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Abstract

Aim: There might be a probability that the sporting environment emphasises a body ideal that increases the
likelihood of body dissatisfaction among female participants. This study examined the effect of sociocultural
attitudes towards appearance on social physique anxiety in women athletes.

Methods: The participants were 43 female students studying at the Faculty of Sport Sciences. The Social Physique
Anxiety Scale (SPAS) and the Sociocultural Attitudes Towards Appearance Questionnaire-3 (SATAQ-3) were used in
the study.

Results: There was a total of 43 participants aged between 18 and 27 included in the analysis, and the mean age
was 21,7+1,95. There were 10 sports activity types, and the most common sport was volleyball [n=11, 25.6%].
The minimum, maximum, and mean values for SATAQ-3 were 32, 123, and 74.70+25.51, respectively. Also, SPA
scores showed that the minimum, maximum, and mean values were 20, 51, and 35%5.65, respectively. The
correlation and regression analysis results showed that the SATAQ-3 sub-dimensions of internalization general
[r=.405, p<.01], internalization athlete [r=.440, p<.01], and perception of pressure [r=.431, p<.01] were positively
and significantly associated with overall social physique anxiety scores. The results of the regression analysis
indicated that SATAQ-3 sub-dimensions may explain a significant amount of variance in female athletes' social
physique anxiety scores.

Conclusions: The study showed that social physique anxiety is common and widespread among young female
sports participants, regardless of the type of sport. Thus, one of the most important issues that needs to be
addressed is how sports facilities could promote healthy habits and attitudes towards body image more effectively.
In addition, results may be beneficial in solving problems such as social comparison and the resulting body image
dissatisfaction and eating disorders that arise as a result of social physique anxiety triggered by sociocultural
attitudes.

Keywords: Social physique anxiety; sociocultural attitudes towards appearance; female athletes

Nowadays, people engage in a wide range of practices, from
simple diets to aggressive diets, basic sports activities to intense
workouts, and ultimately obesity surgery, to lose weight, look fit,
and be healthy. In contemporary societies, the pursuit of a healthier,
more aesthetically pleasing body has led individuals to adopt a wide
range of weight management strategies. The range of potential
interventions is broad, extending from moderate lifestyle
modifications, such as dietary modifications and low-intensity

physical activity, to more extreme measures. These include
restrictive diets, high-intensity fitness regimens, and even bariatric
surgery.! Several factors influence the normalization of such
practices. Firstly, there is an increasing global concern about obesity
and its associated health risks. Secondly, there are cultural ideals
that equate thinness with attractiveness and success.z Health-
related behaviors are subject to further reinforcement by the media,
social networks and public health campaigns. Such campaigns often
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portray weight reduction not merely as a medical necessity but as a
moral obligation. Consequently, individuals may feel compelled to
adopt aggressive weight control behaviors even if these behaviors
are detrimental to their physical or psychological well-being.3 The
heterogeneity of weight loss strategies indicates a multifaceted
phenomenon, encompassing divergent personal objectives and
incentives, as well as structural and socioeconomic factors that
influence access to healthier food options, conducive exercise
environments, and professional health services. Body image
disturbances are also considered to be one of these factors. A great
deal of research has focused on body image disturbances due to
their role in the development and maintenance of severe health
problems. A review of the literature on body image disturbances
reveals that body image disturbances may lead to unhealthy eating
behaviors, low self-esteem, emotional instability, and social
physique anxiety.+6 Previously, researchers focused mainly on the
relations and consequences of body image disturbances. Therefore,
only a few theoretical frameworks underlie sociocultural processes
of body image disturbances.5 Thin internalization is one of the most
important theoretical frameworks for explaining the sociocultural
antecedents of body image disturbances. The concept of thin
internalization refers to the process by which individuals adopt the
thin body type that is widely regarded as the ideal in society. This
phenomenon is identified as a crucial sociocultural factor in the
development of body image disorders.” This process is influenced
by constant exposure to thin body ideals from various social
sources, including the media, peers, and family, and causes
individuals to adopt these standards.8 The link between being thin
and beauty, success, and social acceptance can create a situation
where individuals compare their bodies with this ideal, potentially
leading to body dissatisfaction and eating disorders.%10. Stice
emphasises that thin internalization is not only related to media
exposure, but also to factors such as self-awareness, self-esteem,
and critical media literacy.> Recent studies demonstrate that the
impact of this concept is further reinforced through social media
platforms. As demonstrated by Bi et al, there is a clear correlation
between exposure to selfie content and eating restriction behaviors
among adolescents.!! The study found that this exposure can lead to
an increase in thin internalization, a key factor in understanding its
influence on eating habits. In a related study, Schreurs and
Vandenbosch found that thin internalization mediated the
consumption of appearance-oriented content on social media,
leading to increased body dissatisfaction.1? Jung, Baron, Lee, and
Swami also found that there were significant relationships between
social media addiction and body image problems, and thin
internalization was again at the centre of this relationship.13
Furthermore, the research by Scheiber, Diehl, and Karmasin
indicated that the internalization of both thin and muscular ideals
was associated with an excessive preoccupation with healthy eating,
also known as orthorexia.l* Merino et al. reviewed the impact of
social media content on body image satisfaction, self-esteem, and
mental health, considering cultural and gender-related factors.1s
These findings suggest that thin internalization is not only a reaction
to visual content but also a multifaceted mechanism that profoundly
affects the individual's psychological structure and body perception.
Body image disturbances can impact overall well-being and
psychological health.16 Previous research provided evidence that
body image dissatisfaction may lead to unhealthy eating behavior or
emotional instability.l” Apart from the general population, some
specific populations may be more prone to develop body image
disturbances and other related psychological and behavioral
reactions.18. Therefore, it is essential to identify psychological and
social processes that can contribute to the development of body
image satisfaction.1? In this respect, Festinger’s social comparison
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theory may have the potential to explain the social and
psychological effects that can lead to the development of body image
dissatisfaction. Social comparison theory posits that individuals
evaluate their abilities, attributes, and opinions by comparing
themselves to others in their social environment.2% This comparison
process plays a significant role in the development of body image
dissatisfaction, as individuals tend to measure themselves against
societal standards and idealized body images. Media consumption,
particularly through social media platforms, has been identified as
a pervasive source of social comparisons, often presenting
unrealistic and idealized body representations that influence
viewers' perceptions®2?! Recent studies have emphasized that
frequent exposure to appearance-focused content intensifies
upward social comparisons, which in turn exacerbate body
dissatisfaction and social physique anxiety (SPA).2223 SPA is defined
as the anxiety experienced by individuals who believe that others
are negatively evaluating their physiques.2¢ The social comparison
process is therefore a critical psychosocial mechanism that
contributes not only to body dissatisfaction but also to the
development and maintenance of SPA.25 It is essential to understand
these dynamics in order to develop interventions that aim to
mitigate body image disturbances and the associated anxieties in
contemporary media-saturated environments. Social Physique
Anxiety (SPA) is defined as the discomfort or distress experienced
by individuals when they believe that others are negatively
evaluating their physical appearance.24 The SPA has been identified
as a critical construct in understanding body image concerns
because it not only impacts psychological well-being but also
predicts behaviors such as social avoidance, disordered eating, and
broader body image disturbances.2526 Elevated SPA levels have
been demonstrated to be associated with increased body
dissatisfaction and lowered self-esteem, which in turn can
contribute to adverse mental health outcomes.??” Competitive
anxiety, defined as stress and apprehension related to performance
in sports or competition, is conceptually linked to SPA. In contrast,
competitive anxiety focuses on performance evaluation; SPA
centers specifically on appearance-related evaluation. Social
comparison processes have been demonstrated to exacerbate both
SPA and competitive anxiety by heightening self-awareness and
negative self-assessment.2225 Considering the sociocultural
pressures faced by female athletes regarding both appearance and
performance, it is imperative to examine the impact of sociocultural
attitudes towards appearance on SPA. The present study examined
the effects of sociocultural attitudes towards appearance on SPA in
women athletes.

The Scientific Research Ethics Committee of Girne American
University (23-24/18) approved all experimental procedures, and
all data were collected following the Helsinki Declaration's ethical
standards. Before participating in the study, participants also
provided written informed consent approved by the Scientific
Research Ethics Committee of Girne American University.

The cross-sectional study was conducted on female students,
with a mean age of 21.7+1.95, at the Faculty of Sport Sciences of
Girne American University. Adult female students actively
participating in sports training and exercises were included.
Students with injuries or acute or chronic neuromuscular or
psychiatric disorders that prevented them from taking part in
training, exercises, or sports activities, or who were taking
medication that could potentially interfere with physical
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performance, were not included in the study. There were no
sampling methods; all the eligible students were invited to
participate in the study. The demographic data included age, gender,
and the sports activity of the participants. The cases with surveys
involving missing or unreliable information were excluded from the
study, and the related data were not included in the analysis.

A semi-structured survey form including demographic
information, the Social Physique Anxiety Scale (SPAS), and the
Sociocultural Attitudes Towards Appearance Questionnaire-3
(SATAQ-3) was used in the study.

The SPAS is a 12-item self-report inventory developed by Hart
et al. to measure the trait of social physique anxiety.2* The SPAS has
two subdomains, feeling of discomfort and expectation of negative
evaluation. Participants responded on a 5-point Likert-type scale
with anchors of not at all (1), slightly (2), moderately (3), very (4),
and extremely (5). Scores can range from 12 to 60, with higher
values indicating greater anxiety. The SPAS was adapted into
Turkish by Balli and As¢1.28 In the study, the internal consistency
score of the SPAS was 0.89.

The SATAQ-3 scale, developed by Heinberg et al. in 1995, was
revised and updated by Thompson in 2004.2930 The SATAQ-3 scale,
which was prepared using a 5-point Likert scale, contains a total of
38 sentences with the options “strongly disagree”, “disagree”,
“undecided”, “agree”, and “strongly agree”. Nine of the items were
prepared to measure the importance of media as a source of
information in evaluations about appearance, seven were prepared
to measure feeling pressure from the media, six were prepared to
measure feeling pressure about appearance through television and
magazines, three were used to measure internalizing the
appearance of athletes, four were for measuring comparing one's
own body with celebrities and nine were prepared to measure the
importance of media on creating ideal body awareness. Higher
scores on the SATAQ-3 show an increased level of involvement in
socio-cultural attitudes toward appearance. Cronbach's Alpha value
of the scale was calculated as 0.96.

The SPSS Statistics for Windows Version 23.0 software was used
for statistical analysis. The distribution of the data in terms of
normality was assessed by using the Kolmogorov-Smirnov test.
Percentages, frequencies, and standard deviations were used to
calculate the descriptive statistics of the participants. The analysis
of the continuous variables was conducted using the one-sample t-
test for variables with normal distribution and the Sign test for the
ones that were not distributed normally. The Chi-square test was
used in the analysis of the categorical variables. In the analysis of
any potential correlations, the Pearson and Spearman correlation
coefficients were calculated to explore the relationship between
SATAQ-3 sub-dimensions and SPA. Afterwards, a regression
analysis with the enter method was carried out to examine whether
the model consisting of SATAQ-3 may explain a significant amount
of variance in SPA.

There was a total of 43 participants aged between 18 and 27
included in the analysis, and the mean age was 21.7+1.95. There
were 10 sports activity types, and the most common sport was
volleyball [n=11, 25.6%]. The minimum, maximum, and mean
values for SATAQ-3 were 32, 123, and 74.70+25.51, respectively.
Also, SPA scores showed that the minimum, maximum, and mean
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values were 20, 51, and 35+5.65, respectively. Cronbach’s alpha
values for the SATAQ-3 and SPA were 0.973 and 0.613, respectively.
Table 1 presents the distribution of the distribution and mean
values for age, the SATAQ-3, and the SPA based on the types of
sports.

Age, SATAQ-3, and SPA values

n=43 n % Age SATAQ-3 SPA
Athletics 2 4.7 21.5+0.71 109.50+9.19  36.00+2.83
Basketball 7 16.3 22.29%#2.06 72.43%#25.70 32.14+6.20
Gymnastics 1 2.3 20£0 73.00£0 36.00+0
Fencing 2 4.7 200 51.50%16.26  35.00+1.41
Fitness 9 209 21.11%1.27 72.00+18.68 36.33%£3.50
Handball 2 4.7 23.5%4.95 56.00£22.63  35.50+7.78
Taekwondo 3 7.0 21.67+1.15 85.67+12.01 40.33%9.29
Tennis 3 7.0 23%3 53.00+£18.33  29.33%£3.06
Volleyball 11 256 21.45x1.92 8545+27.99 36.64+1.24
Swimming 3 7.0 22.33x2.31  64.67+¥40.51  30.67+4.93

Descriptive statistics of the sub-dimensions of the scales used
in the study are shown in Table 2. The results showed that there
were significant differences between SATAQ-3 and SPA scores in
terms of sports activity (p<0.05 for each).

Descriptive statistics of the scales

Scale/Subfactors Min Max Mean SD
SPA 12 39 27.88 6.797
Feeling of 5 19 11.44 3.418
Discomfort

Expectations of

Negative 7 30 16.44 5.234
Evaluations

Internalization 9 40 21.72 8.628
General

Internalization 5 22 13.44 4.982
Athlete

Perception of 7 30 16.60 6.565
Pressure

Information 9 36 22.93 7.992

Table 3 shows that the Pearson correlation analysis
demonstrated that the SATAQ-3 sub-dimensions of internalization
general [r=.405, p<.01], internalization athlete [r=.440, p<.01], and
perception of pressure [r=.431, p<.01] were positively and
significantly associated with overall SPA scores of female athletes.
However, no relationship was observed between the information
sub-dimension [r=.036, p<.01] of SATAQ-3 and overall SPA scores of
female athletes.
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 Table 3.

Correlation analysis results
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Perception of
Pressure .148 355 143 417 679
Information -477 161 -561 -2.958 .005

In the next step of the analysis, a regression analysis with the
enter method was performed to explore whether the model
consisting of SATAQ-3 sub-dimensions may be able to explain
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variation in overall SPA scores. As shown in Table 4, the regression
analysis results indicated that SATAQ-3 sub-dimensions may
explain a significant amount of variance in female athletes' SPA
scores. In the regression model, it was seen that the model
established between SPA and SATAQ sub-dimensions was
significant. In the model, only the sub-dimensions named
Information [p=0.005, Adjusted R2=0.292] and Internalization
Athlete [p>0.046, Adjusted R2=0.292] predicted the change in SPA
significantly. Domains of Perception of Pressure and Internalization
General did not have significant power in predicting the change in
SPA.

The study aimed to assess the impact of sociocultural attitudes
towards appearance on social physique anxiety in female athletes.
The results of the analysis revealed significant differences in
SATAQ-3 and SPA scores between females practising different
sports. In addition, “Information” and “Internalization subdomains
were able to predict the changes in SPA scores.

Recent evidence shows that anxiety about appearance and body
image concerns is highly prevalent among women globally and is of-
ten referred to as a 'normal’ experience.3! It is widely recognised
that negative body image is an important public health concern
globally due to its consistent association with symptoms of disor-
dered eating and poorer psychological well-being.32 Nevertheless,
studies mostly focus on populations who were impacted directly by
the appearance issue, and the remaining, including athletes, were
often omitted. In this concept, participation in sports among females
has been associated with better academic performance, higher self-
esteem, and a reduced risk of psychological and physical disorders
such as depression, osteoporosis, or even breast cancer. On the
other hand, research suggests that participating in sports can im-
prove body image.33 Contrarily, other studies have found that sport-
related weight pressures can contribute to body image concerns,
particularly among female college athletes.34 The study also showed
a significant correlation between the intensity of sports and anxiety
scores. In the study group, the highest scores were recorded by Ath-
letics, Taekwondo practitioners, and Volleyball players. These ath-
letes scored higher, as they require more stamina and focus, and
face higher levels of competition. In parallel, a study by Varnes et al.
showed that participation in university sports decreases the sever-
ity of body image concerns but appears to be less effective for ath-
letes in more feminine sports and for higher-level athletes.35 Con-
tradictingly, Krane et al. have suggested that there were no differ-
ences in body satisfaction or physique anxiety between different
sports or exercise groups. In both exercisers and athletes, the two
body satisfaction variables were the strongest predictors of social
physique anxiety.3¢ Nevertheless, the work of Varnes et al under-
lines that there may be differences in competition level within the
group of college athletes, with Division I and Division III athletes ex-
periencing concerns differently depending on the construct being
measured. They added that their results showed that Division I ath-
letes were the only ones to report greater dissatisfaction, while ath-
letes at other levels reported greater satisfaction.3s

The regression analysis results of the study revealed that
SATAQ-3 sub-dimensions may explain a significant variance in fe-
male athletes' SPA scores. Sub-dimensions of Information and Inter-
nalization Athlete predicted the change in SPA significantly. Such
finding about the influence of sociocultural attitudes supports pre-
vious evidence that sociocultural pressure can predispose to social
physique anxiety.37.

There might be a probability that the sporting environment em-
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phasises a body ideal that increases the likelihood of body dissatis-
faction among female participants. Conversely, social physique anx-
iety has been identified as a motive for exercising, with the aim of
decreasing social physique anxiety by developing a fitter and more
attractive physique. Moreover, determining sociocultural sources of
body image dissatisfaction may be useful for researchers and prac-
titioners aiming to prevent social anxiety and related problems.

There were several limitations of the study. Firstly, the small
sample size and the fact that it was conducted in a single center lim-
ited the generalization of the findings. Besides, only female partici-
pants were involved, which avoids the interpretation of the results
for male sports students. Finally, until further studies are carried
out, it is not possible to make any generalisations about this field
since it is still largely unexplored.

The study showed that social physique anxiety is common and
widespread among young female sports participants, regardless of
the type of sport. Thus, one of the most important issues that needs
to be addressed is how sports facilities could promote healthy hab-
its and attitudes towards body image more effectively. Such centres
should emphasise that certain ideals are neither healthy nor realis-
tic and can prevent negative thoughts and social physique anxiety.
In addition, it is necessary to focus on the results of determining so-
ciocultural attitudes towards appearance that cause social physique
anxiety. This may be beneficial in solving problems such as social
comparison and the resulting body image dissatisfaction and eating
disorders that arise as a result of social physique anxiety triggered
by these sociocultural attitudes. Based on this, it may help prevent
individuals from engaging in aggressive diets that threaten their
health. Further research could benefit from a more improved de-
sign, i.e., a follow-up or longitudinal study with a larger sample size,
to investigate sports facility users in the areas examined in the
study.

The Scientific Research Ethics Committee of Girne American
University (23-24/18) approved all experimental procedures, and
all data were collected following the Helsinki Declaration's ethical
standards.

No artificial intelligence-based tools or generative Al
technologies were used in this study. The entire content of the
manuscript was originally prepared, reviewed, and approved by
both authors.
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