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RESEARCH ARTICLE

Body image in physical education: a narrative review
D. Barker a, V. Varea a, H. Bergentoft b and A. Schubring b

aSchool of Health Sciences, University of Örebro, Orebro, Sweden; bDepartment of Food and Nutrition, and Sport
Science, University of Gothenburg, Gothenburg, Sweden

ABSTRACT
Physical education (PE) has significant potential to shape how young
people experience their own and others’ bodies. This potential has not
always been realized in positive ways and some research suggests that
experiences in PE have contributed to young people’s dissatisfaction
with their appearances. The broad aim of this review is to provide a
comprehensive understanding of body image as a pedagogical issue
within PE. A narrative approach to the review is adopted that enables
us to summarize, compare, explain and interpret various types of
research relevant to our aim. From the databases ERIC, SCOPUS and
PsycInfo, 25 articles were identified that deal with either body image in
typical PE lessons or researcher-led attempts to influence students’
body image (what we have termed ‘pedagogic interventions’). Main
findings are that: (1) PE has been presented as both part of the cause
and a potential site of intervention to the problem of negative body
image; (2) Researchers have based pedagogic interventions on four
types of guiding principles; and (3) Researchers have made an array of
recommendations for practitioners relating to gender, time, professional
development and the characteristics of the pedagogical interventions.
Findings are discussed in relation to broader research on body image in
society and in PE with a focus on how the findings might inform further
scientific practice.
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Introduction

Physical education (PE) has significant potential to shape how young people experience their own
and others’ bodies (Azzarito & Katzew, 2010; Kerner et al., 2018). This potential has not always been
realized in positive ways and a considerable amount of research suggests that PE experiences have
contributed to a global trend of body dissatisfaction (Doolittle et al., 2016; Nutter et al., 2019; Tinning,
1985). Various reasons have been proposed for the school subject’s negative impact with expla-
nations centring on dominant discourses related to health and fitness in PE (Rich et al., 2015;
Wright, 2000a). These discourses assign value to slim, toned bodies and underscore individuals’
responsibility for attaining such bodies (Crawford, 1980). According to a number of PE scholars,
health and fitness discourses have helped produce hierarchies of bodies and have resulted in feel-
ings of shame, embarrassment and discontent for many students (Kirk, 1990; Varea, 2014).

Recent research suggests that some physical educators are sensitive to the effects the school
subject can have on young people’s understandings of bodies (Barker et al., 2021). A growing
number of investigations have also examined how PE practices can be modified to improve
young people’s body images (Oliver & Lalik, 2000). Further, several relatively recent reviews on
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topics related to body image in PE exist. Kerner et al. (2018), for example, focus on body image dis-
turbances in PE from a psychological perspective. Sabiston et al. (2019) offer a useful review of body
image in the context of physical activity and sport. And Aartun et al. (2022) examine pedagogical
aspects of embodiment in general. This paper complements these earlier reviews by focusing on
recent investigations that deal specifically with pedagogical issues connected to body image in
PE. The aim of the review is to provide a comprehensive understanding of body image as a pedago-
gical issue within PE. In addressing this aim, our intention is to prompt theoretical and methodologi-
cal reflection and stimulate productive new approaches to the issue.

Body image in society and in PE

The term ‘body image’ appeared in scientific literature in the mid-twentieth century. Schilder (1950)
defined body image as ‘the picture of our own body which we form in our mind, that is to say, the
way in which the body appears to ourselves’ (p. 11). As a theoretical construct, ‘body image’ has been
used in the field of psychology largely in Schilder’s sense – to indicate that an individual’s experience
of their appearance may not match the social ‘reality’ of their appearance (Cash, 2004). Cash (2004)
provides an expanded definition, suggesting that body image can be thought of as a ‘multifaceted
psychological experience of embodiment [and] one’s body-related self-perceptions and self-atti-
tudes’ (p. 1). Despite developing within psychology, the term has been used in different arenas,
including clinical practice and schools, and has taken on differing meanings in these arenas. An
emphasis on psychological aspects has resulted in criticism, including suggestions that the
concept of body image is to an extent, individualistic, moralized and instrumental (Wolszon,
1998). Despite varying connotations and closely related terms (McCabe & Ricciardelli, 2004), ‘body
image’ has been consistently associated with body weight and shape (Wright & Leahy, 2016). Our
intention in this paper is to hold on to the term in a flexible and reflective way. We acknowledge
that body image has taken on varying meanings in various discursive constellations, and we
attempt to illustrate some of this variation in the second half of the paper.

In terms of the societal significance of body image, statistical research suggests that many people
do not feel particularly comfortable in their bodies. Research has shown that around 50% of 13-year-
old American girls reported being unhappy with their body, and that this number grew to nearly
80% by the time girls reached 17 years of age (Kearney-Cooke & Tieger, 2015). In a sample of 160
African American adult women, 47% were dissatisfied with their body, 11% felt that they were unat-
tractive, and 75% were somewhat unsatisfied with their weight (Jackson et al., 2014).

While much body image scholarship has focused on women, the significance of body image to
men and boys has also been recognized for some time. In an investigation of French university stu-
dents, more than 85% of male participants were dissatisfied with their muscularity (Valls et al., 2014),
and among 15,624 American high school students, 30% of males reported a desire to gain muscu-
larity (Nagata et al., 2019). Scholars have noted that irrespective of gender, body dissatisfaction can
have numerous negative consequences. These include eating and exercise disorders (McLean &
Paxton, 2019), muscle dysmorphia (Tylka, 2011) and the consumption of dangerous substances,
such as steroids (Bonnecaze et al., 2020), laxatives and diuretics (Ferreira da Silva et al., 2020).

Body image has been a central issue within PE largely because of the centrality of bodies within
the school subject (Armour, 1999; Kirk, 2002; Tinning, 2010). Some PE syllabi include ‘body image’ or
related terms such as ‘body ideals’ or ‘identity’ as a specific content. For example, in the Swedish
context in which we are working, the curriculum for upper secondary school states that PE should
help students to learn about the ‘characteristics and consequences [of] different body ideals’ for
health and wellbeing (Skolverket, 2011). On the other side of the world, the New South Wales sylla-
bus in Australia emphasises critically analysing information from media messages, such as body
image, fad diets and appearance, and students should examine ‘the impact that body image and
personal identity have on young people’s health’ (NSW Education Standards Authority [NESA],
2018). The New Zealand Curriculum for Health and Physical Education states that pupils aged 15–
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16 will ‘critically evaluate societal attitudes, values, and expectations that affect people’s awareness
of their personal identity and sense of self-worth in a range of life situations’ (NZ Ministry of Edu-
cation, 2014).

While body image has become a curricular issue in some countries recently, historically PE theor-
ists have been concerned to identify the implicit or ‘hidden’work that the school subject achieves on
bodies (Kirk, 1990; 1993). In the 1980s, Tinning (1985) proposed that by advocating health and fitness
principles, physical educators may contribute to a ‘cult of slenderness’. Later, scholars issued similar
cautions. Laker (2006), for example, pointed out that attitudes towards bodies are reflected in the
teaching of PE and health (see also Quennerstedt, 2019), while O’Dea and Abraham (2001)
claimedmore directly that PE teachers may inadvertently domore harm than good when attempting
to educate adolescents about bodies. Around the same time, Wright (2000b) proposed that physical
educators should pay close attention to the kinds of fitness and health activities that they promote
and the forms of embodiment they produce. More recently, Tinning (2010, p. 110) claimed that
‘[t]here is no doubt that the body (or more specifically the firm, slender body and its antithesis –
the fat/obese body) has become a central focus of our field’ (see also, Varea, 2014).

In short, young people’s understandings of their own and others’ bodies have often been framed
as deleterious. Earlier PE scholarship suggested the school subject did little to remedy the situation,
despite placing the body in the centre of pedagogical practices. Indeed, many scholars suggested
that rather than facilitate critical, reflective understandings of bodies, PE may well have compounded
the problem by promulgating simplistic notions of health and fitness (see also Powell & Fitzpatrick,
2015; van Amsterdam & Knoppers, 2018). In this review, we are interested in scholarship that exam-
ines body image and pedagogical practices in PE. The aim of the review is to provide a comprehen-
sive understanding of body image as a pedagogical issue within PE. In the following section, we
describe how we approached this task.

Methods

To address our aim, we adopted a narrative review approach. A narrative approach involves summar-
izing, comparing, explaining and interpreting various types of research relevant to a particular ques-
tion or aim (Mays et al., 2005). In a narrative review – as in other types of interpretive review – the
essential tasks comprise induction and interpretation of literature (Dixon-Woods et al., 2005). Narra-
tive reviews are less concerned with assessing the quality of evidence than systematic reviews (Mays
et al., 2005) and are particularly useful when the main aim is not simply to convert research results
into a common metric (Snilstveit et al., 2012).

Literature searches were performed in June 2021 in the databases ERIC, SCOPUS and PsycINFO.
Databases with diverse audiences were used since our ambition was to gather research that dealt
with individuals’ experiences of their bodily appearances (Cash, 2004) in PE settings within
different disciplines. The search strategy combined search terms that were developed in line with
the specific aim of our investigation. Since a number of texts with ‘body image’ in the title or abstract
referred to ‘body ideals’ in the main text, the term ‘body ideals’ was added. This move accorded with
the presence of the term ‘body ideals’ in curricula (Skolverket, 2011) and we anticipated that by
including ‘body ideals’, we might find socio-culturally oriented literature about students’ experiences
of their appearances. Ultimately, four search strings were employed.

(1) ‘Physical education’ AND ‘body image’ AND (‘pedagogy’ OR ‘teach*’ OR ‘learn*’);
(2) ‘Physical education’ AND ‘body ideals’ AND (‘pedagogy’ OR ‘teach*’ OR ‘learn*’);
(3) ‘Physical education’ AND ‘body image’ AND (‘module’ OR ‘curriculum’ OR ‘unit’ OR ‘interven-

tion’), and;
(4) ‘Physical education’ AND ‘body ideals’ AND (‘module’ OR ‘curriculum’ OR ‘unit’ OR ‘intervention’)

(see Figure 1, below).1 The search involved academic journal articles as defined by each database
published after 2011, giving a 10-year reviewing period. The time frame was chosen to provide a
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picture of the field in which significant changes have taken place, notably the emergence of
body positivity/acceptance movements (Mahlo & Tiggemann, 2016), increasing criticality in
schools (Azzarito et al., 2016) and the expanding influence of social media on topics related
to body image (Goodyear et al., 2022).

Inclusion criteria were as follows: (i) published between 2011 and June 2021; (ii) published in an
academic journal as defined by each database; (iii) includes empirical material (review and methodo-
logical papers were excluded), (iv) focuses on body image in school PE. Articles focusing on after
school programmes, university programmes, or sport programmes were excluded. Articles that
focused on PE as part of a wider school approach were included. An initial selection was carried
out by the first and third authors using the results of the search strings with each database. In
this step, the first and third authors read the abstracts of the articles and using inclusion criterion
(iii) and a preliminary version of inclusion criterion (iv), decided whether the articles were potentially
relevant to the aim of the review. The preliminary version of criterion (iv) was that articles needed to
focus on a pedagogic intervention. During selection however, we decided to include naturalistic
articles (i.e. investigations of PE in its current or traditional form) as these could also help to
address our first and third analytic questions (see below). Initial selection was conducted inclusively
and if any doubt existed, the paper was included. Duplicate articles were removed as the first and
third authors conducted the searches in each database. The article abstracts from the initial selection
process (n = 63) were sent to the other co-authors. After reading entire texts, each co-author pro-
posed a final selection list. Through dialogue, the authors then agreed to modify inclusion criterion
(iv) and include naturalistic investigations, and remove articles that did not clearly meet all four cri-
teria (removed articles: n = 38). The final sample consisted of 25 articles which are listed in the ‘Find-
ings’ section.

Once the final sample had been determined and in line with our attempt to synthesize various
types of evidence, a narrative analytic procedure was adopted (Snilstveit et al., 2012). Following Jun-
tunen and Lehenkari (2021), our review process involved four steps. First, we read and re-read the

Figure 1. Overview of text selection process.
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selected articles. Second, we systematically extracted information relevant to our aim. Here, we used
three specific analytic questions that we developed reflexively as we read and discussed the litera-
ture together: (i) How have researchers formulated the relationship between body image and PE? (ii)
What types of approaches have been used to address body image in PE? and (iii) What recommen-
dations have researchers made for teachers? These questions helped us to maintain our focus on
pedagogy and since responses to these questions could be found across the literature, they facili-
tated synthesis of the research corpus as a whole. Information corresponding to each analytic ques-
tion was identified and copied into three separate Microsoft Word documents. Third, we searched
within each document for recurring themes in an inductive manner. The results of this third step
are presented in the ‘Findings’ section. In our fourth and final step, we developed an interpretation
of the findings. This last step involved abstraction and was facilitated through discussion between
the authors about how the findings related to other PE research. This interpretation is presented
in the ‘Discussion’ section.

Findings

A summary of the literature’s general characteristics is presented in Table 1. A more detailed pres-
entation of our findings is included in three subsections that align with our analytic questions. Find-
ings from research based on naturalistic approaches (12 articles) appear predominantly in the first
and third subsections while research that involves the implementation of pedagogic interventions
(13 articles) appears across all three subsections.

The relation between body image and PE

Researchers examining body image and school PE in the last decade have tended to see body image
as: (i) reflexive, in that it involves viewing oneself from an external point of view (Cox et al., 2017;
Grosick et al., 2013; Robertson & Thomson, 2014); (ii) problematic for school students due to
bodily changes accompanying puberty (Carmona et al., 2015); and (iii) influenced by family,
friends and media, though media has been seen as most significant (Carmona et al., 2015; Cox
et al., 2017). Amongst other influences, schools (Robertson & Thomson, 2014; Yager et al., 2019)
and PE specifically (Catunda et al., 2017) have been presented as uniquely suited to improving
young people’s body images. Two reasons have been offered to support this contention: PE curricula
already have a focus on health and the body (Öhman et al., 2014), and PE is part of mandatory
schooling and consequently can ‘reach’ many young people (Catunda et al., 2017).

Despite its apparent suitability as a site of intervention, PE is frequently presented as a context in
which students learn to negatively evaluate their bodies (Carmona et al., 2015; Powell & Fitzpatrick,
2015). Researchers have noted practical issues in PE that can impact on students’ body image, for
example, that bodies are often on display (Ballı et al., 2014) and that the need for changing and/
or showering can result in body-related bullying (Lodewyk & Sullivan, 2016). Others have pointed
to the role of the teacher, suggesting that PE teachers often hold fat biases (Carmona et al., 2015;
Robertson & Thomson, 2014). Olive and colleagues (2019) draw attention to elementary school tea-
chers but suggest that it is an absence of professional development opportunities rather than fat
bias that limits their ability to work with body image.

The most widely cited explanation for PE’s negative influence on students’ body image concerns
cultural discourses that are seen to permeate all aspects of PE (Walseth et al., 2017). Scholars have
underscored the significance of healthism (Wiltshire et al., 2017) and the ways in which ideas
about weight and physical activity have been at the fore of PE practices (Beltrán-Carrillo et al.,
2018; Powell & Fitzpatrick, 2015). Healthism locates responsibility for weight and physical inactivity
with the individual, creating shame and perceptions of difference (Johnson et al., 2013). Johnson
et al. (2013) ascribe teachers some blame (see Carmona et al., 2015; Robertson & Thomson, 2014)
but contend that the problem runs far deeper than lack of training or personal bias. Azzarito
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Table 1. Summary of the literature’s general characteristics.

Authors (year),
country

Age or school
level of

participants
Nature and extent of pedagogical

intervention, if relevant Conceptualization of body image Type of data generated
Impact of pedagogical intervention or

traditional PE on body image

Annesi et al.
(2015), US

Students in grade
9

Classroom-based lessons covering:
benefits of physical activity, goal
setting, developing exercise plans,
relation of self-concept to exercise,
influence of peers and media on
body image. 40 min per week for six
weeks

Body image as body satisfaction Self-reported pre- and post-survey data
based on the Godin–Shephard
Leisure-Time Exercise Questionnaire,
the Brunel Mood Scale, the
Multidimensional Body-Self Relations
Questionnaire scale

Intervention. The intervention resulted in
a short-term improvement in exercise
volume, overall mood and body
satisfaction with greatest
improvements occurring for those least
active

Azzarito et al.
(2016), US

Students in grade
10

Theory-based lessons organized
around the notions of the cultural
body, the role of gender and the
role of the media. Involved the
presentation of visual images and
personal journals. 60 min per week
for seven weeks

Body image as embodied identity
and sense of self, which is affected
by societal norms

Extensive descriptive field notes,
participants’ visual diaries and written
reflections on body issues, transcripts
from multiple formal interviews using
photo-elicitation

Intervention. Participants rejected
unhealthy body ideals presented in the
media but did not change their
personal views of their own bodies.
Personal views continued to be
embedded within narrow,
heteronormative ideals

Baena-
Extremera
et al. (2012),
Spain

Students aged
15–16

Practical adventure education lessons
focusing on problem solving and
confidence activities, climbing
techniques, and adventure games
and sport. 18 lessons over 9 weeks

Body image as part of physical self-
concept

Pre- and post-test survey data based on
Intrinsic Satisfaction Classroom Scale,
Physical Self-Perception
Questionnaire and Scale of Social
Goals-Physical Education

Intervention. Students finished the
lessons with improved body image,
along with improved self-esteem and
physical condition

Ballı et al. (2014),
Turkey

Students in grade
9–12

Body image as a perception of self
that is affected by how others
evaluate one’s physique

Data from self-report Likert-type scales
assessing students’ mastery,
performance-approach and
performance-avoidance goals, using
the Trichotomous Achievement Goal
Scale, and the Social Physique Anxiety
Scale

Traditional PE. Adolescent girls’ are more
focused on their performance and
more likely to avoid situations where
they could be judged as incompetent
in PE settings than boys

Beltrán-Carrillo
et al. (2018),
Spain

Students aged
17–18

Body image as embodied identity
and sense of self, which is affected
by body discourses

Transcripts from semi-structured
interviews concerning the body,
identity and physical practice

Traditional PE. A desire to be slim and a
fear of attaining masculinized female
bodies affects adolescent girls’
decisions to be physically active. Not
adhering to hegemonic ideals can lead
to individuals being rejected and
marginalized by both teacher and
other classmates. Adolescents who are
competent in sport are less influenced
by body ideals

Bonavolontà
et al. (2021),
Italy

Students mean
age 14.4 ±
0.3 years

Practical lessons based on walking
and running. Lessons lasted 55 min

Body image as perceptions and
thoughts about one’s body,

Pre- and post-test data from two
standardized psychological tests:

Intervention. Body image scores showed
statistically significant improvement
after participation in the intervention
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and took place over 12 weeks (not
stated how many lessons per week)

including an evaluation of size and
attractiveness

Contour drawing rating scale and the
Body Shape Questionnaire-14

Carmona et al.
(2015), Spain

Students aged
12–16. PE
teachers –
mean age of
36.94 years

Body image as view of one’s body
that is moulded by the interaction
between personal traits and social
ideas of beauty

Objective measures of weight and
height from students and teachers.
Self-report measures from students
based on Physical Activity Index, Body
Image Avoidance Questionnaires.
Anti-Fat Attitudes questionnaire and
survey based on Mosston’s teaching
styles for teachers

Traditional PE. Students are more likely to
exhibit body avoidance behaviours
such as avoiding tight clothing, social
meetings, and physical contact when
classmates report a strong desire for
thinness. The more experience and
academic training the teacher has, the
less likely it is that students reported
using avoidance behaviours in PE

Catunda et al.
(2017), Brazil

Students aged
13–18, four
teachers

Practical lessons based on modified
games that aimed to increase
students’ physical activity levels.
Intervention took place over three
lessons (number of weeks and
length of lessons not stated)

Body image as self-perception,
which is affected by beauty ideals

Pre- and post-survey data based on
Body Dissatisfaction Scale in
Adolescents. Transcripts from focus
groups

Intervention. The intervention had a
positive effect on the students’ body
image

Cox et al. (2017),
US

Students in
grades 9–12

Yoga lessons developed with a
certified Anusara Yoga teacher that
aimed to help students focus on the
physical experiences of moving and
maintain a compassionate and
accepting view of the self. One
40 min and one 75 min lesson plus
one introductory lesson – 25 lessons
over 12 weeks

Body image as captured through
trait and state body surveillance,
physical self-worth, and body
appreciation

Pre- and post-survey data on body
surveillance, physical self-worth, and
body appreciation using Body
Surveillance subscale of the
Objectified Body Consciousness Scale,
the Global Physical Subscale of the
Physical Self-Description
Questionnaire and the Body
Appreciation Scale. To assess lesson
engagement, data were generated
with items modified from the intrinsic
motivation subscale of the Situational
Motivation Scale. To assess students’
mindfulness, data were generated
with the State Mindfulness Scale for
Physical Activity

Intervention. The intervention resulted in
moderate decreases in trait body
surveillance and minimal, non-
significant increases in self-worth

Fernández-
Bustos et al.
(2019), Spain

Students aged
12–17

Body image as physical self-concept
and body dissatisfaction

Survey data based on two scales from
the Physical Self-Concept
Questionnaire (the general physical
self-concept and the general self-
concept), the Body Shape
Questionnaire. BMI measurements
and the International Physical Activity
Questionnaire

Traditional PE. Physical activity can help
adolescents to improve their self-
concept and psychological wellbeing

(Continued )
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Table 1. Continued.

Authors (year),
country

Age or school
level of

participants
Nature and extent of pedagogical

intervention, if relevant Conceptualization of body image Type of data generated
Impact of pedagogical intervention or

traditional PE on body image

Grosick et al.
(2013), US

Middle school
students

Body image as an individual’s
thoughts and feelings about her/
his physical appearance

Survey data on attitudes and behaviours
regarding body image with two open-
ended questions. Transcript data from
two brief follow-up focus groups

Traditional PE. Appearance is important
for male and female middle school
students, but girls are more likely to
report dieting, feeling depressed over
appearance, and an inclination towards
risky eating behaviours than boys

Halliwell et al.
(2018), UK

Students aged 9–
11

Lessons incorporated simple yoga
asanas with a focus on breathing
and relaxation. They were delivered
by a qualified yoga instructor. One
40 min lesson per week for 4 weeks

Body image as body appreciation,
body esteem and body
surveillance

Survey data based on the Appearance
subscale of the Body Esteem Scale for
Children, The Body Appreciation
Scale-2 for Children, The Positive and
Negative Affect Scale for Children and
feedback on the yoga lessons

Intervention. Students who participated
in the intervention and students who
participated in the traditional PE
control group both reported increased
body appreciation, body esteem, and
decreased body surveillance

Johnson et al.
(2013),
Scotland, UK

Students aged 16 Body image as the ways in which
individuals negotiate and resist
discourses that relate to bodies

Transcripts from semi-structured
interviews based on pictures
representing diverse body images

Traditional PE. Healthism and body ideals
are present in Scottish PE with students
seeing health largely as the
responsibility of the individual.
However, students negotiate these
discourses in different ways depending
on their perceptions of knowledge and
power. Negotiation can involve
tensions. Teachers demonstrate an
awareness of the challenges students
face as a result of tensions

Lodewyk and
Sullivan
(2016), Canada

Students in
grades 9 and 10

Body image as body size
dissatisfaction

Questionnaires data focusing on body
size dissatisfaction, self-reported
fitness grade in the FIPE, and the
eight-item self-efficacy and five-item
TA scales from the 81-item self-report
Motivated Strategies for Learning
Questionnaire

Traditional PE. Girls reported higher
levels of body dissatisfaction than boys.
Most girls wanted thinner bodies
compared to boys, who were split
between desiring bigger bodies and
thinner bodies. Boys who wanted to be
smaller reported significantly lower
self-efficacy than other boys

McHugh and
Kowalski
(2011), Canada

High school
students

A school-wide intervention that
involved the organization of a
committee that: planned activities
including sports in the gym, lobbied
for healthier school policies;
arranged meetings dedicated to the
topic of body image; established a
personal writing group, and liaised

Body image as a set of experiences
of one’s body

Student-created material such as
creative writing about bodies and
‘wellness policy’, written records from
body talk sessions

Intervention. Continued involvement of
students and various other school
members suggests that the initiatives
organized during the project are
meaningful for those involved
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with media outlets, amongst other
activities. One school year

Olive et al.
(2019),
Australia

Students in grade
2–6

The intervention was based on a
guided discovery approach, with
lessons typically focusing on (1)
coordination and agility drills, (2)
skill activities, (3) movement
challenges and games, (4) dynamic
movement control and (5) core
movement. Two 50 min lessons per
week for four years.

Body image as self-perception,
perceptions attributed to others,
physical attributes and appearance
satisfaction

Observations notes, questionnaire data
based on the Children’s Depression
Inventory, the Children’s Stress
Questionnaire, and Body Self-Esteem
Scale for Children. Pedometers,
cardiorespiratory fitness tests, body
composition measurements, the self-
report Tanner stages pubertal
development, socioeconomic status

Intervention. Girls that took part in the
intervention reported a decrease in
overall body dissatisfaction whereas
girls in the control group reported a
slight increase. No intervention effect
occurred for boys

Powell &
Fitzpatrick
(2015), New
Zealand

Students aged 9 Body image as understandings of
bodies that are constructed
through discourses and body
pedagogies

Questionnaire data, photographs from
fitness lessons, transcripts from
photo-elicitation interviews

Traditional PE. After taking part in fitness
lessons, students assumed that being
fit involved demonstrating a particular
bodily appearance and were likely to
accept norms that reinforced self-
monitoring and body dissatisfaction

Robertson &
Thomson
(2014), Canada

Students in
grades 1–8

A body image programme was
implemented at three separate
schools in different ways (specific
information on content and length
of programme is not given).

Body image as how people picture
themselves

Interview transcripts, observation notes,
teachers’ reflective writing, samples of
lessons and student work

Intervention: Teachers’ beliefs about
bodies affect the ways that they teach
about body image. Teachers can gain
confidence to work with body image
through professional development

Schubring et al.
(2021),
Sweden

Students aged
16–17

Classroom-based lessons that
involved the introduction of key
concepts, groups discussions of film
clips, the development of personal
strategies to create positive body
image. Four 60 min lessons over
four weeks

Body image as a body-self
relationship that is affected by
factors such as age, disposition,
and norms

Focus group transcripts, observation
notes, transcripts from post-unit
teacher interviews, meeting minutes
from group meetings

Intervention: Teaching on body ideals
can be meaningful but student
engagement varies depending on how
students’ background, context, and the
didactic design interact with one
another

Sundgot-Borgen
et al. (2018),
Norway

Students in grade
12

Workshops led by researchers on the
topics of body image (for example,
influences on body perception,
body idealization), media literacy
(e.g. choice of content, nature of
comparing), and lifestyle (e.g.
listening to bodily needs, lifestyle
products). Three 90 min sessions
over three months

Positive body image as body
appreciation, embodiment, a focus
on body functionality, and an
acceptance of imperfection

Pre- and post-data from standardized
questionnaires, transcripts from semi-
structured interviews, study protocol

Intervention. This is a study protocol. See
row below for impact of intervention

Sundgot-Borgen
et al. (2019),
Norway

Students in grade
12

Same as row above See row above Questionnaire data related to
demographics, and positive
embodiment based on the Experience
of Embodiment Scale, and health-

Intervention. Girls reported a favourable
immediate change in positive
embodiment, which was maintained at
follow up after participating in the

(Continued )
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Table 1. Continued.

Authors (year),
country

Age or school
level of

participants
Nature and extent of pedagogical

intervention, if relevant Conceptualization of body image Type of data generated
Impact of pedagogical intervention or

traditional PE on body image

related quality of life based on
KIDSCREEN-10 (baseline, post-
intervention and at 3- and 12-months
follow-up)

intervention. Boys who participated in
the intervention reported weak post-
intervention effects on embodiment
and these effects disappeared in
follow-up testing

Walseth et al.
(2017),
Norway

Students in grade
10

Body image as identity construction
and the negotiation of embodied
subjectivities

Observation notes, transcripts from
informal conversation and group
interviews

Traditional PE. Girls’ constructions of their
bodies were largely embedded within
dominant health and beauty
discourses. Some girls were
comfortable in their bodies, exercised
at fitness centres, and assumed
heterosexual femininities. Others
reported negative experiences in PE,
exercised without enjoyment, and
often assumed passive roles in PE

Wiltshire et al.
(2017),
England

Students aged
13–14

Body image as an aspect of the
embodied self, where symbolic
and material resources related to
the body can be used by
individuals to enact relations of
power

Focus groups, ethnographic notes and
photo-elicitation

Traditional PE. Students play an
important role in establishing the
physical body as a symbol of power
and status. Students also seek to
accumulate physical capital through
engaging in exercise

Yager et al.
(2019),
Australia

Students in grade
10

Classroom-based lessons focusing on
drug and supplement education,
strength training, and sports
nutrition. Lessons were facilitated
by teachers, who followed a printed
script. Five 90 min lessons held over
five weeks.

Body image as made up of four
variables: body esteem, drive for
muscularity, appearance rating,
and body satisfaction

Baseline data and post-programme
follow-up assessment. Student
workbooks, observation notes

Intervention. Analyses suggested that
intervention participants experienced
improvements for functional and
aesthetic body satisfaction, but effect
sizes were small and not statistically
significant

Öhman et al.
(2014),
Sweden

Four researchers Body image as part of the way in
which individuals come to know
themselves and their lives

Textual material, the content of the
game, video recordings of gameplay
and researcher notes

Traditional PE. The messages concerning
health and bodies communicated by
exergames have a number of
potentially harmful consequences since
they promote normality, promote a
measurable view of health, and
narrowly define what it means to be
human
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et al. (2016) add that fitness-driven PE curricula are often gender- and racially-normative and there-
fore have ‘potentially damaging consequences for the ways that young people view, understand,
and act on their bodies’ (p. 54).

Types of approaches used to address body image in PE

Given that PE has been identified as an ideal site to work with body image but that it has also been
criticized for negatively impacting young people’s body image, it is not surprising that researchers
have attempted to develop pedagogic interventions that can be used to improve PE practices. These
interventions can be broadly grouped according to their guiding principles: (i) interventions based
primarily on cognitive and/or behaviourist principles (four articles), (ii) interventions based primarily
on embodied principles (three articles), (iii) interventions based primarily on principles of critical
reflection (three articles) and (iv) interventions based primarily on the idea that increased physical
activity leads to improved body image (three articles).

The four cognitive and/or behaviourist interventions assume that providing students with infor-
mation about topics such as body image, performance enhancing drugs and physical activity will
alter students’ understandings of the world (cognitive effect) and lead to improved body image
and behaviours deemed to be healthy (behavioural effect) (Annesi et al., 2015; Yager et al., 2019).
The logic is essentially that knowledge will affect desire and intention, which in turn, will affect
behaviour (Yager et al., 2019). Sundgot-Borgen and colleagues’ (2018, 2019) main aim was cognitive,
in that they tried to ‘change attitudes, beliefs and knowledge to combat the internalization of socio-
cultural ideas about body shape’ (Sundgot-Borgen et al., 2018, p. 5). It is not uncommon for cogni-
tive/behaviourist interventions to be based on multiple psychological and medically oriented
theories. Sundgot-Borgen and colleagues (2018) drew on positive psychology, an aetiological
model of risk and protective factors, and the elaboration likelihood model. The ‘elaboration likeli-
hood model’ suggests that repeated exposure to a message increases the likelihood that the
message will be remembered (Sundgot-Borgen et al., 2018).

The three interventions primarily based on embodied principles assume that by immersing them-
selves in the movement experience, students can re-orient their attentional focus and become more
connected with their bodies. Both Halliwell et al. (2018) and Cox et al. (2017) introduced yoga activi-
ties within PE curricula with the aim of increasing students’ feelings of ‘competence and empower-
ment’ (Halliwell et al., 2018, p. 196). Relating to a different movement culture, Baena-Extremeraet al.
(2012) also invited students to focus on their subjective experiences. In these researchers’ investi-
gation, an adventure education programme was used in an attempt to improve self-concept and
self-esteem. In contrast to cognitive/behaviourist interventions, teachers using embodied interven-
tions did not explicitly teach about body image but attempted to influence students’ body images
through experiences.

A third group of interventions aims primarily to help students critically reflect on bodies and body
ideals. These three interventions are concerned with helping students evaluate societal messages
about bodies and – based on some form of critical theory – assume that cultural stereotypes are
potentially harmful. Azzarito et al. (2016), for example, implemented a ‘Body Curriculum’ informed
by the feminist theory which aimed to help young people ‘critically deal with the media narratives
of perfect bodies they consume in their daily lives’ (p. 54). The intervention was not entirely media-
focused, and students also explored their embodied identities in relation to cultural narratives.
Schubring et al.’s (2021) intervention also concentrated on body ideals. As in Azzarito and colleagues’
(2016) work, students reflected on their relationships to cultural norms (see also McHugh and
Kowalski’s (2011) work with young Canadian aboriginal women). In critical reflection interventions,
body image and related themes were discussed and dealt with explicitly.

Finally, three interventions are based on the idea that increasing student physical activity levels
will improve their body image (Bonavolontà et al., 2021). This idea is supported by research that
suggests that people who are more physically active have more positive images of their bodies
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(Fernández-Bustos et al., 2019).2 Following this notion, Bonavolontà et al. (2021) provided students
with walking and running exercises in PE lessons (see also, Catunda et al., 2017), while Olive and col-
leagues’ (2019) research involved increasing pupils’ participation in PE in grades 3–6 through an
emphasis on inclusivity and enjoyment, and a decreased emphasis on competition. In physical
activity interventions, as in the interventions based on embodied principles, teachers tended not
to teach about body image directly, but instead tried to influence students’ body images through
increased physical activity.

Recommendations for teachers/practitioners

Researchers gleaned practical insights and provided many pedagogical recommendations. The most
persistent recommendation – regardless of whether the research involved an intervention or was
based on current practice – is for PE teachers to recognize differences between boys and girls
(Ballı et al., 2014; Grosick et al., 2013; Olive et al., 2019). Recognizing differences can mean addressing
boys’ and girls’ needs separately (Lodewyk & Sullivan, 2016) or ensuring that male and female stu-
dents are catered for within co-educational classes (Sundgot-Borgen et al., 2019). Walseth et al.
(2017) proposed that even though the girls in their investigation wanted more fitness and less
sport in PE, a desire for more fitness may be the result of traditional (and disempowering) femininity
norms. They consequently recommended that teachers remain cognizant of gender norms. Wiltshire
et al. (2017) suggest that teachers need to be sensitive to student diversity more broadly and avoid
activities that emphasize distinctions in physical capital.

Scholars have made a range of recommendations regarding the characteristics of pedagogical
interventions. Many of these recommendations relate to timing and/or duration. Halliwell et al.
(2018), for example, proposed that schools need to begin in elementary school years. This rec-
ommendation is noteworthy given that most innovations were conducted with students aged 12
and over (see Table 1). Others have focused on the duration of interventions. Annesi et al. (2015),
for instance, maintained that five lessons were probably too many while Azzarito et al. (2016)
claimed that seven lessons were too few, a claim supported by McHugh and Kowalski (2011).
Along with timing and duration, scholars have raised the issue of student involvement. Active par-
ticipation and the need to involve students in development and implementation appear to be
important (McHugh & Kowalski, 2011; Schubring et al., 2021), as does providing students with feel-
ings of competence (Beltrán-Carrillo et al., 2018; Catunda et al., 2017).

Professional development opportunities for teachers constituted a recurring theme whether the
investigation contained an intervention or not. Several texts implied that either teachers are insuffi-
ciently skilled when it comes to addressing body image or body image is a particularly challenging
topic to work with (Beltrán-Carrillo et al., 2018; Olive et al., 2019). Robertson and Thomson (2014)
suggested that teachers need support to develop criticality and the ability to interrupt norms in
their lessons. In a slightly different vein, Schubring et al. (2021) proposed that teachers need to con-
sider how their own embodiment relates to their professional identities and practices. According to
these scholars, self-awareness gained from reflection-based professional development may facilitate
more sensitive pedagogies (see also, Öhman et al., 2014).

Discussion

In line with our focus on researching pedagogical practices, we want to consider insights that
researchers might gain from the findings. First, we want to draw attention to how body image is
framed as a problem and simultaneously how solutions are construed. There is considerable agree-
ment concerning the nature of the problem, agreement that is contiguous with earlier PE research
(O’Dea & Abraham, 2001; Wright, 2000b). The problem is that ‘society’ convinces young people that
their bodies are somehow incorrect or flawed (Catunda et al., 2017). This transmission formulation
places responsibility on others – ‘family’ and ‘peers’, or more often, ‘the media’ (Grosick et al.,
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2013). By locating the problem with these entities, researchers frame children and adolescents as
naïve, and ignore young people’s agency in constructing norms and ideals. An alternative reading
which tallies with Azzarito et al.’s (2016) suggestion that adolescents struggle to free themselves
from cultural ideals, is that young people are actively entangled in the construction of body
ideals and have stakes in how bodies are perceived. Many work on their waistlines or biceps to
gain the capital to which Powell and Fitzpatrick (2015) and Wiltshire and colleagues (2017) refer.
In fact, the notion of capital reveals a line of difference that separates the approaches to body
image adopted within the literature reviewed here: those investigations that are based on an implicit
acceptance of body norms and that aim to help students gain capital by conforming to those norms
through physical activity and those that are based on a rejection of body norms and that aim to help
students deviate from those norms through either increased knowledge and behavioural strategies,
redirected focus or critical reflection.

While there is consensus concerning the problem, scholars have presented – at times vastly –
different solutions (compare Cox et al., 2017, for example, with Olive et al., 2019). We have
specified four types of pedagogical intervention. An obvious question for researchers is, ‘which
type is most effective in bringing about positive body image?’ This question is, nevertheless, com-
plicated. From a quantitative methodological perspective, there is an insufficient number of inves-
tigations in each category and too great a variety of empirical material to allow for generalized
conclusions (Snilstveit et al., 2012). From our narrative perspective, we are more inclined to point
out that while different types of interventions have been used in PE to address body image, each
has a different solution in view. Embodied interventions aim, for example, to produce students
who concentrate on the subjective experience of moving (Baena-Extremera et al., 2012; Halliwell
et al., 2018). Physical activity interventions in contrast aim to produce students who are committed
to being physically active (Annesi et al., 2015; Catunda et al., 2017). In an important sense, improved
body image is not the immediate goal of any of the interventions, but an ancillary outcome of the
pedagogical work undertaken. It is difficult to pinpoint factors that determine the principles used to
guide pedagogical interventions, but our impression is that researchers’ theoretical and methodo-
logical assumptions have as much impact as the official curricular or practical context into which
they enter. The issue of researcher reflexivity has received scant consideration, and in our view, war-
rants further attention.

It is rather late in the piece, but it is worth asking whether ‘improving students’ body image’ is an
educational aim. On one hand, body image can be described as an aspect of psychological wellbeing
(Ballı et al., 2014) and influencing students’ body images can more accurately be described as public
health intervention than pedagogical work. At the same time, if simply being in PE lessons does, as
scholars have suggested, affect how students understand themselves and their bodies regardless of
intended educational aim (Kirk, 1993; Tinning, 2010), then a distinction between educational and
public health outcome becomes somewhat arbitrary. Following Wright (2000b), our recourse for
researchers and pedagogues is to ask, ‘what do students stand to learn about their bodies in any
given situation?’ This question in our view, encourages physical educators to maintain a broad
and circumspect focus on what students can learn about bodies during pedagogical interventions
(see Aartun et al., 2022, for more discussion of this issue).

From a research point of view, it is useful to consider the taken for granted assumptions in this
literature. Much of this corpus frames body image as a ‘trait’ that one has (see Kerner et al., 2018;
see also Johnson et al., 2013; McHugh & Kowalski, 2011, for exceptions). This assumption is contin-
gent on the epistemological and methodological principles of post-positivist sciences on which
many of the investigations are based, principles related for example, to the reification and measure-
ment of body image at different time points (Fernández-Bustos et al., 2019; Halliwell et al., 2018;
Sundgot-Borgen et al., 2019). While PE may have been heavily influenced by the natural sciences
(Aartun et al., 2022), physical educators are bound neither in practice, nor in principle to the same
epistemological and methodological rules as researchers. It may thus be the case that research-
driven interventions diverge from the ordinary epistemologies and pedagogies of practitioners
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(see Barker et al., 2021). Our sense is that it is useful for physical educators to remain open to the
possibility that students can ‘try on’ different views of their selves and that their views may
change according to the contexts in which they find themselves (Kerner et al., 2018). Working
from this standpoint, physical educators may be inclined to work reflectively and critically with
body image interventions.

Gender is another area where important assumptions have been made (Kerner et al., 2018). In
most investigations, gender is divided into two categories and as noted, a recurring recommen-
dation for practitioners is to treat boys and girls differently because they have different ideals in
view (Ballı et al., 2014; Grosick et al., 2013; Olive et al., 2019). This recommendation ignores non-
binary dimensions to gender and has the potential to exclude how many young people understand
themselves. Somewhat paradoxically, it also ignores reciprocal aspects of body image and the possi-
bility that one’s body image may be influenced by how one thinks one is seen by members of
another sex. To ignore this reciprocity is to bracket out an important part of the pedagogical situ-
ation on which researchers are trying to shed light.

Finally, dissatisfaction and anxiety (Lodewyk & Sullivan, 2016; Yager et al., 2019) are often pre-
sented alongside a pressure to strive for a positive body image (Beltrán-Carrillo et al., 2018). The con-
struction of a body image dichotomy on which many individuals sit at the ‘wrong’ end is a
recognizable part of a pathogenic approach to health. Like pathogenic thinking in general, it
does a great deal to justify intervention, but it also invites a deficit view of individuals. A deficit
view can lead to student misrecognition, where teachers assume that students inevitably feel
anxious and worried about their bodies. Misrecognition can result in students becoming alienated
or disillusioned with forms of PE that lack meaning (Aartun et al., 2022) or it can result in students
‘learning’ to be dissatisfied with their bodies. Perhaps even more problematic though is that dichot-
omous thinking closes down opportunities for thinking about body image (and body ideals) as
somewhat positive, simultaneously positive and negative, or neither positive nor negative. Changing
one’s body is in our view, not necessarily problematic and may be a source of meaningfulness and
joy in one’s life (see Shusterman, 2008, for a comprehensive discussion of this theme). Onemight also
be extremely satisfied with aspects of one’s body and not satisfied with others. Current body image
research provides few ways to handle such situations (Annesi et al.’s (2015) work constitutes an
exception). Alternatively, ‘positive/negative’ or ‘satisfied/dissatisfied’ may not be the most relevant
descriptors of one’s relation with one’s self. Feeling ‘curious about’ or ‘committed to’ one’s self
might at times say something more insightful about a person than how satisfied they are with
their body. And of course, how people feel about themselves is likely to be affected by a range of
person- and context-specific factors (relationships, maturity, biographical events, for example) that
are beyond the capacities of most educators to discern, let alone control. There is, for this reason,
a need to avoid simplifications.

In various ways, this review has showed that bodies are still of primordial importance in PE,
whether it is through interventions dedicated to improving body image or through engaging stu-
dents in critical reflection. The embodied identity of PE (Macdonald & Kirk, 1999) continues to be
at the heart of the profession. Cautions like the ones proposed by Laker (2006) and O’Dea and
Abraham (2001) are still present when it comes to educating students about body image. The
main points of concern for researchers centre on how teachers manage the sensitive topic of
body image with young people.

Conclusion

The aim of the review has been to provide a comprehensive understanding of body image as a ped-
agogical issue within PE. In addressing our aim, we first demonstrated how researchers have related
body image to PE. Here, we showed how PE has been presented as both parts of the cause and
potential remedy to the problem of negative body image with school-aged young people. We
then described the approaches that researchers have used to address body image in PE, classifying

14 D. BARKER ET AL.



interventions according to their guiding principles. These included: (i) cognitive and/or behaviourist
principles, (ii) embodied principles, (iii) principles of critical reflection and (iv) the principle that
increased physical activity leads to improved body image. Finally, we discussed recommendations
that researchers have made for teachers/practitioners. We grouped recommendations into three cat-
egories relating to gender, the characteristics of the pedagogical interventions and professional
development.

We want to finish with one final reflection concerning the implications of our findings for
researchers. In some respects, there is an overlap between the concerns of scholars and the concerns
of practitioners. That much existing research contains clear demarcations between boys and girls, for
example, is of as much interest to researchers attempting to explain the phenomenon of body image
as it is to practitioners working with body image in schools. Equally, that most of the body image
literature reviewed here frames the topic as something concrete and ignores fluid, transient
aspects of body image warrant attention from both practitioners and scholars. In other respects,
though, there is a divergence of interests. Scholars specifically can benefit from considering how
investigations of body image connect with research from other perspectives and how their own
starting assumptions influence the kinds of questions they ask and the kinds of data they generate.
We have stressed that the interventions employed in the investigations here are based primarily on
diverging principles but there are areas of similarity and potential synergy. We hope that the frame-
work provided for categorizing body image interventions and the points raised in our discussion will
provide useful stimuli for dialogue between researchers.

Notes

1. The search strings were used ‘in all fields’ except in the SCOPUS searches, where search strings 1 and 3 were used
only in the ‘title’, ‘abstract’ or ‘keyword’ fields. The decision to narrow the fields was necessary to make abstract
screening possible as there were more than 3000 articles if ‘in all fields’ was used.

2. Note that Fernández-Bustos et al.’s (2019) investigation was naturalistic and did not contain an intervention.
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