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Abstract

Introduction: Body image refers to the perception of physical appearance and the external factors which may create low body con-
fidence. The aim of this study was to investigate the extent of the level of physical activity participation and lifestyle choice having an 
influence on body image perception and awareness in University students aged 18 - 21, which is believed to dictate one’s variation 
in behaviour and attitude.

Methods: Forty participants were recruited through random opportunistic sampling and were placed into Competitive Active (Uni-
versity team), Social Active (non-competitive), Casual Active (exercise at home/gym) and Sedentary test groups. The Body Aware-
ness Questionnaire, Body Consciousness Questionnaire and Social Physique Anxiety Scale were given on one occasion as part of a 
descriptive cross-sectional study.

Results: Trends were expected with consistent findings supporting the inclusion age, showing body image presentation can be 
indicative of an initial external judgement. Social and Casual groups do not have the outcome achievement goal (Competitive) but 
are self-motivated to better performance, or to socialise/compete with friends. There were no statistically significant differences 
between group means for each questionnaire (p > 0.05).

Conclusion: The level of physical activity and lifestyle choice does have a moderate influence on body image perception and aware-
ness, in both independent and social scenarios. Sedentary people create a negative impression of themselves over time and psycho-
logically adjust to their physical appearance.
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Research Study Aims and Hypotheses
The aim of this study was to investigate the extent of a rela-

tionship between the level of physical exercise undertaken dur-
ing a typical week and one’s lifestyle choice on body image per-
ception and awareness in University students aged 18 - 21 (late 

adolescence). This will consider the psychological aspects behind 
the attitudes and behaviors towards body presentation and con-
scious emotion relative to physical appearance, in both personal/
conscious states and social scenarios, through quantitative data 
collection.
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The experimental hypotheses are:

1. The people who participate in competitive active will 
be more satisfied with body awareness, compared with 
social active: The body awareness questionnaire (BAQ) will 
be used, which is an 18-item scale, with the total scale score 
calculated as the sum of the items, with each individual item 
scored on a 1 - 7 scale, with questions being reverse scored, 
meaning if one marked a score of 1, it would be processed 
as a score of 5. Higher scores dictate high attentiveness and 
awareness to normal body processes and emotions.

2. There will be a difference in body consciousness be-
tween social active and casual active due to increased 
self-drive for personal outcomes: The body conscious-
ness questionnaire (BCQ) will be used, which involves three 
sub-scales, public body consciousness (6 questions), pri-
vate body consciousness (5 items) and body competence 
(5 items). They are responded to on a 5-point Likert scale, 
ranging from 0 (extremely uncharacteristic) to 4 (extremely 
characteristic). Higher scores represent greater body aware-
ness/competence.

3. Sedentary individuals have a reduced concern for their 
body awareness due to developing a negative impres-
sion of themselves, compared with the physically active: 
(The BCQ will be used, with further details explained above).

4. Competitive active people will be less influenced by so-
cial scenarios compared with casually active people: The 
Social Physique Anxiety Scale (SPAS) will be used, which is a 
12-item self-report scale developed to assess the degree to 
which people become anxious when others observe or evalu-
ate their physiques (physical appearance). It is scored from 1 
(low) to 5 (high). Higher scores dictate greater anxiety dur-
ing real evaluation of one’s physique.

The null hypothesis (H0) proposes there will be no significant 
influence of physical activity participation and lifestyle choice on 
body image perception and awareness.

Introduction
The behaviour and attitude of an individual towards themselves, 

both in independent and social scenarios, vary widely across dif-
ferent personalities and personas. The level of physical activity 
(PA) participation and types of lifestyle choice are both shown to 
have a significant influence on one’s psychological wellbeing and 

self-perception [1,2]. When exposed to a social situation, external 
judgements of body image and physical presentation, of which 
heightens social physical anxiety (SPA) and increased body aware-
ness of one’s imperfections. This can lead to decreased self-con-
fidence, motivation, and reduced self-esteem [3]. However, taking 
part in exercise has been found to reduce the subconscious concern 
towards self-assessing physical appearance, to avoid the potential 
judgements and accusations made by other people [4].

Self-presentation involves the inclusion and exclusion of spe-
cific aspects, personally and environmentally, to create the best-
desired impression of oneself and avoid undesired perceptions 
[3]. External/surrounding factors, which may involve a social en-
counter inhibiting one’s confidence in their physical appearance; of 
which has been heavily associated with exercise participation and 
the interpersonal context [5]. Through assessing the relationship 
between psychological awareness of one’s body image in internal, 
individual and social conditions, and varying PA levels the degree 
of significance can be extrapolated. Leary and Kowalski found sed-
entary people withhold lower self-confidence and self-esteem due 
to a lack of motivation and self-drive, as the negative impression 
of themselves has developed over time, resulting in a poor bodily 
self-perception [3].

Body dissatisfaction is the negative impression one builds in re-
sponse to their body image and the low subjective evaluation of the 
weight and shape of their body. This is experienced by sedentary 
and low exercisers, leading to social involvement issues, isolation, 
and confidence barriers [6]. PA has been shown to heighten confi-
dence [7], construct positive identities and improve quality of life 
[8]. A comparison between sedentary people, the intermediate ex-
ercise groups (socially and casually) and competitively active peo-
ple will provide suitable depth and reliability, covering the main PA 
levels, relative to lifestyle and personal motivation.

Methods
Participants

The target population was healthy students aged 18 - 21 of any 
sporting/physical activity backgrounds, male or female, from the 
University of Hertfordshire. The age restriction was the main inclu-
sion criteria, as this is the progression of late adolescence into early 
adulthood and is a pivotal time, filled with uncertainty, for body 
image awareness [9]. The exclusion criteria for the study involved; 
participants who played a sport nationally could not be used, as in 
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a more elite environment, psychological coaches can assist athletes 
to overcome any mental issues, which may improve or hinder one’s 
body image perception. No participant could have experienced an 
injury in the last 6 months before data collection, as this could have 
altered self-presentation and confidence in their [10]. No partici-
pant could suffer from a psychological or physiological illness as 
this would have inhibited one’s view and opinion of themselves.

The study was reviewed and approved by the University of 
Hertfordshire Health and Human Sciences Ethics Committee with 
Delegated Authority. The UH protocol number of the study was 
cLMS/GP2/UH/05001. The Risk Assessment (HRSA) covered the 
potential risks involved with the activities involved in the study 
and was signed off by my Supervisor and the Laboratory Health 
and Safety Manager. The letter of confirmation was provided to ap-
prove subject recruitment and data collection taking place within 
the Learning Resource Centre (LRC).

All participants involved in the study initially volunteered their 
services when recruitment took place in the LRC foyer, of which 
was random opportunistic sampling, volunteering to be a part of 
the investigation, using an enticing table advertisement, over a 
6-week period. Upon this first meeting, students were given a Par-
ticipant Recruitment (PR) Form, which asked questions concern-
ing demographic information and one’s average physical activity 
levels during a typical week, of which was used to dictate test group 
(Sedentary; Social Active; Casual Active; Competitive Active) [11]. 
The participants who met the inclusion criteria for the study were 
contacted up to four weeks later regarding data collection. Upon 
meeting the respective participants, a Participant Information 
Sheet (EC6) was provided to explain the study and their involve-
ment with the research project, at which point, one had the option 
to leave if they wished. Following this, the participants gave their 
written informed consent through the ethical Consent Form (EC3), 
agreeing to the terms and conditions of the study, volunteering 
their involvement.

Procedural design

The study involved quantitative data collection through the 
means of three published questionnaires, through a descriptive 
cross-sectional design, collecting data from participants on a single 
occasion. Prior to the main data collection, a pilot test was carried 
out on several peers to judge the effectiveness and influence of the 

questionnaires; everyone responded with positive remarks, stating 
how they gave them a chance to self-assess and self-reflect [12].

The LRC study rooms were booked out on several occasions to 
provide the opportunity to the participant, upon meeting the inclu-
sion criteria, of dropping by and filling the consent forms and ques-
tionnaires, which occurred over an 8-week period. If a participant 
was unavailable or busy, the questionnaires would be sent to them 
via email. Necessary questionnaire results or feedback were sup-
plied to a participant if they requested so, to help their own percep-
tions and self-discovery of body image [1].

The measurement equipment involved three published ques-
tionnaires (Likert Scales). The Body Awareness Questionnaire 
(BAQ), which measured the beliefs of one’s sensitivity and type of 
response in a personal sense, for specific scenarios, and their own 
intrinsic reaction to an experience or situation (13). The Body Con-
sciousness Questionnaire (BCQ), which measured the private and 
public body consciousness (internal sensations), looking at the ob-
servable aspects of the body, relative to the effectiveness of physi-
cal movements [10]. The Social Physique Anxiety Scale (SPAS) as-
sessed the degree to which one becomes anxious when others 
observe or evaluate body image, by measuring their characteristic 
response in various social scenarios [2].

In recruitment, upon requesting for one’s typical weekly activ-
ity levels on the PR form, no mention of the test groups was relayed 
to them, as this may have altered their honesty in responding to the 
requirement. The participant sampling method was opportunistic 
random, attempting to recruit anyone who passed the table in the 
foyer, who was within the age inclusion criteria. All questionnaire 
authors provided the validity and reliability of their respective 
work.

Data analysis

Quantitative data was collected and stored anonymously in a 
locked cabinet and a password-protected laptop. Using G*Power 
software [14], a power test was undertaken to dictate the esti-
mated sample size, in relation to the statistical analysis, a one-way 
fixed-effects ANOVA (analysis of variance). The effect size was 0.40 
(large effect), the alpha value was set at 0.05 and power at 0.80 
[15], relative to the four test groups. Using IBM SPSS Inc. for Win-
dows, version 17.0 (released in 2008), the parametric data (Likert 
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scales produce ratio and interval results) for all questionnaires was 
assessed by Shapiro-Wilk Test of Normality (p > 0.05). A one-way 
fixed-effect ANOVA statistical test was used to compare the differ-
ences between the four test groups of the varying physical activ-
ity participation levels, for each individual questionnaire [16], and 
concerning each hypothesis.

Results

Figure 1: A comparison between the mean average scores on 
the body awareness questionnaire (BAQ) for all participants 

in relation to each extent of physical activity participation on a 
weekly basis, including standard deviations. The orange bars 

on the average scores, with the vertical lines showing the range 
of scores from participants.

Figure 1 showed a lower internal concern for physiological func-
tions and reactions to both their subconscious realisation of bodily 
changes and in certain scenarios with the lowest raw average for a 
participant being 2.2 out of 7. The Casual and Competitive Active 
groups both required a higher apprehensive approach to physical 
activity, as going to the gym or exercising personally (Casual) in-
volved elevated self-motivation and when competing for a sports 
(University) team; the drive is naturally raised to reach the achieve-
ment outcome. This was shown through the two highest individual 
average scores being 5.5 and 5.9 out of 7 in the Competitive and 
Casual groups, respectively. The Social Active group showed a mod-
erate score, as they are playing for the enjoyment factor and may 
show a slight consideration of their body’s intrinsic responses and 
reactions.

Figure 2: A comparison between the mean total scores on the 
body consciousness questionnaire (BCQ) for all participants, in 

terms of the three subscales, in relation to each extent of  
physical activity participation on a weekly basis, including 

standard deviations.

Figure 2 demonstrated a progression in Private Body conscious-
ness (internal bodily sensations) and then a drop off for the Com-
petitive group, which is similar to the BAQ results in figure 1. The 
Competitive group had the largest standard deviation (of ± 3.7), 
which may be relative to training age in the activity or, individual 
compared with team sports. Public Body consciousness was a con-
stant through all test groups, as it entails bodily appearance as per-
ceived and judged by an observer, which is reflective of the age in-
clusion criteria for the study (18 - 21 years). The Sedentary group 
was the lowest (at an average of 16.7 out of 24), as the routine of 
little to no physical activity has become a habit and psychological 
adjustment, creating a negative impression of themselves. The So-
cial group had the highest individual score of 24 out of 24, which 
is indicative of their lower ability and peer pressure in a non-com-
petitive activity. Body Competence is an individual's sense of effec-
tiveness in movements or as a person, which naturally corresponds 
with physical activity, hence the higher average scores for Casual. 
The Competitive group may already be aware of their strengths 
and weaknesses, having played at a higher level, showing reduced 
consciousness awareness of movement efficiency. This tied in with 
the lowest individual score in the Sedentary group being 2 out of 
16 for Body Competence.
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Figure 3 presented the increased self-confidence in body image 
from a Competitive participant, as they may maintain a suitable 
physique for sporting performance. The Social and Casual partici-
pants are playing with friends or for personal goals, not necessarily 
for performance outcomes, showing a presence of anxiety in one’s 
physical appearance in social scenarios, as they may wish to one 
day compete at a higher level. The highest individual score was in 
the Social Active group, 42 out of 48. The SPAS displayed how social 
physique anxiety was ever-present throughout the student body, 
as Sedentary people may be insecure about their appearance and 
Competitive performers may be struggling to sustain or maintain 
body composition in order to excel in their desired physical activ-
ity/sport.

Relative to the one-way ANOVA, a power test was undertaken 
using G*Power software to produce a sample size of n = 76, to 
achieve significance (large effect size), showing the study as under-
powered (n = 28). The Shapiro-Wilk test confirmed the parametric 
data set as normal for each questionnaire, relative to the four test 
groups (p > 0.05). The one-way ANOVA for each questionnaire com-
pared the four independent variables (physical activity participa-
tion) and produced no statistically significant differences between 
the means. The BAQ produced [F(3, 24) = 2.52, p = 0.082]; the BCQ 
produced [F(3, 24) = 2.680, p = 0.070] and the SPAS produced [F(3, 
24) = 2.049, p = 0.134] respectively. Concerning the hypotheses 

(page 13) one-way ANOVAs, hypotheses 1 and 4 were not statically 
significant. Hypothesis 2 (Social vs. Casual Active on the BCQ) was 
statistically significant; [F(1, 14) = 4.68, p = 0.048]. Hypothesis 3 
(Sedentary vs. Casual for BCQ) was also statistically significant; 
[F(1, 12) = 6.68, p = 0.024].

Discussion
Body image refers to both the psychological picture in one’s 

mind of their perceived physical appearance and the external fac-
tors, influences and reasons for the poor body confidence, negative 
feelings, and emotion [17]. The level of physical activity (PA) par-
ticipation [11] and types of lifestyle choice are shown to have a sig-
nificant influence on one’s psychological wellbeing and body image 
awareness [1,2]. The aim of this study was to investigate the extent 
of a relationship between the level of physical exercise undertak-
en during a typical week and one’s lifestyle choice on body image 
perception and awareness in University students aged 18 - 21. The 
psychological response to physical reactions and bodily tensions 
[10] and attitudinal behaviours towards one’s body is significantly 
influenced by PA level [18] in both individual and social scenarios. 

Multiple studies used the questionnaire approach as an inter-
vention to a psychological state or perception, to create compara-
tive data (before and after) at two different time points [16,19]. 
There is research looking into age range and body image but not 
specifically, both in terms of solely body image and for a succinct 
range of 18 - 21 years, with studies investigating participants aged 
18 - 25 [20] and adolescent individuals aged 18 - 21 [9]. This was 
shown in figure 2 to be a heavily associated age range with body 
consciousness, as all PA levels produced moderately high scores 
in the ‘Public Body’ sub-scale, implying self-presentation to others 
is for social acceptance, as they are most susceptible to the media 
[12]. Although there was no statistical significance between the 
four test groups within each questionnaire, meaning the null hy-
pothesis has been accepted, although there were two significant 
hypotheses.

The inclusion height and weight measurement for differing 
physiological backgrounds [21] were considered for this method-
ology as direct trends and relationships relative to declining activ-
ity levels were found. Although PA is shown to have a significant 
psychological impact, with a sense of achievement and self-reward 
from a good performance or reaching a new personal best [22], to 
improve confidence in oneself; to improve the overall quality of life 
[8].
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Figure 3: A comparison between the mean total scores on the 
social physique anxiety scale (SPAS) for all participants, in  

relation to each extent of physical activity participation on a 
weekly basis, including Standard Deviations.



PA is undertaken by various people for social inclusion and to 
feel a sense of community and friendship [6,23], which was re-
flective of the study, as the most populated test groups were the 
Social and Casual active participants, playing for enjoyment and 
personal achievement. Hypothesis 2 was statistically significant, 
relative to the BCQ, [F(1, 14) = 4.68, p = 0.048]; presenting how in 
relaxed and non-competitive, the main focus is the social aspect, 
not an achievement outcome or long-term goal. The BAQ, BCQ and 
SPAS have had positive effects on body image and social physique 
anxiety in studies based around PA, but through a limited PA type 
spectrum [16,24].

The intrinsic response, relative to body appearance, is viewed 
to be a consequence of PA participation [2], resulting in positive 
effects on self-esteem and encouraging the rejection of external 
judgement. This was shown in figure 1, with the socially and casu-
ally active groups showing heighten body image assessment and 
mindfulness, whereby several participants were simply proactive 
and attended a society or scheme. This was the focus of the SPAS, 
encouraging self-assessment of self-presentation and the potential 
insecurities relative to external judgement [4,25]. The BCQ ties this 
‘public body’ perception in with a ‘private body’ and ‘body com-
petence’ sub-scales, to show the differing adaptive behaviours [5]; 
which may lead to fear or uncertainty for sedentary individuals, 
due to low self-confidence [26]. This negative impression devel-
opment has evolved through past experiences and the number of 
opportunities on offer previously, of which were not considered in 
this study, although is evident in figure 1 and 3, with the sedentary 
group being surprisingly low. Hypothesis 3 supported this trend, as 
statistically significant, [F(1, 12) = 6.68, p = 0.024]; there is reduced 
body image awareness in both a private and public sense for seden-
tary individuals. This is due to psychological adjustment, with the 
inactive lifestyle becoming a habit and the motivation levels remain 
low [3], sourcing easy achievement from simply, less active tasks; 
this may have mental implications and build a fearful resistance to 
involvement. Sedentary adolescents may also have yet to exercise 
in their leisure and therefore not appropriately informed about the 
negative effects of not exercising [27]. In the long term, sedentary 
and low exercisers can develop social involvement issues, isolation 
and confidence barriers [6]. 

The Social and Casual groups presented the highest mean to-
tal scores for the SPAS, as the motivation would be to play against 
friends or to reach performance goals on a personal note, increas-

ing the inclination to external judgement by peers and having an 
added pressure in social scenarios to present a positive and suc-
cessful body image [17]. Whereas Competitive individuals may 
have reached a suitable physique for their sport and will not be 
afraid to take part within social environments and judgemental 
surroundings [18], with a lower SPAS score, although there re-
mains pressure from coaches and managers, as the achievement 
outcome may be the focus [2]. In terms of all questionnaires used 
[2,10,13], there seems to be a moderately strong relationship be-
tween PA participation and lifestyle choice, relative to body image 
awareness. 

The westernised views of diet, body composition and the ideal 
body, which at the ages of 18 - 21, the opposite sex and physical 
presentation become the forefront of daily life. The media and cul-
ture present unrealistic body shapes, of which deflates self-esteem 
and self-confidence [12]. The lifestyle and personal freedom, par-
ticularly in students, was a significant factor; they may be away 
from home for the first time and have many different opportunities 
and lifestyle choices on offer. Research has shown from the ages of 
13 - 21, there is a gradual decline in PA participation [9]. Relative to 
social inclusion, the opposite sex may desire a particular body type 
as a result of the media [20] creating further barriers and difficul-
ties for an inactive, unfit individual to become involved with PA, the 
public eye’s physical acceptance [28].

More research into body image relative to age range is required 
[29], as the media is reaching children at a younger age and pro-
moting the ‘perfect’ body to aspire to, which can have consequen-
tial impacts psychologically [30]. The comparison of gender in 
relation to PA is a growing area and has presented connections 
with poor body perception and low motivation levels [4,31] and 
the level of competition. Research has shown competitive athletes 
to show heightened competence and self-discipline but also had 
tendencies for appearance-related motives [32]. In terms of testing 
measures, self-esteem has been a common reference in multiple 
studies; testing this using the Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale [33], 
which would relate the PA to more than just body image. Through 
grouping participants relative to their PA level, a further consider-
ation to make in future research would be why have they chosen to 
compete/play at this level? What are their motivations? Using the 
Exercise Motivations Inventory (EMI-2) [34], which addresses ex-
ternal purposes for PA, such as social recognition, enjoyment, and 
stress/weight management.
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The limitations of the study involved a lack of depth in connect-
ing with the participants on a psychological level, as questionnaires 
discover information relative to the theme and question areas (Lik-
ert Scales); interpersonal investigations may be more detailed 
through qualitative research. This may involve the participant’s PA 
history (training age) and their diet/nutritional intake, which is 
just as significant as the physiological side. There were small par-
ticipant numbers and a poor response rate – opening up the study 
to more than students may allow recruitment to grow, allowing the 
potential to investigate gender, as the test groups were unbalanced 
in males and females. In terms of measurement, the questionnaires 
were slightly dated, and research has developed and widened since 
the 1980s; using a newer scale or inventory may be more beneficial 
[19].

At a Masters or PhD level, this study could be broadened to ac-
commodate more participants, more questionnaires/scales of as-
sessment and therefore, increased dependent/test variables, to 
include psychological components such as self-esteem, confidence, 
and wellbeing. This study could be taken further to investigate or 
eliminate external factors, such as investigating physical/psycho-
logical backgrounds, medical history, and more in-depth lifestyle 
involvement, such as whether one commutes or drives. Similarly, 
the type of sport, individual or team, has shown relationships 
and differences in body consciousness and attitudes towards self-
presentation [35]. The effect of injury on body image, potentially 
pre-and-post the injury event for a competing athlete could have 
significant implications and detrimental wellbeing inhibitions for 
future rehabilitation.

Conclusion
The level of physical activity participation and lifestyle choice 

does have a moderate influence on body image perception and 
awareness in independent and social scenarios, as shown by the 
BAQ and BCQ. The SPAS presented a smaller inclination of appear-
ance anxiety in social environments; this may be as a result of the 
inactive lifestyle and psychological adjustment.

The vulnerability of sedentary people to shy away from PA, due 
to the fear of social scenarios and being physically judged through 
adaptive behaviours, leads to a sense of comfort yet avoidance, 
encouraging sedentary tasks to be undertaken [5]. This low body 
self-confidence [26] is related to social physique anxiety and body 
awareness, creating a negative impression of themselves [3], which 

is assessed through the BAQ, BCQ and SPAS. Numerous studies do 
not compare the sedentary individuals with the physically active 
[21,31]; hence the four test groups. The inclusion criterion of being 
18 - 21 years old is significant; when they are most susceptible to 
the media [12,30] and surrounding body types, with many studies 
assessing middle-aged participants [20] and teenagers [9].

Further research into body image relative to PA participation is 
required, to eliminate inhibiting factors such as diet, occupation, 
and location of residence (particularly for students), as partici-
pants who commuted tended to have reduced involvement in Uni-
versity sports clubs and societies. Assessing further psychological 
cognitions, such as self-esteem and exercise motivations would be 
beneficial to body image research.
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