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Self-perception in Elite Collegiate Female Gymnasts,
Cross-Country Runners, and Track-and-Field Athletes

DeBORAH SAINT-PHARD, MD; BRENT VaN DorsTEN, PuD: Rosert G. Marx, MD, MSc, FRCSC:

aND KERRI A. YORK

s Objective: To compare self-perception between a
group of competitive, elite female collegiate athietes (par-
ticipating in gymnastics, cross country, and track and
field) and a group of female political science students
{nonathietic control subjects). We hypothesized that the
athletic group would rate athletics as more important
than would the nonathlietic group. that the perception of
athletic competence would correlate positively with self-
worth for athietes only, and that the perception of ath-
letic competence would have a stronger influence on seif-
worth in the athletic group.

o Subjects und Wethods: The Seif-perception Profile
for College Students was completed by 32 athietes and 13
nonathietes. This profile measures 12 subscales plus Glo-
bal Self-worth independently and generates scores that
reflect the subject’s perceived importance of and compe-
tence in each of the subscale areas.

® Resuits: The athietes rated athletics as more impor-
tant than did aonathietes. although this trend was aon-
significant when adjusted for age. As age increased. the
importance of athletics decreased for both groups. There

S everal common features have been attributed to ath-
letes. including emotional health. extroversion. tough-
mindedness. assertion. and seif-contidence. Cocper- noted
that athietes manifest a greater motivatien o achieve a
higher Jdegree of emoetional stability and seem better
adjusted socratly compared with nonathletes. However.
Gavin' aored that there are manyv unsystematic and con-
licting descripuons of persons involved in sport.

Finkenberz et ai” studied the self-concept of 2lite female
collegrate athietes hut found no differences between groups
of athieres or berween athletes and nonathletes when using
the Tennessee Seif-concept Scale. Small sample size may
have influenced these results.
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was a direct reiationship between perceived athletic com-
petence and self-worth for the athietes but not for the
nonathletes. Variables that accounted for the Global Self-
worth score in athietes were perceptions of Competence
subscales for Appearance, Social Acceptance, Friendship,
and Job. Variabies that accounted for the Global Self-
worth scores in the nonathletes were perceptions of Com-
petence subscales for Romance, Morality, Humor. and
Appearance. The athletic group had significantly lower
Global Self-worth scores than the nonathlietic group.
* Conclusions: The female athietes in this study derived
a large component of their self-worth from their perceived
athietic competence. Clinicians shouid bear in mind the
celative importance of athletics to voung female athletes
and the relationship of perceived athletic ability to self-
worth when treating these individualis.
Mavo Clin Proc. 1999;74:770-774

NCAA = National Coilegiate Athietic Association

Brewer® observed that athletes who have a strong and
exclusive :denufication with the athlete role—ie. their ath-
letic 1dentutv—may be vulnerable 0 depressien if they
sutfer an injury. He suggested that athietes with high scores
on athletic idenuty may bind their seit-esteem to their
athletic performance. Occasional newspaper anecdotes de-
scribe athietes who are ‘njured or persorm seorly :nimpor-
rant career-determining 2venrs and -ubseguently attempt
sutcide or sutfer from severe emodenai distress.”

Research performed o date™™ " on personaiity character-
istics comparing athletes with nonathiete controls has been
incomplete. Little empircai dat are available o provide
insight o health care professionals o the meaning or value
of sport participation io the athlete. and some argue™ that
athletes should be ireated ditferentlv by health care profes-
sicnals. The purpose of this study was to determine the
meaning that competitive. elite femaie athietes assign to
athletic participation. This was done by analvzing the re-
sponses to a questionnaire that represented several factors
and studying the relationship between these factors and
self-worth. Delineating the factors that correlate most
strongly with Global Seif-worth might retlect areas of po-
tential vulnerability. should an athlet2 sustain a loss in | of
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these areas. This could help health care professionals focus
on potential problen; areas. (Loss in this context 1s defined
as a loss {eg. injury, athletic competence. loss of personal
friendships. 1oss of parsntal relationship. loss of academic
competence. romantic relationshipj in 1 of the 12 subscale
areas that make up the Giobal Self-worth score in this
study. )

Three hvpotheses were tesied in this study: (1) perform-
ing in athletic activines < more important for athletes than
for nonathietes: (21 seif-percepuon of athletc competence
correlates positively with Giobal Self-worth in the athietic
group: anc - 3 the most powerful mfiuence on an athlete’s
Giobal Self-worih 1< her athienc competence

METHODS
Study Participants

The seif-percepuon: of 72 Navonal Coiiegiate Athietic
Associanon NCAA femule athietes & gvmnasts. 13
cross-country runners. anc {0 track-and-field athletes:
were compared Witk those 0f & control grour nonathleies;
of 13 femais poliucal science undergraduate students. All
athietes were on the rosier of a Division I NCAA varan
team In gvmnastucs. cross country. or track and field. One
of us (D S -P i recruniec the athietes e fil! our a guestion-
naire. which they were toid was a measure of their percep-
tions. The 32 parucipants represented & 7€% response rate.
Graduate students presented the questionnaire 1o a political
science class. which vielded a 62% response rate. We did
not evaluate why certain students eiected not to participate.

Measurement Tool

The 98-item Self-percepuion Profile for Coliege Stu-
dents* was administered 1o each participant. For the current
version of the Self-perception Profile for College Students.
Harter and Neeman' conducted 2 pilot studies. In 300
subjects (70 males and 230 females: mean age. 19.8 vears).
the profile was reliable across 12 subscales with values for
each subscale that ranged from 0.76 o (.92 (maximum
score, 1.00). Harter and Neeman® subjected the instrument
to factor analvsis using the Catiell screening test* to deter-
mine whether each of the 12 subscales constituted a sepa-
rate factor. The subscales corresponded perfectly to the
intended 12 subscales.'

The 12 content subscales. in addition to measures of
Global Self-worth. were Creativity. Intellectual Ability.
Scholastic Competence. Job Competence. Athietic Compe-
tence, Appearance. Romantic Relationships. Social Accep-
tance, Close Friendships. Parent Relationships. Humor. and
MOfaﬁty. Each of the content subscale domains has an Im-
portance score (ie. how important the task was perceived as
being) and a Competence score (1e. how competent one felt
at a given task) and contains 4 items. while the Globai Self-

worth subscale has 6 items. Scores (range. 1-41 were calcu-
lated with use of the scoring key in Harter and Neemarn.”

Statistical Methods

Two-sample comparisons were made between the ath-
letic and the nonathletic groups using the 7 test and the
nonparametric Wilcoxon rank sum test. The results of the
parametric and nonparametric tests were simijar 7 tests
are reporied herein). Univariate and mulupie regression
analvses were used to determine the relationships among
the variabies of interest and the differences berween the
groups. 1f age was related to the dependent ‘ariable.
analvsis of covariance was used 1o adjust for age. 17 age
was not related 1o the dependent variabje. then no adjus:-
ment for age was necessary. Lowess smoother ' were
used ro tHustrate graphicaliy the refationship berween the
variabies, 5-Plus and SAS software packages werr usec
1n this analvsis

RESULTS

The mean (SD self-perceived Importance score was sig-
nificant)y higher in the athletes (3.5 [(.1}]y thar in the
nonathietes (2.8 {0.21) (P = .005.. Figure } shows the seif-
perception of the Importance of each subscale and Glotal
Self-worth for the athietes and nonathletes. Mean ¢SD age
was significantly different between groups: the athletes
{19.5 [(.5] vears; were vounger than the nonathletes (21.5
[G.7] vearsi (P = .002). There was a negative reiauonship
berween self-perceived Importance of athietics an¢ age
(K" adjusting for group = 0.24: P = .02: After adjust-
ment for age. there was no significan: difference between
self-perceived Importance of athletics betweern the 2
groups (F = .16).

The mean (SD) Global Self-worth scores for the athletes
(2.9 {0.1}) were significantly lower than those for tae
nonathletes (3.5 [0.2]) (P = .02). Age was not significantly
related to seif-worth (P = .82 for athletes. P = .58 for
nonathletes). For the athletes. there was & significant
positive association between Competence ir athletics and
Giobal Self-worth (P<.001). For the nonathletes. the rela-
tionship between Competence in athletics and Global Seli-
worth was not significant (P = .47,

Mean (SD) self-perceived Competence in Scholastics
was significantly higher for the nonathietes (3.2 [(.2}: than
the athletes (2.6 [0.1]) (P = .01). Fagure 2 illustrates the
self-perceived Competence of each subscale and Global
Self-worth for the athletes and the nonathletes. There were
no other significant differences for any of the other Impor-
tance or Competence subscales.

When the 10 subscales were entered into the multiple
regression model for both Competence and Importance. the
Competence subscales of Appearance +P = .002). Soc:al
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Figure i. Mean Importance ratings of athietes and nonarthietes. Error bars indicate SDs.

Acceptance 2 = 045 Moratity 2 = Ddiand Job (P =
247+ and the Importance subscaies of Romance (2 = .01
and job (P = 002 were significant. resulting in R =0.78
‘Table 1). For the nonathletes. the Competence subscale
of Romance and the Impormance subscales of Morality
and Humeor were significant anivariate predictors of
Giobat Self-worth. When a multiple regression model was
run. the onlv statisticaily sigmificant vanabie for the non-
athiete zroup was Competence in Remance. with -=0.39
iTable 1.

DISCUSSION

In support of our first hvpothesis. the athletic greup scored
imporiance of athletics significantly higher than the non-
athletic group. However. this trend was not signifi-
cant when adjusted for age. The nonathletes were 1 vears
older on average. and the ditference in Importance of
athletics may have been attributable to this confounding
variaole.

The second hvpothesis that percetved Competence in
athletics would positively correiate with Global Self-worth
scores in the athletic group was supported by the data.
Athletes may derive positive emotions from performing
well or may conversely experience a negative emotional

respense if they perform pooriy. This relationship wouldg
resuit in an elevation or a decrease m seif-worth for the
athlete as a result of perceived Competence in athlencs.

It this relationship holds true. then it would appear
that the self-worth of athletes could be negativelv impacted
by events that affect their perceived Comipetence aCToss
subscale areas compared with the controls. Inriuences
such as praise from coaches and pareats or media atten-
rion may boister an athiete’s perceived Comperence
athletics and might lead to increased Global Seif-worth.
in contrast to the nonathletic group who did not demcen-
strate this trend. The opposite could also hold ue: the
effect of performing poorly may siznal a lack of Com-
petence to an athlete and negatively aftect her Global
Self-worth.

The third hypothesis that the strongest intluence on
shaping the athlete’s Global Self-worth scores would be
Competence in athietics was not supported by the data. The
female athletes in this study presented a number of influ-
ances affecting their Global Self-worth scores. In addirion
t0 the Competence in athletics subscale. Appearance. So-
cial Acceptance. Friends, Job. Morality. Intellectual Abil-
ity. Parents. Creativity. and Scholastics combined to ac-
count for more than 75% of the variance in the Giobal
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Figure 2. Mear Competence ratings of athletes and nonathietes Error bars indicate SDs

Self-worth score in athietes Therefore. the female athiete’s
self-worth 15 not defined solely by the perceived Compe-
tence in or Importance of athletics.

The nonathlete s Global Self-worth scores correlated dif-
ferently 10 the subscales. When all the variabies were taken
together for the nonathletes. Competence in Romance was
the sole vaniable tha: was statistically significant in influenc-
ing the Global Self-worth scores. accountng for 59% of the
variance in Global Self-worth scores for the nonathletes.
Other subscales that correlated with the Global Self-worth
scores for the nonathletic group included importance of
Morality and Humor and. to a lesser extent. Competence in
Appearance and tmportance of Parents.

Previous work has demonstrated that. in female coliege
athletes. the stronges: irame of reference for self-esteem is
sexual identity.” Franzoi and Shields! suggesied that the
most important dimensions in body esteem for women
Were sexual attractiveness. concerns abou: weight. and
physica; condition. While athletic competence is ar impor-
tant factor in influencing self-worth 1 female athletes. it is
ot an exclusive component.

The Competence in Scholastics scores were notably
different between the 2 groups. The nonathietic group had
significantly higher scores than the athietic group. There

were ne significant differences in any of the other subscale
areas between these 2 groups. The nonathletes” perceptions
of and confidence in their scholastic abiliues mey be &
result of their emphasis on achievement in acadermcs 11-
stead of athletics. Conversely. the athietes” priorines may
undermine their scholastic efforts. which may be reflecied
in their Competence in Scholastics scores.

The athletic group did not score significantly higher
than the nonathletic group on the Competence in athletics
subscale. A possible reason for thes finding 1s that athietes
who are competing at @ high level may not regard them-
selves as exceptionally competent compared with their
compention. This finding may alse reflect a self-criucal or
perfectionistic stvle that athletes use 1 measure their ath-
letic abilities and possibly themselves. If ceneralized. this
may also account for their lower Giobal Self-worth scores
compared with the nonathietic group. It 1s also possibie thai
the nonathietic group considered themselves fairlv athletic.
and therefore no difference was noted.

The pursuit of excellence in sport seems 1o contribuie 10
female athletes” Global Self-worth scores as reflected by the
relative 1mportance of athletics for competitive athletes.
compared with nonathietes. Clinicians shouid take nto ac-
count this relationship when treating elite female athletes.
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Table |. Relationships Between Competence and
Importance Subscales and Global Seif-worth

Umivariate R*

Athiees Nonathietes
Competence subscales
job (.37~ 0.4
Scholastics 013 0.16
Soctal Acceptance .46+ 0.23
Appearance .54+~ 0.30
Parents 3.28* 0.05
Friends 0.42% 0.13
Intellectual Ability (3.29* 0.06
Moraliity 0.33% 0.19
Romance .05 0.59*+
Humeor 0.01 0.19
Creativity 1).28* 0.02
Athletics .20* 0.05
{mportance subscales
fob .067 0.04
schoelastes .0 0.27
Social Acceptance .06 A
Appearance .22 A
Barents AREE 20
Friends .4 0.17
Intefiectual Ability D03 .19
Morality 30 0.38*
Romance B .19
Humor 0 (.32%
Creatvity .08
Arhlencs <(.01

“Sigmiticant univariate predicor of Clebai Self-worth - P<.03

g
g

=Significant muitvariate or2dictor of Giobal Selt-worth A<~

Lamitations of the swdy include the smail sample size.
The lack of obiecuve quanufication of the athletic profile
‘rom the nonathietic 2roup may have resulted in underected
simularities berween the groups. The Temale athletes used
in this studv may aot be representative of athietes i other
sports.

CONCLUSION
The female athletes in this study derived a targe component
of their self-worth trom their percerved competence in

athletics. Competitive. elite female collegiate athletes were
found to have lower seif-esteem than the nonathletic group.
Clinicians should bear in mind the relative importance of
athletics t0 young female athletes and the relationship of
perceived athletic ability to seif-worth when treating these
individuals.
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