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Background: Body dysmorphic disorder (BDD) is associated with body image concerns and internet
addiction, but the mediating role of sports participation in this relationship has been less studied.
Previous research has shown that body image concerns can lead to internet addiction, but the
influence of sports activities as a mediating factor in this relationship requires further investigation.
This study addresses this research gap.

Aims: The present study aimed to examine the relationship between BDD, body image concerns, and
internet addiction, with sports participation as a mediating variable.

Methods: This descriptive-correlational study used structural equation modeling. The statistical
population included all female students entering Islamic Azad University, Abhar Branch, in the 2023-
2024 academic year, with 210 participants selected via convenience sampling. Data collection tools
included the Sports Participation Questionnaire (Ackles et al., 2001), Body Dysmorphic Disorder
Questionnaire (Rabiei et al., 2011), Body Image Concern Inventory (Littleton et al., 2005), and
Internet Addiction Test (Young, 1996). Correlation analyses were conducted using SPSS-27, and
structural equation modeling was performed in AMOS-8.

Results: Results indicated that BDD was positively associated with increased body image concerns
and internet addiction (p< 0.05). Sports participation mediated this relationship, significantly
reducing the effects of BDD on body image concerns and internet addiction (p< 0.05). In other words,
regular exercise helped alleviate body image concerns, thereby reducing internet addiction severity.
Conclusion: The findings suggest that promoting sports participation can be an effective strategy to
mitigate body image concerns related to BDD and prevent internet addiction. Encouraging regular
exercise, particularly among individuals with BDD symptoms, may improve body image and reduce
dependence on the virtual world. Psychological interventions and public health programs should
incorporate sports as a complementary approach alongside traditional treatments for BDD and
internet addiction.
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Introduction

In the digital age, the intersection between
psychological well-being and technology use has
become an increasingly critical area of investigation.
One particularly concerning triad of phenomena
includes Body Dysmorphic Disorder (BDD), body
image concerns, and Internet addiction - three
interrelated conditions that collectively pose
significant challenges to mental health, particularly
among young adults. This study examines the
mediating role of sports participation in this complex
relationship, offering potential pathways for
intervention and prevention.

Body Dysmorphic Disorder, characterized by
obsessive preoccupation with perceived flaws in
physical appearance, affects approximately 1.7-2.9%
of the general population, with higher prevalence
among adolescents and young adults. The disorder's
cognitive-behavioral model suggests that individuals
with BDD engage in compulsive behaviors (e.g.,
mirror checking, excessive grooming) and mental
acts (e.g., comparing their appearance to others) that
maintain and exacerbate their symptoms. In parallel,
body image concerns have become nearly ubiquitous
in modern society, amplified by social media
platforms that promote unrealistic beauty standards
through filtered images and curated content.

The rise of Internet addiction, particularly among
younger demographics, presents another facet of this
complex picture. Research indicates that 5-10% of
Internet users globally meet criteria for problematic
use, with rates climbing as high as 15-20% in some
Asian populations. Internet addiction shares
neurocognitive similarities with substance addictions,
including impaired impulse control and reward
processing abnormalities. For individuals with body
image disturbances, the Internet offers both a source
of distress (through exposure to idealized images) and
temporary relief (via online communities or
appearance modification technologies).

Sports participation emerges as a potentially
moderating factor in this dynamic. Physical activity
has  well-documented psychological benefits,
including improved body image through mechanisms
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such as enhanced body functionality appreciation and
reduced self-objectification. Regular exercise
promotes neurochemical changes (e.g., increased
endorphins and serotonin) that may counteract the
anxiety and depression frequently comorbid with
BDD. Furthermore, organized sports provide
structured social interactions that can serve as healthy
alternatives to compulsive Internet use.

This study builds upon three key theoretical
frameworks: Cash's cognitive-behavioral model of
body image, Davis's cognitive-behavioral model of
pathological Internet use, and the transdiagnostic
processes approach to emotional disorders. By
examining sports participation as a mediator, we aim
to:

1. Clarify the pathways through which BDD
symptoms may lead to Internet addiction

2. ldentify protective factors that could disrupt this
progression

3. Inform the development of targeted interventions
that leverage physical activity to improve both body
image and digital wellness

Our investigation is particularly timely given recent
societal shifts toward increased digital connectivity
and growing mental health challenges among young
adults. The COVID-19 pandemic has exacerbated
both body image concerns (through extended
exposure to self-image on video platforms) and
Internet dependency (via heightened reliance on
digital communication), making the identification of
protective factors like sports participation especially
urgent.

The findings could have important implications for
mental health professionals, educators, and
policymakers by providing evidence-based strategies
to address the co-occurrence of body image
disturbances and problematic Internet use. By
elucidating the protective role of sports participation,
we hope to contribute to more holistic approaches to
mental health that integrate physical and
psychological well-being.

Method

The current study was descriptive and employed a
correlational design using structural equation
modeling. The research population consisted of all
female students entering Islamic Azad University,
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Abhar Branch during the 2024-2025 academic year,
from which a sample of 210 participants was selected
through convenience sampling using Saper's formula
(2025). The inclusion criteria for this study comprised
newly enrolled female students (2024-2025) at
Islamic Azad University, Abhar Branch, aged
between 20 to 40 years, who expressed willingness to
participate by completing informed consent forms
and demonstrated the ability to respond to research
questionnaires. Participants were required to have no
severe mobility limitations that would prevent sports
participation, as self-reported. Exclusion criteria
included any occurrences during the study period
where participants failed to complete more than 20%
of questionnaire items, or experienced changes in
academic status (such as withdrawal or academic
leave) that would prevent regular follow-up. These
criteria were assessed through regular review of
participation records, weekly follow-ups, and
monitoring of questionnaire completion rates.

Results

The results of the age analysis of the study
participants showed that out of 210 individuals, 19
(9%) were aged 20-25 years, 115 (54.8%) were aged
25-30 years, 74 (35.2%) were aged 30-35 years, and
2 (1%) were aged 35-40 years. In terms of educational
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level, 90 individuals (42.9%) held bachelor's degrees,
63 (30%) held master's degrees, and 57 (27.1%) held
doctoral degrees.

The skewness and kurtosis values confirmed the
assumption of normal distribution of scores. The
results showed that the variance inflation factor (VIF)
for all variables was 1.270, 2.890, 2.641, 2.802,
1.031, and 1.138 respectively, and the tolerance index
was 0.787, 0.346, 0.379, 0.357, 0.970, and 0.878
respectively, indicating  the  absence  of
multicollinearity. The results revealed that none of
the tolerance values were below the acceptable
threshold of 0.1, and none of the VIF values exceeded
the acceptable threshold of 10. Since no
multicollinearity was observed among the predictor
variables, parametric tests such as Pearson's
correlation coefficient and structural equation
modeling can be used, and their results are reliable.
Given that the Durbin-Watson statistics ranged
between 1.5 and 2.5, indicating the independence of
errors, structural equation modeling can be employed
and the results of these statistical tests are reliable.
Furthermore, since one of the key assumptions in
structural equation modeling is the existence of
significant  correlational relationships  between
variables.

Table 1. Direct relationships between research variables

Independent Type

Dependent

((5)) ®» 6B €R ®

Sports participation Dirct

Internet addiction

0.064 0105 0.026 2467 0.013

Dirct Internet addiction

body dysmorphic disorder

0.501 0.257 0.131 3.824  0.001

Dirct Internet addiction

Body Image Concerns

0.469  0.238 0.13 3.432  0.001

Based on the findings in Table 1, the effects of the
variables of sports participation (= 0.105 and
P<0.013), body dysmorphia (f=0.257 and P< 0.001),
and body image concerns (f= 0.238 and P< 0.001) on
Internet addiction are directly significant

The results of Table 2 showed that body dysmorphic
disorder positively predicted Internet addiction at the
P<0.01 level, and body image concerns positively
predicted Internet addiction at the P< 0.01 level
indirectly through sports participation.

Table 2. Indirect path coefficients predicting Internet addiction

Path 8 Sig
Independent Mediation Dependednt
body dysmorphic disorder Sports participation Internet addiction 0.043 0.004
Body Image Concerns Sports participation Internet addiction 0.095 0.001
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Conclusion

The findings of this study highlight the complex
interplay between body dysmorphic disorders (BDD),
body image concerns, and internet addiction among
female university students, while demonstrating the
protective role of sports participation in this
relationship. The results indicate that individuals with
higher levels of BDD symptoms tend to experience
greater body image dissatisfaction, which in turn may
lead to problematic internet use as a maladaptive
coping mechanism. Importantly, regular sports
participation emerged as a significant mitigating
factor, weakening the association between body
image disturbances and internet addiction.

These findings have important theoretical
implications, supporting cognitive-behavioral models
that emphasize the role of avoidance behaviors and
maladaptive coping in maintaining BDD symptoms
and related internet overuse. From a clinical
perspective, the results suggest that incorporating
structured physical activity programs may be an
effective component in interventions targeting both
body image issues and internet addiction. The
mediating role of sports participation points to its
potential in breaking the vicious cycle of negative
body image and compensatory internet overuse by
promoting  body  functionality  appreciation,
improving self-esteem, and providing healthy
alternatives for stress regulation and social
interaction.

Future research should explore longitudinal designs
to establish causal relationships and investigate the
specific types and intensities of physical activity that
may be most beneficial. Additionally, examining
these relationships across different cultural contexts
and demographic groups could enhance the
generalizability of findings. For practitioners working
with university populations, these results underscore
the value of promoting sports participation as part of
comprehensive mental health programs aimed at
addressing body image concerns and preventing
problematic internet use. University counseling
centers and health promotion programs may consider
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developing targeted initiatives that combine
psychoeducation about healthy body image with
opportunities  for regular physical activity,
particularly for students identified as being at risk for
BDD or internet addiction.

Ultimately, this study contributes to growing
evidence supporting integrative approaches to mental
health that address both psychological and lifestyle
factors, highlighting how promoting physical activity
can serve as a valuable strategy for enhancing body
image and reducing reliance on maladaptive internet
use among young adults.
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