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Abstract
Disordered eating enquiry in sport psychology has arisen due to the need to investigate sub-
clinical populations. Weight-class athletes have been found to be ‘at-risk’ of disordered
eating, therefore interpretations of experiences can shed light on female weight-class athletes
disordered eating accounts. In line with previous interpretive studies, athlete accounts can
highlight unique social and cultural insights regarding disordered eating. The aim of the study
was to explore disordered eating experiences of female powerlifters. One semi-structured
interview was conducted with 17 participants. A thematic analysis resulted in four themes:
fear of disclosing weight-cutting concerns; eating like a powerlifter; culture of regulation; and
the female body vs. the powerlifter body. Findings highlight a complex interaction between
weight-cutting and the construction of disordered eating, and a female-athlete paradox within
powerlifting. We anticipate findings will extend to other weight-class sports, and we discuss

applied implications for powerlifters” mental health and recommendations for future research.

Keywords: weight-class sport, weight-cutting, disordered eating practices, female muscularity



50

51

52

53

54

55

56

57

58

59

60

61

62

63

64

65

66

67

68

69

70

71

72

73

74

WEIGHT ON THE BAR VS. WEIGHT ON THE SCALE 3

Weight on the bar vs. weight on the scale: A qualitative exploration of disordered
eating in competitive female powerlifters

Disordered eating research within sport and exercise psychology has provided a
perspective to account for non-clinical populations (Papathomas & Lavallee, 2010). Enquiry
of non-clinical populations are important, as the manifestation of sub-clinical symptoms
present risk of full eating disorder diagnosis (Beals & Manore, 1994). The term disordered
eating includes a spectrum of maladaptive thoughts, emotions, attitudes, and behaviors
related to eating and the body (Bonci et al., 2008). Through the use of a social constructionist
perspective, researchers have explored how athletes construct meaning focusing on social,
cultural, and historical factors surrounding their disordered eating (Busanich et al., 2014;
McGannon & McMahon, 2019; Papathomas & Lavallee, 2014). In such articles, disordered
eating ranges from major disturbances surrounding eating and the body (e.g., starvation,
purging, bingeing) which could meet clinical diagnosis of bulimia nervosa, anorexia nervosa,
or binge eating disorder (American Psychiatric Association, 2013). Whereas, less severe
symptoms are associated with mild patterns of atypical eating and body disturbances
exhibited (e.g., skipping meals, calorie restriction, excessive exercise, body checking).

Aesthetic, lean, and weight-sensitive sports, whereby requirements to maintain a
small physique and/or particular weight for success have been identified as ‘at-risk’ for
disordered eating (Smolak et al. 2000). In order to understand the meaning which athletes
give to these experiences, researchers have moved beyond the examination of disordered
eating using psychometric measures to the use of interpretive accounts. By providing athletes
with a voice, the complexities surrounding disordered eating within sport have been made
apparent. For example, contextual and sociocultural influences such as retirement (Cooper &
Winter, 2017); trauma (Papathomas & Lavallee, 2012); weight-focused sporting cultures

(McMahon & Dinan-Thompson, 2008); coach-athlete relationships (Jones et al., 2005);
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gender (Busanich et al., 2014); and family impact (Papathomas & Smith, 2015) have
influenced athlete constructions of disordered eating.

These accounts have also provided further insight into the role of body image on
disordered eating in weight-focused sports. For the purpose of this study, body image is
defined as a social construct which assumes differences in body perceptions in relation to the
social context in which an individual operates (Tiggermann, 2001). This includes two
components (Cash & Deagle, 1997): a perceptual component (i.e., estimation of body size)
and an evaluative component (i.e., cognitions and behaviors such as body dissatisfaction or
disordered eating). Athletes have been found to possess multiple body images, namely an
athletic and social body image (Russell, 2004). An athletic body ideal consists of an
evaluation an individual has of their body within a sporting context, while a social body ideal
refers to an evaluation within daily life (Greenleaf, 2002). Indeed, Krane et al. (2004)
identified a sport and body paradox whereby in order to meet both social and athletic ideals,
athletes desired some muscle tone and minimal fat, leading to disordered behaviors.
Furthermore, different sporting demands have been found to conflict with desired physical
self-presentation (de Bruin & Oudejans, 2018). For example, the gain of muscle mass which
is a by-product of the specific training demands for powerlifting may clash with the female
athletes’ desired body ideal.

Sports in which a lean physique is needed for performance success (e.g., gymnastics)
is arguably more in line with the socially constructed definitions of a feminine body shape in
Western culture which emphasize thinness (Choi, 2003). This is in contrast to sports where
increased levels of body mass and muscularity are needed (e.g., shot putt). Despite the pursuit
of muscle mass and strength creating feelings of empowerment for female athletes, the gain
of muscle mass and strength through competing in sport and resistance training in gyms has

traditionally been perceived as masculinized (Bordo, 1990). This has meant muscularity for
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female athletes is continuously negotiated as these athletes attempt to conform to both social
and athletic ideals (Krane et al., 2004). For the female powerlifter, participation in a sport
which emphasizes traditionally deemed masculine characteristics (e.g., aggression, muscle
gain, physical strength), may raise interesting insights in relation to disordered eating (Hardin
& Greer, 2009). Female powerlifters’ perceptions of their participation and the social and
cultural context within their sport, may provide an understanding into how they negotiate
their athletic and social body ideals, and if they engage in disordered eating practices.
Powerlifting is classified as a weight-class sport, whereby individuals compete within
weight defined classes (Moore et al., 2019). Given the class demands, many athletes weigh-in
at competitions following a period of losing weight in order to attain a desired weight-class.
These athletes aim to gain a competitive edge by attempting to achieve the highest possible
power-to-weight ratio than other competitors (i.e., obtaining a lower body whilst maximizing
strength; in powerlifting this is measured using Wilks coefficient). Therefore, competing in a
lower weight-class gives athletes relatively better results than if they were to have competed
at a heavier body weight (Garcia-Manson et al., 2008). In other weight-class sports,
researchers have determined that due to attempts to ‘make weight’, involving the
manipulation of calorie intake and energy expenditure, it may cause disordered eating to be
heightened (Artioli et al., 2010). Using a diary-interview approach, Sitch and Day (2015)
explored six international judo athletes’ psychological experiences of making weight.
Participants used several practices to make weight in the lead up to competition including
dehydration techniques, starvation, and vomiting. Authors highlighted the importance of
understanding an individual’s psychological experiences during the weight making process,
particularly as participants often concealed difficulties, experienced periods of low mood and
heightened anxiety, and the process of making weight was normalized. Experiences of

making weight revealed a complex interaction between weight-cutting behaviors and
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associated psychological and emotional responses. The normalization of these weight-cutting
practices within weight-class sports can perpetuate a cycle of disordered eating, given the
regulatory practices used to ‘make weight’ such as manipulation of calorie intake and
constant monitoring of weight (Knox, 2017).

Even though weight-class athletes have been found to be “at risk’ of disordered eating,
female weight-class athletes are yet to be explored. This lack of investigation is surprising
given the high number of females that compete in such sports. In powerlifting alone, female
participation at a national level in the UK has grown 196% in the last 5 years (British
Powerlifting, 2020). By giving a voice to these athletes, the social and cultural nuances which
may be impacting disordered eating will cultivate an awareness and increase the literacy of
the issue for those operating in the sport. Therefore, the aim of the present study was to
understand disordered eating experiences of female powerlifting athletes and build upon
work detailing weight-focused sporting cultures (e.g., McMahon & Dinan-Thompson, 2008;
2011). More specifically, we sought to answer the following research question: How do
female powerlifters’ perceptions and experiences of training and competing in a weight-class
sport impact eating practices and body perceptions?

Method
Philosophical Underpinning

An interpretive paradigm is drawn upon to study the domain, with the researchers
coming from an ontological position of relativism (Guba & Lincoln, 1994). The researchers
view that reality is subjective and differs between individuals. Knowledge is co-constructed
between researcher and participant which both bring their experiences and understanding to
influence a topic (Poutcher et al., 2019). Our aim to explore meaning surrounding disordered
eating and the impact of weight-classes, is in line with our interpretive paradigm which seeks

to understand meanings individuals create for their experiences (Poutcher et al., 2019).
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Distinct social and cultural narratives (e.g., sporting cultures, gendered discourses) have been
shown to influence constructions of disordered eating (e.g., Busanich et al., 2014; McMahon
& Dinan-Thompson, 2008). Therefore, a qualitative methodology and interpretive paradigm
was deemed appropriate to explore potentially similar insightful accounts of disordered
eating in a weight-focused sport. The lead author’s immersion within a powerlifting culture
led to an awareness of disordered eating and poor body image perceptions within the sport.
Both personal experiences of making weight as well as conversations with fellow female
competitors prior to the commencement of the study influenced the purpose of the project and
methodological decisions such as recruitment, the interview guide, and analysis.
Recruitment

Following approval from an institutional ethical board, recruitment for participants
was carried out through a social media post inviting female powerlifters with experience of
disordered eating. Disordered eating experiences were defined as any experience of
disordered thoughts, emotions, attitudes, and behaviors related to eating and the body during
their participation in powerlifting. The following definition was provided to the participants
to give more clarity on what disordered eating may consist of in powerlifting: “a weight-
cutting practice i.e., food restriction to make weight”. It was also specified that disordered
eating could either be clinically diagnosed or undiagnosed.
Participants

Participants were 17 British female powerlifters (M = 22.8 years, SD = 1.3). At the
time of the interview, athletes were competing at either national or international level in the
47 to 72-kilogram weight-classes. Araljo and Scharhag’s (2017) define higher level athletes
as actively training to improve performance. Higher level athletes also should be competing
nationally, registered in a national sporting federation, and devoting several hours most days

to training and competing in their sport. Therefore, powerlifting-specific characteristics were
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taken to ensure sampling from a competitive athlete population. For example, Wilks score
was recorded, which was defined as a measure of competitiveness used to determine strength
relative to the performer’s body mass (Coker et al. 2018) (M = 365.15 Wilks, SD = 45.5). In
addition, competition total, defined as the total weight lifted across the squat, bench press and
deadlift, was also recorded (M = 311.5 kilograms, SD = 49.3), as well as training hours per
week (M = 10.5 hours, SD = 2.6).
Procedure

Following an introduction to the investigation, participants were asked to read the
study information and give written consent to participate. To ensure the population
interviewed met the inclusion criteria, participants were asked to record their age, experience,
training hours, weight-class, lifting total, and Wilks. The division which athletes competed in
was also recorded to ensure the population were representative of regions across the UK, with
at least one participant representing a region. Given the differences which may exist in
organizational and socio-cultural factors in regions across the UK (e.g., differences in
coaches, training environments, competition calendars), it was important to have a range of
powerlifters from different regions as contextual factors could influence meanings around
weight-cutting, food, and the body. Four interviews were conducted via Skype with the
subsequent 13 being conducted face-to-face in convenient locations for participants. Despite
the widely reported benefits of Skype, including cost and time efficiency (e.g., Janghorban et
al., 2014), Fontana and Frey (2008) advise interviews conducted in this way may not allow
the same rapport to be built compared with face-to-face. For this study, Skype interviews
were deemed appropriate as it allowed geographical boundaries to be transcended and a
wider sample to be targeted (Lo lacono et al., 2016). All interviews were audio recorded,
lasted between 43 and 110 minutes (M = 64 min, SD = 15.9), and transcribed verbatim.

Interview Guide
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Semi-structured interviews were used to elicit a multitude of experiences, as the
participant-led approach has been deemed appropriate for discussing sensitive issues (Fylan,
2005). The interview was designed around a set of open-ended questions, whereby further
questions organically emerged through answers provided by participants (DiCicco-Bloom &
Crabtree, 2006). The first author conducted a pilot interview with a participant who did not
meet the inclusion criteria; an ex-competitive weightlifter who had previous experience of
disordered eating. Feedback was attained from the interviewee regarding the questions asked,
and an audio recording of the interview was used to determine if the interview guide
questions provided enough opportunities for exploration of the topic (Smith & Sparkes,
2016). Consequently, minor amendments were made to the phrasing of questions for clarity.
Interview questions were based off our research aims and relevant disordered eating and
weight-class literature (e.g., Papathomas & Lavallee, 2010; Sitch & Day, 2015) which were
reflected in the interview guide (Smith & Sparkes, 2016).

The final interview guide (available on request from the first author) was separated
into five main areas each with different aims. The five areas of the interview guide consisted
of: an introduction with the intention of building rapport (How did you begin in
powerlifting?); weight-classes and weight-cutting (What weight-class do you compete in and
why?; What methods of weight-cutting have you used?); eating and the body (Drawing on
your experiences, can you talk me through what your on-season is like compared to your off
season? e.g., differences in body weight and food behaviors); participation in powerlifting
(Tell me about some of the similar or dissimilar eating patterns you had before
powerlifting?); and recommendations (What advice would you give to a girl on weight-
classes who is just starting out in the sport?). Participants were encouraged to elaborate on
both positive and negative aspects of their experiences, and opportunities were given at the

end of the interviews to add any further information which was not addressed.
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Data Analysis

Thematic analysis was used following Braun and Clarke’s (2006; 2019) six-step
protocol to guide data analysis. In line with our ontological positioning of relativism and
research question, our aim in the use of reflexive thematic analysis was to identify and
organize patterns of meaning across a data set in order to make sense of participant
experiences. Following the transcription of interviews, in order to gain familiarity with the
data set the lead author began by reading and re-reading transcriptions. The process of coding
began by hand whereby the lead author highlighted relevant data which captured interesting
ideas relevant to our research question. Codes were further collated into themes. For
example, the code “weight-cutting practices from peers displayed on social media” was
refined to eventually develop the theme “Fear of disclosing weight-cutting concerns”. The
aid of a thematic map was used to make sense of interconnections between codes to form
themes. Themes were constructed in accordance to our research question which allowed us to
make decisions on the most relevant data segments to theme. We adopted an inductive
approach whereby constructed themes were linked to the data itself, however we
acknowledge a solely inductive approach is not entirely possible as researchers bring their
own experiences, analytic skill, and epistemological positioning to the analysis process
(Terry et al., 2017). Following a review, by acknowledging coherence and distinctiveness
from one another, themes were then defined. Analysis continued as the selection of the most
relevant data extracts to represent each theme were selected. The flexible and organic
approach taken during data analysis was imperative to allow us to continuously reflect on
which data would best capture disordered eating experiences in female powerlifters.
Methodological Rigor

To ensure rigor in the research process, several methods were employed in line with

their appropriateness to our ontological position and relevance to research aims. We believe
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knowledge is co-constructed between researcher and participant, as our research question and
theoretical positioning will influence data analysis and subsequent findings (Poutcher et al.,
2019). Therefore, it is important to note our role in the study. The lead author at the time of
the study was an active powerlifter familiar with the sport sub-cultures which was a strength
to the research process as this personal insight allowed for deeper exploration during the
interview and understanding made to sport-specific references (e.g., Wilks). The co-author,
an experienced qualitative researcher and sport psychology practitioner, took the role of
advisor and critical friend throughout the research process. As a critical friend, the co-author
offered constructive feedback and provided different plausible interpretations to findings and
reworked themes which aided in the construction of coherent discussion points in relation to
the data (Smith & McGannon, 2018). Member reflections were also employed as they assist
in developing rigor, by generating further insight into the research topic (Smith &
McGannon, 2018). Participants were asked to reflect on their interview and in collaboration
with the researcher, identify further opinions to generate additional data (Schinke et al.,
2013). For example, some participants generated discussion on male powerlifters, pondering
that perhaps the impact of weight-cutting was not as emotional for males, which demonstrates
the taken-for-granted gendered narrative of disordered eating in sport.
Results

The participants’ training and competition experiences in powerlifting impacted their
disordered eating practices and body perceptions which resulted in four themes. The athletes’
shared that the fear of disclosing weight-cutting concerns; eating like a powerlifter; culture of
regulation, and the negotiation of the female body vs. the powerlifter body contributed to
disordered eating practices and their body perceptions (e.g., body comparisons, body
dissatisfaction, positive body image). The themes are presented with quotations elicited from

participants, with their identities protected through pseudonyms.
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Fear of disclosing weight-cutting concerns

Participants noted a prevailing weight-cutting culture within the sport, leading to the
adoption of disordered eating practices. Weight-cutting practices included calorie restriction;
laxative use; dehydration/water manipulation (e.g., sauna use, hot baths, water cutting,
sodium manipulation); food manipulation (e.g., cutting carbohydrates); vomiting and
excessive exercise. For example, Charlotte used many of these methods to ‘make weight’:
“cutting carbs . . . making myself sick . . . I was doing cardio everyday”. Participants
constructed different meanings as to why they engaged in weight cuts and how this impacted
their powerlifting performance, disordered eating, and body perceptions. Athletes described
weight cuts as a normal part of powerlifting, and necessary in order to ‘make weight’ for a
desired weight-class: “It seems very normalized for people to be around the weigh-in room
dehydrated and miserable complaining ‘oh my god | can't wait to eat” (Mary). Sophie noted
how the weight-cutting culture was legitimized through social media: “On Instagram, most of
the people I follow are powerlifters and I’m very familiar with what people go through to get
to competition, so it just seems very normal”.

Unique to powerlifting, athletes perceived their weight-cutting efforts would also lead
to an increase in their ‘Wilks’ score. Wilks refers to a formula used in powerlifting to
measure the strength of competitors against each other, relative to their body weight: “You
need to optimize your Wilks . . . the best way to get a good Wilks is to be a lower weight”
(Amy). In order to gain a competitive edge over other athletes, Charlotte determined a higher
Wilks would be best achieved through putting her body through strict dieting practices:

That's how the eating disorder has developed because I've had to cut when maybe |

should have gone up a weight-category. I’d be eating normal and enjoying life and

then I’d go from that to . . . putting my body through those harsh conditions.
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Charlotte attributes the development of her eating disorder to her decisions to cut
weight for a higher Wilks, which demonstrates the strength of a performance narrative for
this athlete. Charlotte’s life is interrupted each time she engages in a weight cut, as she has to
put her body through strict eating practices in order to achieve the best Wilks possible.

The psychological impact of weight-cutting was masked through the athletes
continued dedication to the sport. Participants reported a fear of disclosure about the
psychological impact of weight-cutting, due to feelings of embarrassment and associated
stigma. Isabelle exemplified this by discussing judgements made by those around her
regarding her weight-cutting experiences:

You think you're gonna be judged so it stops so many girls coming out about issues

with food. From my experience [male athlete’s] like: it's just weight, why can't you just

cut weight? Why are you finding it so hard? [Coach] still jokes about it and | know he
doesn't see it as an issue at all and talks about my experience almost like it's a joke.

Isabelle’s lack of disclosure stems from a fear of judgement and ridicule from those
who, unlike herself, are able to disassociate mentally from weight-cutting practices. For
females competing in a sport characterised by displays of strength, disclosure of mental
weakness threatens their identity as strong powerlifters:

Because you're in a power sport, you can't be weak and bitching and crying about

cutting because you're in a sport where everyone is strong . . . males see it as 'l lost 10

kilos in 10 days' like it's almost an achievement thing, which I think comes from a sort

of lad culture like who's got the biggest bollocks to do this? (Daniela)

Daniela evidenced the conflict between disclosing struggles surrounding weight-cutting
and powerlifting characteristics. The male dominated culture of the sport dictates that athletes
perceive mental strength to equate to physical strength. Therefore, the disclosure of the

negative impact of weight-cutting and disordered eating becomes “a taboo topic” (Hayley).
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Overall, weight-cutting and consequent disordered eating practices were accepted as the
norm within a powerlifting culture in order to achieve the highest Wilks possible. Athletes
feared disclosing any associated concerns due to fears of judgement from others, particularly
male competitors and coaches.

Eating like a powerlifter

Given the high energy demands of powerlifting and the long training hours, the
participants’ noted the importance of eating a sufficient amount of food to sustain training
sessions and competitions: “Whenever I eat something that’s not traditionally healthy, I don’t
feel bad about it. It’s another source of energy which can really fuel my sessions” (Rebecca).
However, athletes had to balance the weight-making component of competitions which led to
disordered practices and some body dissatisfaction when a desired weight-class goal was not
met. Often these periods were followed by a cycle of binge eating as a reward, which was
justified by the athletes and coaches in line with the demands of the sport.

Athletes recognized the importance of food to aid performance: “I think food intake for
a powerlifter is important, especially for a peak as you need carbs and all of the energy”
(Eva). A peak is a period of training leading to competition where high levels of fatigue have
been accumulated and training intensity is at its highest, which means sufficient food intake
is important to sustain training. Paradoxically, many athletes will be nearing the end of a
weight cut and for those engaged in food restriction, the body will be depleted of
carbohydrates and athletes unable to eat optimally. After weigh-in at competition following a
period of food restriction, athletes described how the emphasis on eating a sufficient amount
validated binge-eating, i.e., food as a reward following a period of self-starvation:

I wasn't thinking about my performance; all | was thinking about was being able to eat

again. I wouldn't have felt able to eat those foods if I hadn't had restricted as hard. It
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wasn't to fuel my lifting . . . I wasn't thinking about my lifting at all, just about food...

And you know that’s ok because we’re in a sport where you’re meant to eat a lot.

For Amber her motivation for competing was outweighed by a preoccupation with food
which demonstrates the impact of self-starvation on athletes’ thoughts and behaviors. Her
ability to self-starve was seen as an achievement and her reward was being able to overeat
following weigh-in. These eating behaviors were justified by the demands of the sport which
encouraged athletes to eat in abundance to fuel performance.

For Amber, the urgency of making weight reignited problematic thoughts, as she
recalled disordered behaviors which she previously engaged in to negate weight gain:

You need to make weight so if you ever need to you can [throw up] . . . that was

always in the back of my mind after a binge or if | need to cut weight . . . you can get

rid of the food in your stomach if you really need to because | had done that before.

Similarly, for Isabelle weight-cutting triggered old thoughts regarding her body
leading to severe compensatory behaviors: “Constantly telling myself | was too big started
bringing back those habits | had of not eating at all, skipping meals, throwing up, doing
cardio all the time”. A negative inner monologue from Isabelle emerged regarding her body
following a period of self-starvation. Isabelle perceives such thought patterns and behaviors
occurred due to her history with an eating disorder: “If | didn't have that | would be stronger
right now, maybe I’d be able to deal with it better”. However, as additional interviews
demonstrate, regardless of prior relationship with food, experiences within the sport were still
perceived to impact a disordered relationship with food and the body in other athletes: “I
never had a bad relationship with food before [powerlifting]” (Charlotte).

Participants experienced a fluctuation in extreme eating behaviors and body perceptions
throughout the competition year. For some, balancing their desired eating patterns to produce

optimal performance, while simultaneously attempting to cut weight during the competition
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season, resulted in a cycle of restriction and bingeing. The urgency of making weight also led
to self-depreciating thoughts about the body and the re-emergence of previous eating
practices when striving to meet a desired weight-class.

Culture of regulation

A culture of regulation was present as regulatory practices were imposed on athletes
either through self-monitoring or disciplinary practices imposed by coaches. The control
which athletes previously perceived they had over their bodies was in contrast to the present
theme, whereby control was relinquished to coaches and calories. Some coaches influenced
motivations to engage in weight-cutting, as from a position of power, they had control over
athletes’ bodies and what they were eating. The strict regulations imposed by coaches and the
calorie limits enforced by athletes’ themselves, led to extreme eating practices such as self-
starvation and purging, as well as body consciousness.

The monitoring of calories and macronutrient intake was present in all athlete
narratives. This method of weight management involved inputting calories consumed into
MyFitnessPal, an app which allows users to monitor calories consumed (and specifically
macronutrient intake) and calories expended, otherwise known as energy-balance. Athlete
narratives described a compulsion to monitor calories in their daily life: “Even when I wasn't
eating, | was thinking about it. I was thinking about what | can have for my next meal that's
going to fit into my calories” (Amy). This method of self-monitoring led to difficulties while
eating at social occasions: “Tracking [food] can get quite obsessive . . . it can get very
addicting if you go out for a meal and you can't track, you feel paranoid that you've gone over
your calories” (Olivia). Feelings of worry emerged if athletes felt they had no control over the
calories they were consuming (i.e., if they could not track it accurately in MyFitnessPal). In
order to regain control and alleviate feelings of guilt for “bad days” (Charlotte), behaviors

such as undereating and expending calories through additional exercise were used. Eating
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fewer calories would counteract “bad days” (e.g., binges) where control was impossible: “I
would try to be as under [on calories] as possible. In my mind | was almost like taking
advantage of days where I was over [on calories]” (Rebecca). Interestingly, athletes noted
feelings of control were gained through being able to monitor their food intake through
MyFitnessPal and yet others described regaining control after deleting the app. For example,
Alice constructs her experiences through the move to a higher weight-class in order to get
away from calorie monitoring: “I don’t want to have to spend my life worrying about calories
and saying the reason I can’t eat this is because I need to stay at [weight-class]”.

Athlete narratives reveal regulations were additionally imposed by coaches which
influenced disordered eating. Athletes deemed the role of the coach vital due to their status:
“They're literally God to their athlete, like they listen to every word they say” (Isabelle).
Isabelle exemplifies the position of power and control which coaches had upon athletes.
Coaches enforced disciplinary practices (e.g., weighing, dieting, weight-cutting) were
adhered to by athletes. Consequently, Charlotte experienced disordered eating after following
strict rules from her coach surrounding dietary intake:

[Coach] was always like you will never make weight eating that stuff, make sure you

don't eat carbs . . . | was restricting myself so much that | would go and binge on the

foods | couldn't have and then just go and make myself sick because | felt so bad.

Food restriction was deemed necessary for Charlotte to make weight and following
binge-eating and a period of guilt, relief was found in purging. Given the position of power
which coaches had, athletes noted the role of the coach was vital in preventing disordered
eating. Sophie suggested that problems with food arose when athletes relinquished control of
their food intake to their coach: “If they [coaches] have more control over what you're putting
into your body than you do, then that's problematic” (Sophie). Ultimately these extreme self-

regulatory practices as well as those imposed by some coaches led to body consciousness,
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guilt, and daily thoughts to be dominated by food and calories. The implementation of strict
disciplinary practices by coaches were therefore advised against. Instead, athletes advocated
for further education and awareness surrounding nutrition and disordered eating, in order to
prevent the occurrence of misinformed weight-cutting in powerlifting.
The female body vs. the powerlifter body

Athlete accounts revolved around the role of their bodies as required for the sport,
contrasted to what is idealized in society. Disordered eating was linked to striving to attain a
body weight for a smaller weight-class, which athletes associated as more in line with a
socially desired female body. However, striving for a lower weight-class was continuously
negotiated as athletes welcomed the gain of muscle to aid performance and recognized the
empowering effect which having a powerlifter body had on attaining a positive body image.

Some participant accounts reveal an idealization with the attainment of body which was

able to meet social body norms while still being able to produce a successful powerlifting
performance. This led to associations made between being in a smaller weight-class and the
possession of a socially accepted aesthetic body: “Girls seem to not want to move up [a
weight-class] but that's just a kind of society thing that we have in our heads, that girls should
be smaller” (Mary). Heavier weight-categories were associated with a body which did not
conform to the aesthetically-pleasing social ideal, which led participants to eat disorderedly
in order to compete in a lower weight-class. Some girls rebelled against this ideal by
discussing being part of a sport that defies these rules: “It’s much cooler to lift heavy stuff
and go against the stereotype that females have to look a certain way or that females who lift
look a certain way” (Rebecca). Rebecca exemplifies the enjoyment had from challenging
perceptions that female bodies need to conform to traditional social norms. Similarly,

Georgia enjoyed how powerlifting has changed the perception of her body:
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My body has a purpose now, it's not just something to look at. It can do stuff like I don't

give a fuck if I’ve got thick legs like these thick legs squat more than your boyfriend.

It's nice knowing that you're stronger than the boys.

Athletes embraced their muscular bodies and challenged societal ideals of beauty by
occupying space through their muscular physiques. These body perceptions allowed athletes
to view their bodies as having a purpose, which for some, led to decisions to move up a
weight-class, stop disordered eating practices, and allow their bodies to grow in order to
increase performance. Regardless, a paradoxical relationship existed for many between social
and sporting body norms. Some athletes described wanting to be both strong for the sport,
alongside meeting social ideals regarding femininity: “I care the most about getting a higher
deadlift, bench, and squat, but I also care about how I look in the mirror and being lean”
(Hayley). Athletes which strived to attain both ideals, continued in their pursuit of strength
and a better performance, but within the confines of their weight-class, which led to
continued disordered eating behaviors in order to attain this ideal. Participants additionally
made comparisons due to thoughts competitors’ bodies were leaner, and therefore more in
line with society’s idealized feminine body: “At competition they look real lean with their abs
popping . . . automatically it makes me ponder being in a lower class cos they're in my
category and I’m not as lean” (Sophie). Sophie made body comparisons to peers who she
perceived had muscular bodies, but also socially desirable lean bodies. These comparisons
led to feelings of body dissatisfaction, which caused Sophie to ponder cutting weight and
disordered eating in an attempt to meet both ideals.

Despite the move to a higher weight-class to stop weight-cutting and alleviate
disordered eating, weight gain was linked to negative connotations for most. However,
participants admitted weight gain was a normal part of the sport as increased muscle mass

was a by-product of training. Athletes welcomed weight gain, as long as it aided strength and
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muscle mass gain, but not fat gain: “The thing that would be hard is | wouldn't like to put on
two kilos and it be fat” (Emily). The gain of fat was associated with body dissatisfaction for
the athletes who desired possession of both a strong yet lean muscular body for powerlifting.

Amber described how weight gain and the move to a weight-class were a sacrifice,
explaining feelings of frustration when immediate performance benefits were not reaped:

If my sessions go badly or | go to hit a weight and it doesn't move as well as | think it

should, the pros don't outweigh the cons . . . I’'m sacrificing looking leaner to get

stronger and it's not even working. | get frustrated when my sessions don't go well
because I think that I’ve made this sacrifice of having to gain weight and not look the
way | want any more. I’m not even strong enough to be that big.

Amber recognized that in order to be as strong as possible, her previous lean body
would have to be sacrificed. This meant beginning to develop healthier eating patterns now
that she did not have to focus on restricting food in order to lose weight for a weight-class.
However, when weight gain was not rewarded by increased levels of strength, her new
heavier body was resented. For Amber, it seems the cons of weight-cutting (i.e., disordered
eating) once yielded a body which was in line with a social body ideal. Ultimately, the ideal
smaller leaner body which Amber desired did not fit with how she perceived her current body
after a period of gaining weight for the purpose of powerlifting performance.

Athletes attempted to negotiate both female and powerlifter body ideals which
impacted the perceptions of their body and disordered eating. Athletes which weight cut to
attain lower weight-classes possessed a more socially accepted body, however, were
engaging in extreme weight-cutting practices and disordered eating. In contrast, although
those which made the move to higher weight-classes did not engage in disordered eating,
their previous leaner body was sacrificed leading to an overall poor body image.

Discussion
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The aim of the study was to explore disordered eating experiences in competitive
female powerlifters, and specifically understand the impact of weight-classes on disordered
eating and body perceptions. The results provide unique insights to powerlifting athletes’
thoughts, feelings, attitudes, and behaviors surrounding eating and the body. Themes
highlighted the conflict between the aim of powerlifting in terms of adding ‘weight on the
bar’, and the weight-class aspect of the sport requiring athletes to monitor ‘weight on the
scale’. Findings provide further support to existing risk and prevalence studies within weight-
class sports, confirming the sport to be “at-risk’ of disordered eating development (Smolak et
al., 2000; Sundgot-Borgen & Torstveit, 2004). Our findings also advance previous work
within weight-class sports and go beyond the identification of causal relationships, as themes
demonstrate how the sociocultural context of powerlifting can influence the construction of
disordered eating and body perceptions. We will now discuss our themes in relation to
relevant literature.

Firstly, weight-classes and the normalization of weight-cutting practices imbedded
within the sporting culture led athletes to excessively monitor their weight and impacted
perceptions of the body and disordered eating. This was highlighted by Galli et al. (2017),
who found voluntary self-weighing of up to seven times per week lead to internalization of
societal body ideals and disordered eating, including calorie restriction and bulimia
symptoms. The imposed regulations in the form of self-monitoring which participants within
our study engaged in was described by McMahon and Dinan-Thompson (2011) as the
engagement in regulatory normalized practices over the body in order to gain perceived
performance success. Within our study, regulatory practices used to cut weight (e.g., food
restriction and water manipulation) were learned behaviors from coaches, peers, and/or social
media. The internalization of such behaviors combined with weight-cutting being the norm

within the sport, led to disordered eating and poor body perceptions. These findings support
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previous athlete accounts within swimming (Jones et al., 2005; McMahon & Thompson,
2008) which highlight how compliance to a sporting culture and the regulatory practices
imposed by coaches led athletes to engage in self-monitoring and surveillance of the body.
Many participants engaged in disordered eating behaviors, which they witnessed male
athletes engage in, without any overt pathological effect. Views were that males were able to
detach themselves from the emotions many females experienced with food. This observation
highlights the existence of hegemonic masculinity values within powerlifting, which expect
males to project confidence and never vulnerability through admitting mental or physical
illness (Rdisanen & Hunt, 2014). For the female powerlifter, attitudes and norms aligned with
those imbedded within the culture of the sport, leading to a lack of disclosure of
psychological struggle with weight cuts. Ironically, participants recommended an increased
awareness in the sport to tackle disordered eating, contradicting accounts of disordered eating
being hidden from peers and coaches, as well as a hesitation in discussing the role which
weight-classes had on disordered eating, due to fears of judgement (Sitch & Day, 2015). The
gendered constructions of disordered eating additionally provided an interesting dimension to
the understanding of help-seeking and disclosure of mental illness in weight-class sports.
Similar to sports whereby an aesthetic component was not a marker for performance
success, body image concerns continued to be apparent for athletes (Russell, 2004). Our
findings highlight a female-athlete paradox within powerlifting, which conceptualizes how
female athletes confront pressures to meet cultural dualism: both the ideals of Western
culture emphasizing a feminine body, and sporting culture which demands an athletic body
(Choi, 2003; Krane et al., 2004). Echoing comments by Rosdahl (2014), the muscular woman
allows herself, both literally and figuratively, to occupy space outside of accepted gender
norms. Equally, participants idealized a smaller leaner physique which led to motivations to

weight-cut. Through investigating eating practices in combination with body perceptions, an
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interaction beyond a simple causal relationship between weight-cutting and disordered eating
was identified (e.g., Sundgot-Borgen & Torstveit, 2004). The added dimension of body
image perceptions demonstrated how this construct operates within a female weight-class
sport and contributes to the growing body of work on the female-athlete paradox.

A positive body image allowed athletes to appreciate and internalize their bodies for
what it could do, as opposed to dwelling on any perceived imperfections. Our findings
corroborate discussions by Tylka and Wood-Barcalow (2015) suggesting body image does
not operate on a continuum. Experiences of both concurrent positive and negative body
images meant powerlifters were still able to appreciate and respect their body, for the feats of
strength it was able to produce. Interestingly, accounts from Georgia and Alice, framed
around feelings of empowerment from moving up a weight-class, did not internalize the
female-athlete paradox. In line with bodybuilding narratives, it may be possible that a means
has been found to integrate a female identity within powerlifting to generate a new ideal body
norm (Marshall et al., 2019). Such accounts highlight that further research is warranted in the
attainment of a middle ground between the two dualist ideals of femininity and athleticism.

Our findings suggest that competing in powerlifting poses a mental health risk, if
careful consideration of weight-class is not taken into account. The use of weight-cutting has
been normalized through perceptions that a lower weight-class increases competitiveness,
which is reinforced by peers and coaches. In line with mental health position statements, the
sporting culture must change in order to be a psychologically safe environment for athletes
(Slingerland et al., 2019). A culture change could include creating new norms surrounding
competitiveness and fostering an environment whereby athletes are encouraged to seek help
for mental health concerns (Bauman, 2016). More specifically, a shift in perspective
surrounding competitiveness and weight-classes may facilitate an improvement in

powerlifters’ mental health. Given the relationship between muscle mass and lifting
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performance, an energy surplus is most beneficial for increased performance in resistance
trained individuals (Slater et al., 2019). This suggests the move to a higher weight-class to be
most optimal for powerlifters. In addition, the complex interaction between nutrition,
performance, and the risks associated with weight-cutting, warrant workshops with qualified
dieticians to increase weight-cutting literacy (UK Sport, n.d). Through such evidence-based
strategies, disordered eating may be alleviated through a change in culture and the ceasing of
weight-cutting, improving the overall mental and physical health of powerlifters.

Although there is a lack of literature on disordered eating interventions for weight-
class female athletes, disordered eating education in other sports has proven to be a
successful early intervention strategy (Torres-McGee et al., 2011). Beyond the behavioral
practices which athletes engaged in to make weight, our findings demonstrated that weight-
cutting went far beyond behaviors and highlighted the emotional and attitudinal relationships
toward food and the body. Athlete constructions of their bodies demonstrated the importance
of targeting a body image perspective as an early intervention tool. Interventions targeted at
improving body image, with the aim of eating disorder prevention, have proved useful in the
attainment of reduced body dissatisfaction, drive for thinness, and dietary restraint (Becker et
al., 2012). Therefore, our findings support the use of such prevention and early intervention
projects to target disordered eating in athletes. Future intervention research, specifically
targeting female weight-class athletes may prove insightful in addition to our findings.

Athlete accounts demonstrated how being a female athlete in a male dominated sport
influenced the construction of experiences. For example, weight-cutting was legitimized
within a cultural context whereby psychological struggle was not disclosed due to an
alignment with hegemonic masculinity norms. Although we never intended to ‘verify’
participant accounts, as these were a representation of their socially constructed reality at a

particular time, an investigation of male powerlifters experiences to supplement our female
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accounts, may have proved insightful. Future researchers may choose to explore gendered
constructions within weight-class sports of disordered eating and body perceptions in male
athletes, in order to expand upon our findings. Given that our findings highlighted a complex
tangled relationship between weight-cutting and disordered eating, we encourage future
weight-class sport studies to investigate disordered eating through a subjective lens.
Conclusion

This study was the first to qualitatively explore disordered eating in a weight-class
sport. Our findings add to the growing body of literature on disordered eating and body image
in sport, through the use of interpretive perspectives to gain an understanding of athletes’
experiences. Athlete accounts revealed how the sociocultural contexts of powerlifting
contributed to experiences of disordered eating practices and particular body perceptions. The
normalization of weight-cutting led many athletes to engage in regulatory practices, however,
any associated psychological concerns (e.g., disordered eating) were concealed due to fears
of judgement from others within the sport. Motivations to cut weight were not only to gain a
competitive edge over fellow athletes, but were also linked to body image concerns, as lower
weight-classes were associated with a more aesthetically pleasing body ideal. Therefore, our
results highlighted a female-athlete paradox within powerlifting, as athletes desired both a
body capable of powerlifting success and a body which met societal ideals. However, this
paradox was not internalized by all athletes; some constructed their experiences through the
move to a higher weight-class and viewed the sport as empowering, which suggests not all
athletes ascribe to specific body ideals. In order to alleviate disordered eating development,
an increased literacy of disordered eating, weight-cutting, and nutrition within powerlifting is
needed. In addition, interventions targeted at improving body image may prove useful in
disordered eating prevention. We anticipate findings will extend to other weight-class sports

to further understand individual experiences of disordered eating.



622

623

624

625

626

627

628

629

630

631

632

633

634

635

636

637

638

639

640

641

642

643

644

645

646

WEIGHT ON THE BAR VS. WEIGHT ON THE SCALE 26

References

American Psychiatric Association. (2013). Diagnostic and statistical manual of mental
disorders: DSM-1V-TR. American Psychiatric Association.

Aratjo, C. G. S., & Scharhag, J. (2016). Athlete: a working definition for medical and health
sciences research. Scandinavian Journal of Medicine & Science in Sports, 26, 4-7.
d0i:10.1111/sms.12632

Artioli, G. G., Franchini, E., Nicastro, H., Sterkowicz, S., Solis, M. Y., & Lancha, A. H. (2010).
The need of a weight management control program in judo: A proposal based on the
successful case of wrestling. Journal of the International Society of Sports Nutrition, 7,
15. doi:10.1186/1550-2783-7-15

Bauman, N. J. (2016). The stigma of mental health in athletes: are mental toughness and mental
health seen as contradictory in elite sport? British Journal of Sports Medicine, 50, 135—
136.

Beals, K. A., & Manore, M. M. (1994). The prevalence and consequences of subclinical eating
disorders in female athletes. International Journal of Sport Nutrition, 4, 175-195.

Becker, C. B., McDaniel, L., Bull, S., Powell, M., & Mclntyre, K. (2012). Can we reduce
eating disorder risk factors in female college athletes? A randomized exploratory
investigation of two peer-led interventions. Body Image, 9(1), 31-42.
doi:10.1016/j.bodyim.2011.09.005

Bordo, S. (1990). Reading the slender body. In Jacobus, M, Fox Keller, E & Shuttleworth, S
(Eds.) Body/Politics: Women and the Discourse of Science (pp. 467-488). Routledge.

Busanich, R., McGannon, K. R., & Schinke, R. J. (2014). Comparing elite male and female
distance runner's experiences of disordered eating through narrative
analysis. Psychology of Sport and Exercise, 15(6), 705-712.

doi:10.1016/j.psychsport.2019.101620



647

648

649

650

651

652

653

654

655

656

657

658

659

660

661

662

663

664

665

666

667

668

669

670

WEIGHT ON THE BAR VS. WEIGHT ON THE SCALE 27

Braun, V., & Clarke, V. (2006). Using thematic analysis in psychology. Qualitative Research
in Psychology, 3, 77-101. doi:10.1191/1478088706qp0630a

Braun, V., & Clarke, V. (2019). Reflecting on reflexive thematic analysis. Qualitative
Research in Sport, Exercise and Health, 11(4), 589-597.
doi:10.1080/2159676X.2019.1628806

British Powerlifting. (2020). Retreived from https://www.britishpowerlifting.org/results.

Cash, T. F., & Deagle I11, E. A. (1997). The nature and extent of body-image disturbances in
anorexia nervosa and bulimia nervosa: A meta-analysis. International Journal of
Eating Disorders, 22(2), 107-126.

Choi, P. Y. (2003). Muscle matters: Maintaining visible differences between women and
men. Sexualities, Evolution & Gender, 5, 71-81.
doi:10.1080/14616660310001632554

Coker, N. A., Varanoske, A. N., Baker, K. M., Hahs-Vaughn, D. L., & Wells, A. J. (2018).
Predictors of competitive success of national-level powerlifters: a multilevel
analysis. International Journal of Performance Analysis in Sport, 18(5), 796-805.
doi:10.1080/24748668.2018.1519751

Cooper, H., & Winter, S. (2017). Exploring the conceptualization and persistence of
disordered eating in retired swimmers. Journal of Clinical Sport Psychology, 11, 222-
239. d0i:10.1123/jcsp.2016-0038

de Bruin, A. K., & Oudejans, R. R. (2018). Athletes’ body talk: The role of contextual body
image in eating disorders as seen through the eyes of elite women athletes. Journal of
Clinical Sport Psychology, 12(4), 675-698. doi:10.1123/jcsp.2018-0047

DiCicco-Bloom, B., & Crabtree, B. F. (2006). The qualitative research interview. Medical

Education, 40, 314-321. doi:10.1111/j.1365-2929.2006.02418.x



671

672

673

674

675

676

677

678

679

680

681

682

683

684

685

686

687

688

689

690

691

692

693

694

WEIGHT ON THE BAR VS. WEIGHT ON THE SCALE 28

Fontana, A. & J. H. Frey. (2008). The interview: From neutral stance to political
involvement. In N. Denzin & Y. Lincoln (Eds.), Collecting and interpreting
qualitative materials. Sage.

Fylan, F. (2005). Semi-structured interviewing. In J. Miles & P. Gilbert, A Handbook of
Research Methods for Clinical and Health Psychology (pp. 65-78). Oxford University
Press.

Garcia-Manso, J. M., Martin-Gonzélez, J. M., Da Silva-Grigoletto, M. E., Vaamonde, D.,
Benito, P., & Calderon, J. (2008). Male powerlifting performance described from the
viewpoint of complex systems. Journal of Theoretical Biology, 251(3), 498-508.
doi:10.1016/j.jtbi.2007.12.010

Galli, N., Petrie, T., & Chatterton, J. (2017). Team weigh-ins and self-weighing: Relations to
body-related perceptions and disordered eating in collegiate male athletes. Psychology
of Sport and Exercise, 29, 51-55. doi:10.1016/j.psychsport.2016.12.004

Guba, E. G., & Lincoln, Y. S. (1994). Competing paradigms in qualitative
research. Handbook of Qualitative Research (pp.105-117). Sage.

Greenleaf, C. (2002). Athletic body image: Exploratory interviews with former competitive
female athlete. Women in Sport and Physical Activity Journal, 11(1), 63-88.

Hardin, M., & Greer, J. D. (2009). The influence of gender-role socialization, media use and
sports participation on perceptions of gender-appropriate sports. Journal of Sport
Behavior, 32, 207-226.

Janghorban, R., Roudsari, R. L., & Taghipour, A. (2014). Skype interviewing: The new
generation of online synchronous interview in qualitative research. International
Journal of Qualitative Studies on Health and Well-being, 9, 24152.

doi:10.3402/ghw.v9.24152



695

696

697

698

699

700

701

702

703

704

705

706

707

708

709

710

711

712

713

714

715

716

717

718

719

WEIGHT ON THE BAR VS. WEIGHT ON THE SCALE 29

Jones, R. L., Glintmeyer, N., & McKenzie, A. (2005). Slim bodies, eating disorders and the
coach-athlete relationship: A tale of identity creation and disruption. International
Review for the Sociology of Sport, 40(3), 377-391. doi:10.1177/1012690205060231

Knox, C. (2017). Review and commentary of the nutritional recommendations, weight
management regulations, weight management practices, and the potential of
disordered eating patterns in high school age wrestlers. Sport Journal, 1, 1.

Krane, V., Choi, P. Y., Baird, S. M., Aimar, C. M., & Kauer, K. J. (2004). Living the
paradox: Female athletes negotiate femininity and muscularity. Sex Roles, 50(5-6),
315-329.

Lo lacono, V., Symonds, P., & Brown, D. H. (2016). Skype as a tool for qualitative research
interviews. Sociological Research Online, 21, 1-15. doi:10.5153/sr0.3952

Marshall, K., Chamberlain, K., & Hodgetts, D. (2019). Female bodybuilders on Instagram:
Negotiating an empowered femininity. Feminism & Psychology, 29(1), 96-119.
doi:10.1177/0959353518808319

McGannon, K. R., & McMahon, J. (2019). Understanding female athlete disordered eating
and recovery through narrative turning points in autobiographies. Psychology of Sport
and Exercise, 40, 42-50. doi:10.1016/j.psychsport.2018.09.003

McMahon, J., & Dinan Thompson, M. (2008). A malleable body: Revelations from an elite
Australian swimmer. ACHPER Australia Healthy Lifestyles Journal, 55(1), 23.

McMahon, J., & Dinan-Thompson, M. (2011). ‘Body work—regulation of a swimmer body’:
an autoethnography from an Australian elite swimmer. Sport, education and society,
16(1), 35-50. doi:10.1080/13573322.2011.531960

Moore, J. L., Travis, S. K., Lee, M. L., & Stone, M. H. (2019). Making Weight: Maintaining
Body Mass for Weight Class Barbell Athletes. Strength & Conditioning

Journal, 41(6), 110-114.



720

721

722

723

724

725

726

727

728

729

730

731

732

733

734

735

736

737

738

739

740

741

742

743

WEIGHT ON THE BAR VS. WEIGHT ON THE SCALE 30

Papathomas, A., & Lavallee, D. (2010). Athlete experiences of disordered eating in
sport. Qualitative Research in Sport and Exercise, 2, 354-370.
doi:10.1080/19398441.2010.517042

Papathomas, A., & Lavallee, D. (2012). Narrative constructions of anorexia and abuse: An
athlete's search for meaning in trauma. Journal of Loss and Trauma, 17(4), 293-318.
doi:10.1080/15325024.2011.616740

Papathomas, A., & Lavallee, D. (2014). Self-starvation and the performance narrative in
competitive sport. Psychology of Sport and Exercise, 15(6), 688-695.
doi:10.1016/j.psychsport.2013.10.014

Papathomas, A., Smith, B., & Lavallee, D. (2015). Family experiences of living with an
eating disorder: A narrative analysis. Journal of Health Psychology, 20(3), 313-325.
doi:10.1177/1359105314566608

Poucher, Z. A., Tamminen, K. A., Caron, J. G., & Sweet, S. N. (2019). Thinking through and
designing qualitative research studies: a focused mapping review of 30 years of
qualitative research in sport psychology. International Review of Sport and Exercise
Psychology, 1-24. doi:10.1080/1750984X.2019.1656276

Raisanen, U., & Hunt, K. (2014). The role of gendered constructions of eating disorders in
delayed help-seeking in men: A qualitative interview study. BMJ open, 4, e004342.
doi:10.1136/bmjopen-2013- 004342

Richardson, N. (2004). The queer activity of extreme male bodybuilding: Gender dissidence,
auto-eroticism and hysteria. Social Semiotics, 14, 49-65.
doi:10.1080/1035033042000202924

Rosdahl, J. (2014). The myth of femininity in the sport of bodysculpting. Social Alternatives,

33, 36-42.



744

745

746

747

748

749

750

751

752

753

754

755

756

757

758

759

760

761

762

763

764

765

766

WEIGHT ON THE BAR VS. WEIGHT ON THE SCALE 31

Russell, K. M. (2004). On versus off the pitch: The transiency of body satisfaction among
female rugby players, cricketers, and netballers. Sex Roles, 51(9-10), 561-574.

Schinke, R. J., Smith, B., & McGannon, K. R. (2013). Pathways for community research in
sport and physical activity: Criteria for consideration. Qualitative Research in Sport,
Exercise and Health, 5, 460-468. doi:10.1080/2159676x.2013.846274

Van Slingerland, K. J., Durand-Bush, N., Bradley, L., Goldfield, G., Archambault, R., Smith,
D., Edwards, C., Delenardo, S., Taylor, S., Penny, W., & Kenttg, G. (2019). Canadian
Centre for Mental Health and Sport (CCMHS) position statement: Principles of
mental health in competitive and high-performance sport. Clinical Journal of Sport
Medicine, 29(3), 173-180.

Sitch, M., & Day, M. (2015). Using a daily diary approach to understand the psychological
experiences of making weight. The Sport Psychologist, 29, 29-40.

Slater, G. J., Dieter, B. P., Marsh, D. J., Helms, E. R., Shaw, G., & Iraki, J. (2019). Is an
Energy Surplus Required to Maximize Skeletal Muscle Hypertrophy Associated With
Resistance Training. Frontiers in Nutrition, 6, 131. doi:10.3389/fnut.2019.00131

Smith, B., & McGannon, K. R. (2018). Developing rigor in qualitative research: Problems
and opportunities within sport and exercise psychology. International Review of Sport
and Exercise Psychology, 11, 101-121. doi:10.1080/1750984x.2017.1317357

Smith, B., & Sparkes, A. C. (2016). Qualitative interviewing in the sport and exercise
sciences. Routledge Handbook of Qualitative Research in Sport and Exercise, (pp.
103-123). Routledge.

Smolak, L., Murnen, S. K., & Ruble, A. E. (2000). Female athletes and eating problems: A

meta-analysis. International Journal of Eating Disorders, 27, 371-380.



767

768

769

770

771

772

773

774

775

776

e

778

779

780

781

782

783

784

WEIGHT ON THE BAR VS. WEIGHT ON THE SCALE 32

Sundgot-Borgen, J., & Torstveit, M. K. (2004). Prevalence of eating disorders in elite athletes
is higher than in the general population. Clinical Journal of Sport Medicine, 14, 25-
32.

Terry, G., Hayfield, N., Clarke, V., & Braun, V. (2017). Thematic analysis. In The Sage
handbook of qualitative research in psychology, (pp. 17-37). Sage.

Tiggemann, M. (2001). Personx situation interactions in body dissatisfaction. International
Journal of Eating Disorders, 29(1), 65-70.

Torres-McGehee, T. M., Green, J. M., Leaver-Dunn, D., Leeper, J. D., Bishop, P. A., &
Richardson, M. T. (2011). Attitude and knowledge changes in collegiate dancers
following a short-term, team-centered prevention program on eating
disorders. Perceptual and Motor Skills, 112(3), 711-725.

Tylka, T. L., & Wood-Barcalow, N. L. (2015). What is and what is not positive body image?
Conceptual foundations and construct definition. Body Image, 14, 118-129.
doi:10.1016/j.bodyim.2015.04.001

UK Sport. (n.d.). Eating Disorders in Sport: A guideline framework for practitioners working
with high performance athletes. Retrieved from:

http://www.uksport.gov.uk/~/media/files/resources/eating_disorders_in_sport.pdf



	Procedure
	Data Analysis
	Methodological Rigor
	The participants’ training and competition experiences in powerlifting impacted their disordered eating practices and body perceptions which resulted in four themes. The athletes’ shared that the fear of disclosing weight-cutting concerns; eating like...
	That's how the eating disorder has developed because I've had to cut when maybe I should have gone up a weight-category. I’d be eating normal and enjoying life and then I’d go from that to . . . putting my body through those harsh conditions.
	Charlotte attributes the development of her eating disorder to her decisions to cut weight for a higher Wilks, which demonstrates the strength of a performance narrative for this athlete. Charlotte’s life is interrupted each time she engages in a weig...
	The female body vs. the powerlifter body
	Athlete accounts revolved around the role of their bodies as required for the sport, contrasted to what is idealized in society. Disordered eating was linked to striving to attain a body weight for a smaller weight-class, which athletes associated as...
	Some participant accounts reveal an idealization with the attainment of body which was able to meet social body norms while still being able to produce a successful powerlifting performance. This led to associations made between being in a smaller wei...
	My body has a purpose now, it's not just something to look at. It can do stuff like I don't give a fuck if I’ve got thick legs like these thick legs squat more than your boyfriend. It's nice knowing that you're stronger than the boys.
	Athletes embraced their muscular bodies and challenged societal ideals of beauty by occupying space through their muscular physiques. These body perceptions allowed athletes to view their bodies as having a purpose, which for some, led to decisions to...
	Athletes attempted to negotiate both female and powerlifter body ideals which impacted the perceptions of their body and disordered eating. Athletes which weight cut to attain lower weight-classes possessed a more socially accepted body, however, were...

