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Abstract 



Adolescents are exposed to countless thin-ideal messages in today's society that 

can lead to poor body satisfaction. When young adults are not satisfied with their body 

image, it can lead to mental and physical stresses such as depression and obesity. High 

school students involved in athletic programs have been found to have better body 

images than those uninvolved in athletics, but the type of sport an athlete competes in 

has been found to have varying effects on one's body image. For example, studies have 

shown that esthetic sports such as gymnastics and ballet tend to increase body shame 

more than other types of sports. However, less research has been done to examine 

body image of team sport athletes versus individual sport athletes. 

This study assessed whether perceived body image differed among high school 

students participating in team sports and individual sports. Participants were students 

from a suburban high school. Participants were recruited through their physical 

education classes and consent forms were issued to them. Upon receipt of consent, 

they were instructed to take an online survey which measured their self-esteem, 

perceived versus ideal body image, as well as commitment to sports, if applicable. 

Results indicated that, overall, athletes had better self-esteem and body 

satisfaction compared to non-athletes. While team sport athletes were found to have 

better body satisfaction, self-esteem, and commitment levels compared to individual 

sport athletes, both groups scored similarly. Future research should focus on using a 

larger sample in order to gain more consistent data, as well as causal relationships 

between sports and body satisfaction, among other factors. 
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Introduction 

It has been well established that the perception of body image has a major 

impact on how a person feels about one's self and how one behaves (Rand et al., 2000 

& Swami et al., 2010). In particular, adolescents are uniquely susceptible to the 

perception of body image which can affect one's health, social interactions, academic 

success and interpersonal relationships. When a person has a positive perception of 

one's body, or a small discrepancy between perceived and ideal body image, one is 



less likely to be depressed or diet, has greater self-esteem and greater drive to exercise 

(Muscat and Long, 2008). Alternatively, a negative body image, or a large discrepancy 

between perceived and ideal body image, may lead to binge eating as a way to escape 

one's lack of self-confidence (Duarte et al., 2014). This, in turn, may lead to obesity as 

well as depression, various forms of cancer, diabetes, and poorer body image (Morton 

et al., 2007). Individuals with a negative body image also lose the drive to better 

themselves, do not participate in exercise, and do not eat well (Swami et al., 2010). 

With these poor perceptions of one's body, depression, binge eating, and other risks to 

health ensue and a cycle of unhealthy lifestyle habits is created (Pinquart 2012, 

Rosenberg 1965, Duarte et al., 2014). 

Recent studies show males and females are affected by many factors of 

everyday life that can hurt their perceived body image (Rand et al., 2000 & Swami et al., 

2010). For example, objectification theory is one possible factor that leads to negative 

body image. It is found in everyday life, because objectification theory suggests that 

female experiences in a culture that objectifies the female body leads to internalizing a 

similar view of themselves. This may result in opportunities for shame and anxiety as 

well as increased body surveillance. When adolescents have a negative perception of 

their bodies, for example, they tend to take part in body avoidance methods such as 

wearing baggy clothes and not looking in mirrors (Carmona, 2014; Vandereycken, 

2005). Also, size variation between clothing manufacturers may promote negative body 

image if one manufacturer sells clothes smaller than the advertised size (Grogan et al., 

2012). 



Continuous exposure to these external influences may account for mental and 

physical health risks, such as depression and eating disorders (Frederickson & Roberts, 

1997). Objectification in society promotes people constantly attempting to achieve a 

better figure, possibly by working out or dieting. The problem is some people are unable 

to achieve a better figure, despite how hard they work. This leaves that person with poor 

body satisfaction even though they are healthier than they were before. 

Another factor that may contribute to negative body image is the media. 

Adolescent and adult females tend to have a more negative perception of their bodies 

when looking through social media (Fardouly et al., 2015). Thin-ideal images presented 

in the media, such as TV or magazines, also affects perceived body image in a similar 

way (Harrison, 2001). Thin-ideal media has an impact on eating behaviors of women, 

while men's eating behaviors were unchanged even though both men and women's 

perceived body image is worse after being exposed to thin-ideal media (Eisend and 

Moller, 2007). On the other hand, when exposing men and women to sexually 

objectifying media, only men's body image is negatively affected while it has a minimal 

impact on women (Aubrey, 2006). While peers may have a positive or negative effect 

on perceived body image, peers and social media had a more significant impact on 

perceived body image than the impact of one's parents (Shroff and Thompson, 2006). 

Another factor that can impact body image is one's health. Adolescents who have 

chronic illnesses show a slightly negative trend in perceived body image compared to 

their healthy counterparts. Those diagnosed with obesity, scoliosis, and cystic fibrosis 

were least satisfied with their bodies (Pinquart, 2012), indicating that body mass index 

also plays a significant role in predicting one's self-esteem. In an effort to improve one's 



own health, exercising solely to improve appearance has a negative effect on perceived 

body image (Homan and Tylka, 2014). Dieting is also a common practice to improve 

one's health. A successful diet will lead to improved perceived body image, but women 

and men tend to participate in diets differently. More women participated in diets 

compared to men while men who diet do so more frequently (Swami et al., 2010). 

Research finds that some external factors may also relate to a positive body 

image. For adolescents, academic success such as getting good grades on a test or 

completing difficult assignments improves perceived body image (Saadat et al., 2012). 

Participating in sports also improves perceived body image, especially for women 

(Petrie and Greenleaf, 2012; Steinfeldt et al., 2011). Clothing has been found to hide 

perceived imperfections in women and creates an hourglass shape that women find 

ideal. African American women were less affected by thin-ideal media compared to 

Caucasian women (Bruns and Carter, 2014). Lastly, as people age they tend to be 

more satisfied with their bodies (Tiggemann and McCourt, 2013; Ingolfsdottir et al., 

2014). Because human children have been found to be able to make conscious and 

rational decisions by age 6 (Jacobs & Klaczynski 2002), this indicates that adolescents 

are old enough to be conscious of the media and its objectifying message and young 

enough to be susceptible to poor body image. 

There is sufficient literature that demonstrates that people who stay healthy and 

active (e.g., participate in athletics) tend to feel better about their bodies. For example, 

girls' athletic self-efficacy is a significant factor that impacts one's perceived body 

image. A higher athletic self-efficacy was found to lead to a more positive body image 

and vice versa with lower athletic self-efficacy. This is because with a higher self-



efficacy, these girls know they can achieve their goals. Whether it be athletic 

achievement or a more satisfactory body (Cash, 2011; Grogan, 2008). Since athletes 

tend to strive to become better in their sport, they have a higher self-efficacy than those 

who do not participate in sports. Meanwhile body attitudes also vary by activity and 

sport type. Athletes who participate in esthetic and/or lean sports (e.g. gymnastics) 

strive for a more thin-ideal image compared to female athletes who participate in non-

esthetic/non-lean sports (e.g. softball). This is an indicator that those who participate in 

esthetic sports feel that a certain body shape will help them perform better in their sport. 

This leaves them less satisfied with their bodies and with a relatively lower self-esteem 

compared to non-esthetic sport athletes. (Bryne and McLean, 2001; Muscat & Long, 

2008; Karr et al., 2013). 

The influence of teammates may also have an effect on how a person perceives 

their body (Karr et al., 2013; Perron et al., 2012). In a high school setting, students who 

have bad experiences with bullying found comfort as well as improved self-esteem and 

body satisfaction when participating in any sport. More so when participating in a team 

sport. Over time, bullying was found to decrease for those who participated in team 

sports (Perron et al., 2012). In addition, one's participation in and commitment to team 

sports or individual sports may have contrasting effects on high school students' body 

image and self-esteem. For example, a very committed individual sport athlete may 

drive themselves away from their team to focus on improving their own performance, 

therefore losing the sense of togetherness proven to improve body image. Team sport 

athletes who were very committed would embrace the social aspect of being on a team 



and therefore have the opposite effect of a committed individual sport athlete (Scanlan 

et al., 1993). 

In summary, the literature demonstrates that many factors may influence body 

satisfaction and self-esteem. These include, but are not limited to, age, gender, media, 

overall health, and athletic participation. The present research sought to support the 

current literature that those who participate in athletics of either an individual or team 

nature will report higher levels of body satisfaction than those who do not participate in 

any athletics. Additionally, because adolescents are at particular risk for negative body 

image and are one of the primary targets of thin-ideal media, the current study focused 

on adolescents. This research took a closer look at the differences in body satisfaction, 

self-esteem, and commitment to sport among high school students who participate in 

either team and individual sports. This is because thin ideal media reaches out to 

students in high school, so therefore leaves them qualified for the negative effects of 

objectification theory. Also, comparing the self-reported body satisfaction and self-

esteem of high school team sport athletes to individual sport athletes covers all high 

school athletic programs. 

Hypotheses 

H0: Those who do not participate in a sport will have a lower reported body satisfaction 

than those who participate in a sport. 

H2: I hypothesize that students who participate in a high school team sport will report 

higher commitment to their sport than those who participate in an individual sport. 



H3: I hypothesize that students who participate in a high school team sport will report 

higher self-esteem than those who participate in an individual sport. 

H4: I hypothesize that students who participate in a high school team sport will report 

higher body satisfaction than those who participate in an individual sport.  

Materials and Methods 

Participants: 

The sample consisted of 64 participants. Two female participants were excluded 

due to age, leaving 31 males and 31 females. Their ages ranged from 14 years to 18 

years (M = 16.06, SD = 1.30). Participants were students in a public high school in the 

North East, and were recruited during their physical education classes. Participants and 

their parents signed a consent form, approved by the high school's IRB. Participants 

were asked whether they played sports, and if so, what type of sports they played. They 

were categorized based on their responses. A total of 14 participants did not play 

sports, 17 played individual sports and 31 played team sports. 

 

Instruments: 

Participants completed the Sports Commitment Model, a survey measuring the 

level of commitment a person has to a sport. One question from this survey is "How 

determined are you to keep playing your sport?" The answer is determined with a score 

of 1 to 5, 1 being "not very dedicated" and 5 being "very dedicated" (Scanlan et al., 

1993). 



Body Size Satisfaction was measured with the Body Size Ratings, which includes 

nine silhouettes of male and female body types. Participants are asked to circle their 

perceived body image and their ideal body image. Scores range from 1 — 9 on each of 

the measures. The absolute difference (i.e., discrepancy score) between the perceived 

and ideal body image scores was calculated to measure Body Size Satisfaction. 

(Hagborg 1993) 

The Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale is a survey measuring self-esteem. 

Participants are asked to respond to questions on a four-point scale ranging from 

Strongly Agree (0) to Strongly Disagree (3). A score of 15-25 is considered "normal" 

and below 15 is considered "low self-esteem". A sample item is "I wish I could have 

more respect for myself." (Rosenberg 1965) 

Procedure: 

Consent forms were distributed during physical education classes to high school 

students in grades 9-12. Once participants had completed and turned in their consent 

forms, they received an email with a link to a survey. The survey took 5-10 minutes to 

complete. 

Results 



Table 1: Descriptives for Sport Types

 

There were significant differences in body satisfaction between those playing a 

sports versus not playing sports, t(55) = 3.724, p = .012, with individual and group 

athletes reporting lower body satisfaction discrepancy scores (M = 0.9167) than non-

athletes. (M = 2.2222) 

To test the second hypothesis, we used an independent t-test comparing 

students who engaged in individual sports and group sports on self-esteem. There was 

a significant effect, t(46) = -2.489, p = .016 with team sport athletes reporting higher 

self-esteem scores (M = 23.3871) than individual sport athletes. (M = 20.1176) 

Table 2: Commitment Descriptives 



 

To test the third hypothesis, we did an independent t-test comparing students 

who engaged in individual sports and group sports on level of commitment to sports. 

There was a significant effect, t(46) = -2.489, p = .021 with team sport athletes reporting 

higher commitment scores (M = 4.1667) than individual sport athletes (M = 3.5735). 

The fourth hypothesis was tested with an independent t-test, comparing body 

size satisfaction of students who engaged in individual sports and students who engage 

in group sports. There were no significant group differences on body satisfaction by 

sport type, t(48) = 0.135, p .893, with students who engaged in individual sports and 

team sports reporting similar ratings of body satisfaction. 

Discussion 

Findings indicate that despite the type of sport a high school student participates 

in, whether it's a team sport or individual sport, athletes tended to have a higher 

reported body satisfaction than non- athletes. Also, the non-athletes scored lower on the 

self-esteem scale furthering the connection between body satisfaction and self-esteem. 

However, due to the much higher population of athletes compared to non-athletes that 

took part in the experiment, there might be significant room for bias. 



Team sport athletes were found to have higher commitment levels than individual 

sport athletes, but considering the highest score a person could receive on the 

commitment scale was a 5 and a score of 3.96 was considered low commitment, there 

is a possibility that the sample was unusually committed to their respective sport 

compared to other samples. 

This could be an explanation for team sport athletes scoring higher on self-

esteem and body satisfaction considering individual sport athletes, when committed to 

their sport, may distance themselves from their team in order to improve their own game 

and therefore lose the sense of togetherness shown to improve body image and self-

esteem. While significant data was found concerning non-athletes being less satisfied 

with their bodies than athletes, only 11% of participants were not athletes. Also, all non-

athletes in this sample were female, and it has been shown that females are less 

satisfied with their bodies than males. 

Participation in a sport, whether it be a team sport or an individual sport, tends to 

have a similar relationship to body satisfaction due to the insignificant difference when 

relating body satisfaction to age, gender, and sport type. This could be because the 

sample may have been too similar in age to have an effect, and my sample of individual 

sport athletes was about half the size of my team sport sample, allowing room for 

inconsistencies in the data. In this sample, team sport athletes had higher self-esteem 

than individual sport athletes, but, there were twice as many team sport participants 

than individual sport participants. 

  

Conclusion 



In conclusion, this study compared high school individual and team sport athletes 

and non-athletes on their body satisfaction and self-esteem. Since body satisfaction is 

one of the leading causes of social stress in high school students, finding ways to 

prevent it, like joining a sport may help a person struggling with their body and self-

esteem. Opposing theories might suggest that participating in a sport causes more 

stress for a high school student due to the extra tune and work needed to participate. 

This was not supported in this sample since non-athletes scored lower on both self-

esteem and body satisfaction. Plus, participating in a sport might act as a release from 

the dull world of homework, test-taking, and after-school jobs many students endure 

while receiving an education. Future studies should explore a much broader population 

connecting all types of schools and students in order to enhance the generalizability of 

these findings. 

Future research should also be conducted using a much larger population. This 

includes using multiple schools, including private and public schools, while also 

including specialized schools. For example, schools where the focus is less on learning 

and more focused around athletic or artistic development. Another possible 

improvement to the research can be to issue surveys while students are still in season 

considering this current data was gathered after the final, spring season ended. Surveys 

could also be taken before, during, and after each season in order to eliminate any 

inconsistencies. Future research could also look at the relationship between the sport 

types, to look at causal relationships. For example, will participating in a sport increase 

or decrease self-esteem, or is that those with higher self-esteem are more likely to try 

out for sports in the first place? This study looked specifically at group differences, but 



further research could examine the relationships between variables and address why 

there are group differences. 
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