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 abstract 
 Background   This study represents a review of literature on the relationship between recreational phy-

sical activity and the body image.

 Material/Methods  This research encompasses 39 papers published between 2008 and 2015 that were availa-
ble in the Academic Search Complete database.

 Results  The results of comparative, prospective, and experimental research are ambiguous. These 
data suggest both a positive relationship between the body image and physical activi-
ty, i.e. a more positive body image among more active people and an improvement in 
the body image as a result of regular exercise, and a negative relationship, in particular,  
a more negative body image in persons engaging in “aesthetic” sports.

 Conclusions   Apparently, this is determined by the type of physical activity, i.e. recreational vs. sport. In 
the case of the latter, it is determined by the sport discipline chosen by respondents.

 Key words body image, physical activity, psychology, women
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introduction 
The contemporary woman’s body is permanently exposed to environmental 
assessment and criticism and the body image is an important criterion for 
self-assessment [1]. The environmental beauty canons [2] and their inter-
nalization [3, 4] have a significant impact on feelings about one’s own body. 
In a situation where these standards are unrealistic [5] and the media po-
pularize an exaggerated image of a woman, a comparison with those stan-
dards may cause a deterioration in self-esteem and lower self-confidence, 
which can result in depression [6]. Extensive research indicates that women 
experience lower body satisfaction and higher body image concern than 
men [7, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12]. Females overestimate their weight and there are 
more cases of alterations in the body image perception [8].

material and methods 
This study undertook a review of literature concerning the body image of in-
dividuals participating in different physical activities and who engage in dif-
ferent sport disciplines. The reviewed literature also concerned the influence 
of physical exercise on the body image. Similar analyses were conducted by 
Gonçalves et al. [13], who used the Web of Science, Scopus, and SportDiscus 
data-bases. A review of research on this subject can also be found in an article 
by Vaquero et al. [14], who conducted analyses of data found in the Medline, 
ISI Web of Knowledge, and Dialnet data-bases. The collected material indica-
tes that relations between physical activity and body image are complex and 
ambiguous. The present study, which uses resources found in the EBSCO data-
base entitled Academic Search Complete, comprises references to 39 articles 
that were published between 2008 and 2015 and 3 before 2006 and had the 
following terms among their key words or in abstracts: body image, physical 
activity, sport, recreation, woman, women’s sports.

results 
According to Garner [15], body image is a mental representation of the body 
shape, the body’s size-related features, and the body’s condition. Body image 
depends on several factors:
1. physical (body weight, body-related feelings);
2. interpersonal (judgments from family members, friends, and the peer 

group; sexual experiences);
3. social and cultural (models promoted mainly by the media and advertis-

ing) [16].

Body image consists of the following aspects:
• cognitive – this relates to the body weight and size-related feature and 

con-tains an assessment of one’s attractiveness and physical fitness; 
• emotional – level of discontentment with general body appearance, the 

body’s size-related features, and the body’s individual parts; 
• behavioural – body-oriented activities, including an assessment and con-

trol of the body weight, eating habits, clothes and cosmetics aimed at 
improving beauty, and general physical activity. 



www.balticsportscience.com

Baltic Journal of Health and Physical Activity 2015; 7(3): 29-37
Journal of Gdansk University of Physical Education and Sport in Gdansk
e-ISSN 2080-9999

31

Positive influence of Physical activity on the body image                                                          
Relationships between physical activity and the body image have been examined 
with a use of comparative, correlative, prospective, and experimental research. 
Comparative research includes a comparison between groups undertaking vario-
us levels and types of physical activity. It has been observed that more physically 
active persons are characterized by a more positive body image than persons who 
are physically non-active [17]. Thus, teenagers aged 12–17 years who actively 
partici-pated in sports on a regular basis (at least once a week) presented a 
more positive body image than their physically non-active peers [18]. 

The Martin-Albo team [19] conducted research with persons participating in 
fitness centre sport classes lasting 45–120 min at least twice a week. Persons 
who regularly participated in physical activities and derived pleasure from it 
perceived themselves better and enjoyed better mental well-being. 

Mature women who regularly participated in physical activities had high self-
-esteem, despite lower levels of contentment with their body image due to 
excessive body mass. Women who perceived their body shape less favoura-
bly, but had a higher social and economic status, revealed higher self-esteem. 
Therefore, the relationship between physical activity and body-related self-
-esteem are modified by the social and economic status.

The study also compared sportswomen from various sport disciplines. Rese-
arch by Abbot and Barber [20] demonstrated that girls practising different 
sports had varied body images; however, in comparison to girls not engaged 
in any sport discipline, body image was formed on the basis of its functional 
rather than aesthetic aspects. 

In the dance milieu, the so-called cult of the body can be observed. In research 
carried out in Poland, a positive relation between dance and self-perception 
has been observed in the case of both competitive and recreational sports [21].

Research on various kinds of dance has shown a frequent occurrence of dan-
cers who strived for an ideal body shape at the expense of their health. The only 
exception was belly dancing [22], where there was no pressure for any parti-
cular shape of the body. The specificity of this dance allows women to mainta-
in their natural shapes, which results in increased levels of body acceptance. 
  
On the other hand, in research by Pollatou et al. [23], professional dancers 
revealed higher lev-els of dissatisfaction with particular body areas, but at 
the same time demonstrated fewer concerns about possible weight gain when 
compared to amateur dancers.

Correlative research has confirmed positive relationships between physical 
activity and the body image [18, 24]. Factors that correlated positively with 
general and physical self-esteem included the frequency of participation in 
physical activities, the duration of training sessions, training experi-ence, and 
satisfaction and pleasure from physical activity. 

Prospective research has shown that physical activity worked as a protective 
buffer against dis-contentment with body image [25]. In addition to that, Tel-
ford et al. [26] observed that early devel-opment of eye-motor coordination 
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favoured the development of body image in children. Children with better eye-
-motor coordination were characterized by better body image [26].

Evidence that most strongly has attested to the favourable effect of physical 
exercise on the body image can be ascertained from research in the experi-
mental mode [27]. This research has demonstrated the positive influence of 
physical activity among girls practising athletics both on their confidence and 
contentment with their bodies.

Research carried out by the Burgess team [28] led to the conclusion that par-
ticipation in anaerobic dancing classes improved physical auto-perception and 
the relation with one’s own body. The results indicated a considerably more 
positive self-assessment of the body’s attractiveness and a significantly gre-
ater physical self-esteem in young women who initially displayed a low level of 
acceptance towards their own bodies. Physical activity had a positive impact 
on auto-perception, but its effect was not long lasting [28].

While examining the influence of body-shaping on the body image among wo-
men, it has been observed that the body image improved as early as after one 
60-minute training session [29].

The influence of aerobic and conditioning exercise on the body image has also 
been compared. The results showed that aerobic exercise led to more benefits 
and better self-image [30].

As the majority of the mentioned studies have been conducted with adole-
scents or young adults, the Seguin [31] team studied the effect of strength 
training on the body image of older rural woman (62 ±12 years). The 10-week 
Strong Woman Program included training sessions BI-weekly. The results sho-
wed that strength training was accomplished with meaningful improvements 
in numerous dimensions of the body image among rural aging woman [31].

The previous research of the Knepp team [32] indicated that there is a rela-
tionship between physical exercise and the depression symptoms and that it 
could work in both directions [32, 33, 34]. According to the research, a higher 
level of physical activity is indirectly connected with a better body image, and 
a lower drive to exercise was associated with the top quartile depression gro-
up. The finding that higher Modified Beck Depression Inventory scores result 
in more body, eating, and exercise comparisons relates to previous findings 
that depression can lead to body dissatisfaction [35, 36, 37]. Previous work 
has focused more on women (not both sexes) and younger samples than this 
study [32]. 

negative (or no) influence of Physical activity on the body image 
Though it is widely believed that activity has a positive influence on the body 
image [29], much scientific research shows an inverse relationship, or lack 
of any significant correlation. In research involving mature women, the Kerk-
sick team [38] observed positive changes in the body image only in those 
groups in which physical exercise had been combined with a diet. Physical 
exercise itself did not generate any changes in the body image.
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Research by Monteiro et al. [25] showed that higher levels of physical activity of 
children aged 10–17 years did not lead to deformations of body image (a diffe-
rence between the perceived and the actual body shape); at the same time, phy-
sical activity had a protective effect on discontentment with one’s body image.  
A similar conclusion was drawn by Corbett et al. [39]. The results establi-
shed a lack of difference in body satisfaction and in the concept of the ideal 
body between the diverse gender roles and physical activities, which leads 
to consideration that the resolution to work out can have a different reason, 
distinguishable from appearance modification. The main point of the study 
was that physical activity which does not modify significantly the body does 
not interfere with cultural expectations for the female body. 

In the Spanish population it was established that the level of physical activity con-
tinuously de-creased from primary school to university age [25], while the body 
image was not subject to significant changes over this period of time. Nor had any 
direct relationship between the level of physical activity and body image been 
stated. However, it has been proven that physical activity correlated with BMI 
(Body Mass Index), and that the value of BMI correlated with the body image [25]. 
 
Research on the body image by Prichard and Tiggemann [40] aimed at compa-
ring endurance and strength training in a fitness club with individual training 
not organised by a club. Participants in organised yoga classes were also invo-
lved in the study. It was established that endurance training organised outsi-
de clubs had a positive relationship with the participants’ body image. Confi-
dence was the highest among participants of organised gym classes, whereas 
nutritional disorders were most often found among persons who participated 
in endurance training (both in the case of individual training and classes or-
ganised by the fitness club). Interpretation of the body image among women 
participating in yoga classes was different from that of other respondents. This 
was explained by the fact that the motivation of women participating in these 
classes was directed at achieving the unity of body and mind and increasing 
body awareness, not at an immediate slimming effect.

In each culture, society, and social group there are specific canons of 
external appearance. In particular, the sport environment encoura-
ges formation-specific models of the body image, and, in the wake of 
it, pressure on particular body weight and external appearance. This 
phenomenon can have negative aftermath for women who practise com-
petitive sports [41], but not for those prac-tising recreational sports. 
 
Body image has a special meaning in many competitive sport disciplines, inc-
luding in “aesthetic” sports, such as rhythmic gymnastics [41], body building 
[42], synchronised swimming [41], figure skating [43], dance [22, 23, 28, 
44, 45] and cheerleading [46], as well as sports in which the ratio between 
strength and body mass is important (e.g. athletics) [47] or sports with body 
mass grading [48] and horse riding [49]. In “aesthetic” sports, which promo-
te a slim body shape, both the general and physical image of the body was 
significantly lower than among women practising other sport disciplines, or 
women who were not engaged in any sport activity. The same refers to their 
self-esteem, especially the part connected with their physical attractiveness. 
Additionally, sportswomen who practised “aesthetic” disciplines were more 
vulnerable to eating disorders than women who were physically non-active, 
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although there were no differences between these groups of women in terms 
of general discontentment with their bodies.

Aesthetic motivations found in fitness activities (e.g. aerobic, dance, etc.), cor-
responded with a worse body image and a smaller awareness of one’s physical 
attractiveness, as opposed to team sports (such as football, basketball), which 
led to a healthier body image. There were multilateral relationships between 
self-perception, the type of sport, and body discontentment [50].

Women who practise these sports recreationally should pay attention to factors 
that can lead to the deterioration of sportswomen’s body image. These include 
a conviction that improved sport results can be achieved by body mass regula-
tion. A reduction in the body mass aimed at improving performance can lead 
to eating disorders; it also makes them predictable (which does not work in 
the reverse direction) [43]. The most common disorders related to professional 
(non-recreational) “aesthetic” sports are anorexia and bulimia. A higher risk 
of anabolic steroids intake can be observed in the case of bodybuilding [42]. 

Another relevant factor is the pressure exerted by the sport environment, 
namely judges, coaches, and other team players. There is also the stress 
connected with sport event clothes which overly expose and emphasise the 
body shape [51]. Research by Muscat and Long [52] showed that women who 
practised sport actively and those who were recreationally active were very 
sensitive to critical comments. The more negative the comments, the higher 
the likelihood of developing eating disorders. At the same time, deeper enga-
gement entailed an increased number of critical comments. According to the 
theory of objectification [53], women who received more negative comments 
more often experienced intense negative emotions (embarrassment, anxiety) 
than positive emotions, irrespective of whether or not they undertook sport 
or recreational activity [25].

Research carried out by Schluger [45] proved that women dancers of modern dan-
ce and classical ballet revealed disturbed dietary habits. Female ballet dancers 
were characterised by substantially higher fear of bulimia and eating, and more 
often undertook stimulated feeding, than women practising modern dance. The 
risk of developing eating disorders in the ballet group was high. Thus, women who 
practise ballet dance are more prone to eating pathologies than modern dancers.  
 
Because physical activity may, despite common beliefs, correspond to a deterio-
ration in the body image, sportswomen (especially those practising sport discipli-
nes where appearance plays an important role) should have access to professional 
psychological care. It should also be provided for women who practise recreatio-
nal sports and are not under such professional care. This care would allow them 
to become aware of threats posed by an excessive focus on their appearance. 
 
In “aesthetic” sports, emphasis on a slim body shape should be minimised, 
especially during puberty, which is the formative phase of the body image 
[45], as self-esteem among young women is sensitive to the opinions of others. 
To achieve this correct focus, preventive programmes that target coaches 
and parents should be introduced. One study on the effectiveness of such a 
program showed that it did not trigger changes in girls’ body image; it did, 
however, reduce pressure from their sports clubs to have a slim body shape. 
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Researchers have suggested introducing the Scale of Independent Body Weight 
in competitive sports due to its practical applications in screening tests and the 
ability to identify pressures on sportswomen concerning body weight. The scale 
contains body mass norms for specific sport disciplines. Each abnormality is  
a signal to the coach and sportswomen themselves that the risk of eating disor-
ders is increasing. With regard to the personal level of engagement, women who 
practise sport recreationally can use this scale as a comparative benchmark. 
 
Promotion of healthy lifestyle would benefit and educate parents, coaches, 
and medical staff regarding the identification of disturbed eating symptoms in 
the case of competitive sports [48]. Coaches and parents should be aware of 
possible eating disorders in the sport environment. They should detect them 
early and take preventive measures.

conclusions 
Women who practise sport in a recreational form are less exposed to a nega-
tive influence of physical activity on their body image than women who prac-
tise sports competitively. The former, however, should not forget about the 
threats of the sport discipline they choose. The results of this study itemise 
factors that cause the body image to deteriorate. These are:
1. focus on maximal achievements (breaking records at the world levels) 

[54];
2. participation in sport disciplines which emphasise aesthetic values [50], 

disciplines aimed at improving appearance, or those where body weight 
categories are used [48];

3. domination of anaerobic over aerobic efforts [30];
4. transition from an aesthetic to a functional body image [20];
5. numerous negative comments related to appearance [52];
6. early start of a sporting career, over-training, sport injuries, unfortunate 

coach behaviour [48];
7. solo conditional training as opposed to group training in fitness clubs 

[40];
8. excessive internalisation of the media message on one’s sport discipline, 

or excessive worry and distress over information from the media [47];
9. bad family situation and poor autonomy support at respective age levels 

[55];
10. increased body weight or overweight [23];
11. advanced age and reduced body demand for energy [56];
12. low social status [30];
13. eating disorders [57];
14. disturbed eating habits (dietary practices) [45];
15. low level of engagement in physical activity, unhealthy lifestyle [57].

Physically active women tend to have more positive feelings about their bo-
dies than women who lead a sedentary life [58]. Yet we should bear in mind 
that the aforementioned factors may either directly or indirectly change the 
correlation between physical exercises and the body image from positive to 
negative.
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