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Article Info Abstract

Background and Aims: A review of previous research indicates a
growing attention from researchers and sports planners to the effect of
cognitive behavioral therapy in reducing the psychological problems
of athletes. The purpose of the present study was to determine the
effectiveness of cognitive behavioral therapy on psychological distress
Research Article and body image anxiety in female athletes.

Method: The research method was quasi-experimental with a pre-test
and post-test design with a control group. The statistical population of
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Received Date: the research consisted of all injured and non-injured professional
26 April 2025 female athletes who competed at the national, league, and club team
Accepted Date: levels, as well as national competitions in the year 1402 (2023-2024)
16 August 2025 in Mazandaran province. From the statistical population, 30

Keywords: individuals were selected through purposive sampling and randomly
Cognitive behavioral assigned to two groups of 15 (experimental and control). To collect
therapy, Psychological the necessary data, Mason’s Psychological Distress Questionnaire
distress, Body image (2001) and Littleton, Axsom, & Pury’s Body Image Anxiety Scale
anxiety, Female (2005) were used. For data analysis, descriptive statistics (mean and
athletes. standard deviation) and multivariate analysis of covariance were
utilized with SPSS software version 27.

Findings: The results showed that cognitive behavioral therapy has an
effect on the distress and body image anxiety in female athletes, with
effect sizes of 0.68 and 0.73 percent, respectively.

Conclusion: The use of cognitive behavioral therapy is recommended
to reduce psychological distress and body image anxiety in female
athletes.
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Extended abstract

Introduction

Recent sports psychology research highlights the crucial role of socio-psychological factors in athletic
performance and rehabilitation. Professional athletes face intense psychological pressure due to high
training loads and the fear of team exclusion or injury-related removal, especially when sport is their
income source. Psychological distress is increasingly prevalent among this group, characterized by feelings
of helplessness, stress, and poor concentration, impacting daily functioning. Another key variable is body
image anxiety, defined by negative beliefs about weight and physique, encompassing perceptual, cognitive,
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and behavioral components like social avoidance. Chronic body image anxiety can quickly escalate into
psychological distress, necessitating therapeutic intervention. Cognitive behavioral therapy has been
validated across various fields as an effective approach for addressing these issues by modifying
maladaptive thoughts and beliefs. Previous findings suggest cognitive behavioral therapy successfully
reduces both psychological distress and body image anxiety in female athletes. Given the
interconnectedness of these variables and the gap in domestic research, this study is essential. Therefore,
the present research aims to determine the effectiveness of cognitive behavioral therapy on psychological
distress and body image anxiety in female athletes.

Methods

The study employed a quasi-experimental, pretest-posttest control group design. The target population
included professional female athletes (injured and non-injured) competing at national, league, and club

30

levels in Mazandaran Province in 2023. A convenience sample of N = athletes was selected and

randomly assigned to either the experimental group (?1 = 15) or the control group (]'l = 15). Inclusion
criteria required athletes to be aged 18-35, reside in Mazandaran, and not receive concurrent therapy. Two
primary instruments were used: the 14-item Psychological Distress Questionnaire (0-14 score range) and
the 19-item Body Image Anxiety Questionnaire (5-point Likert scale, 19-95 score range). Reliability

analyses yielded Cronbach’s @ values of 0'7?‘f0r Distress and 0'77f0r Anxiety in the current study. The
experimental group received an 8-session group cognitive behavioral therapy protocol (two hours per
week), based on the Radford workbook, covering concepts like cognitive restructuring, activity scheduling,
and problem-solving. The control group received no intervention. Data were analyzed using descriptive

statistics and analysis of covariance via SPSS v24, with significance set at p< O'OS.

Results

This section details the data analysis performed to assess the effectiveness of cognitive behavioral therapy
on psychological distress and body image anxiety in female athletes. The study involved 30 participants
split into an experimental (n=15) and a control group (n=15). Initial checks confirmed the assumptions for
analysis of covariance, including normality (Shapiro-Wilk test) and homogeneity of variances (Levene’s
test), which were met. Descriptive statistics in show initial group comparability, though the experimental
group started with slightly lower mean scores in some post-test variables. The core results of analysis of
covariance to control for pre-test differences. After adjusting for pre-test scores, cognitive behavioral
therapy demonstrated a statistically significant effect on the reduction of both psychological distress

(P < l:)'001) and body image anxiety (p < l:)'001) in the intervention group compared to the control
group. Furthermore, the effect sizes were large: cognitive behavioral therapy explained 68% of the
variance in psychological distress scores and 73% of the variance in body image anxiety scores post-
intervention, indicating a robust clinical impact.

Conclusion

This study aimed to determine the effectiveness of cognitive behavioral therapy on psychological distress
and body image anxiety in injured and non-injured elite female athletes. The results confirmed that
cognitive behavioral therapy significantly impacted psychological distress in both groups, aligning with
prior research suggesting its efficacy in athletes. Cognitive behavioral therapy works by helping athletes
restructure negative automatic thoughts related to loss of ability and identity threat, replacing them with
more balanced cognitions. Furthermore, cognitive behavioral therapy was effective in reducing body image
anxiety, a critical issue for elite athletes facing performance and aesthetic pressures, by teaching coping
mechanisms and promoting gradual exposure to feared situations. Limitations included a short follow-up
period and reliance on self-report data, necessitating caution in generalizing findings nationally. Future
studies should compare cognitive behavioral therapy with other interventions and investigate its effects on
elite male athletes.
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