), thus increasing the pressure on athletes to maintain a certain body type. These factors are also promoted by the media as important for an attractive appearance and ideal body shape (Levene & Murnen, 2009), and it has been found that athletes are strongly exposed to sport and sociocultural pressure regarding weight and body shape (Petrie and Greenleaf, 2012). De Bruin et al. (2011) suggest that in a social environment athletes may be satisfied with their body, but in a sporting context, they may be dissatisfied with it. 
Current Study

Lunde and Gattario (2017) suggest that very little research from the viewpoints of female sport participants themselves has been done, and that by using qualitative methods, it is possible to learn more about the specific circumstances affecting female athletes’ perceptions of their bodies. In the current study therefore, British female athletes were interviewed and asked about their bodies and their feelings on body image. El Ansari, Dibba and Stock (2014) looked at body image concerns among males and females, the research found that females were significantly more likely than males to report being concerned with their body image. There are also differing appearance pressures for men and women, for example most studies have found that women tend to be more concerned about visible ageing than men, due to different cultural pressures to retain a youthful look (Grogan, 2011). It was therefore decided to just focus on female athletes for this study. The interview schedule was semi-structured, with participants able to discuss the body image issues that were most pertinent to them. There has been a lack of research looking at body image in female athletes, and a lack of qualitative research where female athletes have been directly asked about their thoughts and feelings about their bodies, and any pressures they feel they are under as athletes, therefore the authors felt this was an interesting and important area to explore.
Material and Methods
Design 

The study was qualitative, with individual sessions using semi-structured interviews, to ask the participants about their body image. Individual sessions were chosen as opposed to focus groups, as we felt that for this topic, women may have felt more comfortable discussing any issues on an individual basis. 
Participants
The participants were five female athletes, aged 18 to 41 from a variety of sporting backgrounds, including sailing, korfball, netball, rowing and football. All participants have competed in their sports for three minimum and were at a level of county or above. The participants were purposefully selected to participate in this study, as per suggestions by Creswell (2013), whereby purposeful selection is the process of identifying participants who can provide detailed information or share experiences about the topic being explored. The first author has a background in athletics so was able to identify people through her personal network. Table 1 shows the participants’ pseudonyms along with their age and sport. 

(Insert Table 1 here)
Materials

The questionnaire comprised of a semi-structured interview schedule, created by the researchers. The questions were designed to ask participants about their thoughts and feelings about body image, open-ended questions on body image, including questions such as “Do you believe there is pressure for female athletes to look a certain way?”.
Procedure

The interview sessions were arranged ahead of time and carried out by the first author. The sessions began with the researcher explaining to participants what would be happening in the session, and they were then handed a consent form to read and sign, along with choosing a pseudonym, for anonymity. The participants were then asked the open-ended questions on body image, and were recorded during the session using a Dictaphone. After the interview, each participant was debriefed by the researcher. 
Data Analysis 

The audio-taped individual sessions were transcribed verbatim. All data were analysed using thematic analysis by both the first and second author. Inductive thematic analysis was used to analyse the data. This is a method for identifying, analysing and reporting patterns within data (Braun & Clarke, 2006), where the themes identified are strongly linked to the data themselves (Patton, 1990), and data are coded without trying to fit into a pre-existing coding frame, or the researcher’s analytic preconceptions. This method was chosen as the authors feel it has the ability to create a rich and detailed account of data, without the need to fit into any pre-existing coding frames or using the researchers analytic preconceptions (Braun & Clarke, 2006).
Results
Four main themes were identified from the transcripts: 
1. Body Image Pressures

2. Gender Differences

3. Body Comparisons 

4. The Media
Figure 1 shows the key themes that arose from the interviews, and the links between the themes.
(Insert Figure 1 here)

Body Image Pressures

The participants all reported feeling pressurised to look a certain way, and maintain a particular body shape. For example, Sarah said:

For athletes, there are many pressures to be strong and fit, but also have that feminine look. I feel that athletes are put into… two categories… either they are labelled that they don’t try hard enough as they don’t look ‘strong or fit and muscly’, or they are shamed for look manly and it’s ‘too much’.

The participants felt that these exacting standards of maintaining a certain appearance, one that is not too ‘manly’ or ‘masculine’ (Emma), but is also ‘feminine’ and ‘strong’ (Sarah) can really lead to intense pressure for female athletes, as they are battling between looking a certain way (perhaps due to cultural pressures), but also keeping up their athletic ability and fitness.

The participants discussed pressures that they felt in terms of staying on particular targets, for example Sarah discussed currently trying to stay on a weight target, and the difficulties she faced from this, in terms of having a different body image to one that she would have more naturally:

I’m currently trying to stay on a weight target that is higher than my natural resting body weight, so it’s difficult to see many athletes who are toned and thin and being compared to them and why I don’t look the same as those top performing athletes. But contradictory to that, I struggle with the fact that my arms are muscly, big shoulders, looking masculine.
Having to maintain particular target weights is an added pressure for female athletes, again in terms of both maintating a particular appearance that is seen as being more ‘feminine’, but also in terms of keeping to a particular weight that is going to help them with their athletic ability.

The topic of athletic uniform came up a number of times in the interviews, with participants talking about the pressures of being encouraged to wear certain outfits for their sports. Sarah talked about how there can even be a pressure to maintain a certain look when training, saying: 

I know many girls who I have spoken to in gyms who struggle also with their sporting uniforms… one that particularly stood out was a volleyball player, who when she was training wears leggings and sports top and gets criticised for not wearing her sports bra and shorts… why should this matter, she wants to be judged on her performance, not her appearance!

Uniforms are something that are worn by the majority of athletes, particularly when competing, but also in terms of day to day practice and working out. It does appear that for the female athletes interviewed for this study, uniforms were something that added another, difficult pressure to their day to day athletic careers, and something that they felt could lead to judgements being made about their appearance.
Gender Differences 
All of the participants talked about how they felt that male and female athletes had different pressures put on them, talking about a variety of differences, including clothing and media portrayals. For example, put simply, Sarah said:
I still can’t understand why women are judged so harshly on their appearance and the men aren’t.

The participants also mentioned objectification, and feeling that again, there were different pressures for men and women, in terms of both clothing, and in terms of the media:

I think that in sport… women get objectified more than men by the public and media. Also, I think there is more focus made about women’s clothing and image in the media in sport than there is for men (Monica)
Gigi specifically discussed a case she had read about that had really resonated with her, where a boxer responded badly to being asked which designer’s suit he would be wearing to an event, a question that she felt would often be directed at female athletes:

They asked a boxer, man, so he had just won like a heavyweight fight, and the guy interviewed him asking him, his first question was, who’s suit are you going to be wearing to your awards…and he kicked this interviewer out, he like wouldn’t have him there anymore, he like kicked off massively like, I think he tried to punch him or something, like, you know he got like really, really mad and the guy was like well that’s what all female athletes get asked as their first question and um, look how angry it made that man.
The example given by Gigi summed up how participants expressed feeling in terms of the differences between males and females: they felt that for male athletes, they were able to get on with their athletic and sporting career, whereas for women, there were additional pressures and differences that they had to deal with, on top of their athletic jobs. Related to this point, the participants discussed the different ways that male and female athletes are represented in the media in terms of media appearance. Participants commented on female athletes being asked about their social life and appearance in the media rather than their achievements, for example: 

There would be some preferences for wanting better looking women, they’ll probably get kinder attention from the media, um, positive attention… but potentially less focused on their achievements and more focused on ‘oh, what are you wearing’ or ‘you look great, this bikini shows off whatever (Gigi)
Commentary of women’s events also influences people watching as different wording is used rather than analysing performance like the men…for example, they comment on their outfit, how they are looking that day (Sarah)

Again, this is emphasising how the participants do feel that there are gender differences in men and women’s sports, and again, these differences lead to additional pressures for the women (linking to the previous theme).
Uniform was also something that came up a number of times in the interviews, both in terms of adding a pressure to the athletes’ sporting lives (see previous theme), but also in terms of gender differences. A number of the participants talked about the differences in what they were encouraged to wear compared to the male athletes in their field. For example, Monica said:
In my sport, the girls wear tiny skorts and tight tops but the boys wear baggy clothing. The girls on my team also make a big deal about what size kit they are given to wear at matches… some want smaller kit, and others are paranoid about asking for a specific size. I’ve never seen the boys talk like that.

Again, this appears to lead to an additional pressure that is perhaps more for the female athletes, in terms of having to wear tight fitting shorts, as opposed to the male athletes wearing baggy clothing. Additionally, Monica is mentioning pressures put on athletes from other females on the team, in terms of discussing clothes sizes, and having that made public to the other members of the team.
Body Comparisons 
The participants reported comparing their bodies against other athletes, as well as feeling that certain body images were more desirable than others. For example, Monica said she felt that:

There are certain body images that young girls don’t desire… for example, they might think that swimmers have broad shoulders and so may not consider that to be a very feminine trait and want to look feminine still. 
Despite the comparisons, the participants were realistic about knowing that an athletes’ bodies required a lot of hard work and dedication, for example:
They are able to dedicate lots of time into making their bodies look good. I like to feel like a body like that is only obtainable due to the intense time spent doing sport (Monica)
It is positive that the female athletes interviewed did appear to be realistic about their bodies, in terms of knowing that to obtain an athletic physique does require a lot of time, and is not obtainable for people who do not spend ‘intense’ time working on their sport. However, again, linking back to the first theme of pressure, there does appear to be an added pressure in terms of comparing their bodies to other athletes, for example other people on their sports teams, or members of different athletic teams and sports.
The Media

All of the participants talked about the media, and its’ portrayal of athletes. Almost without exception, the participants reported feeling negatively towards the media and its portrayal of athletes, as well as putting added pressures on an already pressurised environment. Sarah talked specifically retired British track and field athlete, Dame Jessica Ennis-Hill:

The media has many negative body image stories surrounding female athletes… Jess Ennis-Hill has always been an inspiration to me and I was shocked to find stories of her being classed as over-weight, from her BMI. It’s clear that she is one of the fittest and healthiest women and yet the media has to try and shame her in some way (Sarah)

This example indicates how participants could think of specific media examples where they felt that female athletes were portrayed unfairly. Three of the participants also spoke about British swimmer Rebecca Addlington, and how they felt she had been wrongly attacked in the media for her body shape. The participants all reported feeling that the media added to the pressure of gaining an particular type of body, with Emma saying that:  

The moment a female athlete looks muscular and masculine, the media seems to pick up on it straight away and scrutinise them for it, even if they are top of their game, winning gold medals. If they don’t look good, they get rejected, in a way. 

The participants all suggested that the media had a huge impact in terms of promoting thinner models and athletes. This can be seen through Monica’s comment on the fact that some athletes may not have the body image that young girls desire as they want to still “look feminine”, for example, swimmers “have broad shoulders”. The participants suggested that this may stem from the media portraying that females should look feminine and petite. Monica commented on this, stating that girls her age are: 

...paranoid about body image and I think it’s because of photoshop in the media, telling us to look a certain way.
The participants disagreed with these media pressures, for example Monica stated that she felt: 

…sad and angry… to see such influential, strong, successful women be put down in the media for their body image. It’s not what we, or the media, should be focusing on… we should celebrate them as athletes… They didn’t sign up to be treated like failed supermodels.
Emma agreed with this, stating ‘we should be celebrating these athletes, not criticising the way they look’. The participants did all appear to feel anger towards the press representation of female athletes, and did not feel that the press focussed on the main issue, being their achievements in the sporting world, rather focussing on the athletes’ appearance, with their achievements as an afterthought. This linked back to the previous theme, Gender Differences, with participants feeling that the male athletes did not have these same pressures in the media as the female athletes.
Discussion

The research makes a significant contribution to the literature on body image, by providing an insight into the body image of British female athletes, an area that has previously been under researched. Studying body image is crucial, especially in female athletes, where there are many differing and additional pressures in comparison to non-athletes. The research has identified a number of key areas that are important in female athletes’ body image, and can have an impact on that.
All of the athletes reported feeling pressurised to maintain a particular body image. It has been suggested that 80% of elite female athletes felt pressure to conform to a certain image and body type (Griffith, 2014). Researchers have suggested that in general, women thrive for a slim body shape due to their perception of ideal body image in the media and advertisements leading to greater body dissatisfaction (Johansson, Lundh & Andersson, 2005). For female athletes, the research has identified that in this sample, there was the additional pressure of needing to maintain a certain body or weight for their career (for example as in the case of Sarah), which can really have an impact on their body confidence and body image.
The research also identified that the athletes and their peers felt pressure due to the uniforms they had to wear for their sports. This is backed up by previous findings, for example, Reel (2012) suggests that revealing team uniforms may contribute to feelings of increased self-consciousness and negative body image across college athletes and dancers. Reel, SooHoo, Gill and Jamieson (2005) found that almost all of their sample of female dancers experienced negative body image and feelings of self-consciousness from costumes that failed to hide perceived bodily flaws. It has been found that sporting uniforms can create a platform for comparison between the female athlete body and the societal female body ideal (Krane et al., 2001). This, in turn, may influence body image concerns by magnifying female athletes` awareness of their physique (Greenleaf, 2002). 
One of the themes was comparison, both in terms of comparison with peers, as well as media images of other athletes. Furnham, Badmin and Sneade (2002) carried out a meta-analysis and found a relationship between social comparison and body image. Myers and Crowther (2009) suggest that the more individuals compared themselves unfavourably with other individuals, the higher their self-dissatisfaction would be. A correlation has shown the link between body image and self-esteem, individuals that highlighted differences between their perceived body and the perceived ideal body were strong predictors to have decreased self-esteem (Heider, Spruyt & De Houwer, 2015; Szabó, 2015). All of this research suggests that there are dangers of comparing one’s body type with others, however this was evident in all of the female athletes interviewed. This suggests the need for education and interventions, designed to discourage comparison, and encourage body acceptance in oneself, particularly in athletes.
Participants all mentioned the media, and the impact that this had on their body image. Pepin and Endresz (2015) found links between participants’ exposure to a variety of social media platforms and their perceived weight dissatisfaction. Again, the participants in the study identified feeling added pressures due to being athletes, in terms of looking at other athletes in the media and on social media, suggesting a need for further education and interventions in athletes, to try and discourage comparison, and encourage acceptance. The female athletes reported that there is a social pressure from this media to be thin and feminine, however this pressure has linked to body dissatisfaction (Swami, 2009). Although maintaining these ideal body images for their sport may give them confidence in the sporting arena and let them perform to their best ability, it is possible that it may also cause body dissatisfaction in social environments, where the perceived demands to conform to socially-prescribed norms of attractiveness are greater (Swami, 2009).
The participants all reported feeling that there were different pressures for male and female athletes, with them feeling that female athletes had more appearance pressures that could impact their body image. The participants spoke about a variety of differences, including differences in clothing and differing media portrayals and coverage. Research conducted by El Ansari, Dibba and Stock (2014), suggests that females are significantly more likely than males to report greater body dissatisfaction and body image concerns, and with female athletes in this study identifying having the added pressure on aspects such as more revealing clothing than males, this may be concerning in terms of the participants maintaining a positive body image.
Limitations and Future Research
There are limitations of this study, which need to be acknowledged. The study used a relatively low number of participants, and although it was felt that data saturation was reached, it would perhaps have been beneficial to interview participants from a wider range of sports, to see if there were different body image pressures for them. For example, Rose (2008) suggested that athletes from appearance-focused sports such as gymnastics, showed less-positive body image and greater concern about weight than athletes in other disciplines.  Additionally, the only method of data collection was individual interviews. It may have been beneficial to carry out focus groups alongside the interviews, to encourage group discussion between participants, which may have enabled them to open up even more.

In terms of future research, a number of participants mentioned other sports and the differing pressures the athletes may feel, for example Monica mentioned swimmers, and as the impact of the sport on their body shape. As mentioned above, it would therefore be interesting to look at female athletes in other sports, including swimmers, to see what pressures they felt, and how they discuss their body image. Additionally, it has also been suggested that athletes report lower body image concerns than non-athletes (Swami, 2009). It would therefore be interesting to carry out quantitative work, comparing body image satisfaction and body appreciation in British female athletes compared to non-athletes. This study focussed on female athletes, but in the future, it would be useful to carry out similar research focussing on male athletes, to see if they had similar feelings towards their bodies and body image pressures.
Conclusions
In conclusion, this work provides an important insight into the body image of female athletes in Britain. It has identified a number of areas where athletes may need additional support and consideration, for example in terms of comparisons with other athletes in the media, and in terms of feeling different pressure to male athletes in their field. 
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Table 1. Participants’ pseudonyms, ages and sports

	Participant Pseudonym
	Age
	Sport

	Gigi
	22
	Sailing

	Monica
	23
	Korfball

	Sarah
	21
	Rowing

	Anna
	41
	Football

	Emma
	37
	Netball


Figure 1. The key themes that arose from the interviews, and the links between the themes
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