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Abstract
Compulsive exercise commonly coexists with eating psychopathology. While the impact of sociocultural influences on dis-
ordered eating has been identified in young people, sociocultural influences on compulsive exercise are yet to be systemati-
cally synthesized. This systematic review therefore aimed to synthesize literature examining sociocultural influences from 
peers, family and media on compulsive exercise, to explore the potential importance of such influences on the development 
and maintenance of compulsive exercise in young people. A systematic literature search was conducted following PRISMA 
guidelines in PsycINFO, PsycARTICLES, MEDLINE, SPORTDiscus and Web of Science databases up to November 2021. 
Seven quantitative studies were included (five cross-sectional, two prospective). The review highlighted three key factors 
underpinning the relationship between sociocultural influences and compulsive exercise in young people: body-related mes-
sages from significant others, and unfavorable comparisons with, and pressure to conform to, body image ideals. The findings 
support the notion that compulsive exercise behaviors and attitudes can be socially determined. However, the limited research 
with young people necessitates further exploration of sociocultural influences on the development and onset of compulsive 
exercise in adolescence/young adulthood to develop robust conclusions. It is also crucial that research remains up to date 
with changing technological influences on exercise behaviors.
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Introduction

Compulsive exercise has been linked to the development 
and maintenance of eating disorders in young people (e.g., 
Meyer et al., 2011), and the component of compulsive exer-
cise most strongly associated with eating disorders is exer-
cising for weight and/or shape control (Mond & Calogero, 
2009). Sociocultural factors have been implicated in the 
development of disordered eating in adolescents (Field et al., 
2001), through mechanisms such as social comparisons and 
body dissatisfaction (Halliwell & Harvey, 2006; Rodgers 
et al., 2010). As compulsive exercise is found to prolong 
treatment of eating disorders (e.g., Levallius et al., 2017), 
and adolescents are particularly susceptible to social influ-
ences (Blakemore & Mills, 2014), it is crucial to address 
the way in which sociocultural influences can impact on 

compulsive exercise behaviors and attitudes at this age. This 
systematic review addresses this research gap by synthesiz-
ing and critically evaluating studies that assess sociocultural 
influences on compulsive exercise behaviors and attitudes in 
young people.

Exercise is linked to a decreased risk of morbidity and 
chronic disease and can promote positive self-perceptions 
and self-esteem (Lubans et al., 2016). However, some indi-
viduals report compulsive or obsessive exercise attitudes and 
behaviors which can be detrimental to both physical and 
mental health (Lichtenstein et al., 2017; Mond et al., 2006). 
Compulsive exercise is characterized as a severe and intense 
drive to exercise, despite illness or injury (Taranis et al., 
2011), and as a way to manage negative emotions (Goodwin 
et al., 2012). Rigid and routine-like in nature, exercise is 
often prioritized above social and occupational activities, 
and compulsive exercisers will also often experience high 
levels of guilt and anxiety should exercise be missed or post-
poned (Taranis et al., 2011). It is unsurprising, therefore, that 
compulsive exercise has been found to negatively impact 
on individuals’ quality of life and psychological wellbeing 
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(Young et al., 2018). As adult exercise behaviors and atti-
tudes are often established in adolescence (Patton et al., 
2016), it is crucial to identify the risk factors associated with 
the development and maintenance of compulsive exercise 
in young people, prior to consolidation of these behaviors 
in adulthood.

Young people often use exercise as a method to control 
their weight and shape (Zach et al., 2013), including prior-
itizing exercise for appearance over health-related reasons 
(Patton et al., 2016). Exercising for weight and shape rea-
sons is strongly associated with compulsive exercise (Bell 
et al., 2016; Schaefer et al., 2015; Uhlmann et al., 2018) and 
is also one of the dimensions of compulsive exercise most 
strongly associated with disordered eating (Mond & Calo-
gero, 2009). Indeed, compulsive exercise has been found to 
maintain symptoms of eating disorders, prolong recovery, 
and increase the risk of relapse (e.g., Levallius et al., 2017; 
Meyer et al., 2011). It is therefore important to understand 
the potential risk factors in the development and mainte-
nance of compulsive exercise in young people, prior to their 
consolidation in adulthood.

Sociocultural Influences

Young people are more susceptible to social influences than 
older adults (Blakemore & Mills, 2014), and such influences 
can significantly impact engagement in exercise behaviors at 
this age (Davison & Jago, 2009). As sociocultural influences 
have been found to impact the development and maintenance 
of disordered eating in adolescents and young people (Field 
et al., 2001; Halliwell & Harvey, 2006), a greater under-
standing of the potential impact that sociocultural influences 
can have on unhealthy exercise behaviors, such as compul-
sive exercise, is needed in order to support their healthy 
development.

Parent and Peer Influences

An individual’s family is typically the first form of sociali-
zation (Ricciardelli & McCabe, 2002). Parents in particular 
are an important factor in the development of body-change 
desires and strategies in children (Hart et al., 2015). Ado-
lescents are more likely to engage in exercise-related activi-
ties if their parents do (Christofaro et al., 2018), particu-
larly when adolescents perceive support and encouragement 
from their parents to exercise (e.g., King et al., 2008). How-
ever, messages from parents to exercise to promote body 
change rather than health is associated with unhealthy body 
changes strategies in adolescents and young adults, such 
as disordered eating (Berge et al., 2013; Rodgers & Cha-
brol, 2009). Peers, however, often become a more salient 
influence than parents during adolescence (Brown et al., 
2007). Adolescents are more likely to engage in eating and 

exercise behaviors that are modelled by their peers (Hamel 
et al., 2012), often due to pressure to adhere to the friend-
ship group’s set standard of behaviors and values (Fitzger-
ald et al., 2012; Kierans & Swords, 2016). While there is 
evidence to highlight the influence that parents and peers 
have on eating-related body change strategies (Quiles Mar-
cos et al., 2013), less is known about the role that peers and 
family play in a young person’s use of other maladaptive 
body change strategies such as compulsive exercise.

Media Influence

A desire to achieve body types seen on traditional media 
platforms, such as television and magazines, has been related 
to an increase in physical activity in adolescents (Taveras 
et al., 2004). Most adolescents are also now engaging with 
social media platforms (e.g., Instagram, TikTok and Snap-
chat) in order to interact with their peers and seek out health-
related content (Coyne et al., 2019; Rideout, 2016). Social 
media has been successfully utilized in interventions to pro-
mote positive changes in physical activity and eating-related 
behaviors in young people (e.g., Goodyear et al., 2021). 
However, the use of social media has been significantly 
linked to increased disordered eating and over-evaluation 
of weight and shape in adolescents (Wilksch et al., 2020). 
As weight and shape concerns are components of compul-
sive exercise that are most strongly associated with eating 
psychopathology (Mond & Calogero, 2009), it is important 
to gain an understanding of the potential impact that social 
media can also have on compulsive exercise attitudes and 
behaviors in young people.

Current Study

Compulsive exercise has been linked to the development and 
maintenance of disordered eating attitudes and behaviors in 
young people. While research to date has highlighted the role 
of sociocultural influences on disordered eating in young 
people, the evidence surrounding sociocultural influences on 
compulsive exercise has yet to be systematically synthesized, 
meaning that there has been no consideration of the impact 
of a range of sociocultural factors on potentially unhealthy 
compulsive exercise attitudes and behaviors in young peo-
ple. Given that adolescence, in particular, is a crucial time 
for the development of exercise and eating-related attitudes, 
such a review will highlight the potential importance of soci-
ocultural influences on the development and maintenance of 
compulsive exercise in young people and inform the future 
development of interventions to address these influences 
before compulsive exercise behaviors become ingrained in 
adulthood or contribute to eating psychopathology in young 
people. The purpose of this systematic review is therefore 
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to synthesize existing literature that explores sociocultural 
influences on compulsive exercise among young people to 
enhance our understanding of the role that these sociocul-
tural factors might play on compulsive exercise in this poten-
tially vulnerable population.

Method

Search Strategy

Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-
Analyses (PRISMA; Page et al., 2021) guidelines were fol-
lowed. To obtain relevant peer-reviewed articles, electronic 
database searches were conducted within EBSCOHost (i.e., 
PsycINFO, PsycARTICLES, MEDLINE, SPORTDiscus) 
and Web of Science with no date restrictions. Searches 
were conducted up to November 2021. The search strategy 
combined terminology relevant to compulsive exercise (e.g., 
compulsive exercise, exercise addiction, exercise depend-
ence, obsessive exercise) with terms relating to sociocul-
tural factors (e.g., peer, family, media) and young people 
(e.g., teenagers, adolescents, young adults) using the AND 
Boolean operator. The wildcard function (*) was used with 
stem words, where appropriate, to ensure variations of ter-
minology and spelling were identified. The same broad 
search strategy was used for all databases and is presented 
in Appendix 1.

Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria

To be included, articles were required to be written in Eng-
lish and to be published in peer-reviewed academic jour-
nals. As this review focuses on young people, studies were 
also required to report that their participants’ ages ranged 
between 10 and 24 years, to reflect the World Health Organi-
zation’s (WHO, 2014) definition of “young people”. Articles 
were excluded if they did not include a clear measure of 
exercise psychopathology (compulsive exercise or related 
construct), or if they did not assess relationships between 
exercise psychopathology and at least one sociocultural fac-
tor (e.g., family, media, peers). Studies were also excluded if 
athlete populations were recruited, due to established differ-
ences in athletes’ exercise perspectives and performance in 
comparison to the general population (e.g., athlete schedules 
being routine-like and performance oriented; Plateau et al., 
2014). Studies that measured media influence were only 
included if they stated the type of media content accessed 
by the participants, to determine the specific media content 
and/or platform that might be related to compulsive exercise.

Data Extraction

The article selection process is presented in Fig. 1. Stud-
ies that met the inclusion criteria (n = 507) were identi-
fied and, after the removal of duplicates, 328 articles were 
screened based on their titles and abstracts. These articles 
were reviewed by the first author in relation to the inclu-
sion criteria, and any uncertainties around inclusion were 
discussed with the research team. The initial screening pro-
cess resulted in 255 articles being removed. Full text review 
was conducted on 73 articles. Articles in this final review 
stage that did not meet the requirements for inclusion were 
excluded either due to the absence of a measure of exercise 
psychopathology (n = 19) or the absence of an assessment 
of sociocultural factors (n = 26). Nineteen papers were also 
excluded as the participant age range was either not reported 
or did not reflect the WHO (2014) definition for young peo-
ple. Two papers were excluded due to recruitment of athlete 
populations. A total of seven articles therefore met the inclu-
sion criteria and were included in this systematic review. 
Of these studies, five used a cross-sectional design and two 
adopted a longitudinal design. No qualitative studies were 
identified that met the inclusion criteria. The study charac-
teristics are summarized in Table 1.

Quality Assessment

The National Institute of Health and Clinical Excellence 
(NICE) checklists for quantitative studies reporting correla-
tions (NICE, 2012) and cohort studies (NICE, 2016) were 
used to determine the methodological quality of each study 
in the review. This process was conducted independently 
by the first author. These tools have been widely used in 
quality assessments (Jones et al., 2016; Scott et al., 2019). 
Each of the five cross-sectional studies was assessed against 
the NICE (2012) checklist criteria and received one of the 
following five ratings: (i) minimized risk of bias (++); (ii) 
may not have addressed all potential sources of bias (+); 
(iii) significant bias may persist (−); (iv) not reported; or (v) 
not applicable. The two longitudinal studies were assessed 
against the NICE (2016) risk of bias criteria and received 
a rating of either (i) yes; (ii) no; (iii) unclear; or (iv) N/A. 
Both quality assessment tools employ the following final rat-
ing guidelines to inform an overall risk of bias score: Good 
quality (++) was assigned if the study met all or most of the 
criteria; Reasonable quality (+) was assigned if the study 
met some criteria and it was deemed that any unmet criteria 
would not significantly alter the conclusions of the study; 
or Poor quality (−) was assigned if few or no criteria were 
met and conclusions would likely change. A summary of 
the criteria for each of the quality assessments is provided 
in Tables 2 and 3.
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Results

Study Characteristics

All studies used self-report questionnaires. Three stud-
ies were conducted in the United Kingdom (UK), one in 
Australia, one in Italy, one in Lithuania and one in China. 
Included studies were published from 2004 to 2020, 
although most (n = 6) had been published since 2010. Sam-
ple sizes varied between the studies, ranging from 332 to 
881 participants (median = 467). Six studies sampled both 
male and female participants and one study sampled exclu-
sively female participants. Five studies recruited adolescent 
samples (i.e., aged 12 to 19; Goodwin et al., 2011, 2014; 
Jankauskiene et al., 2019; McCabe & Ricciardelli, 2004; 
White & Halliwell, 2010). Two studies reported a young 

person age range (i.e., aged 17 to 23; Costa et al., 2016; Yao 
et al., 2020). Two studies exclusively measured media influ-
ence (Jankauskiene et al., 2019; Yao et al., 2020), one study 
exclusively measured parent influence (Costa et al., 2016), 
one study exclusively measured peer influence (McCabe 
& Ricciardelli, 2004) and three studies measured multiple 
sociocultural influences (Goodwin et al., 2011, 2014; White 
& Halliwell, 2010). Table 1 presents a summary of the stud-
ies included in this review.

Exercise Psychopathology Measures

Four standardized measures of exercise psychopathology 
were employed across the included studies (see Table 1). 
Two studies used the Compulsive Exercise Test (CET; 
Taranis et al., 2011); a 24-item self-report measure which 

•

•
•
•
•

•
•
• Systematic

Fig. 1  A PRISMA flowchart to represent the article selection process
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assesses the core features of exercise psychopathology, 
including affect regulation, exercising for weight and shape 
reasons, and exercise rigidity. Two studies used the Exercise 
Dependence Scale (EDS; Hausenblas & Downs, 2002); a 
21-item self-report questionnaire which assesses physical 
and psychological symptoms of exercise dependence. One 
study used the “exercising for weight control” subscale of 
the Exercise Dependence Questionnaire (EDQ; Ogden et al., 
1997). The EDQ reflects the nature of exercise as being rigid 
and excessive, with perceptions of low control. One study 
used the Excessive Exercise Scale for Adolescents (EES-A; 
McCabe & Vincent, 2002), which examines importance, fre-
quency and duration of exercise, as well as the compulsive 
need to exercise. All validated measures reflect symptoms 
of compulsive exercise, such as exercise rigidity and nega-
tive affect.

Jankauskiene et al. (2019) used a non-validated measure 
of exercise psychopathology and asked six questions on a 
five-point Likert scale, based on exercise behaviors that are 
not recommended by health professionals and can be det-
rimental to health (i.e., “I exercise as long as I can (more 
than 2 h)”). Test–retest reliability was reported as 0.89 for 
this measure.

Sociocultural Influence Measures

Five validated measures of sociocultural influence were used 
across the studies (see Table 1). These measures assessed 
either a single influencing factor (i.e., peers, family, media) 
or multiple influences. Two studies used the Perceived Soci-
ocultural Pressure Scale (Stice & Bearman, 2001) to assess 
peer, family and media influences. Three studies used the 
Perceived Sociocultural Influences Questionnaire (McCabe 
& Ricciardelli, 2001) to assess peer and family influences. 
One study used the Sociocultural Attitudes Towards Appear-
ance Questionnaire-3 (Thompson et al., 2004), which meas-
ures internalization of body ideals endorsed by traditional 
media platforms, such as TV and magazines. One study 
assessed parental influence using the Parental Psychologi-
cal Control Scale—Youth Self Report (Barber & Buehler, 
1996). One study exclusively assessed peer relationships 
using the Same Sex and Opposite Sex Peer Relation Scale 
(Marsh, 1990).

Yao et al. (2020) used a non-validated measure to assess 
the frequency of selfie-taking behaviors (e.g., selfie-taking 
and selfie posting) for social networking sites, using five 
items each with a five-point Likert scale. Cronbach’s alpha 
was reported as 0.82 for this study.

Quality Assessment

All of the cross-sectional studies were rated as good quality 
(NICE, 2012). All five studies recruited populations relevant M
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Table 2  NICE (2012) quality assessment for correlational studies

++Good quality, + Reasonable quality

Costa et al. 
(2016)

Goodwin et al. 
(2011)

Jankauskiene 
et al. (2019)

White and Hal-
liwell (2010)

Yao 
et al. 
(2020)

Source population well described ++ ++ ++ ++ ++
Representative population ++ ++ ++ ++  + 
Participants represent eligible population ++ ++ ++ ++ ++
Selection bias minimisation ++  + ++  + ++
Explanatory variable selected on sound theoretical basis ++ ++ ++ ++ ++
Low contamination acceptability N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A
Confounding factors identified and controlled ++ ++ ++ ++ ++
Setting applicable to UK ++ ++ ++ ++ ++
Reliable outcome measures and procedures  +  +  +  +  + 
Outcome measures complete ++ ++ ++ ++ ++
All important outcomes assessed N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A
Similar follow-up time in exposure/comparison groups N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A
Meaningful follow-up time N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A
Sufficiently powered to detect intervention effect N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A
Multiple explanatory variables considered in analyses ++ ++ ++ ++ ++
Appropriate analytical methods ++ ++ ++ ++ ++
Precision of association given or calculable ++ ++ ++ ++ ++
Study results are internally valid ++ ++ ++ ++ ++
Findings are generalisable to source population ++ ++ ++  + ++
Quality rating ++ ++ ++ ++ ++

Table 3  NICE (2016) quality assessment for prospective studies

++Good quality

Goodwin 
et al. (2014)

McCabe and 
Ricciardelli 
(2004)

Method of allocation to treatment groups was unrelated to potential confounding factors Yes Yes
Attempts made within design/analysis to balance comparison groups for potential confounders Yes Yes
Groups were comparable at baseline, including all major confounding and prognostic factors Yes Yes
Comparison groups received same care apart from intervention(s) studied N/A N/A
Participants receiving care kept 'blind' to treatment allocation N/A N/A
Individuals administering care kept 'blind' to treatment allocation N/A N/A
All groups followed up for equal length of time (or analysis was adjusted to allow for differences in length of 

follow-up)
Yes Yes

Groups were comparable for intervention completion (i.e., no important/systematic differences between groups in 
terms of those who did not complete treatment)

Yes Yes

Groups were comparable with respect to availability of outcome data (i.e., no important/systematic differences 
between groups in terms of those for whom outcome data were not available)

Yes Yes

Appropriate length of follow-up Yes Yes
Study used a precise definition of outcome Yes Yes
Valid and reliable method used to determine the outcome Yes Yes
Investigators kept 'blind' to participants' exposure to the intervention N/A N/A
Investigators kept 'blind' to other important confounding factors N/A N/A
Quality rating ++ ++
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to the aims of the research and identified and controlled for 
confounding variables. Analytic methods were deemed 
appropriate for all studies and the results were considered 
internally valid, thus contributing to the studies’ overall 
quality. The full quality assessment for the cross-sectional 
studies is presented in Table 2.

Both prospective studies were rated as good quality 
(NICE, 2016). They adopted self-report questionnaires 
in their design. As a single cohort was used for both time 
points, risk of performance bias was rated as low for both 
studies. However, outcome data was not available for all 
participants, due to a small number of participants not com-
pleting the whole length of the study. While attrition rates 
across these studies ranged from 18 to 60%, both studies 
reported that there were no significant differences between 
variable scores of those that completed assessments at both 
times points and those that did not, thus reducing attrition 
bias. The full quality assessment for the prospective studies 
is presented in Table 3.

Potential Sociocultural Influences on Exercise 
Psychopathology

A synthesis of the findings from the studies included in this 
review is provided below. Studies were grouped according to 
sociocultural influence: (a) family influence; (b) peer influ-
ence; (c) media influence. One study examined the combined 
influence of parents, peers and media on compulsive exercise 
and will therefore be addressed separately.

Family Influences on Exercise Psychopathology

Three studies assessed family influences on compulsive 
exercise (cross-sectional: n = 2; prospective: n = 1). Of these 
studies, one exclusively assessed young males’ and females’ 
perceptions of parenting styles in relation to compulsive 
exercise (Costa et al., 2016) and two studies assessed the 
relationship between body-related messages from parents 
and compulsive exercise (Goodwin et al., 2011, 2014). In 
relation to parenting styles, higher perceived parental psy-
chological control was associated with higher reported 
compulsive exercise attitudes and behaviors in young peo-
ple, and maladaptive perfectionism mediated this relation-
ship (Costa et al., 2016). Furthermore, both cross-sectional 
(Goodwin et al., 2011) and prospective research (Goodwin 
et al., 2014) identified a positive relationship between body-
related messages from parents and compulsive exercise 
behaviors in adolescents. However, the delivery and receipt 
of body-related messages (i.e., comments made regarding 
body image) from parents were only significantly associated 
with increased compulsive exercise behaviors and attitudes 
in boys, not girls.

Peer Influences on Exercise Psychopathology

Three studies assessed peer influences on compulsive exer-
cise (cross-sectional: n = 1; prospective: n = 2). Of these 
studies, two focused on the relationship between body-
related messages from peers and compulsive exercise 
(Goodwin et al., 2011, 2014), and one study focused on the 
influence of body image comparisons with peers and com-
pulsive exercise (McCabe & Ricciardelli, 2004). Both cross-
sectional and prospective research found that body-related 
messages from peers to be more muscular predicted elevated 
compulsive exercise behaviors and attitudes in boys, yet this 
was not found to be significant in girls (Goodwin et al., 2011, 
2014). Further prospective research found that adolescent 
boys and girls who felt their body differed from their peers’ 
bodies were more at risk of engaging in compulsive exercise 
behaviors, however this relationship was less pronounced in 
boys (McCabe & Ricciardelli, 2004).

Media Influence on Exercise Psychopathology

Media was assessed in four studies included in this review 
(cross-sectional: n = 3; prospective: n = 1). The type of 
media assessed in each study varied between TV and maga-
zines (Goodwin et al., 2011, 2014; Jankauskiene et al., 2019) 
to social media platforms (Yao et al., 2020). Both cross-
sectional (Goodwin et al., 2011; Jankauskiene et al., 2019) 
and longitudinal research (Goodwin et al., 2014) assessed 
the influences of traditional forms of media (e.g., TV and 
magazines) in relation to adolescents’ compulsive exercise. 
Cross-sectional research suggested that higher perceived 
pressure to conform to body ideals portrayed in traditional 
media was linked to higher levels of compulsive exercise 
in adolescent boys and girls (Jankauskiene et al., 2019), 
particularly when there was a perceived pressure from the 
media to be thin (Goodwin et al., 2011). However, longitu-
dinal research found this pressure from the media to signifi-
cantly predict compulsive exercise among adolescent girls 
not boys (Goodwin et al., 2014). For social media influence, 
cross-sectional research found a significant relationship 
between increased selfie-posting on social networking sites 
and increased maladaptive exercise behaviors (i.e., exercis-
ing for weight control) in young adult females (Yao et al., 
2020). Body surveillance was found to be a partial mediator 
of this relationship, suggesting that the process of editing 
and posting “selfies” on social networking sites encourages 
body image monitoring in young females, which can there-
fore potentially impact on unhealthy exercise behaviors.

Sociocultural Model of Exercise Psychopathology

One study examined the combined impact of parents, 
peers and media on compulsive exercise and developed a 
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sociocultural model of exercise psychopathology (White & 
Halliwell, 2010). This cross-sectional study found that the 
relationship between sociocultural pressures and a need for 
exercise was fully mediated by body image and appearance 
investment in both adolescent boys and girls. The media-
tor of body image disturbances in the relationship between 
sociocultural pressures and a need for exercise was stronger 
in adolescent girls than boys.

Discussion

While research has explored the impact of sociocultural 
influences on disordered eating in adolescents (Field et al., 
2001), research is yet to systematically synthesize the evi-
dence surrounding sociocultural influences on compul-
sive exercise in young people, meaning that the impact of 
sociocultural factors on potentially unhealthy compulsive 
exercise attitudes and behaviors in adolescents had not been 
considered. This is important given that adolescence is a 
crucial time for the development of exercise and eating-
related attitudes, and adolescent exercise behaviors and 
attitudes become ingrained in adulthood. This systematic 
review therefore aimed to synthesize existing literature 
that explores sociocultural influences on compulsive exer-
cise among young people aged 10–24 years, to enhance 
our understanding of the role that these sociocultural fac-
tors might play on compulsive exercise in this potentially 
vulnerable population. Overall, the studies included within 
this review provided evidence to suggest links between three 
distinct sociocultural factors: (a) family, (b) peers, and (c) 
media, with young people’s compulsive exercise attitudes 
and behaviors. The review highlighted the importance of 
individuals making unfavorable comparisons with body 
image ideals as a key underpinning factor for compulsive 
exercise in young people. Maladaptive perfectionism and 
body surveillance were significant mediators in the relation-
ship between perceived or actual body-related pressure from 
others and increased compulsive exercise in young people. 
The findings also pointed towards gender differences in the 
impact of sociocultural influence on compulsive exercise in 
young people.

Parent Influence

Body-related messages from parents, and perceived psycho-
logical control from parents, were associated with higher 
compulsive exercise behaviors and attitudes in young people 
(Costa et al., 2016; Goodwin et al., 2011). Previous explora-
tory research has demonstrated that body-related messages 
from parents tend to reflect the body image ideals endorsed 
by parents, such that mothers and fathers typically encourage 
a slim physique in girls, while fathers encourage a muscular 

physique in boys (Thomas et al., 2014). The findings from 
this review move beyond this to suggest that if young people 
perceive parental control in relation to their body image, 
this can potentially impact on unhealthy weight control 
behaviors, such as compulsive exercise (Costa et al., 2016). 
While body-related messages from parents were found to 
only significantly predict compulsive exercise in boys, not 
girls (Goodwin et al., 2014), these findings were reflective 
of messages to be more muscular and evidence of this rela-
tionship is limited. As body types favored by young females 
are now often more reflective of an athletic and toned ideal 
(Bell et al., 2016), further research would be beneficial to 
explore whether it is the body-types favored by parents or 
the level of perceived control to exert these body types in 
their children that is associated with compulsive exercise 
attitudes and behaviors.

Peer Influence

Body image comparisons and body-related messages from 
peers were also associated with increased compulsive exer-
cise behaviors and attitudes in young people. Social Com-
parison Theory (Festinger, 1954) states that individuals are 
most likely to compare their appearance and abilities to simi-
lar others (i.e., peers), and the findings in this review found 
peer comparisons to be evident in both adolescent males and 
females (McCabe & Ricciardelli, 2004). Previous research 
found that social comparisons mediated the relationship 
between body-related messages from peers and a drive for 
muscularity in adolescent boys (Schaefer & Blodgett Salafia, 
2014), yet the findings in this review expand on this and 
emphasize the way in which messages from peers to be more 
muscular can predict compulsive exercise in boys (Goodwin 
et al., 2011, 2014). While there was no evidence to suggest 
that body-related messages from peers predicted compul-
sive exercise in young females, body comparisons with peers 
were a significant predictor of compulsive exercise in girls 
(McCabe & Ricciardelli, 2004). However, it is acknowl-
edged that only a small number of studies have investigated 
this area, and further research is required to explore friend-
ship dynamics in more detail and to unpack the mechanisms 
that may link these with maladaptive body change strategies, 
such as compulsive exercise, in adolescent boys and girls. 
While body-related messages and social comparisons with 
body ideals are evidently crucial in relation to compulsive 
exercise, it is difficult to determine whether these findings 
are fully representative of the sociocultural pressures that 
young people experience and which impact upon exercise 
attitudes and behaviors. Qualitative research is necessary to 
further understand the relative importance that young people 
place on these sociocultural influences in informing their 
exercise behaviors and attitudes.
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Media Influence

Perceived pressure to conform to body ideals presented in 
the media was also a significant predictor of compulsive 
exercise in adolescents (Goodwin et al., 2011; Jankausk-
iene et al., 2019). However, these findings were only reflec-
tive of traditional forms of media (e.g., TV and magazines). 
Social media use is prevalent among adolescents (Coyne 
et al., 2019) and adolescents are increasingly accessing 
image-based social media platforms, such as Instagram 
and Snapchat, as a means of communicating with peers and 
new people (Pew Research Center, 2018). One study in this 
review highlighted body-surveillance as a mediator in the 
relationship between selfie-posting and increased compul-
sive exercise in young adult females (Yao et al., 2020), sug-
gesting that young females can feel pressure to convey a 
certain appearance on social media posts. As recent research 
has highlighted a relationship between social media use and 
disordered eating behaviors in adolescents (Wilksch et al., 
2020), further exploratory research may be important in 
understanding how peer interactions occurring on social 
media, and the internalization of body ideals seen online, 
may contribute to compulsive exercise behaviors and atti-
tudes at this age.

Implications

This systematic review synthesized evidence on the rela-
tionship between sociocultural influences and compulsive 
exercise behaviors and attitudes in young people. The review 
indicates that compulsive exercise is associated with a multi-
tude of sociocultural factors in young people and highlights 
the need for in-depth exploration into the mechanisms by 
which sociocultural factors can impact the development and 
maintenance of compulsive exercise in this group. This is 
particularly critical for informing eating and exercise-related 
interventions. Sociocultural factors have been linked to 
increased eating disorder symptomatology (Pedersen et al., 
2018) and, as engaging in compulsive exercise has been 
found to prolong treatment of eating disorders and increase 
the chance of relapse (Solenberger, 2001), interventions that 
incorporate sociocultural factors (e.g., parents) in the treat-
ment of eating disorders (Rosello et al., 2021) must also 
consider the sociocultural nature of compulsive exercise. 
Exercise-related interventions with young people have also 
been found to incorporate sociocultural factors (e.g., parents, 
peers) as a means to encourage exercise behaviors in young 
people (Ha et al., 2019). It is therefore crucial that those who 
are developing intervention strategies to promote physical 
activity or exercise understand the way in which sociocul-
tural factors could impact unhealthy exercise behaviors and 
attitudes at this age.

Strengths and Limitations

This systematic review adhered strictly to the PRISMA 
guidelines. The methodological quality of each study was 
thoroughly assessed using established quality checklists 
(NICE, 2012, 2016) and the studies were all found to be of 
good quality. However, this systematic review is not without 
its limitations. When searching for eligible articles, studies 
were required to include a clear measure of exercise psy-
chopathology to ensure that clear relationships could be 
identified between compulsive exercise and relevant socio-
cultural factors. This approach, however, might have limited 
the opportunity to identify any qualitative research, and this 
is an important focus for future reviews in this area to pro-
vide additional in-depth insights into the nature and potential 
mechanisms of sociocultural influences on compulsive exer-
cise. Differences in exercise psychopathology terminology 
were also evident, such that some studies included in the 
review referred to exercise psychopathology as “exercise 
dependence” (n = 3), yet others used the term “compulsive 
exercise” (n = 2). However, it is important to note that incon-
sistencies in definitions and terminology do exist (Lichten-
stein et al., 2017).

There are also some limitations to this review based on 
the inclusion criteria. To be included in this review, studies 
were required to report a “young people” age range reflective 
of the WHO (2014) definition of 10–24 years. Numerous 
studies were therefore excluded as the age range of partici-
pants was either not reported (n = 9) or because some par-
ticipants in the study were over the age of 24 years (n = 10). 
This highlights the need for future researchers to take into 
consideration participant ages when aiming to recruit a sam-
ple of young people and to ensure that ages are clearly and 
fully reported. Use of more focused age-ranges would be 
valuable in future research as it would enable us to gain 
a clearer understanding of the developmental issues that 
can potentially contribute to the onset of unhealthy eating 
and exercise behaviors. Intervention and prevention strate-
gies for unhealthy eating and exercise behaviors can also 
be adapted, based on more age-focused research, to ensure 
they are developmentally appropriate. It is noteworthy that 
the results from these 19 excluded studies reported similar 
mechanisms in the relationship between sociocultural influ-
ences on compulsive exercise, such as unfavorable compari-
sons with, and pressure to conform to, body ideals. Some 
excluded studies, however, highlighted the importance of 
goal setting on fitness tracking technology and internaliza-
tion of body related content on social media (i.e., fitspira-
tion) as being associated with increased compulsive exercise 
(Blackstone & Herrmann, 2020; Raggatt et al., 2018). It is 
therefore crucial that future research remains up to date with 
changing technological influences on compulsive exercise 
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behaviors and attitudes in young people and explores the 
potential impact of fitness devices and social media on exer-
cise behaviors specifically in adolescents.

Implications for Future Research

The outcomes of this review have highlighted the impact 
that sociocultural factors can have on the development and 
maintenance of compulsive exercise in young people. The 
findings suggest that social comparisons and internaliza-
tion of body ideals are critical factors in the relationship 
between sociocultural factors with compulsive exercise; 
however, it is evident that this is a very under-researched 
area and further research is required with adolescent sam-
ples to fully explore the mechanisms that underpin the rela-
tionship between sociocultural influences and compulsive 
exercise at this age. As compulsive exercise is associated 
with serious health-related issues, such as disordered eating 
and poor quality of life, understanding the mechanisms by 
which compulsive exercise develops is important for identi-
fying potential prevention strategies for unhealthy eating and 
exercise behaviors, before these unhealthy behaviors become 
ingrained. The findings from this review can therefore begin 
to inform the development of interventions for adolescents 
that target sociocultural influences on body image concerns 
and be used to ensure that these interventions address a mul-
titude of sociocultural influences that can not only impact 
upon eating behaviors and body image concerns, but also 
compulsive exercise.

Conclusion

Compulsive exercise is known to commonly coexist with 
eating psychopathology. While the significance of sociocul-
tural influences on eating disturbances among young people 
is well established, research is yet to systematically syn-
thesize the evidence surrounding sociocultural influences 
on compulsive exercise in this age group. This systematic 
review aimed to synthesize and critically evaluate studies 
that assessed sociocultural influences on compulsive exer-
cise in young people. The findings highlighted the role that 
family, peers and media provide in relation to compulsive 
exercise, and pointed towards the way in which social com-
parisons, body-related messages and pressure to conform to 
body ideals can predict this relationship. Gender differences 
in the findings were evident, suggesting that the influence 
of sociocultural factors on compulsive exercise may differ 
between males and females. However, while this review’s 
findings are illuminating, research in this area is limited and 
more research is required to understand the temporal rela-
tionships between sociocultural influences and compulsive 
exercise in young people. Further research on technological 
influences on compulsive exercise is also required, as exist-
ing research with adolescents is limited. Future studies will 
benefit from exploratory and prospective research designs 
to provide a deeper understanding of how and why these 
relationships exist, and how sociocultural factors influence 
the development and maintenance of compulsive exercise 
prior to adulthood.

Appendix 1

A flowchart to represent the broad search strategy for all 
databases used.
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