
This is a self-archived version of an original article. This version 
may differ from the original in pagination and typographic details. 

Author(s): 

Title: 

Year: 

Version:

Copyright:

Rights:

Rights url: 

Please cite the original version:

CC BY 4.0

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

Gender-Typed Sport Practice, Physical Self-Perceptions, and Performance-Related
Emotions in Adolescent Girls

© 2020 by the authors. Licensee MDPI, Basel, Switzerland

Published version

Morano, Milena; Robazza, Claudio; Ruiz, Montse C.; Cataldi, Stefania; Fischetti,
Francesco; Bortoli, Laura

Morano, M., Robazza, C., Ruiz, M. C., Cataldi, S., Fischetti, F., & Bortoli, L. (2020). Gender-Typed
Sport Practice, Physical Self-Perceptions, and Performance-Related Emotions in Adolescent
Girls. Sustainability, 12(20), Article 8518. https://doi.org/10.3390/su12208518

2020



sustainability

Article

Gender-Typed Sport Practice, Physical
Self-Perceptions, and Performance-Related
Emotions in Adolescent Girls

Milena Morano 1,2 , Claudio Robazza 3,* , Montse C. Ruiz 4 , Stefania Cataldi 5 ,
Francesco Fischetti 5 and Laura Bortoli 3

1 Parisi-De Sanctis Institute, MIUR (Italian Ministry of Education, University and Research),
71121 Foggia, Italy; milenamorano@gmail.com

2 School of Medicine and Health Sciences, “G. d’Annunzio” University of Chieti-Pescara, 66013 Chieti, Italy
3 BIND-Behavioral Imaging and Neural Dynamics Center, Department of Medicine and Aging Sciences,

“G. d’Annunzio” University of Chieti-Pescara, 66013 Chieti, Italy; l.bortoli@unich.it
4 Faculty of Sport and Health Sciences, University of Jyväskylä, 40014 Jyväskylä, Finland; montse.ruiz@jyu.fi
5 Department of Basic Medical Sciences, Neurosciences and Sense Organs School of Medicine,

Aldo Moro University, 70123 Bari, Italy; stefania.cataldi@uniba.it (S.C.); francesco.fischetti@uniba.it (F.F.)
* Correspondence: c.robazza@unich.it

Received: 23 September 2020; Accepted: 13 October 2020; Published: 15 October 2020
����������
�������

Abstract: Youth sport experience provides opportunities for physical, personal, and social
development in youngsters. Sport is a social system in which socially constructed gender differences
and stereotypes are incorporated, and specific sport activities are often perceived as gender
characterized. The objective of this study was to examine the relationship between some salient
physical and emotional self-perceptions and the type of sport practiced. A sample of 261 female
athletes, aged 14–21 years (Mage = 15.59, SD = 2.00), practicing different sports, categorized as
feminine (e.g., artistic and rhythmic gymnastics), masculine (e.g., soccer and rugby), or neutral
(e.g., track and field and tennis), took part in a cross-sectional study. Significant differences were
observed between aesthetic sports and other types of sports. Athletes involved in aesthetic sports
reported the lowest values in their feelings of confidence and the highest values in feelings of worry
related to competition. This may be attributed to the evaluation system of aesthetic sports, in which
the athlete’s performance is evaluated by a jury. At the same time, they reported low values of
dysfunctional psychobiosocial states associated with their general sport experience, likely because
of their physical appearance close to the current body social standards for girls. Notwithstanding
the differences by type of sport, athletes of all disciplines reported high mean values of functional
psychobiosocial states, suggesting that their overall sporting experience was good.

Keywords: physical self-perception; body dissatisfaction; social physique anxiety; psychobiosocial
states; aesthetic sports; feminine sports; masculine sports

1. Introduction

The sport environment is commonly considered an important development context in which young
athletes can acquire sport skills and attain psychological benefits, such as improved self-perception,
motivation, coping, and emotion regulation skills [1–4]. However, it has long been recognized that
boys and girls are socialized differently, through gender-stereotyped beliefs and behaviors in the
family, physical education classes, and sport contexts where girls and boys are not encouraged in the
same way [5]. In Italy, gender disparities in sport participation have been observed in 11–19 years old
girls (41% girls vs. 59% of boys; [6]). Of note, female athletes of all ages represent 28% of the entire
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sport population [7]. Despite the large importance attributed to sport practice, the sport experience of
adolescent girls has not been widely investigated. Thus, the main purpose of our study was to examine,
in a sample of girls, possible differences in relevant individual variables (e.g., perceived competence,
physical self-perception, self-esteem, anxiety, and emotional states) as a function of gender-typed
sports (i.e., masculine, feminine, or neutral).

Sport is a social system in which socially constructed gender differences and stereotypes are
incorporated into its structure [8]. Specific sport activities can be perceived and classified as masculine,
feminine, or neutral [9–12]. Masculine sports often involve characteristics such as physical contact,
strength, face-to-face opposition, fighting, aggressiveness, danger, and risk. Feminine sports are
frequently typified by expressivity, grace, flexibility, and emotional expression. Some individual sports
(e.g., tennis, swimming, and badminton) are considered neutral, whereas team sports are generally
regarded as masculine, except for volleyball, probably because the two rival teams are separated and
do not come into physical contact. Given that the sport environment is a powerful social context for
both female and male athletes, their body image is generally positive when “gender-appropriate”
sports are practiced [13].

As a consequence of the physical requirements associated with sport practice, all athletes pay
specific attention to their bodies and spend time and energy to develop their physical fitness, athletic
skills, and sport strategies. In aesthetic sports, the focus is also on improving appearance, because
athletes’ bodies are evaluated during execution together with performance. This can influence
the athletes’ physical self-concept and body image, two theoretical constructs widely applied in
sport psychology.

Physical self-concept is posited as one of the domains within the multidimensional model of
self-concept, defined as a person’s self-perceptions formed through experience with and interpretations
of their environment [3,14,15]. A number of physical self-concept measures have been developed
to identify specific aspects (e.g., endurance, strength, and health), in addition to global physical
self-concept and global self-esteem [16]. Research findings have indicated consistent gender differences,
with boys scoring higher on physical self-concept and self-esteem than girls [17]. In a large group of
adolescent boys and girls, athletes and non-athletes, Marsh [18] found systematically higher physical
self-concept in athletes than in non-athletes, with girls showing higher differences than boys. In early
adolescent girls, physical activity [19] and organized sport practice [20] were positively linked to
physical self-concept, while better performance in fitness tests was found to improve their physical
self-concept, perceived competence, and self-esteem [21]. In a recent approach to self-concept, Marsh,
Martin, Yeung, and Craven [3] considered it reasonable to conceptualize and measure self-concept facets
that are domain-specific. In the sport context, sport-specific competence perceptions can represent the
instrumental or functional qualities of the body. Functional qualities may also influence the general
perceptions that people have of their bodies and be associated with pleasant feelings [22].

Body image is another theoretical construct that has received extensive research attention, as it
is related to physical self-perception mainly in girls and women. Body image is a broad term that
refers to a multifaceted psychological experience of embodiment, involving perceptions, thoughts,
behaviors, and feelings about one’s own body, with special attention, though not exclusively, to physical
appearance [23]. Varnes et al. [24] proposed the term body image as an umbrella term encompassing
other constructs, such as body (dis)satisfaction, appearance evaluation, appearance (dis)satisfaction,
and body appreciation. Body dissatisfaction is particularly widespread among adolescents in Western
cultures, in which emphasis on body image and appearance is especially present in young women.
Body dissatisfaction is often related to low self-esteem [25] and unpleasant emotional states, such as
feeling unhappy, sad, and depressed [26]. In a meta-analysis of 34 studies, body dissatisfaction was
found to be lower in female athletes compared to female non-athletes [27]. Regarding differences in
body image by type of sport, studies were conducted using different gender-typed sport classification,
including aesthetic, endurance, and ball game sports [28]; appearance-focused, non-appearance
focused, lean-focused, non-lean focused, non-appearance/non-lean focused sports [24]; aesthetics and
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leanness, leanness but not aesthetics, neither aesthetics nor leanness sports [29]. These studies showed
inconsistent results.

Body dissatisfaction has been associated with social physique anxiety, a social psychological
variable conceptualized as a trait characteristic that reflects an individual’s concern in situations in
which physique or figure is being observed or evaluated [30]. High levels of social physique anxiety
have been reported in adolescence, more in girls than in boys, and are linked with unhealthy eating
attitudes and behaviors. Social physique anxiety has been identified in female athletes in a wide variety
of sports, but no clear evidence exists regarding the type of sport [31].

Competition is the essence of sport, a context in which athletes, either alone or as part of a team,
seek to outperform other athletes or teams. In specific competitive situations, in which individuals
strive to attain important and self-relevant goals, some personal characteristics are relevant, such as
confidence and worry. Confidence is generally described as a feeling of trust in one’s abilities, qualities,
and judgment, and it indicates positive beliefs about personal abilities or expectations of being able to
succeed [3]. In the sport context, Vealey and colleagues [32–34] proposed a specific sport-confidence
multidimensional model for success. Two of the dimensions acting as sources of confidence in
sport—namely, physical self-presentation and social support—were more important sources for female
than male athletes, thereby highlighting the role of body image and social evaluation for female
athletes’ confidence [34]. Worry, initially contrasted to confidence in a single bipolar construct [35],
is currently considered as the cognitive component of anxiety, along with negative expectations, doubt,
and apprehensions about performance. In the sport setting, worry has been defined as a cognitive
form of harmful apprehension associated with performance under pressure [36].

To broadly examine emotional experiences in sport, we assessed psychobiosocial states as
conceptualized within the individual zones of optimal functioning (IZOF) model [37]. In a holistic
approach, psychobiosocial states are conceived as situational, multimodal, and dynamic manifestations
of total human functioning that represent the athlete’s perceptions of personal and environmental
conditions. Psychobiosocial states encompass at least eight emotional and non-emotional interactive
modalities (i.e., affective, cognitive, motivational, volitional, bodily somatic, motor-behavioral,
operational, and communicative) deemed to have a functional or dysfunctional effect on performance
and overall sport experience [38–40]. Of note, three of the modalities pertain to physical aspects: bodily
somatic, motor-behavioral, and operational. In a study in youth sport, boys were found to report
significantly higher scores for functional psychobiosocial states than girls [41]. Extensive research has
shown the benefits of assessing psychobiosocial states in youth sport for both theoretical and applied
purposes [42–44].

Purpose of the Study

Several studies examining differences in body constructs between athletes and non-athletes
showed a positive influence of sport participation. In a recent review, Sabiston et al. [45] highlighted
the need to understand sport-specific differences and recommended examining this area in future
research. Accordingly, the main purpose of the present study was to examine possible differences in
physical self-perceptions and emotional aspects in a sample of girls practicing different gender-typed
sports (masculine, feminine, or neutral). Athletes were placed into four groups: individual feminine
sports, individual neutral sports, team feminine sports, and team masculine sports.

Based on the previous literature on female athletes, we hypothesized that:

(a) Girls practicing gender-appropriate (feminine) sports would have better global physical
self-perception and less body dissatisfaction than girls involved in neutral and masculine
sports, given that the body image of athletes is generally positive in “gender-appropriate”
sports [13].

(b) Girls practicing individual feminine, aesthetics sports, such as gymnastics and figure skating,
would report higher scores in worry and social physical anxiety, and lower scores in confidence
compared to other types of sports. This hypothesis is based on the competitive structure of
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aesthetic sports, where competition outcomes depend on individual performance and outlook
that are evaluated by a jury. Moreover, in this kind of sports much attention is paid to several
aspects of physical appearance, including the aesthetics of technical form (i.e., gracefulness),
body shape, make-up and hair, and sportswear [24].

(c) Regarding global self-esteem, specific sport competence, and psychobiosocial states, no differences
were expected by sport type. Indeed, these factors referring to different aspects of a person’s
experience also depend on the psycho-social environment of the sport context (e.g., social support,
environmental comfort, and motivational climate [34]).

2. Materials and Methods

2.1. Participants and Procedure

A sample of 261 female athletes, aged 14–21 years (Mage = 15.59, SD = 2.00), was involved
in our cross-sectional study. The participants were drawn from sport clubs located in Central Italy
involved in four gender types of sport: 65 practicing individual feminine sports (artistic gymnastics
n = 31, rhythmic gymnastics n = 6, figure skating n = 12, dance sport n = 9, synchronized swimming
n = 7), 60 practicing individual neutral sports (track and field n = 26, tennis n = 19, swimming n = 8,
fencing n = 7), 68 practicing team feminine sports (volleyball), and 68 practicing team masculine sports
(basketball n = 25, soccer n = 24, futsal n = 9, handball n = 4, and rugby n = 6). The participants were
usually engaged for a minimum of three training sessions per week, 2 h each.

The study was conducted after approval from the local ethics committee (n. 1813/09coet) and
was in compliance with the ethical standards outlined in the Declaration of Helsinki. Sport managers
and coaches gave their consent to conduct the study after explaining the general purpose of the
investigation to them. Eighteen-year-olds signed informed consent, while minors provided written
assent and their parents signed informed consent. Athletes were assessed before regular practice
sessions during the competitive season, within training facilities, in quiet locations in groups of up to
five participants. They were assured that individual responses would remain strictly confidential and
it was explained that there were no right or wrong answers. Instructions designed to minimize social
desirability biases were also provided.

2.2. Measures

2.2.1. Sport-Specific Competence

To assess the perceived sport-specific competence, we used a single item with an 11-point
Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (very poor) to 11 (excellent), referring to body functionality in a
sport-specific context. The participants were asked to rate their level of perceived physical and technical
sport skills during training and competition. Tenenbaum et al. [46] provided a strong rationale for the
use of single-item scales which, similarly to this item, have a high face validity and have been used in
previous research in sport [47].

2.2.2. Physical Self-Perception

For the purposes of our study, we employed two scales of the Italian version of the Physical
Self-Perception Questionnaire (PSDQ [48]), originally developed by Marsh, Richards, Johnson, Roche,
and Tremayne [16]: the global physical self-perception scale (feeling positive about one’s physical
self—e.g., “I feel good about the way I look and what I can do physically”) and the global self-esteem
scale (overall positive feelings about self—e.g., “Overall, I have a lot to be proud of”). Each PSDQ item
is a simple declarative statement to which the participants respond using a 6-point Likert scale ranging
from 1 (false) to 6 (true). In the Italian version, internal consistencies resulted in being acceptable for
the global physical self-perception and global self-esteem scales, with Cronbach’s alphas of 0.90 and
0.77 in girls, respectively [48].
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2.2.3. Body Dissatisfaction

The adapted version [49] of the Figure Ratings Scale (FRS; [50]) was used to measure body shape
dissatisfaction. The scale contains seven schematic figures ranging from an underweight silhouette
to an extremely obese silhouette. We chose this version because it proposes a continuous measure
(from 1 to 70 points) rather than a discrete scale (from 1 to 7), to avoid limited options of response
and coarseness of the scale [51]. The participants were asked to indicate first the point most closely
corresponding to their perceived actual body silhouette, and then the point most closely corresponding
to their perceived ideal silhouette. The discrepancy between perceived and ideal size was used to
determine body dissatisfaction.

2.2.4. Social Physique Anxiety

The 7-item version of the Social Physique Anxiety (SPA; [52]) was used to assess the participants’
anxiety related to the social evaluation of their bodies, the degree of anxiety individuals experience as
a result of perceived observation or evaluation of their physique. The scale includes statements such as
“In the presence of others, I feel apprehensive about my physique”. Each statement is evaluated on a
Likert scale ranging from 1 (not at all) to 5 (extremely). A good reliability was found for an Italian
version applied to a sample of non-clinical women (α = 0.85; [53]).

2.2.5. The Sport Performance Psychological Inventory

A 48-item inventory was developed in the Italian language (IPPS-48; Inventario Psicologico della
Prestazione Sportiva [54]) to measure psychological aspects in competition and a range of mental skills
used by athletes. The items pertain to eight factors, which are further categorized into cognitive and
emotion higher-order factors. For the purposes of the current study, we administered the items of two
scales included in the emotion higher-order factor: confidence (e.g., “I am confident in my competitive
abilities”) and worry (e.g., “I feel panicked before competition”). Athletes are asked to think about
each item in terms of how frequently they have experienced the feelings described before and during
competition. Items are rated on a 6-point Likert-type frequency scale ranging from 1 (never) to 6
(always). A confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) showed that the IPPS-48 possesses a sound factorial
structure and the ability to distinguish among athletes of different competitive levels. Cronbach’s
alphas of the two scales ranged from 0.82 to 0.92, and the test-retest reliability ranged from 0.85 to 0.94.

2.2.6. Psychobiosocial States

The psychobiosocial states scale, trait version (PBS-ST; [55]), was developed in the Italian
language from the English version of the Individualized Profiling of Psychobiosocial States [56].
The PBS-ST scale is composed of 15 items, 8 functional and 7 dysfunctional, to assess seven modalities
of a performance-related state (i.e., affective, cognitive, motivational, volitional, bodily somatic,
motor-behavioral, and operational). Each item comprises 3 or 4 descriptors of a similar experience
having a functional (+) or dysfunctional (−) effect on performance. Three modalities are related to
physical aspects: bodily somatic—vigorous, energetic, physically charged (+) and physically tense,
jittery, tired, exhausted(−); motor-behavioral—relaxed, coordinated, powerful, effortless movement
(+) and sluggish, clumsy, uncoordinated, powerless movement (−); and operational—effective,
skillful, reliable, consistent task execution (+) and ineffective, unskillful, unreliable, inconsistent task
execution (−).

The participants in this study rated the intensity of the psychobiosocial items on a 5-point
Likert scale, ranging from 0 (not at all) to 4 (very, very much), while thinking on how they usually
felt in their sport setting. In a sample of male and female athletes from different sports [41],
the two-factor (i.e., functional and dysfunctional) solution was supported, with chi-square/degrees
of freedom (χ2/df) = 1.478, a comparative fit index (CFI) = 0.950, a Tucker–Lewis index (TLI) = 0.942,
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root-mean-square error of approximation (RMSEA) (90% CI) = 0.038 (0.023−0.051), and standardized
root-mean square residual (SRMR) = 0.048.

2.3. Data Analysis

Data were preliminarily scrutinized for missing values; distribution; possible univariate
or multivariate outliers; and violations of assumptions of normality, linearity, multicollinearity,
and homoscedasticity [57]. Descriptive statistics (mean ± SD) and Pearson product-moment correlation
coefficients (r) were computed for all the studied variables. The magnitudes of the correlation
coefficients were interpreted according to Zhu’s [58] indications—namely, 0–0.19 = no correlation;
0.20–0.39 = low correlation; 0.40–0.59 = moderate correlation; 0.60–0.79 = moderately high correlation;
and > 0.80 = high correlation. Group differences in the dependent variables were assessed using a
one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) followed by Bonferroni post hoc comparisons. Estimates of the
effect size (partial η2) are provided for significant findings, with values of 0.01, 0.06, and 0.14 indicating
small, medium, and large effects, respectively [59]. All the data analyses were conducted using SPSS®

26.0 (IBM Corporation, Armonk NY, USA) for Windows®/Apple Mac® with significance set at p < 0.05.

3. Results

Descriptive statistics for each variable by type of sport are reported in Table 1 together with the
one-way ANOVA results. The ANOVA yielded significant results by sport type for confidence, worry,
and dysfunctional psychobiosocial states. The post hoc analysis showed athletes involved in individual
feminine sports (aesthetics) to report significantly lower scores for confidence than athletes in team
either feminine and masculine sports. Moreover, they reported higher scores for worry compared to
athletes in team masculine sports, and lower values for dysfunctional psychobiosocial states compared
to athletes of all sports.

Table 1. Descriptive statistics and one-way ANOVA results by sport type.

Variable

Individual
Feminine

Sports
M ± SD

Individual
Neutral
Sports

M ± SD

Team
Feminine

Sports
M ± SD

Team
Masculine

Sports
M ± SD

F (1, 3) p ηp
2

Sport-specific competence 7.37 ± 1.08 7.43 ± 1.24 7.56 ± 1.47 7.65 ± 0.99 0.70 0.55 0.01
Physical self-perception

Global physical scale 4.40 ± 1.22 4.48 ± 1.26 4.35 ± 1.38 4.43 ± 1.38 0.10 0.96 0.00
Global self-esteem scale 4.97 ± 0.63 4.74 ± 0.77 4.63 ± 0.86 4.66 ± 0.84 2.55 0.06 0.03

Body dissatisfaction 0.51 ± 0.79 0.70 ± 0.78 0.61 ± 0.73 0.49 ± 0.80 1.01 0.39 0.01
Social physique anxiety 2.43 ± 0.58 2.44 ± 0.70 2.41 ± 0.81 2.29 ± 0.62 0.70 0.56 0.00
Confidence 3.42 ± 0.94 a 3.83 ± 0.96 3.89 ± 0.76 b 3.93 ± 0.95 b 4.45 0.01 0.05
Worry 4.07 ± 0.97 a 3.61 ± 1.02 3.61 ± 1.05 3.32 ± 1.06 b 6.09 <0.01 0.07
Psychobiosocial states

Functional 2.55 ± 0.58 2.46 ± 0.64 2.41 ± 0.51 2.50 ± 0.54 0.72 0.54 0.00
Dysfunctional 0.32 ± 0.26 a 0.52 ± 0.41 b 0.55 ± 0.40 b 0.50 ± 0.48 b 4.48 <0.01 0.05

Note: significant differences are indicated by different superscripts.

A correlation analysis (Table 2) indicated that confidence was negatively associated with worry
and positively related to perceived sport-specific competence, global physical, global self-esteem,
and functional psychobiosocial state scores. The global physical self-perception correlated with global
self-esteem, body image, and social physical anxiety. Finally, global self-esteem was negatively related
to dysfunctional psychobiosocial states and social physical anxiety. This latter variable correlated
with body dissatisfaction. The magnitude of all these correlation coefficients ranged from low to
moderate [58].
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Table 2. Pearson product moment correlations between variables.

Variable (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8)

(1) Sport-specific competence -
(2) Global physical perception 0.31 * -
(3) Global self-esteem 0.39 * 0.51 § -
(4) Body dissatisfaction −0.17 −0.50 § −0.29 * -
(5) Social physique anxiety −0.23 * −0.63 † −0.32 * 0.43 § -
(6) Confidence 0.43 § 0.38 * 0.44 § −0.19 −0.26 * -
(7) Worry −0.21 * −0.27 * −0.29 * 0.22 * 0.35 * −0.39 * -
(8) Functional PBS states 0.36 * 0.22 * 0.37 * −0.17 −0.15 0.45 § −0.19 -
(9) Dysfunctional PBS states −0.22 * −0.26 * −0.52 § 0.22 * 0.22 * −0.23 * 0.28 * −0.24 *

Note: correlation: * low, § moderate, † moderately high.

4. Discussion

The main purpose of our study was to investigate possible differences in physical self-perception
and psychobiosocial states among adolescent female athletes practicing different gender-typed
sports. We expected to find better global physical self-perceptions and lower body dissatisfaction
in athletes practicing gender-appropriate (feminine) sports, and higher social physical anxiety
and worry and lower confidence in athletes involved in individual feminine sports (aesthetics).
No differences were hypothesized by sport types in terms of global self-esteem, specific sport
competence, and psychobiosocial states.

We applied a gender-typed sport classification based on previous studies which recognized
specific sport activities culturally perceived as masculine, feminine, or neutral [9–12]. In Italy, women’s
participation in sport confirms such classification: more than 70% of female athletes are involved in
feminine sports (volleyball and aesthetics sport), between 20% and 50% participate in a neutral sport
(such as tennis and track and field), and between 2% and 15% practice a masculine sport (such as
soccer and rugby [7].

In contrast to our expectations, the overall results of our study showed significant differences
only for confidence and worry as related to competition, and for dysfunctional psychobiosocial states
as related to a more general experience in sport. Athletes in individual feminine sport (aesthetics)
reported the lowest values in confidence and the highest values in worry. However, the lowest scores
in their dysfunctional psychobiosocial states compared to those of the participants from other sports
suggest that their overall sporting experience was good. Thus, significant differences were observed
between aesthetic sports and other types of sports rather than among gender-typed sport categories
(i.e., feminine, neutral, or masculine).

One of the theoretical classifications of sports contrasts purposive sports (the most part of sports)
with aesthetic sports [60]. In purposive sports, the goal can be achieved in an indefinite variety of
ways (clearly, within some rules or conventions controlled by referees), whereas in aesthetic sports
the aim is closely related to the aesthetics of the performance assessed by the members of a jury who
determine the final outcome (victory or defeat) in competition. Therefore, the athletes of aesthetic
sports are aware that the performance result in competition depends on the subjective evaluation of
their individual performance and outlook by a jury. This can explain the feelings of low confidence and
high worry compared to athletes of other types of sports. Moreover, the lack of significant differences
in social physical anxiety across groups suggests that worry in competitions for aesthetic sport athletes
derives from performance assessment rather than physical appearance. Indeed, Prapavessis, Grove,
and Eklund [31] suggested that people could participate in sports that emphasize their physique
(aesthetic sports) because they are confident that they convey a favorable physical impression, with their
physical appearance being close to the current bodily social standards. This may also explain the
lowest values in the dysfunctional psychobiosocial states of athletes of aesthetic sports compared
to athletes of other sports. These athletes display a kind of artistic dimension (including music,
costume, grace, harmony, and elegance of movements) through which they exhibit their physical
and technical skills [60]. Such artistic dimension could create a specific link to pleasant emotional
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experiences. Beyond these differences, athletes of all sport types reported moderate/high scores in
functional psychobiosocial states and very low scores in dysfunctional states, suggesting the sport
experience to be emotionally rewarding.

No significant differences were found by type of sport in all other variables, with moderate to high
scores in sport-specific competence, global physical self-perception, global self-esteem, and functional
psychobiosocial states, and very low scores in social physical anxiety and body dissatisfaction. Physical
self-perception and global self-esteem are salient issues for young people, particularly in girls during
adolescence, and play a central role as protective factors in terms of better mental health and social
behavior [61]. Two different dimensions, appearance and functionality, are incorporated in the physical
self-perception: appearance captures the “body as object”—what the body looks like, including body
shape, size, weight, and other aspects of appearance; functionality can be seen as the “body as process”,
and consists of what the body can do and includes one’s sport ability, skills, and global physical
competence [45]. The body does not only have aesthetic features, but also instrumental or functional
qualities, as it can be used as a tool “to interact with, explore and experience the world” [22] (pp. 334).
To date, substantial research on the physical self has been focused on the appearance domain, especially
involving girls and women, but more recently the focus has shifted to functionality, with far-reaching
implications for body image in sport and exercise contexts. Thus, current research attention is not
limited to individual perceptions of physical appearance—the way the body looks—but is extended
to perceptions of how the body feels, moves, and functions and what the body can do. Functional
qualities may also influence the overall perception people have of their bodies. Indeed, a person’s sense
of competence in a specific domain not only prompts positive outcomes in that domain, but may also
influence competence perceptions in other domains and exert an impact on feelings, actions, and social
adaptation [3]. In a study with high school girls, Greenleaf, Boyer, and Petrie [62] found sport practice
to be associated with better perceptions of physical competence and more positive feelings toward the
body, and to influence psychological well-being and intention to exercise also in the future. Through
sporting activities, girls can increase their physical abilities and sport skills and develop a sense of
body competence. They can invest in their bodies beyond aesthetics, developing a higher value for
functional qualities and increasing their overall body satisfaction [63]. Organized sport is a context
that facilitates mind–body integration, body awareness, and feelings of physical competence and
empowerment [64]. The concept of functionality appreciation has been recently suggested within the
positive body image construct to capture one’s recognition for what the body can do beyond the mere
awareness of body functionality; functionality appreciation has been found to be positively associated
with positive body image aspects, such as body appreciation [65] and sport confidence [66].

The concepts of functionality and the appreciation of functionality could also explain the lack
of differences found in our study among gender-typed sports, particularly between feminine and
masculine sports. Sport practice offers athletes many opportunities to experience a positive feeling
of being in control of their physical abilities and skills, and therefore to appreciate their body’s
functionality. Furthermore, in the sport context participants are usually members of a team or club,
a specific significant social context in which similar goals are shared. Avalos and Tylka [67] found that a
specific type of body acceptance from others was associated with women’s emphasis on the functionality
of their bodies rather than on their appearance. In agreement with Abbott and Barber’s [22] study
findings, the acceptance of peers may be a contributing factor to explain the positive global physical
self-perception and global self-esteem observed in our study, regardless of the type of sport practiced.
These functionally focused values in sport may be integrated into girls’ body physical perceptions
and create a blend between function and form. Even though, in some studies, female athletes have
been shown to be confident in their athletic body but also to experience dissatisfaction and anxiety
in other social contexts [68], the conflict between athletic body perception and social ideals does not
always seem problematic [69]. Female athletes seem to compartmentalize their athletic bodies (that,
in masculine sports, are often muscular) from their social bodies, and thus to distinguish between their
athletic body image and their social body image. Although female athletes may recognize and fear the



Sustainability 2020, 12, 8518 9 of 13

social consequences of deviating from societal standards of attractiveness, they often feel proud of
their strong and functional bodies, which is beneficial for sport performance [13].

In summary, the current study findings regarding the emotional experience and physical
self-perception highlight the generally positive experience of women involved in sport regardless of
the type of sport. Nevertheless, given the strong social pressure on physical appearance, especially for
girls, it is necessary to create an educational environment capable of challenging and counteracting
social gender stereotypes. Coaches should encourage a vision that focuses less on body appearance
and more on promoting facets of positive body image. The focus should be placed on personal
progress and improvement in abilities and skills, with emphasis on how athletic bodies enable
successful performance. Such a sport environment can foster a higher level of body confidence in
girls, improve their physical capabilities and performance, and help them recognize and appreciate
their body functionality. Youth sport is broadly associated with positive long-term effects for health
and well-being. In the socio-cultural context, sport can also be a tool for gender equity and personal
development in enhancing girls’ self-empowerment and personal freedom, in promoting better social
integration, and in offering opportunities for leadership and achievement [70].

Future research should address some limitations of this study. First, our data are cross-sectional and
collected from participants aged from 14 to 21 years, spanning a large developmental period. Therefore,
the data could not reflect developmental changes determined by personal psychological evolution from
adolescence to late adolescence and also by the sporting experience itself. Future research adopting
longitudinal designs, measuring these constructs in the same participants at different time points and
also involving younger participants can identify potential developmental changes. Moreover, in the
current study we used only psychological subjective measures. Including morphological objective
measures regarding body size, such as Body Mass Index (BMI) or somatotype, could provide additional
information to better understand bodily and physical self-perception [71–73]. Future research on
physical self-perception and body image should also consider female and male athletes practicing
other kind of sports and physical activities.

5. Conclusions

The main purpose of the study was to investigate possible differences in physical self-perception
and emotional aspects in a sample of girls practicing different gender-typed sports (masculine, feminine,
or neutral). Overall, sport practice was found to be a positive experience for girls regardless of the type
of sport, with moderate to high values in sport-specific competence, global physical self-perception,
global self-esteem, and functional psychobiosocial states, and with very low scores in social physical
anxiety and body dissatisfaction. The low levels of confidence and high levels of worry observed in
athletes practicing aesthetic sports could depend on the assessment system in competition, in which
the final outcome is determined by the subjective evaluation of a jury.

Given the strong social pressure on the physical appearance of girls, the sport context should
be an educational environment capable of challenging and counteracting social gender stereotypes.
Coaches should encourage a vision focused on girls’ personal progress and improvement of abilities
and skills, fostering a high level of body confidence and helping athletes recognize and appreciate
their body functionality.
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