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emales place greater emphasis, and meaning, on
their physical appearance and characteristics than
males, and this leads to greater psychosocial
dissatisfaction with their appearance. Using the
Reasons for Exercise Inventory (REI) Smith et al
(1998) found that females exercise primarily for
weight and appearance concerns. This comes from
the idea of perceived “beauty” and thinness,
portrayed often in the media. Although while there

is pressure on females to conform to the idealised image of
thinness, it could be this very fact that acts as a major barrier and
prevents females from engaging in regular exercise programmes.

social physique anxiety and the female
exerciser
An area of body image that is inextricably linked with exercise
and physical activity is the phenomenon of social physique
anxiety. An individual, such as a female exerciser new to
exercising, suffers from SPA when they feel intimidated by the
presence of others in that environment. Their anxiety will lead to
a change in behaviour such as training at certain times, or in
certain places where there is little opportunity for physique
evaluation, or more dramatic behaviours like crash dieting or – if
they are unable to cope with the anxiety – stopping their training.

With the increased importance that exercise and physical activity
now plays in modern society, research examining SPA has focused
on its relationship with exercise behaviour. This aspect of
personality, related to social physique anxiety, has been
consistently shown – within the context of exercise and physical
activity – to be more prevalent in females than males.1

Dispositional SPA refers to the levels of SPA that an individual is
generally predisposed to experiencing. So, for example, an exerciser
with high dispositional SPA will experience high levels of anxiety, even
in environments that offer relatively little opportunity for appearance
evaluation. Dispositional SPA will influence the individual’s responses
and thoughts about being in an environment in which they
experience this anxiety. It is the integration of dispositional and
situational factors that produce the overall anxiety reaction. 

Spink (1992) found that females with high levels of SPA were more
likely to exercise in private, or away from others, to avoid any negative
evaluation. The challenge for exercise professionals is to turn this
challenge into an opportunity for our clients who might experience
this, and to prevent it being a barrier to their continued exercising.
Eklund and Crawford (1994) showed how female exercisers with high
levels of SPA were more aware of the presence of male gym
members, which heightened their social physique anxiety and
increased their preference to exercise in female-only classes. 

A further interesting factor that these researchers found was that
high SPA females preferred exercising with other females only
when their peers wore less tight fitting clothing, and found that
exercising with females wearing tight fitting aerobic clothing also
increased the opportunity for physique evaluation and therefore
their experienced anxiety.

As an exercise professional working with female clients you can
have a major influence on the situational component of SPA that
your client experiences. Think about the gym environment where
you typically work with your female clients: Does it promote
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“physique evaluation”? What can you do to reduce this? How
can you alter the way you interact with your clients to reduce
this? Have you thought about what you wear and the language
you use, and its implications in relation to SPA?

Lantz and Hardy (1997) examined dispositional SPA and exercise
behaviour in females and found that individuals with higher levels
of SPA were significantly less likely to participate in exercise in
environments where there was opportunity for evaluation about
their body, because they perceived that any evaluation would be
negative. This group also avoided situations where their body
could be evaluated by others and became distressed when this
could not be avoided, even though they were denying themselves
the opportunity to participate in beneficial aerobic exercise. 

self-presentational efficacy
Linked with SPA is the concept of self-presentational efficacy
(SPE). SPE is the confidence that an individual has about their
ability to make a favourable impression to others. SPE, within an
exercise context, might also be related to factors other than
physical attributes, including appearing fit and healthy, or
coordinated. The association between high social physique anxiety
and low self-presentation efficacy has again been shown to be a
major barrier to exercise participation with female exercisers.

Ginis et al (2003) stated that the use of mirrors in fitness facilities
and revealing clothing can reduce self-presentational efficacy
because they increase the opportunity for negative self-evaluation,
reinforcement of their negative body image, and increased social
physique anxiety.

This is a good opportunity to reflect on the design of your facility and
how it might be interpreted by this profile of client. Are there small
changes that you could make to your practice that would allow
exercisers who experience this to have a more positive experience?

exercise and body image
Research consistently demonstrates that participation in exercise
increase female perceptions of body image. Body composition
scores have been shown to be an accurate predictor in changes in
body image after an exercise intervention, though this predictor is
quite modest, and only accounts for about 10% of the change in
body image. Therefore Sonstroem and Morgan (1989) stated that
it is the subjective perception of change (how they feel), rather
than any objective measure (change in body fat score) that has
the largest meditating effect on female body image.

Usually sport and exercise participation has a positive effect on
body image on young females, though participation in aesthetic-
based activities, which have a preoccupation with body size and
shape, lead to an increased possibility of negative body image and
patterns of disorganised eating (Levine and Smolak 2002).
Additional research has shown that female adolescents who
participate in activities that do not emphasise body shape and 
size experience increased body image perceptions.

weight and body image
Negative body image in females is most often related to body 
weight and specific body areas (waist, hips, thighs), and this
relationship is more prevalent in females who are overweight. 
Though interestingly, research has shown that the expected increase
in negative body image with increased obesity has not been found.2

It has been shown that weight loss does increase an individual’s
perception of their body image, though there is little correlation
between the actual amounts of weight lost and changes in body
image. This implies that there is a threshold effect where small
amounts of weight loss increase body image, then after that the
impact seems to plateau. This has important practical implications
for you to be aware of when working with clients who have set
weight loss goals. The effects of regaining lost weight in females
has also been studied and has been shown that small amounts 
(2-3kgs) of regained weight is sufficient to produce significant
negative changes in the individual’s body image.

As the literature reviewed shows, the issue of body image can
have a dramatic influence on the cognitions, behaviours and
emotions of some particularly vulnerable individuals within the
fitness industry. If as fitness professionals we want to encourage
mass participation in exercise we need to consider these issues in
our professional practice to ensure that our clients benefit from
positive exercise experiences.

The challenge is for you as the exercise professional to help your
female client to overcome these issues. Strategies must be put in
place immediately because this is the time when they will be most
vulnerable to quitting. If you can reduce their social physique anxiety
and increase their self-presentational efficacy then you can help them
cope with the initial difficult stage and give them the opportunity to
train at your facility for longer, and to enjoy the experience. fn
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