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Abstract 10 

This chapter draws on sport research to highlight the pressure and abuse athletes face as they 11 

attempt to achieve the culturally accepted athletic body shape (e.g. fatless/lean) which is 12 

perceived to enhance performance output. Research has revealed that insiders of sporting 13 

organisations (e.g. coaches/team managers/athletes) implement various bodily practices (e.g. 14 

daily weigh-ins, skin fold tests, long runs, abuse of prescription drugs) in an attempt to 15 

achieve the fatless and lean athlete body. A case is made suggesting that athletes developing 16 

eating disorders and engaging with disordered eating practices occurs as a result of their sport 17 

participation, which in turn has been found to have detrimental effects for the athlete in the 18 

long term (i.e. up to 30 years after they have left the sport) (McMahon, Penney & Dinan-19 

Thompson, 2012). The second half of the chapter outlines proposed strategies that sporting 20 

organisations could implement to ensure athlete welfare is placed as a priority. By drawing 21 

on eating disorder and disordered eating literature in sport, it is hoped that this chapter makes 22 

known the bodily experiences of athletes as well as suggested strategies that sporting 23 

organisations may implement to ensure athlete wellbeing is a priority.  24 



Sport is often regarded as a positive space for athletes. In 2014, the International Olympic 1 

Committee (IOC) declared that the entire sports process should be pleasurable and fulfilling. 2 

However, numerous sport and exercise researchers (e.g., Brackenridge, 2001; Bringer, 3 

Brackenridge & Johnson, 2002; Burke, 2001; Fasting & Brackenridge, 2009; Hartill, 2013; 4 

Owton & Sparkes, 2017; Parent, 2011; Stirling & Kerr, 2009; McMahon, Knight & 5 

McGannon, in press) have found sporting environments to be unique socio-cultural contexts 6 

which offer possibilities for athlete abuse and exploitation to occur. To this end, an alarming 7 

revelation made by a number of sport researchers is that sporting contexts contribute to 8 

athletes developing disordered eating behaviours and, in some cases, clinical eating disorders 9 

as a result of sport participation (or alignment with sporting/cultural norms) (Papathomas & 10 

Lavallee, 2012; McMahon, Penney & Dinan-Thompson, 2012; Thompson & Sherman, 2010; 11 

Dosil, 2008). This chapter begins by drawing on previous research to show how sporting 12 

participation has impacted upon athlete welfare, specifically contributing to the development 13 

of unhealthy relationships with their bodies, disordered eating practices or clinical eating 14 

disorders. The second half of the chapter is dedicated to outlining strategies that could be 15 

implemented by those involved sport development (administrators, coach educators, and the 16 

athletes themselves) to mitigate an emphasis placed on athletes achieving the perceived ideal 17 

shape (e.g. slim and fatless body). 18 

The extent of athletes developing disordered eating behaviours or clinical eating 19 

disorders was outlined by Torstveit, Rosenvinge and Sundgot-Borgen (2008) who revealed 20 

that twice as many athletes as non-athlete have a clinical eating disorder. Papathomas and 21 

Lavallee (2006) explain how when there is emphasis on weight and diet for success and 22 

achievement, as is the case in many sporting contexts, it becomes the environmental 23 

mechanisms by which sport participation facilitates eating disorder development. Disordered 24 

eating and eating disorders not only impact upon athletes’ welfare (e.g. health) but have led 25 



to their death. For example, after years of battling an eating disorder, American gymnast 1 

Christy Henrich died at age 22, weighing only 61 pounds (Papthomas & Lavallee, 2006; 2 

Noden, 1994). In another case, elite distance runner Mary Wazeter attempted suicide in an 3 

attempt to escape her destructive obsessions with food (Papathomas & Lavallee, 2006; 4 

Wazeter & Lewis, 1989). After several more suicide attempts, Mary was left using a 5 

wheelchair.  6 

Disordered eating and eating disorders have been found to not only affect athletes at 7 

the time they are training and competing but also in the long term, up to 30 years after they 8 

have left the sport. For example, in a study conducted by McMahon et al. (2012), it was 9 

revealed that adolescent athletes acquired eating disorders (e.g. bulimia), disordered eating 10 

(e.g. binge eating followed by starvation) and unhealthy body practices (e.g. excessive daily 11 

weighing, laxative abuse) during their athletic careers as a way of controlling their weight. 12 

These acquired body practices were still being practised by them as adult women 10-30 years 13 

after they had left the sport. This finding highlights how such practices can effect an athlete 14 

throughout their life, thus impacting their long-term wellbeing.  15 

There is a perception in sporting cultures that the leaner an athlete is, the better their 16 

competitive performance will be (McMahon et al., 2012; Jones, Glintmeyer & McKenzie, 17 

2005; Barker-Ruchti, 2009). This ideology has been referred to as ‘slim to win’ (McMahon & 18 

Dinan-Thompson, 2008; McMahon & Penney, 2011; McMahon et al., 2012). The ‘slim to 19 

win’ ideology has been found to be deeply entrenched in many sporting cultures (e.g. 20 

gymnastics, running, swimming, rowing). As a consequence, weight control practices (e.g., 21 

caloric restriction, purging, use of prescription drugs, excessive training, laxative abuse) and 22 

disciplinary practices (e.g., public weigh-ins, skin fold tests, comments about bodies, 23 

excessive running) are often enacted by male coaches (Jones et al., 2005; McMahon & 24 

Dinan-Thompson, 2008; McMahon, 2010). Sociocultural sport researchers have revealed 25 



how the humanistic element is often removed from sporting environments. Practices 1 

implemented by coaches and team managers include treating athletes as objects of 2 

performance that can be trained, manipulated and controlled in order to achieve a perceived 3 

competitive ideal (e.g. slim, fatless and winning) (McMahon et al., 2012; Reel, SooHoo, 4 

Petrie, Greenleaf & Carter, 2010; McMahon & Dinan-Thompson, 2008: McMahon & 5 

Penney, 2011; Jones et al., 2005 Muscat & Long, 2008; Monsma & Malina, 2004). This 6 

outlook has been referred to as technocracy by Bain (1990) and is said to occur when people 7 

(i.e. athletes) are viewed as ‘resources’ or ‘objects’ with attention placed on the development 8 

of an increasingly effective and efficient means for achieving goals (e.g. international 9 

success, Olympic medals). As a consequence, athlete welfare is subordinated by coaches in 10 

favour of competitive performance and output goals.  11 

Practices centring on ‘slim to win,’ ‘technocracy’ and a ‘win at all costs’ mentality 12 

have often led to the maltreatment of athletes and in some instances have been found to be 13 

abusive. For example, in a study investigating figure skating (Muscat & Long, 2008; Monsma 14 

& Malina, 2004), it was revealed how athletes often experienced yelling, disparaging and 15 

verbally abusive comments from coaches when their athlete bodies failed to meet their 16 

expectations (e.g. too fat). In the sport of swimming, research conducted over a decade ago 17 

by Jones et al. (2005) revealed how a former elite swimmer’s body was surveilled (i.e. gazed 18 

upon) by her coach and the resulting daily negative comments led to her developing an eating 19 

disorder. In more recent research in swimming, it was revealed how athletes were subjected 20 

to emotional and physical abuse on a daily basis in the name of achieving the ideal and 21 

performing swimmer body (e.g. slim and fatless) (McMahon, 2010; McMahon et al., 2012). 22 

For example, swimmers were subjected to daily weigh-ins, regular skin fold tests, excessive 23 

running punishment for weight increases, social isolation for weight increases, restricted 24 

eating for weight increases, and yelling/verbal abuse from coaches (McMahon, 2010; 25 



McMahon, Penney & Dinan- Thompson, 2012; McMahon et al., 2017). The extent of this 1 

abuse was revealed by McMahon et al., (2012), where an 11-year-old female swimmer was 2 

caught eating an ice-cream by her coach while on a swimming camp. Without her family to 3 

advocate for her, the coach woke her up at 11pm and made her run 11 kilometres (km) as 4 

punishment. Further, despite the young swimmer claiming injury during the run (the coach 5 

did not give her time to put socks on), she was made to continue, threatened by the coach that 6 

if she stopped she would have to start again.  7 

In another swimming study, McMahon and Barker-Ruchti (2017) revealed how young 8 

female swimmers were threatened with punishment (e.g. 16 km running) if their bodies began 9 

to physically develop into a women’s body shape (i.e. curvy, breasts). For example, 10 

swimmers revealed that if they grew breasts and got their periods, coaches would ridicule 11 

them and punish them with excessive running in order to refine their bodies into the preferred 12 

pre-pubescent boy shape (e.g. no breasts, no bum, no periods, no curvy shape). The sexually 13 

immature body is an ideal that has also been found to be encouraged in gymnastics and figure 14 

skating contexts. Gymnastics and figure skating researchers (Barker-Ruchti, 2009; Ryan, 15 

2000) revealed how coaches regulated athletes’ bodies into a shape that was sexually 16 

immature in appearance through regular weighing and fat measurement tests, dietary control 17 

and food restriction, and disciplinary procedures and threats of de-selection if an athlete’s 18 

body was seen to mature. 19 

How can we bring athlete welfare to the fore? 20 

Extensive sport research has revealed the pressures placed on athletes to conform, 21 

mould and manipulate their bodies to a perceived ideal (e.g. slim and fatless) along with the 22 

extreme body practices and abuse associated with achieving it. However, little has been done 23 

in terms of how we might come to better protect athletes from harmful body ideals such as 24 

‘slim to win’ and the detrimental practices that surround the dominant ideology. In this next 25 



section, a selection of strategies resulting from previous sport research will be drawn upon to 1 

illustrate how sporting organisations can better protect the welfare of athletes. These 2 

strategies relate specifically to the entrenched ‘slim to win’ ideology and the detrimental body 3 

practices associated with it.  4 

The first strategy relates to the implementation of an athlete-centred coaching 5 

approach. An athlete-centred coaching approach provides athletes with autonomy in the 6 

decision-making in all aspects of their sport. Athlete-centred coaching is based on a social 7 

constructivist approach where there is a collaboration between athlete and coach concerning 8 

decisions made in training and competition. Such an approach centres on an understanding, 9 

where an athlete is responsible for their own learning and performance (Penney & Kidman, 10 

2014). Athlete-centred coaching moves away from the idea that the coach is the ‘bearer of all 11 

knowledge’ and in so doing limits the power issues found to be occurring in coach-athlete 12 

relationships (McMahon et al., 2012, 2017). A number of researchers have revealed the 13 

benefits that an athlete-centred approach to coaching can have for the athletes and also 14 

coaches (Kidman, 2005; Kidman & Lombardo, 2010; McMahon, 2013). For athletes, it has 15 

been revealed how this approach enables them to have agency, voice and power in sporting 16 

contexts (e.g. training and competing) and in so doing are part of the decision-making 17 

process. As a result of moves towards an athlete-centred approach, athletes have reported 18 

feeling happier in their sport as well as more self-aware, capable of making better decisions 19 

and able to correct/critique themselves (Kidman, 2005; Penney & Kidman, 2014). From a 20 

coaching perspective, an athlete-centred approach has the coach working alongside an athlete 21 

in a collaborative manner and a humanistic way (Penney & Kidman, 2014).  22 

In relation to the dominant ‘slim to win’ ideology specifically, an athlete-centred 23 

approach would enable the athletes to be the decision makers in regard to their own bodies 24 

and in so doing have control, power and a voice over it, including their preferred weight, fat 25 



numbers, shape and dietary intake. However, given the entrenched nature of the ‘slim to win’ 1 

ideology in sporting cultures and the extent to which it has been found to be deeply embodied 2 

by athletes, an athlete-centred approach alone will not assist athletes to deconstruct and resist 3 

this dominant ideology. A complementary and reinforcing strategy is required in order to 4 

disrupt the dominant ideology. 5 

Narrative pedagogy is a strategy that has been used successfully in education 6 

contexts in order to catalyse social action (Goodson & Gill, 2011). Goodson and Gill (2011) 7 

developed narrative pedagogy from the idea that narratives (e.g. conversations, text-based 8 

stories, oral stories) are not only a rich and profound way for humans to make sense of their 9 

lives, but also a process of pedagogical encounter, learning and transformation (Goodson & 10 

Gill, 2011; McMahon & Smith, 2016; McMahon, Knight & McGannon, in press). Through 11 

extensive research and practical application, Goodson and Gill (2011) found that by engaging 12 

with narratives (e.g. reading a person’s story of experience) and then swapping the narrative/s 13 

with another (e.g. exchanging personal stories with another swimmer), pedagogic encounters 14 

(i.e. learning opportunities) and social action resulted. In this way, narrative pedagogy is not 15 

an individual endeavour, but rather requires an individual to reflect, revisit, and collaborate 16 

with a meaningful other/s in order to generate new understandings or an alternate way of 17 

knowing about an issue (e.g. slim to win) (McMahon et al., in press; McMahon & Smith, 18 

2016). The reciprocal nature of the role of the ‘other’ in this process is something which sets 19 

narrative pedagogy apart from other narrative research (i.e. where text-based stories are 20 

examined by an individual). Indeed, narrative pedagogy involves a number of stages:  21 

1) Narration, which includes preparing and sharing narratives of an individual’s 22 

lived experience (this may include creative methods such as text-based 23 

stories, poems or drawings). 24 



2) Collaboration (after the initial sharing, narratives are examined; then 1 

questions and challenges are posed in a collaborative manner for the purpose 2 

of better understanding the lived experience). 3 

3) Location (links made between the individual’s story to a personal story, 4 

locating the others’ lived experience in the wider contexts which include 5 

social and cultural practices) (adapted from Goodson & Gill, 2011). 6 

 7 

Engagement with each of these stages is important as it can initiate a deeper 8 

understanding of experience with transformative potential (i.e. consideration of the shaping 9 

forces of others and further theorising) (Goodson & Gill, 2011). With specific reference to 10 

the sporting context, the use of narrative pedagogy as an education tool was implemented by 11 

McMahon et al. (in press) with 14 parents from a gymnastics and swimming context as a way 12 

of educating about abuse in sport. Narrative pedagogy provided parents with the opportunity 13 

to better identify physical and emotional abuse occurring in coaches’ approaches/practices. In 14 

so doing, narrative pedagogy contributed to parent learning with the underlying impetus 15 

being “sport as a place of safety for all” (Brackenridge & Leahy, 2014, p. 2).  16 

In relation to deconstructing the ‘slim to win’ ideology specifically, narrative 17 

pedagogy could provide athletes with the opportunity to engage with other athletes’ stories 18 

who have been subjected to and/or taken up extreme body practices in an attempt to achieve a 19 

slim and fatless shape. Further opportunities for narrative pedagogy in the sport of swimming 20 

could occur between the athletes and exercise and sport physiologists who have scientific 21 

knowledge around the perceived notion that the leaner the body of an athlete, the better their 22 

competitive performance. For example, research suggests that there is, in fact, little evidence 23 

to support the need for the levels of weight regulation that occurs in the sport of swimming. 24 

Australian Institute of Sport swimming physiologist David Pyne explained that there are a 25 



few studies in different sports that associate better performance with lower skin folds; 1 

“Actually there’s not much data around on swimming, which is surprising given the emphasis 2 

on weight and shape by almost every coach” (Personal communication, January 19, 2007). 3 

Yet, this scientific knowledge on the body and performance remains suppressed by coaches.  4 

Providing athletes with structured opportunities to consider research perspectives may indeed 5 

assist them to deconstruct the dominant (and socially constructed) ideology. The same 6 

opportunity to reflect and deconstruct needs to be provided for coaches.  7 

Opportunities for coaches to reflect on practice is currently lacking in coach education 8 

curriculums (Zehntner & McMahon, 2018). Denison and Scott-Thomas (2011) explained that 9 

for coaches to question taken-for-granted practices (e.g. slim to win) along with the 10 

unintended consequences of such practices, they must become aware of how such ideas shape 11 

coaching practice. It is only with a critical awareness of how such ideas/ dominant ideologies 12 

shape coaching practice that coaches and other individuals within the coaching culture can 13 

renegotiate how they govern themselves (Denison & Scott-Thomas, 2011). One way of 14 

initiating self-reflection is through the use of narrative (e.g. conversations, text-based 15 

stories, oral stories). The use of narrative as an educational tool has indeed achieved 16 

successful educational outcomes when used in coach educational contexts (McMahon, 2013; 17 

Douglas & Carless, 2008). For example, in a study conducted by McMahon (2013), 18 

swimming coaches were able to engage with athletes’ lived experiences in relation to ‘slim to 19 

win’, enabling a method of self-discovery and knowing. Narrative (e.g. sharing swimmers’ 20 

stories) was an effective educational tool that provided coaches with space to cast a ‘beam of 21 

consciousness’ over their own practice (McMahon, 2013). As a consequence, self-reflection 22 

was initiated for the coaches, in conjunction with increased empathy, and a more holistic and 23 

athlete-centred approach to coaching. The athletes’ stories of experience provided coaches 24 

with insight into their ‘coaching effect’ and how it can influence an athlete in the short and 25 



longer term. As Jones, Glintmeyer and McKenzie (2005) stated, the coaching role should be 1 

paired with the responsibility to appreciate the individual biologies and biographies of 2 

athletes. Further, Jones, Armour and Potrac (2002) explained how coaches need to 3 

acknowledge the power and importance of related coaches’ words and practices. In terms of 4 

coach education, knowledge of such power, which was provided in the form of the 5 

swimmers’ narratives, can help coaches better manage and frame their interactions with 6 

athletes towards preferred ends.  7 

In another study, Douglas and Carless (2008) also utilised athletes’ stories with 8 

professional golf coaches with promising findings. Throughout a series of seminars, the 9 

experiences of elite golfers via stories and poems were presented to the coaches. Analysis of 10 

the coaches’ responses revealed three ways in which they responded to the stories. The first 11 

included ‘questioning’ in the form of the action of challenging, seeking further information 12 

and reflective practice. The second response included ‘summarising’ and active listening that 13 

led to coaches drawing their own conclusions. Finally, the coaches responded to the stories 14 

through ‘incorporating’ (e.g. incorporation of the athletes’ stories into their own experience, 15 

as well as displaying emotional reactions to stories such as empathy). This highlighted the 16 

potential for storied forms of representation “to enhance professional development through 17 

stimulating reflective practice and increasing understanding of holistic, person-centred 18 

approaches to coaching athletes in high-performance sport” (Douglas & Carless, 2008, p. 33). 19 

This chapter has brought to the fore how sporting contexts have contributed to 20 

athletes developing eating disorders, disordered eating and/or unhealthy relationships with 21 

their bodies. Researchers (e.g. McMahon et al., 2012; Jones et al., 2005) have revealed how 22 

the ‘slim to win’ ideology and the detrimental practices associated with it are widespread, 23 

occurring across many sporting contexts (e.g. gymnastics, rowing, swimming, athletics). The 24 

consequences are serious, affecting athletes not only at the time of their participation but also 25 



10-30 years later (McMahon et al., 2012). In some instances, the emphasis placed on 1 

achieving the ideal body shape has resulted in athletes’ deaths (Papthomas & Lavallee, 2006; 2 

Noden, 1994). There is an urgent need for sporting organisations to consider athlete welfare 3 

as a priority and to implement strategies that assist athletes, coaches and aligned insiders to 4 

better deconstruct entrenched ideologies. The strategies outlined in the second half of the 5 

chapter have achieved success and resulted in transformative social action. These include: the 6 

athlete-centred coaching approach, narrative pedagogy and use of narrative to reflect. The 7 

consideration and implementation of such strategies will make significant progress in the 8 

protection of athletes. 9 
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