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Addressing Body Image in Sports: A Coach’s Guide

Understanding the importance
Athletes often find themselves under intense scrutiny regarding their physical appearance, both

during training sessions and competitions. This spotlight can unfortunately foster disordered
eating and body image issues. Coaches are in a unique position to shift the narrative towards a
healthier perspective by normalizing conversations about body weight and image. Introducing
athletes to resources such as trainers and sports medicine professionals can provide education
on healthy body changes due to exercise, and alert them to the warning signs of eating disorders.

Leveraging resources effectively

Parent meetings:

Use these gatherings to introduce external
resources, particularly when noticeable weight
changes occur in an athlete. Having an athletic
trainer present not only demonstrates the coach’s
commitment to the athlete's health but also
enriches the discussion with expert insights on
maintaining well-being.

Educational Approach:

Before suggesting weight adjustments for
performance reasons, coaches must ensure their
recommendations are grounded in health and
necessity. Direct athletes to qualified
professionals for guidance on achieving these
changes safely.

Mindful weight management

When guiding athletes on weight management,
observe not just their physical, but also their
emotional well-being. The holistic health of an
athlete, including their mental state and academic
performance, should never be compromised.
Employ empathy to understand the pressures
athletes face, reinforcing that their safety and
health are paramount.
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Trust and communication

Fostering trust and open communication

The coach-athlete relationship thrives on trust. Athletes
might hesitate to voice concerns over demanding or
potentially harmful requests due to this dynamic. By
making additional support accessible, athletes can feel
safe to discuss sensitive issues like body image and
weight changes outside the coach-athlete framework.

Promoting positive body talk

Self and Team Reflection:

Coaches should model respectful language when
discussing body image and encourage their athletes
to do the same. Monitor locker room banter and the
nicknames used, as these can offer insights into an
athlete’s self-perception and potentially reveal
struggles with body dysmorphia or eating disorders.

Creating a Supportive Environment:

Avoid highlighting an athlete's physical appearance
unnecessarily. What might be intended as praise can
inadvertently cause distress, impacting a young
person's self-esteem and identity development

Conclusion

As coaches, our words and actions have a profound impact on our athletes. By advocating for a
supportive, informed, and empathetic approach to body image, we can help foster a sports culture that
prioritizes health, respect, and personal growth.

Information provided by Dr. Steve Graef, PhD., a sports psychologist and performance coach based in Columbus. He is

the owner of Mindurance - services to help athletes, performers and professionals. For more information, visit
www.mindurance.org




