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Body Image and the

Female Athlete
Identifying challenges in
nutrition and body composition

BY LAANNA CARRASCO, MA
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A leaner athlete is a better 
athlete.” Do you agree with 
this statement? It’s a com-

mon belief that is certainly true from 
a biomechanical perspective: The less 
mass an athlete has to move, the less 
force is required to move it at a given 
speed, meaning that excessive fat makes 
athletes slower. However, we have to 
keep in mind that athletic performance 

is a combination of strength, power, 
endurance, energy stores, skill, mental 
abilities and countless other interrelated 
factors. That’s why it’s counterproduc-
tive to place too much emphasis on 
body composition, especially for female 
athletes.

Female athletes who believe they 
must be thin to win may fall into the 
trap of pursuing diets so severe that 
they compromise their performance and 
health. Studies show female athletes are 
six times more likely to have poor body 
image than non-athletes; in fact, 25-75 
percent of female college athletes have 
disordered eating patterns and dissat-
isfaction with their bodies, traits that 
are often manifested in a drive to lose 
weight.

On the positive side, concern about 
the dangers of thinness as an athletic 
ideal has led to the increasing awareness 
among coaches and within college ath-
letic programs that nutritionists are just 
as important as strength and condition-
ing coaches for female athletes. 

Still, body image issues and disor-
dered eating remain prevalent in wom-
en’s sports. The effects range from mild 
anxiety about one’s body to a multifac-
eted disorder called the female athlete 
triad, which is composed of low energy 
intake and/or very low body fat, lack of 
menstrual periods, and bone loss. The 
triad affects athletes in endurance and 
judged sports such as gymnastics more 

than strength and power athletes, but 
disordered eating and body image issues 
can affect all types of female athletes.

In fact, characteristics that allow 
female athletes to excel make them 
much more susceptible than non-ath-
letes to poor body image and disordered 
eating. The ability to push oneself to 
outperform opponents and overcome 
physical pain is an admired trait that 
allows female athletes to succeed. 
Unfortunately, the very trait that helps 
them excel also predisposes them to 
take comments about their weight too 
far. Even indirect suggestions relating 
to body composition and performance, 
or comparisons to other athletes, can 
profoundly influence a female athlete’s 
psyche.

I experienced this during the sum-
mer before my freshman year in college, 
when I was set to play on the women’s 
basketball team. The assistant basket-
ball coach told me that our whole team 
needed to “get lean.” I took the sugges-
tion to heart and started running and 
lifting so that I arrived on campus quite 
lean and with much better condition-
ing than any other player on the team. I 
received lots of positive feedback about 
my physique and became very preoc-
cupied with staying lean throughout the 
season and thereafter.

That experience showed me that if 
I worked hard enough and ate veg-
etables and fruit instead of bread and 
pasta, I could shape my body how I 
wanted. Even so, I never ended up 
excelling as a college basketball player, 
ultimately quitting the team and focus-
ing on academics.

How much did my focus on stay-
ing thin affect my playing performance? 

It’s impossible to tell in retrospect, 
but this example shows the power of 
a coach’s careless words. As coaches, 
parents of athletes, and teammates, we 
need to focus on helping female athletes 
develop psychological, physical and 
dietary behaviors for lifelong health, not 
just performance.

Katherine A. Beals, a registered 
dietitian who has spent her career work-
ing with female athletes and research-
ing the female athlete triad, uses an 
individualized approach and focuses 
on healthy eating when working with 
athletes. “There’s no evidence that 
weight is going to determine success 
as an athlete regardless of the sport – 
distance runner, basketball or volleyball 
player,” Beals says, adding that if an 
athlete is eating correctly (a balanced 
diet consisting of whole foods) and 
trains adequately, her body weight will 
“fall” where it needs to be for optimal 
performance.

Beals rarely tests body fat or weight 
in working with female athletes because 
neither correlates with peak perfor-
mance, and an overemphasis on these 
measures can lead to body image issues 
and disordered eating. “It doesn’t mat-
ter what the measure is, an athlete will 
use it to evaluate themselves and usually 
the evaluation is negative,” Beals says. 

…we need to focus on helping female athletes develop psychological, 
physical and dietary behaviors for lifelong health, not just performance.

Team BFS weightlifters Brittanie Mas-
tricola (at left) and Nikki Gnozzio (at 
right) are two confi dent young  women. 
Gnozzio is a Division 1 strength coach at 
Providence College in Rhode Island, and 
Mastricola is the recipient of the 2012 
BFS Weightlifting Scholarship.
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She does sometimes calculate resting 
metabolic rate – the amount of calories 
a person burns at rest without the addi-
tion of exercise – so that an athlete can 
recognize the minimal energy intake 
that they must achieve. Beals has found 
that female athletes often lack a realistic 
view of their energy needs, so this can 
be a tool to start with.

Body mass index (BMI) is another 
measurement that is widely used to 
assess body composition; however, it is 
not useful for athletes. It does not cor-
relate with body fat and has been shown 

to be an inaccurate predictor among 
more-muscular populations.

For example, in one University of 
Miami study of female college athletes 
of different races, body fat percentage 
was found to be very different among 
the racial groups, but the average BMI 
was the same for all three groups. This 
study also found that, regardless of race 
or body fat percentage, the athletes with 
higher BMIs were preoccupied with 
their weights, wanted to lose weight, 
and exercised in order to do so.

With obesity rates in the general 

population increasing, what can athletes 
do if they are dissatisfied with their 
bodies and are overweight? According 
to a publication put out by the NCAA 
that focuses on managing the female 
athlete triad, if an athlete is in fact 
overweight due to overeating, then the 
athlete needs to consult a mental health 
practitioner to determine and eliminate 
the source of the non-hunger eating.

The problem with relying on this 
particular approach is that an athlete 
may be secretive about admitting or 
reporting disordered eating, excessive 
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Resistance is an es-
sential tool for helping 
female athletes achieve 
the best body composi-
tion for their sports. 
Gnozzio and Mastricola 
are training to com-
pete in the 2012 Senior 
National Weightlifting 
Championships.
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exercise or concerns with body image. 
Self-reported surveys overwhelmingly 
underestimate body image concerns, 
rates of restrictive eating, and female 
athletes’ risk of developing the female 
athlete triad.

Even medical screenings may fail 
to reveal body image problems. For 
instance, a study from Trinity College 
that assessed group intervention mod-
els to improve body image issues in 
Division III female athletes reported 
that seven athletes came forward to the 
head athletic trainer at the end of the 
intervention because they were con-
cerned they had the female athlete triad. 
None of the athletes had been flagged 
during an initial medical screening.

The intervention model used by 
Trinity College has raised awareness 
about health risks of low body weight 
and energy restriction by using role 
playing, discussion and writing about 
the athlete-specific ideal of thinness 
compared to a healthy ideal. The study 
used a model based on cognitive behav-
ioral therapy that contrasts beliefs with 
actual behavior in order to create cogni-
tive dissonance, or disagreement, in an 
athlete’s thinking so that they change 
their behavior.

Aside from such group interven-
tions, the well-accepted approach to 
body composition for female athletes 
is still nutritional education for perfor-
mance. When athletes learn how the 
different macronutrients affect training 
and recovery, they understand how 
critical it is to eat enough energy-rich 
foods to ensure glycogen repletion 
and tissue repair after workouts and 
competitions.

It is helpful to provide athletes with 
the information that healthy fats such as 
omega-3 fish oils are necessary to make 
up the outside layer of every single cell 
in the body. If they do not get enough 
of these essential fats, which can be 

gotten from eating fish or organic meat, 
the consequence will be cells that are 
less receptive and potential problems 
with blood sugar regulation.

Protein is needed for repairing 
muscle and tissue after workouts and 
competitions. In addition, protein 
contains half as many calories as fat (on 
a gram-for-gram basis) and tends to 
promote greater satiety. This is part of 
the theory behind the high-protein diets 
that can be useful in promoting fat loss.

Researchers are just beginning 
to test whether high-protein diets are 
safe for strength and power athletes. A 
high-protein diet wouldn’t be effective 
for endurance athletes such as row-
ers, distance runners or cyclists, who 
rely on carbohydrates in the form of 
stored muscle glycogen for energy when 
training.

An experienced registered dietitian 
(such as a certified specialist in sports 
dietetics) is the best resource a female 
athlete can have for ensuring optimal 
body composition for performance. 
Every female athlete in any particu-
lar sport has her own body type and 
traits, as well as unique nutrition needs 
and concerns about her body. The 
best choice in picking a dietitian for a 
female athlete is one who has experience 
working with other athletes in the same 
sport.

Resistance training with a peri-
odized program such as the BFS Total 
Program is another essential tool for 
helping female athletes achieve the 
best body composition for their sports. 
Training allows them to gain muscle 
and strength, and having more muscle 
means a faster metabolism, which can 
help athletes lose body fat. In the ideal 
world, every female athlete would have 
a strength and conditioning coach as 
well as a nutritionist to guide them to 
achieve the best body composition for 
optimal performance. 

Resources 
You can get more information 

about diet, body image and eating 

disorders in female athletes here:

www.acsm.org

the female athlete triad, nutrition and 

Use this site to fi nd a certifi ed 

formance enhancement needs of 

athletes.

www.femaleathletetriad.org/

regarding identifi cation, management, 

Disordered Eating Among 

Athletes

.



Get Started Today 1-800-628-9737 

VISIT WWW.BIGGERFASTERSTRONGER.COM TO REGISTER 
Keep up with NEW or UPDATED events with the 

online calendar page
$299 per coach with early registration

Practical & Theory Course - 1 Day, Hands on Practicum & Online Exam.  
WRSC includes continuing education through one year of online video 
training through the BFS Online Learning Center as well as one year of the BFS 
Magazine and the “What’s Happening” Email and Blog

REDUCE LIABILITY WITH CERTIFIED COACHES AND TEACHERS
Join coaches in your area to learn how best to train your students and 
athletes with the proven BFS program. Not only will this BFS Weight Room 

training for every sports program and PE class. 

WEIGHT ROOM 
SAFETY CERTIFICATION

100’s CERTIFIED EVERY YEAR!
“We just clinched the league title with one more regular season game 
left until playoffs.  First time North has won league Championship 
since 1973. Your program along with the clinic has definitely changed 
the attitude and helped my football program. Other sports are coming 
to me asking me about the BFS program after seeing our success.”  

Joseph Trongone, Head Coach, North High School 

Cortland NY 10/6/2012

MO 10/13/2012

NY 11/14/2012

ARK 12/15/2012

NY 1/12/2013

SLC UT 1/19/2013

NY 1/26/2013

Timonium MD 2/2/2013

FL 2/9/2013

CA 2/9/2013

MO 2/11/2013

MS 2/16/2013

OR 2/23/2013

SLC UT 3/9/2013

Ann Arbor MI 3/23/2013

WA 3/23/2013

IN 4/6/2013

KY 4/27/2013

NV 5/4/2013

TX 6/1/2013

NY 6/16/2013

IL 6/22/2013

SLC UT 7/28/2013

NY 9/22/2013

NY 9/28/2013

GA TBA  2013

CO TBA  2013



YEAR ROUND SUPPORT

Look at who, where, and why America’s teachers and coaches are becoming Weight Room Strength and Conditioning 

Should Teachers or School Corporations take the risk of supervising students in weight rooms without a proper Strength and 

of a “WRSC” prepares teachers, trainers, and coaches to deal with critical issues involving weight room Strength and 

Together we can make America’s weight rooms safer for students, more productive, and help teach students some of the 

Lead with knowledge 1-800-628-9737 



Friend Bigger Faster Stronger online at Facebook to Follow @CoachBFS on Twitter for inspirational 
quotes and ideas on how to Be An 11!

40

Bigger Faster Stronger  
is a GSA approved vendor 
GSA# GS-03F-0001W 

4 14
A powerful program for strong women

PRSRT STD
US POSTAGE

PAID
Bigger Faster Stronger

keycode

 Fax (801) 975-1159
843 West 2400 South

Salt Lake City, UT 84119
info@bfsmail.com

biggerfasterstronger.com

Dedicated To Helping
Athletes Succeed 
Since 1976

Facts on variable resistance training

Safety Posters - 
3 Poster Set

$30 

Six Absolutes Posters - 
8 Poster Set

technique with the all-new, 
BFS Six Absolutes Posters!

$80 

Training Posters - 
5 Poster Set

$50 

Sale  
Price
$60
Sale  
Price

$37.50

Sale  
Price

$22.50

S
8

T
5

SAVE 25% ON BFS POSTERS
Includes Records Charts, Standards Posters and More!
Scan here to order now through November 2012 - Use Promo Code 2012PS
Shop online at biggerfasterstronger.com and bfssale.com for great values


