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Adolescent athletes develop in a cultural landscape where sport performance ideals 

increasingly overlap with societal expectations of appearance(1). During this period of 

biological growth and psychosocial development, the motivation to perform well often 

coexists with a strong drive to look the part(2). Pubertal changes naturally alter body 

composition(3), yet these changes frequently conflict with the aesthetic norms celebrated 

both within sport and across social media(2). The result is a persistent tension between 

performing well, maintaining health, and achieving an “ideal” body. 

Within many sports, body weight, shape, or composition are perceived—explicitly or 

implicitly—as indicators of performance potential(4). Societal ideals of thinness and visible 

muscularity merge with sport-specific expectations for leanness or muscle definition, and 

these messages are reinforced by digital platforms and commercial marketing(5). For 

adolescents, whose self-concept and critical thinking are still developing, this environment 

increases vulnerability to misinformation and unhealthy training and nutritional regimes(6). 

Body image concerns that arise under these pressures can substantially influence eating 

behavior(4). Restrictive intake, avoidance of macronutrients or specific food groups, or the 

misuse of supplements may stem from misplaced attempts to optimize performance. When 

such practices lead to low energy availability, hormonal disturbance, impaired recovery, or 

injury, both physical and psychological health are compromised(7). Even before clinical 

thresholds are reached, preoccupation with food or physique can reduce enjoyment and 

limit the ability to constructive focus on their sport. 

The implications extend beyond individual health. How young athletes perceive their bodies 

affects how they listen to and apply professional advice, how they engage with teammates, 

and how nutritional and performance cultures develop within sport environments. A 

performance-oriented message may be interpreted through the lens of appearance, altering 

its meaning and impact(8). Thus, understanding body image is essential for effective 

communication and adherence to evidence-based nutrition guidance. 



Supporting healthy body image within sport nutrition practice requires intentional 

communication and cultural awareness. Emphasizing function, energy, and recovery rather 

than weight or appearance helps redirect attention toward genuine performance outcomes. 

Creating psychologically safe environments, challenging harmful commentary, and 

recognizing early signs of disordered attitudes are integral to prevention. Encouraging critical 

evaluation of media and marketing claims empowers athletes to differentiate between 

aesthetic ideals and physiological needs(9). 

Balancing health, performance, and appearance is a central challenge of modern adolescent 

sport. Addressing body image is not peripheral to nutrition or performance—it is 

foundational. When young athletes develop a confident and realistic relationship with food 

and their bodies, they are better equipped to sustain training, adapt positively, and 

experience genuine fulfilment in sport. Promoting this balance protects not only immediate 

well-being but also long-term athletic potential and lifelong healthy habits. 
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