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EDITORIAL

Why Aren’t Female Athletes Eating?
Caroline Russell-Troutman

THIS PAST SUMMER, 26.7 MILLION PEOPLE    
tuned in to watch the Women’s World Cup final, mak-
ing it the most-watched soccer game in the history 

of U.S. television.1 That day was a victory, not only for the 
U.S. team, but for women’s sports in general. In fact, from 
Mo’ne Davis’ explosive popularity following the 2014 Little 
League World Series to Ronda Rousey’s appearance on the 
cover of Men’s Fitness magazine, women’s athletics have been 
getting more media attention than ever before.2 The ris-
ing popularity of women’s sports can be attributed in part 
to the upsurge in numbers of female athletes over the past 
four decades. Following the passing of Title IX in 1972, the 
number of women participating in sports has skyrocketed 
from 310,000 to 3,373,00.3 However, with this increase, a new 
problem has arisen in the world of women’s sports known as 
Female Athlete Triad, a syndrome linked to under-eating in 
female athletes.3 As awareness of the syndrome has spread in 
recent media, researchers have attempted to address methods 
of prevention, but often end up problematically discounting 
the role of external pressures on female athletes. Ultimately, 
Female Athlete Triad cannot be prevented until all environ-
mental and psychological pressures that contribute to the 
syndrome are taken into account.

DEFINING THE TRIAD

Female Athlete Triad is characterized by a combination of 
disordered eating, low bone density, and menstrual dys-

function and is commonly seen in young female athletes.3 
These interrelated conditions are all associated with a lack of 
sufficient nutrition. Experts claim that female athletes, espe-
cially those with a rigorous training program, should be eat-
ing as many as 3,500 calories a day, but many are not meeting 
these dietary needs and are essentially malnourished.4 This 
is a serious issue as Female Athlete Triad can cause problems 
such as increased stress fractures or other sports-related inju-
ries, muscle weakness, and fatigue. In turn, these symptoms 
affect athletes’ health and prevent them from performing at 
their best abilities.3

A recent scientific review entitled “Female Athlete Triad: 
Past, Present, and Future” made national headlines this year 
for exploring the emergence of the syndrome.3 The review 
also notes that as many as 78% of young female athletes may 
be affected by one or more components of the syndrome.3 
While this paper has succeeded in increasing public aware-
ness of Female Athlete Triad, it does not explain the cause 
of the syndrome’s emergence or how it can be combatted. 
The authors of this breakthrough paper, Matzkin, Curry, and 
Whitlock, claim that a lack of nutritional education is largely 
to blame for Female Athlete Triad; As a result, they contend 
that educating athletes about healthily maintaining energy 
may prevent them from developing the triad.3 

However, it is unlikely that a lack of nutritional knowl-
edge alone is behind the emergence of Female Athlete Triad. 
Multiple studies of nutritional awareness in young people 
have shown that, while most young athletes are not properly 
educated in nutrition, women tend to have a better under-
standing of nutritional concepts than men.5, 7 Further stud-
ies looking only at women found no significant difference 
in nutritional knowledge between female athletes and non-
athletes.6 While poor nutritional education may be a con-
tributing factor to the emergence of Female Athlete Triad, it 
does not explain why the syndrome is specific only to young 
female athletes. Despite this, major scientific papers and 
media outlets covering Female Athlete Triad do not gener-
ally discuss causes beyond a lack of nutritional awareness. For 
example, Leigh Weingus writing in the Huffington Post sug-
gests, “Maybe they just don’t know how much they should be 
eating to stay nourished.”8 What these articles do not discuss 
is the much darker truth: that many female athletes make a 
conscious choice to jeopardize their own health and athletic 
performance for the sake of a smaller figure. 

SPORTS AND BODY IMAGE

Women today constantly struggle with pressures to 
achieve certain aesthetics; as a result, they often 

develop a complicated relationship with eating. Female ath-
letes are no exception, and they may even experience this to a 
greater degree. Rates of eating disorders are higher in athletes 
than in the general population, especially at the elite level. 
Additionally, eating disorders are significantly more preva-
lent in women than in men.9, 10 Perfectionism and physique 
anxiety – both traits linked to the development of eating dis-
orders – also occur more often in female athletes than in their 
male counterparts.11 Female athletes thus often have a more 
negative relationship with eating and more anxiety regarding 
their weight and physique compared to men or non-athletes. 
Furthermore, there is a clear link between Female Athlete 
Triad and physique anxiety, as studies repeatedly show that 
the triad is most prevalent in sports in which aesthetics are 
judged, such as gymnastics, and in which revealing uniforms 
are required, such as swimming.3 Female athletes, therefore, 
are not under-eating solely due to ignorance of proper nutri-
tion, but also in order to deliberately control their physiques. 
Portraying insufficient nutritional knowledge as the only 
possible cause  of Female Athlete Triad overlooks the obvi-
ous psychological and social factors at play when it comes to 
female athletes and restricted eating. 
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women’s sports also tends to emphasize feminine, “gender-
appropriate” sports. For example, during NBC’s coverage of 
both the winter and summer Olympics, the women’s sports 
that most regularly receive primetime slots are gymnastics 
and figure skating, while more “masculine” women’s sports 
receive less coverage.16 Professional female athletes are thus 
lauded for their feminine aesthetics first and for their tal-
ent second. The sexualization and belittling of professional 
female athletes in sports media is further reinforced by regu-

lar sexist comments from sports 
professionals, such as FIFA presi-
dent Sepp Blatter’s infamous 
suggestion that female soccer 
players should “play in more 
feminine clothes, like they do in 
volleyball,” and Sports Illustrated 
analyst Andy Benoit’s tweets 
claiming that women’s sports as 
a whole are “not worth watch-
ing.”17, 18 The secondary and often 
sexualized status of professional 
female athletes in sports media 
reflects cultural expectations for 

all female athletes’ bodies. If even the world’s most talented 
professional female athletes are regularly objectified while 
their abilities are ignored, then what do young female ath-
letes have to strive for? As young female athletes internalize 
sports media’s emphasis on femininity and sex appeal above 
all, this can create widespread physique anxiety and negative 
body image, leading to further development of Female Ath-
lete Triad and other unhealthy eating behaviors.

NEXT STEPS

Overall, awareness of Female Athlete Triad has been 
steadily expanding since the syndrome was identified in 

1992. However, too many recent academic papers and media 
outlets stop short at fully explaining the triad and claim that 
a lack of proper nutritional knowledge among female athletes 
is the main or only cause of its emergence. Doing so disre-
gards the clear psychological factors behind the mass mal-
nourishment of female athletes and discounts female agency 
by implying that restricted eating is unintentional. This is not 
to downplay the value of education programs as a preven-
tion measure; It is true that many women in sports do not 
have sufficient knowldge of nutritional concepts. But they 
also feel pressure to obtain a thin body ideal, both through 
their relations with coaches and through wider societal pres-
sures imposed by sports media. Researchers must acknowl-
edge that the roots of Female Athlete Triad run much deeper 
than simply an ignorance of proper nutrition. Ultimately, the 
conversation about restricted eating in female athletes can-
not be separated from the conversation about the roles and 
expectations of female bodies in society. 

TEAM PRESSURES

The question then becomes, where do female athletes’ 
physique anxiety and unhealthy eating patterns come 

from? The most direct pressure likely stems from teammates 
and coaches who set standards of behavior on a sports team. 
Coaches especially influence athletes’ self-perceptions and 
body image; Studies have shown that conflict between ath-
letes and their coaches accurately predicts athletes’ relation-
ships with eating.13 In fact, a coach likely has more sway over 
a young athletes’ eating behav-
ior than the athlete’s own par-
ents.13 Everything from negative 
body-related comments to sport 
requirements such as public 
weigh-ins may lead to low self-
esteem and increases in phy-
sique anxiety among athletes.12 
Research shows that athletes with 
emotionally supportive coaches 
are less likely to develop eating 
disorders, but many coaches are 
not trained to spot the symptoms 
of Female Athlete Triad.12, 13 Thus, 
even the most sensitive coach may not be able to help. Nega-
tive relationships with coaches can hugely affect an athlete’s 
likelihood of developing Female Athlete Triad, so it is vital 
that coaches be educated on the syndrome’s early warning 
signs and risk factors.

MISOGYNY IN THE MEDIA

Beyond influence from coaches, media perceptions of 
women in sports also greatly affect female athletes. Studies 

have consistently shown that sexualized images of women in 
popular media have negative effects on young women’s body 
image and self-esteem. This is especially true for young female 
athletes when the women being sexualized by the media are 
professional athletes themselves.14, 15 Though it has become 
increasingly acceptable for women to become professional 
athletes over the past few decades, sports still remain a male-
dominated domain. Female athletes are consistently given less 
media coverage than their male counterparts in most sports, 
which serves to portray athletics as an inherently masculine 
pursuit.14 The coverage that women do receive is sometimes 
filled with infantilizing or subtly belittling language (such as 
referring to adult athletes as “girls”), and focuses more on 
their emotions and sex appeal than their athletic performance 
when compared to men’s sports coverage.14 Media coverage of 

“The secondary and often 
sexualized status of profes-

sional female athletes in 
sports media reflects cultural 

expectations for all female 
athletes’ bodies.”
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