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An Examination of Social Physique Anxiety
with Regard to Sex and Level of Sport Involvement

Ozgiir Miilazimoglu-Balli!, Canan Koca?, F. Hiilya As¢i

The primary purpose of this study was to investigate the difference in social physique anxiety among competitive
athletes, exercisers and non-exercisers. The present study was also aimed to examine the sex differences in social
physique anxiety between men and women. Two hundred and fifty-five exercisers, 261 competitive athletes and 350
non-exercisers voluntarily participated in this study. Social Physique Anxiety Scale (Hart, Leary and Rejeski, 1989)
was used as the measure of social physique anxiety. Results of the present study indicated significant differences in
social physique anxiety with regard to sex and level of sport involvement. Men had lower scores on social physique
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Introduction

Self-presentation can be defined as the way in
which people manage and control how they present
themselves to others and how they are perceived by
other people (Leary & Kowalski, 1990). In other
words, it is an attempt by the individual to selec-
tively present aspects of himself or herself or to omit
self-relevant information to maximize the likelihood
that positive social impressions will be generated,
and undesirable impressions will be avoided (Leary
& Kowalski, 1990; Leary, 1992).

In particular, cultural ideals and messages con-
cerning the body shape may raise self-presentational
concerns and individuals may try to present them-
selves as fit, thin, lean, and muscular. The nature of
self-presentation has been the focus of research in
exercise and sport. Self-presentation is an important
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determinant of behavior, cognition and affect in ex-
ercise and sport settings (Hausenblas, Brewer & Van
Raalte, 2004) and exercise adherence (Crawford &
Eklund, 1994).

Keeping in mind the significance of body within
self-presentation, it is reasonable to argue that one
self-presentational concern is social physique anxi-
ety, which may result from self-consciousness con-
cerning one’s body (Hart, Leary & Rejeski, 1989). In
other words, social physique anxiety is an affective
response reflecting concern for how one’s body is
judged by others (Leary, 1992). Social physique anxi-
ety is closely related to many psychological vari-
ables, such as global self-esteem, body dissatisfac-
tion, physical attractiveness, eating attitudes, mo-
tives to exercise and exercise behavior patterns
(Crawford & Eklund, 1994; Eklund & Crawford,
1994; Amorose & Hollembeak, 2005). In addition, so-
cial physique anxiety may play an important role in
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determining where and with whom people exercise,
individual’s affective responses to exercise and level
of effort and exertion put forth while exercising
(Spink, 1992; Focht & Hausenblas, 2001).

Social physique anxiety is likely an important
form of social anxiety in sport and exercise, because
the body is so critical and salient to physical activity
(Martin, Kliber, Kulinna, & Fahlman, 2006). In exer-
cise and sport settings, individuals try to create a de-
sired impression and they feel their physique is sub-
ject to evaluation by others and having the right
body image is critical (Hart et al., 1989; Crawford &
Eklund, 1994). Exercise classes and competitive
sports are settings where there is pressure to con-
form to a certain body shape (Krane, Shipley, Wal-
dron & Michalenok, 2001).

In competitive athletic settings, the need to
maintain a certain body weight and body shape for
optimal performance increases the social physique
anxiety (Krane et al., 2001). A variety of physical and
psychological characteristics are required for com-
petitive sports. With regard to physique, certain type
of body or leanness is believed to enhance perform-
ance and help athletes to be most successful in cer-
tain sports (Davis, 1992). In addition, athletes in cer-
tain sports, such as gymnastics and diving are sub-
jected to greater external pressures to have particular
physique (Hausenblas & Mack, 1999). On the other
hand, in the exercise setting, focusing on ideal physi-
cal appearance and the possibility of judging one’s
physique by other class members in exercise classes
may have an influence on the social physique anxi-
ety (Krane et al., 2001). Especially for women, the
atmosphere in exercise classes emphasizes develop-
ment of a feminine body attaining ideal physique
and the feeling of evaluation of physique by other
participants create sort of rivalry about body shape
and size (Maguire & Mansfield, 1998). Soderstrom
stated that the cultural norms of fitness centers up-
hold a slim body ideal for women and a muscular
body ideal for men (Eriksson, Baigi, Marklund &
Lindgren, 2007). As reported by Katula, McAuley,
Mihalko and Bane (1998), the aerobics environment
is one in which the body is the central focus and ex-
ercisers often wear tight or revealing clothing in mir-
rored rooms, which can raise bodily awareness and
also heighten social comparison and competition
(Frederick & Shaw, 1995). On the other hand, people
use exercise as a means to decrease their social phy-
sique anxiety through developing a fitter and more
attractive physique (Hausenblas et al., 2004).

Research examining sex differences in social phy-
sique anxiety have demonstrated that women had
significantly higher social physique anxiety score
than men (Hart et al., 1989; Frederick & Morrison,
1996, Martin & Mack, 1996; Kowalski, Mack,
Crocker, Niefer & Fleming, 2006). A number of pre-
vious studies have demonstrated that women gener-
ally exercise more for weight control and physical
appearance/bodily concerns than do men (McDonald
& Thompson, 1992; Tiggemann & Williamson, 2000).
Exercising for weight control, body tone, and attrac-
tiveness have increased body dissatisfaction, dis-
turbed eating, and lower body-esteem in women. In
contrast, functional reasons for exercise, such as
health, enjoyment, or fitness have been associated
with increased self-esteem and body esteem, as well
as lower levels of body dissatisfaction (e.g., McDon-
ald & Thompson, 1992; Tiggemann & Williamson,
2000; Strelan & Hargreaves, 2005).

Although the bulk of research has examined sex
differences with social physique, there are few at-
tempts to examine the differences in social physique
anxiety among exercisers, competitive athletes and
non-exercisers. Some of the previous research ex-
amined the effects of the type of sport on the experi-
ence of social physique anxiety and body dissatis-
faction (Petrie, 1996; Hausenblas & Mack, 1999;
Crocker, Synder, Kowalski & Hoar, 2000; Haase &
Prapavessis, 2001). Generally, previous studies ex-
amined the type of sport differences in social phy-
sique anxiety by comparing athletes and non-ath-
letes, or comparing athletes from lean sports and
non-lean sport, or physique salient and non-phy-
sique salient sports. Contrary to previous studies,
the present study aimed to compare social physique
anxiety with the level of sport involvement, and also
physical activity context. In the present study, com-
petitive athletes, exercisers and non-exercisers were
studied to represent the diversity of level of sport
involvement and different physical activity context.
Of interest, most of the studies on social physique
anxiety were conducted in Western countries. As re-
ported by Cusumano & Thompson (1997), socio-
cultural factors, especially the mass media, influ-
enced peoples’ feelings about their body due to mass
media transmitting the idealized body shape of a
thin and toned physique for women; a lean and
muscular physique for men, which may negatively
impact people’s values, norms, and physique stan-
dards. From a self-presentational perspective, cul-
tural ideals and messages concerning body image
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portrayed by the media may give rise to self-pre-
sentational concerns and a tendency for individuals
to try to present themselves as fit, thin, lean and
muscular. Such culturally-accepted ideal stereotypes
promulgated by the mass media in many European
nations, regardless of cultural orientation, appears to
reflect a “social obsession” with body shape, size,
weight, virility and appearance of the body (Stice
and Shaw, 1994). Based on this evidence, it would
not be unreasonable to expect that people from dif-
ferent cultures will experience same level of social
physique anxiety. Thus, the purpose of this study
was to investigate sex and the level of sport in-
volvement differences in the social physique anxiety
in the non-Western country of Turkey. Beside rapid
modernization and increased educational opportu-
nities, traditionalism and Islamic values are still very
prevalent and have substantial effects on social val-
ues in Turkey. The traditional social values and
norms of Turkey are highly collectivistic and conser-
vative. In some parts of this society, there is a ten-
dency to preserve these traditional values, which
often prescribe conservative approaches to physical
appearance and presentation. This may include re-
strictions in dress code and limitations on physical
presentation in the presence of others (Hagger et al.,
2007). Based on the literature review and the pur-
poses of the present study; two hypotheses were
formulated: (1) Women would be more anxious
about their physique than their men counterparts, (2)
Competitive athletes and exercisers would report
less social physique anxiety than non-exercisers.

Materials & Methods

Participants

Two hundred and fifty-five exercisers (Mage=
22.89, SD= 4.21; nwomen=102; nmen=153), 261 competi-
tive athletes (Mage= 19.65, SD= 4.84; nwomen=153;
nmen=108) and 350 non-exercisers (Mag= 19.46,
SD=3.37; nwomen=213; nmen=137) voluntarily partici-
pated in this study. 468 of total participants were
women and 398 were men. The exercisers were indi-
viduals who attended health related fitness activities
at least 3 times per week (e.g., step dance, aerobics,
yoga and squash) either in fitness and health clubs or
university sport centers. These subjects had a mean
of 2.67 years of exercise participation. Although the
majority of exercisers were university students, the
vocational status of the professionals consisted of
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highly qualified jobs, such as university staffs, law-
yers and engineers.

The competitive athletes were from individual
(e.g., gymnastics, tennis, swimming, teakwando and
judo) and team (e.g., volleyball, football, handball
and basketball) sports at the national level and com-
peted in different sport leagues. The sporting experi-
ences of athletes were measured by asking partici-
pants a series of questions related to their years of
sport participation and sporting success. For indi-
vidual sports, athletes were those who had placed at
least third in a national competition, and for team
sports, athletes were members of a team in the first
or second league of the chosen sport in Turkey. Par-
ticipation at a competitive level requires a greater
degree of skill and training in skill development. The
average number of years in competitive sports for
these participants was 8.77 years.

The non-exercisers consisted of university students
who “did not participate in any regular physical
activity”. They were selected from four different state
universities in Ankara, the capital city of Turkey.

Instruments

The Social Physique Anxiety Scale (SPAS) was
used as the measure of social physique anxiety (Hart
et al., 1989). The original SPAS was a 12-item unidi-
mensional scale designed to assess over-concern or
anxiety when presenting the physique in evaluative
contexts. Items are presented on a 5 point Likert
scale, from 1=not at all true to 5=extremely true, with,
total scores ranging from 12-60 (Hart et al.,, 1989).
There was considerable research into the validity,
reliability, and structure of the SPAS, however, there
was some controversy over its dimensionality and
the appropriateness of some of the items. Although
the SPAS was originally developed unidimension-
ally (Hart et. al., 1989), strong support for its multi-
dimensionality (two factor structures) were reported
by some researchers (Eklund, Kelley & Wilson, 1997;
Eklund, Mack & Hart, 1996). On the other hand, a 7
or 9 item unidimensional model of SPAS has also
been recently reported (Martin, Rejeski, Leary,
McAuley, & Bane, 1997; Motl & Conroy, 2000; 2001;
Isogai, Brewer, Cornelius, Komiya, Tokunaga, & To-
kushima, 2001).

In this study, 7-item Turkish version Social Phy-
sique Anxiety Scale was used as suggested by the
recent work of Hagger et al. (2007). The 7-item SPAS
(excluding original items of 1, 5, 7, 8, 11) showed

good fit indices (CFI=0.952, NNFI=0.929;
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RMSEA=0.68) and factor loadings ranged from 0.42
to 0.71. Composite reliability coefficient of SPAS is
0.83 for the Turkish sample (Hagger et al., 2007). The
internal consistency for the present sample was 0.72.

Procedure

Non-exercisers completed the SPAS in their class-
room settings, whereas competitive athletes and ex-
ercisers were given the test during team meetings
and in sport/fitness clubs. SPAS was given to par-
ticipants and then collected by researchers. Partici-
pants were informed that completion of the inven-
tory was voluntary and confidential.

Results

The social physique anxiety scores, with regard to
sex and level of sport involvement (competitive ath-
letes, exercisers, non-exercisers), are presented in
Table 1.

A 3 x 2 (Competitive Athletes/Exercisers/Non-ex-
ercisers x Men/Women) Analysis of Variance re-
vealed significant sex differences (F (1, 865) = 33.69;
eta?= 0.04; p < 0.01) in social physique anxiety in fa-
vor of men. In other words, men had substantially
lower scores on social physique anxiety than
women. Our analysis also revealed a significant dif-
ference in social physique anxiety with regard to
level of sport involvement (F (2,865) = 14.44; eta? =
0.03; p < 0.01). Follow up scheffe post hoc analysis
indicated that competitive athletes and exercisers
had lower social physique anxiety scores than non-
participants. On the other hand, no significant Sex x
Level of Sport Involvement interaction effect was
obtained for social physique anxiety (F (2, 865)=1.02;
eta?=0.00; p > 0.01).

Discussion and Conclusion

The present study was designed to examine the
sex differences in social physique anxiety, as well as
differences in social physique anxiety among exer-

cisers, competitive athletes and non-exercisers.
Consistent with past research in Western coun-
tries (Hart et al., 1989; Kowalski et al., 2006) and hy-
pothesis of this study, women participants have been
found to report higher social physique anxiety than
men. Explanations of the consistent demonstrated
sex differences have been linked to different cultural
expectations of men and women with respect to
body ideals (Hsu, 1989; Striegel-Moore, Silberstein &
Rodin, 1989), and the fact that different images of
men and women are disseminated and reinforced by
media, such as images of strong, muscle-toned males
and slender, underweight women (Davis, 1992). As
reported by Brownell (1991), because of many
current cultural obsessions for thinness and physical
attractiveness in women, competitive sport, exercise
participants and non-exercise participants might
struggle with bodily perfection issues to a greater
extent than their Aspiring
towards attaining the cultural ideal, many women
are dissatisfied with their body shape and preoccu-
pied about fat on their bodies, and this may lead to
negative affective states (Striegel-Moore, McAvay &
Rodin, 1986; McAllister & Caltabiano, 1994). They
may experience more anxiety about their physique if
they fail to meet their high and unrealistic standards
(Haase, Prapavessis & Owens, 2002). Moreover,
women competitive athletes” uniforms may increase

men counterparts.

the perception of her body being evaluated, the more
body shape that is discernible in one’s uniform, the
increased ability for her body to be judged by
coaches/fitness leaders, other athletes/participants
and spectators (Krane et al., 2001).

It was hypothesized that competitive athletes and
exercisers would report less social physique anxiety
than non-exercisers. The data obtained from this
study provided strong evidence to support this hy-
pothesis, since participants involved in competitive
sport and exercise had lower social physique anxiety
scores than non-exercisers. It would seem that both
competitive athletes and exercisers would benefit
from participation in sports and exercise and there-

Social physique anxiety of exercisers, competitive athletes and non-exercisers

Table 1

. . . Exercisers Competitive Athletes Non-Exercisers
Social Physique Anxiety

M SD M SD M SD

WOMEN 18.48 4.77 17.14 5.36 18.98 5.48

MEN 15.96 4.84 14.73 4.74 17.56 5.59

TOTAL 16.97 4.96 16.15 5.24 18.42 5.56
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fore, participants (competitive and exercise) differ
from non-participant counterparts with respect to
self-presentational concerns about their physique. It
may be said that competitive sport and regular exer-
cise contribute to positive perceptions of body
through improved physical fitness, functional status,
increased muscle tone, stamina, and reduced body
weight and fat content. Improved functional capac-
ity or interactions of these changes may help indi-
viduals to view their bodies more positively, and
thus, reduce negative body cognitions (Blinde &
McClung, 1997; Russell & Cox, 2003). In addition,
findings of two recent researches (Kowalski et al.,
2006; Sabiston, Sedgwick, Crocker, Kowalski &
Mack, 2007) provided strong support for differences
between sport participants (exercise and competi-
tive) and non-exercisers, in terms of social physique
anxiety. These two studies indicated that exercise is
commonly used in coping strategies related to nega-
tive body perceptions, which affect social physique
anxiety among adolescents. Qualitatively, adolescent
females in Sabiston et al. (2007)’s study reported
health and appearance benefits of exercise for coping
with social physique anxiety.

The differences in social physique anxiety among
exercisers, competitive athletes and non-exercisers
may also be explained by the findings of Hausenblas
and Fallon’s (2002) study, in which greater exercise
participation was associated with lower social phy-
sique anxiety. Perhaps, competitive athletes, because
of their high level of training and physical activity,
may be closer to an ‘ideal” athletic body, and thus,
experience more positive body image and less social
physique anxiety. Activity commitment may be an-
other possible explanation for low social physique
anxiety in competitive athletes and exercisers. The
highest commitment to activity leads low anxiety
scores about physique (Finkenberg, DiNucci,
McCune, Chenette & McCoy, 1998).

Consistent with the research of Krane et al.
(2001), exercisers and competitive athletes were
found to be similar in social physique. Research
findings which revealed significant association of
participation in exercise and sports with low social
physique anxiety (Wilkins, 1991; Diehl & Petrie,
1995) also supported the findings of the present
study. It can be said that any type of physical activity
may positively affect one’s body. This finding is also
consistent with previous research in comparing ath-
letes and non-athletes, which revealed non-athletes
to have greater body dissatisfaction (Petrie, 1996). As
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reported by previous studies (Crawford & Eklund,
1994; Frederick & Morrison, 1996; Kowalski, Crocker
& Kowalski, 2001), the strong association of physical
appearance motives for exercise with social physique
anxiety may be the reason of low anxiety about phy-
sique with exercise participants. Furthermore, low
anxiety level of exercise participants could be ex-
plained by Maguire and Mansfield (1998)’s study
which examined the way social constraints and indi-
vidual self-control interweave in the rationalized
management of women'’s bodies in aerobics classes.
They concluded that aerobics, as an important
sporting practice for females in contemporary soci-
ety, has an important role on normalizing the tech-
nique for the embodiment of feminine ideals.

On the other hand, similar social physique anxi-
ety scores of exercise participants and competitive
athletes were not in line with the meta analysis of
Hausenblas and Symons Downs (2001) and the re-
sults of Van Raalte, Schmelzer, Smith and Brewer
(1998), which reported less positive body image for
collegiate athletes and less social physique anxiety
for elite swimmers than recreational athletes and
recreational swimmers, respectively. Given the lack
of consistent findings, research which examined the
role of competitive level athletes may be fruitful in
providing both researchers and practitioners with a
better understanding of how this contextual factor is
related to body and weight concerns.

The limitations of the present study include the
following: First, the findings may be relevant only
for well-educated Turkish young men and women in!
urban settings, which limit the generalizability of the
results. The nature of the data obtained in the pre-
sent study can be considered a second limitation.
Although our quantitative analysis serves mainly to
describe the differences in social physique anxiety
with regard to sex and level of sport involvement, it
does not provide an explanation of underlying rea-
sons. Therefore, in further inquiries, qualitative
analysis should be used to explain underlying rea-
sons within social and cultural contexts.

In conclusion, the findings of the present study
contribute to the growing literature on social phy-
sique anxiety by focusing on sex differences and dif-
ferent level of sport involvement in the non-Western
culture of Turkey. Remarkably, few researches have
made explicit reference to the level of sport involve-
ment when investigating social physique anxiety.
Based on the findings reported here, the current
study support the effect of sex and level of sport in-
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volvement or physical activity contexts on social women and men in different sport contexts. Future
physique anxiety. Future studies should examine the studies should also deal with feedback by coaches
cultural and social contexts in competitive and exer- and fitness leaders, their leadership characteristics
cise settings, by focusing on masculinity and femi- and perceived motivational climate in the exercise
ninity relationships with bodily perceptions of and sport context on self-presentational concern.
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