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ABSTRACT 

In the past decade, research has begun to focus not only on dieting and exercise to 
lose weight, but dieting and exercise to gain muscle mass (drive for muscularity; DFM). 
While research has established that men tend to exhibit greater levels of DFM than 
women, little research has examined the influence of athletic status on drive for 
muscularity in male and female college students. The present study surveyed 290 student 
participants (30 female athletes, 38 male athletes, 139 female non-athletes, 82 male non-
athletes and asked them about their DFM as well as factors known to relate to DFM. As 
expected, men and athletes exhibited higher levels of DFM than did women and non-
athletes; however different variables predicted DFM in the four groups. Implications for 
prevention and treatment of DFM are discussed. 
 
 
Research concerning the influence of participation in athletes on disordered eating and 

exercise behaviors is controversial. Some research indicates that athletes are more vulnerable 
to developing disordered eating and exercise behaviors than are non-athletes (Engel et al., 
2003; Patel, Greydanus, Pratt, & Phillips, 2003; Smolak, Murnen, & Ruble, 2000). However, 
some research has found no differences in disordered eating and exercise behaviors between 
female athletes and non-athletes who engaged in regular exercise (Kirk, Singh, & Getz, 2001; 
Krane, Stiles-Shipley, Waldron, & Michalenok, 2001). Furthermore, some studies have found 
that participation in athletics can serve as a buffer to the development of disordered eating 
behaviors (Reinking & Alexander, 2005). One explanation for these differences is that 
athletic status may influence certain types of disordered eating and exercise behaviors, but not 
others (Hausenblas & McNally, 2004). Thus, it is important to examine the influence of 
athletic status on each type of disordered eating and exercise behaviors and not just lump 
them all together. 

One little-investigated type of disordered eating and exercise behaviors known to affect 
athletes more than non-athletes is drive for muscularity (McCreary & Sasse, 2000). Drive for 
muscularity is defined as “the desire to achieve an idealized, muscular body type” (Morrison, 
Morrison, & Hopkins, 2003, p. 113). Many individuals will go through excessive changes in 
body behaviors in order to increase their muscularity (Chittester & Hausenblas, 2009). But 
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certain individuals appear to be more vulnerable to the drive than others; one such group may 
be athletes. For example, Zelli, Lucidi, and Mallia (2010) reported that recreational and 
competitive male and female adolescent athletes exhibited a significantly stronger drive for 
muscularity than did non-athletes (but see Jankauskienė & Kairaitis, 2007, who reported no 
differences between athlete and non-athlete adolescent males). In fact, Raudenbush and 
Meyer (2003) reported that all the male collegiate athletes in their study desired to become 
more muscular. This is especially true when weight-lifting is the sport involved (Hallsworth, 
Wade, & Tiggemann, 2005). 

It is important to examine factors affecting drive for muscularity because it has been 
associated with low levels of self-esteem (Chittester & Hausenblas, 2009; McCreary & Sasse, 
2000), depression (McCreary & Sasse, 2000), dieting to gain weight (McCreary & Sasse, 
2002), social physique anxiety (Duggan & McCreary, 2004), self-oriented perfectionism 
(Davis, Karvinen & McCreary, 2005), eating pathology, and substance abuse (Chittester & 
Hausenblas, 2009). Below we will discuss some of the factors proposed to influence drive for 
muscularity. 

Gender 

Drive for muscularity has been thought to exist solely in men (McCreary, Karvinen, & 
Davis, 2006; Morrison, Morrison, Hopkins, & Rowan, 2004), but research indicates that 
although women are less likely to exhibit DFM than men, women are not immune to this 
drive (McCreary & Sasse, 2000; McCreay, Sasse, Saucier, & Dorsch, 2004; McCreary, 
Saucier, & Courtenay, 2005); it just may mean something different to women than to men. 
Whereas men want to gain muscle bulk and mass, women wish to attain a toned and lean 
physique (Kyrejto, Mosewich, Kowalski, Mack, & Crocker, 2008).  

Exercise Motives 

With all the added pressures to fit the ideal image (McCreary & Sasse, 2000), many turn 
to exercise to achieve the ‘ideal’ body type. Although exercise has numerous psychological 
(LePage & Crowther, 2010) and physical benefits (Salerno, 2003), many use it to achieve a 
certain look rather than for the health benefits it provides (Calogero, Davis, & Thompson, 
2005; Leit, Gray, & Pope, 2002). Tata, Fox, and Cooper (2001) found that weight 
dissatisfaction influenced the amount of exercise that both males and females participated in. 
Males who believe they are underweight often exhibit drive for muscularity (DFM) and will 
turn to exercise in an attempt to build muscle mass (Davis et al., 2005; Ingledew & Sullivan, 
2002; McCreary & Saucier, 2009; Ricciardelli & McCabe, 2004), whereas women who 
believe they are overweight will often turn to exercise as a means to control their body weight 
and shape (Hubbard, Gray, & Parker, 1998; Ingledew & Sullivan, 2002; Mond, Hay, 
Rodgers, Owen, & Beumont, 2004). Low self-esteem and body esteem in both men and 
women also predict exercise behavior (Morry & Staska, 2001; Strelan, Mehaffey, & 
Tiggemann, 2003) as students use exercise to boost self-esteem and alter body image 
(Prichard & Tiggemann, 2005; 2008). Finally, some studies suggest that exercise behaviors 
may relate to exercise enjoyment (Lochbaum & Bartholomew, 2002; Plante et al., 2003).  
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Research also indicates that athletes and non-athletes may exercise for different reasons. 
Whereas athletes exercise more for enjoyment (Frederick & Ryan, 1993; Pritchard & Nielsen, 
in press), competence (Frederick & Ryan, 1993) and competition motives (Mathes & Battista, 
1985), non-athletes tend to exercise to enhance mood and fitness motives (Pritchard & 
Nielsen, in press) or for appearance-related issues (Frederick & Ryan, 1993).  

Societal Pressures 

Exposure to idealized body images in the media can serve as a source of societal pressure 
to achieve that ideal body image, leading to a number of negative effects on both women and 
men including body dissatisfaction (Hamilton, Mintz, & Kashubeck-West, 2007; Hobza & 
Rochlen, 2009; Hobza, Walker, Yakushko, & Peugh, 2007) and self-objectification (Aubrey, 
2007). In addition, models in magazines for women of all ages and interests are generally 
thinner than the average American woman (Bessenoff & Del Priore, 2007), pressuring women 
to achieve an ideal that may not be feasible for them. Similarly, exposure to idealistic 
muscular male images is also associated with the intensity of men’s drive for muscularity 
(Morrison et al., 2003) and eating disturbances (Giles & Close, 2008).  

Pressures from Family and Friends 

In addition to exercise motives and societal pressures, peer and familial commentary 
about one’s appearance can influence individuals to exercise more in an effort to live up to 
other’s expectations (Gruber, 2008; Tantleff-Dunn & Gokee, 2004; Tergerson & King, 2002). 
In addition to these pressures, athletes are also under pressure not only from themselves, but 
also their coaches, teammates, and/or judges (Hausenblas & Symons Downs, 2001; 
Hausenblas & McNally, 2004). They need to be able to reach their weight requirements 
(Hausenblas & Symons Downs, 2001) and be able to maintain that weight (Hausenblas & 
McNally, 2004), which may make them even more vulnerable to pressures from others to 
achieve a certain level of muscularity. 

Internalization of Media Images 

The ideal body type for men and women has changed drastically over the years (Daniel & 
Bridges, 2010). Media exposure can have a strong, negative effect on an individual’s body 
image, especially in women (Daniel & Bridges, 2010). Awareness and internalization of 
sociocultural standards of appearance significantly predict women’s body dissatisfaction 
(Cheng & Mallinckrodt, 2009; Lokken, Worthy, & Trautmann, 2004), drive for thinness, and 
bulimic symptoms (Lokken et al.). Similarly, men who internalize media images of muscular 
men are more likely to experience eating disturbances (Giles & Close, 2008). Given that male 
models in magazines such as Play Girl (Raudenbush & Meyer, 2003; Daniel & Bridges, 
2010) and Men’s Fitness (Johnson, McCreary, & Mills, 2007) have become more and more 
muscular over the years, it is not surprising that men are internalizing these messages. 
Interestingly, few studies have examined whether media internalization affects athletes. While 
a few studies seem to suggest that female athletes are not as affected by media internalization 
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as they are other pressures (e.g., peers, coaches; Ertel, 2008; Greenleaf, Petrie, Reel, & 
Carter, 2010), no research has examined media internalization as a predictor of disordered 
eating or exercise habits, specifically drive for muscularity, in male athletes.  

Present Study 

While research has established both gender and athletic status differences in drive for 
muscularity (McCreary & Sasse, 2000), few studies have examined why these differences 
exist. That is, do different factors predict drive for muscularity in male and female college 
athletes and non-athletes? The present study examined the influence of predictors known to 
affect drive for muscularity in some populations to ascertain whether these same factors 
predict drive for muscularity equally across gender and athletic status. Although we expected 
that men would exhibit higher levels of DFM than women and that athletes would exhibit 
higher levels than non-athletes, predictions about which variables affected DFM in each of 
the four groups (female athletes, female non-athletes, male athletes, and male non-athletes) 
and their order of importance were not made as no prior research has examined this question. 

METHOD 

Participants 

Participants in this study were recruited from a pool of general psychology students who 
registered through a computer software program Experimetrix, an Internet-based subject pool 
management program, in Spring 2010. There were 290 total student participants (30 female 
athletes, 38 male athletes, 139 female non-athletes, 82 male non-athletes). The average age 
was 22.37 (SD=6.25), with the oldest student being 55 years old and the youngest 18 years 
old. Of the student participants, 76.8 % of students were Caucasian, 6.5% Latino, 5.5% Asian, 
1.9% African-American, 1.0% Pacific Islander, 1.3% Native Americans and 2.9% considered 
themselves as ‘Other.’ The psychology students received course credit for participating in the 
survey. The Institutional Review Board approved the study protocol before data collection 
began. Consent was implied with completion of this anonymous survey. 

Materials and Procedures 

Drive for muscularity. Drive for muscularity and muscle tone questionnaire was adapted 
by the author from the Drive for Muscularity Scale (DFM; McCreary & Sasse, 2000). The 
DFM consisted of 19 items which were adapted to include questions about how they felt 
about muscle mass as well as body tone in order to be more applicable to women (i.e., I think 
I would feel more confident if I had more muscle mass/body tone). Responses were based on 
a 6-point Likert scale (1 = always, 2 = very often, 3 = often, 4 = sometimes, 5 = rarely, and 6 
= never). The DFM was scored by obtaining the average rating of the items, with higher 
scores indicating a greater drive for muscularity (α=.91). 
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Reasons for exercise. The Motivation of Marathoners Scale (Masters, Ogles, & Jolton, 
1993) was adapted to include all exercise types for the purpose of this study. The MOMS 
consists of 56 items that cover nine different areas: health orientation (3 items; α=.81), weight 
concern (4 items; α=.84), affiliation (5 items; α=.88), recognition (5 items; α=.90), personal 
goal achievement (2 items; α=.80), competition (2 items; α=.80), psychological coping (5 
items; α=.85), life meaning (4 items; α=.90), and exercise self-esteem (7 items; α=.92). 
Responses were scored on a frequency scale from 1 = not a reason to 7 = a most important 
reason. 

Sociocultural attitudes towards appearance scale - 3 (SATAQ-3). Participants completed 
items in the four subscales (Internalization-General (3 items), α = .74, Internalization-Athlete 
(5 items), α = .78, Pressures (6 items), α = .94, Information (4 items), α = .84) of the 
Sociocultural Attitudes towards Appearance Scale – 3 (Thompson, van den Berg, Roehrig, 
Guarda, & Heinberg, 2004) that dealt with magazine exposure. Internalization-General items 
measured the extent to which participants internalized the general media messages presented 
that women should be thin and men should be muscular. Similarly, Internalization-Athlete 
items measured the extent to which participants internalized the media messages encouraging 
a well-toned and defined athletic body. Pressures measured perceived pressure of the media to 
conform to the idealistic images presented. Information measured the extent to which 
magazines were used specifically for gaining information about how to attain the ideal body. 
Items such as, “I would like my body to look like the models who appear in magazines” were 
responded to on a five-point Likert response scale where 1 = Definitely Disagree and 5 = 
Definitely Agree. Higher scores indicated higher influence of the media on appearance. 

Figure rating questionnaire. Participants were presented with a series of same-sex figure 
drawings, with each series containing 5 line drawings varying in level of muscularity 
(Vartanian, Giant, & Passino, 2001). Participants were asked to choose from the series that 
applied to them (male/female bodies) and decide: a) which of the fe/male bodies has the 
muscle tone that is like your own body?, b) which of the fe/male bodies has the muscle tone 
that you would like to have?, c) which of the female bodies has the muscle tone that you think 
everyone (friends, TV, magazines) wants you to have?, d) which of the fe/male bodies has the 
muscle tone that you like best?, and e) which of the fe/male bodies has the muscle tone that 
you think everyone (friends, TV, magazines) wants fe/males to look like? Individual figures 
within each series received a score from 1 (least muscular) to 5 (most muscular). The number 
of the “current body shape” was then subtracted from the number of all other options above 
(b-e), yielding four body dissatisfaction scores: a) current – ideal, b) current – what others 
want you to have (other ideal), c) current – body you like best, and d) current – societal ideal. 
Higher scores, thus, indicate more dissatisfaction. 

RESULTS 

All means and standard deviations are displayed in Table 1. As predicted, there were 
significant differences in DFM based on athletic status, F (1, 285) = 4.34, p < .05, η2== .02. 
There was also a significant effect of gender, F (1, 285) = 19.65, p < .001, η2=.06. However, 
there was no interaction between gender and sport, F (1, 285) = .01. 

Because DFM differed by gender and sport, we ran multiple stepwise regressions to see 
which factors predicted DFM in each category (female athletes, male athletes, female non-
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athletes, male non-athletes). The stepwise method was chosen because we felt it was 
important not only to ascertain which variables predicted DFM in our four groups, but also 
their order of importance.  

 
Table 1. Means and standard deviations of male and female athletes and non-athletes 

 
Variables  FA FNA MA MNA  

DFM  2.92 (.67)  2.66 (.82)  3.44 (1.02)  3.20 (.88)  

Recognition  3.62 (1.74)  2.91 (1.74)  3.24 (1.70)  3.16 (1.75)  

Coping  4.67 (1.66)  4.03 (1.79)  3.83 (1.62)  3.92 (1.71)  

Life Meaning  3.92 (1.74)  3.13 (1.91)  3.11 (1.45)  3.53 (1.87)  

Affiliation  3.37 (1.57)  2.72 (1.56)  3.39 (1.39)  2.82 (1.50)  

Competition  3.54 (1.82)  2.31 (1.59)  3.93 (2.07)  2.99 (2.04)  

EXERse  5.12 (1.25)  4.62 (1.72)  4.32 (1.65)  4.41 (1.58)  

Discrepideal  -.19 (.92)  .36 (1.09)  .53 (1.52)  1.03 (.94)  

Discrepother  -.37 (1.28)  .16 (1.36)  .59 (1.42)  1.04 (1.46)  

Internath  3.59 (.90)  3.00 (.86)  3.11 (.95)  3.10 (.84)  

Pressures  3.14 (1.08)  3.15 (1.09)  2.12 (.86)  2.31 (.95)  
Note: DFM=Drive for Muscularity; Recognition=Exercising for recognition motives; 

Coping=Exercising to cope with stress; Life Meaning=Exercising to give your life meaning; 
Affiliation=Exercising to socialize with others; Competition=Exercising to compete with 
others; EXERse=Exercising to increase self-esteem; Discrepideal=having a discrepancy 
between what you want to look like and how you think you look; Discrepother=having a 
discrepancy between how you perceive others want to look and how you think you look; 
Internath=internalization of media images of athletic bodies; Pressures=Feeling social 
pressures from media to look a certain way. 
 
For female non-athletes, the primary predictors of DFM were exercising for self-esteem, 

F (1, 115) = 36.65, p < .001, R² = .24, internalization of media images of athletic bodies, F (2, 
114) = 24.76, p < .01, R² = .30, exercising for affiliation reasons, F (3, 113) = 18.67, p < .05, 
R² = .331, and exercising for recognition motives, F (4, 112) = 16.55, p < .01, R² = .37 (see 
Table 2). As displayed in Table 3, the primary predictors for female athletes were exercising 
for competition-based reasons, F (1, 25) = 16.58, p < .001, R² = .40, exercising to cope, F (2, 
24) = 15.57, p < .01, R² = .57, general societal pressures to look a certain way, F (2, 23) = 
18.07, p < .01, R² = .70, perceptions that what others want you to look like do not match up 
with what you actually look like, F (4, 22) = 18.34, p < .05, R² = .77, and exercising for 
recognition reasons, F (5, 21) = 18.66, p < .05, R² = .82.  

For male non-athletes, DFM was predicted by exercising for recognition motives, F (1, 
65) = 31.46, p < .001, R² = .33, a larger discrepancy between what you believe you look like 
and what you want to look like, F (2, 64) = 23.32, p < .01, R² = .42, and internalization of 
media images of athletic bodies, F (3, 63) = 18.48, p < .05, R² = .47 (see Table 4). Finally, as 
shown in Table 5, for male athletes, DFM was predicted by exercising for self-esteem F (1, 
32) = 35.67, p < .001, R² = .53, internalization of media images of athletic bodies, F (2, 31) = 
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24.51, p < .05, R² = .61, and exercising to give your life meaning, F (3, 30) = 20.90, p < .05, 
R² = .68.  

 
Table 2. Summary of stepwise regression for predicting DFM in female non-athletes 

 

 
Note: *p< .05, ** p< .01, *** p< .001; DFM=Drive for Muscularity; Recognition=Exercising for 

recognition motives; Affiliation=Exercising to socialize with others; EXERse=Exercising to 
increase self-esteem; Internath=internalization of media images of athletic bodies. 
 

Table 3. Summary of stepwise regression for predicting DFM in male non-athletes 
 

 
Note: *p< .05, ** p< .01, *** p< .001; DFM=Drive for Muscularity; Recognition=Exercising for 

recognition motives; Discrepideal=having a discrepancy between what you want to look like 
and how you think you look; Internath=internalization of media images of athletic bodies. 

 
 
 

Variable   B   SE    β    t   
 
Step 1     

EXERse  .23  .04  .49   8.46*** 
 
Step 2 

EXERse  .19  .04  .40   4.86*** 
Internath  .25  .08  .26   3.16** 

 
Step 3 
 EXERse  .24  .05  .52   5.34*** 

Internath  .27  .08  .29   3.47** 
Affiliation  -.11  .05  -.21   -2.20*  

 
Step 4 

EXERse  .15  .06  .32   2.63* 
Internath  .25  .08  .27   3.31** 

 Affiliation  -.15  .05  -.28   -2.90** 
 Recognition  .15 .06 .33 2.68**  

Variable   B   SE    β    t   
 
Step 1     

Recognition  .30  .05  .57   5.61*** 
 
Step 2 

Recognition  .27  .05  .51   5.29*** 
Disrepideal  .30  .09  .32   3.25** 

 
Step 3 
 Recognition  .21  .06  .40   3.77*** 

Discrepideal  .27  .09  .27   2.88** 
 Internath  .27 .12 .25 2.35* 
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Table 4. Summary of stepwise regression for predicting DFM in male athletes 
 

 
Note: *p< .05, ** p< .01, *** p< .001; DFM=Drive for Muscularity; Life Meaning=Exercising to 

give your life meaning; EXERse=Exercising to increase self-esteem; Internath=internalization 
of media images of athletic bodies. 
 
Table 5. Summary of stepwise regression for predicting DFM in female athletes 

 

 
Note: *p< .05, ** p< .01, *** p< .001; DFM=Drive for Muscularity; Recognition=Exercising for 

recognition motives; Coping=Exercising to cope with stress; Competition=Exercising to 
compete with others; Discrepother=having a discrepancy between how you perceive others 
want to look and how you think you look; Pressures=Feeling social pressures from media to 
look a certain way. 

Variable   B   SE    β    t   
 
Step 1     

EXERse  .45  .08  .73   5.97*** 
 
Step 2 

EXERse  .30  .09  .48   3.24** 
Internath  .42  .16  .38   2.16* 

 
Step 3 
 EXERse  .49  .12  .78   4.22*** 

Internath  .41  .15  .38   2.75* 
 LifeMeaning  -.28 .12 -.39 -2.43* 

Variable   B   SE    β    t   
 
Step 1     

Competition  .24  .06  .63   4.07*** 
 
Step 2 

Competition  .19  .05  .49   3.48** 
Coping   .18  .06  .43   3.03** 

 
Step 3 
 Competition  .18  .05  .46   3.79** 
 Coping   .30  .06  .71   4.80*** 
 Pressures  -.30  .09  -.46   -3.26** 
 
Step 4 
 Competition  .18  .04  .49   4.50*** 
 Coping   .31  .06  .74   5.55*** 
 Pressures  -.27  .08  -.42   -3.32** 
 Discrepother  .15  .06  .27   2.53* 
 
Step 5 

Competition  .16  .04  .41   3.83** 
Coping   .26  .06  .63   4.78*** 
Pressures  -.32  .08  -.50   -4.14*** 
Discrepother  .14  .05  .26   2.63* 

 Recognition  .12  .05  .30   2.32* 
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DISCUSSION 

The purpose of the present study was to examine the similarities and differences between 
factors predicting DFM in athletes and non-athletes by gender. Although we expected that 
men would exhibit higher levels of DFM than women and that athletes would exhibit higher 
levels than non-athletes, predictions about which variables affected DFM in each of the four 
groups (female athletes, female non-athletes, male athletes, and male non-athletes) and their 
order of importance were not made as no prior research has examined this question. Below 
we will discuss our findings. 

Gender and Athletic Status 

As expected, although women were less likely to exhibit DFM than were men, the 
women in our study were not immune to this drive (c.f., McCreary & Sasse, 2000; McCreary 
et al., 2004; McCreary et al., 2005; Tiggemann, 2005). In addition, different factors seemed to 
predict DFM in women and men, as will be described below. Similarly, as predicted, athletes 
exhibited higher levels of DFM than did non-athletes (c.f., Zelli et al., 2010), but again the 
factors predicting DFM seemed to vary by athletic status, as well as gender. 

Exercise Motives 

Previous research suggests that low self-esteem and body esteem in both men and women 
predict exercise behavior (Morry & Staska, 2001; Strelan et al., 2003) as students use exercise 
to boost self-esteem and alter body image (Prichard & Tiggemann, 2005; 2008). Thus, it is 
not surprising that exercising for self-esteem reasons predicted DFM in female non-athletes, 
as well as male athletes. It is interesting that it did not predict DFM in female athletes and 
male non-athletes. Future studies need to examine why the discrepancy exists between the 
four groups. It may be that exercising for self-esteem reasons does, in fact, predict DFM in all 
groups, but is just not as important as are other factors in those two groups and, thus, did not 
register in our stepwise regression analysis. 

Given that athletes tend to exercise more for competition motives than do non-athletes 
(Mathes & Battista, 1985), it is not surprising that exercising for competition-based reasons 
predicted DFM in female athletes. Similarly, exercising to cope also predicted DFM in female 
athletes. Thus, perhaps the increased competition female athletes are feeling is causing them 
to exercise more in order to cope with the pressures they feel. It is interesting that these 
variables did not seem to affect DFM in male athletes; however, this may be a result of the 
sport in question. Future studies should examine whether the sport affects DFM levels in 
athletes as well as the factors that predict DFM in athletes. In addition, male athletes were the 
only group for which DFM was related to exercising to give your life meaning. Thus, if male 
athletes’ lives revolve around succeeding in their sport, competition and exercising to cope 
with increasing demands put on them may be inherent components of that motive. Future 
studies should examine this possibility closer as well as investigate what specific stressors 
female athletes are exercising to cope with (e.g., academic, athletic, social).  
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It is interesting that exercising for recognition motives related to DFM in all groups 
except male athletes. Thus, it appears that most of our groups to some extent are exercising 
just to be noticed in the gym. Similarly, female non-athletes reported exercising for affiliation 
reasons, which makes sense given that non-athletes tend to exercise to enhance mood 
(Pritchard & Nielsen, in press), and socializing with friends, even while exercising, tends to 
do that.  

Societal Pressures 

Research suggests that exposure to idealized body images in the media can serve as a 
source of societal pressure to achieve a certain body ideal (Hamilton et al., 2007; Hobza et al., 
2007; Hobza & Rochlen, 2009). Thus, it is perhaps not surprising that DFM in female athletes 
was related to general societal pressures to look a certain way. In addition, in male non-
athletes, DFM was predicted by having a discrepancy between how they believed they looked 
and how they wanted to look, a factor often linked to social pressures. 

Pressures from Family and Friends 

As many ‘societal’ pressures can come directly in the form of peer and familial 
commentary about one’s appearance (Gruber, 2008; Tantleff-Dunn & Gokee, 2004; 
Tergerson & King, 2002), and athletes often face additional ‘social’ pressures from coaches, 
teammates, and/or judges (Hausenblas & Symons Downs, 2001; Hausenblas & McNally, 
2004), it is not surprising that DFM in female athletes was related to their perceptions that 
what other people wanted them to look like did not match up with how they believed they 
actually looked. Future studies may wish to examine which ‘other people’ these athletes are 
referring to (e.g., friends, coaches) to better ascertain where this pressure is coming from.  

Internalization of Media Images 

Although female athletes seemed to be more affected by general social pressures and 
perceptions of not matching up to the ideal body put forth by others, all other groups’ DFM 
was directly impacted by the internalization of media images of athletic bodies (c.f., Cheng & 
Mallinckrodt, 2009; Giles & Close, 2008; Lokken et al., 2004). This finding is in line with 
previous research suggesting that female athletes are not as affected by media internalization 
as they are other pressures (e.g., peers, coaches; Ertel, 2008; Greenleaf et al., 2010). Although 
no research had examined media internalization as a predictor of DFM in male athletes, it is 
interesting that male athletes seem to be affected by internalization of media images even 
though female athletes do not.  

LIMITATIONS 

There were several limitations of our study, the first being that our participants were 
undergraduate Psychology 101 students. Future research would benefit from a wider variety 
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of participants, including a broader coverage of athletes in a variety of sports. Secondly, the 
majority of our participants were Caucasians with an average age of 22. Further research 
would benefit from a more racially diverse group of participants. Finally, this study was 
correlational in nature. Thus, although we can determine which factors seem to predict DFM 
in our different groups, we cannot make any statements about causality. 

CONCLUSION AND IMPLICATIONS 

No one seems to be immune from social pressures to achieve a muscular or toned look. 
However, athletes appear to be even more vulnerable to these pressures. Coaches and athletic 
trainers need to be aware that the pressures they are putting on their athletes to succeed may 
be putting them at risk for certain disordered eating and exercise behaviors. If athletes are 
spending too much time exercising (e.g., exercising beyond what is required for their sport) 
and/or not eating enough nutrients to perform optimally due to fear of weight gain, it could 
put them at risk for injury, potentially ending their athletic career early. Because previous 
research suggests that athletic status can, in some cases, buffer the harmful effects of social 
pressures on disordered eating and exercise (Reinking & Alexander, 2005), it is important 
that coaches and athletic trainers find a balance between helping an athlete succeed and 
pushing them beyond their limits, potentially encouraging the athlete to engage in unhealthy 
eating and exercise behaviors in an attempt to achieve someone else’s ideal.  
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