
As the world becomes more health conscious and being “well-thy” 
develops in to an ever-more covetable state of living, fitness figure 
competitions seem to be on the rise —but are they good for you?

  By Yi-Hwa Hann a 
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They spend months prepping, 
training, and getting in their 
posing practice, all in a quest to 
ensure that when they hit that 
stage in their most fl attering 
bikini and heels, they are 
crowned a winner: It’s not a 
beauty pageant, it’s a fi tness 
physique competition. 

Once a pastime of only the 
so-called “fi tness obsessed”, 
fi tness fi gure competitions are 
now increasingly entering the 
realm of the masses. From San 
Francisco to Dubai, in recent 
years, the number of female 
fi tness and fi gure competitors 
all over the world have been on 
the rise. Names like WBFF—
World Beauty Fitness and 
Fashion, Inc.—and INBA—
International Natural 
Bodybuilding Association—are 
becoming more widely 
recognised, and it’s no longer 
just a young woman’s game. In 
the past fi ve or so years, the 
age-led categories have opened 
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provided by a competition 
deadline can also encourage 
women who are looking to gain 
weight: Australian Kaitlyn 
Davidson, a former anorexic, 
was determined to make a 
change after a severe health 
warning from doctors, wherein 
her eating disorder saw her hit 
the brink. A registration in the 
BWFF fi tness bikini contest 
saw her gain three stone, 
putting on muscle and making 
sure to hire a coach that placed 
mental health as a priority. 

The latter is an aspect about 
these competitions that many 
competitors, particularly 
newbies to the genre, don’t 
consider—and a considerable 
number of women who have 
participated in them are now 
concerned about the eff ect it 
could have on other hopefuls, 
actively warning against it due 
to the repercussions on their 
own relationship with food and 
diet. Carol Harper*, a former 
Miami Pro and WBFF 
competitor, spent the twelve 

weeks leading up to her fi rst 
competition prepping. “It was 
a time when I began weight 
training, so it seemed like 
something fun to do when I was 
doing that kind of training 
anyway,” she says. Training was  
diffi  cult, and prep was strict, 
with her training and nutrition 
both controlled, and calorie 
intake decreasing as the weeks 
went on. “The second time it 
was 16 weeks, so a slightly 
slower, less drastic reduction 
over the week in food terms. 

up to include women in the 
over-30s, then the over-40s, 
and as of a few years ago, the 
over-50s in some competitions. 

In fact, these competitions 
have become so popular that a 
new category has even been 
added: The bikini competition. 
Created as a category with 
much less emphasis on 
muscularity, in order to 
encourage even more women 
to join the world of physique 
competitions, Bikini was 
offi  cially recognised as a 
independent competition 
category in 2010. It joins the 
ranks of Fitness competitions—
which incorporate a swimsuit 
and a round showcasing a 
physically active routine—and 
Figure competitions, where 
contestants are judged solely 
on muscle defi nition and their 
symmetry. All of this diff ers 
from traditional bodybuilding 
competitions, where heavier 
muscle mass is encouraged and 
that’s a key part of what 
contenstants are judged upon. 

Muscles and Motivation
It’s a tough journey. Aside from 
the physical challenge of 
training—which can see 
hopeful competitors train 
twice, maybe even three times 
a day—preparation periods also 
involve having to remain on a 
strict diet, get enough sleep, 
and have the mental fortitude 
to stick to a programme for 
three to six months of pure 
dedication, if not longer. For 
some, it can be an excellent 
motivator in losing weight and 
getting fi t: Sophie Aris, a British 
bodybuilder from Manchester 
in the UK, used a competition 
as the catalyst to spur on her 
decision to try and lose weight 
when she was unhappy with 
her size 14 dress size. Over the 
course of preparing for her fi rst 
competition, she lost three 
stone and wound up a size 6, 
and in the process, amassing 
thousands of online fans. She 
now gives fi tness tips out to 
other hopefuls, along with 
women trying to lose weight. 

Undoubtably, it can be a 
powerful motivator with 
weight loss. But the incentive 

That kind of scrutiny brings nothing but 
complexes and insecurities when you have to 
pick your body apart in that detail.
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Many people do much longer 
but I really don’t think I could 
imagine more than 16, given 
how much it takes over your 
life. Every training session had 
a target: Lower body twice a 
week and upper body twice, 
then second time around, it was 
lower twice, upper once and a 
metabolic conditioning 
session. I got off  lightly as many 
people have to do much more 
cardio than I did, often doing 
two training sessions a day, but 
quite honestly, bodybuilding 
training is monotonous and not 
that fun. The idea of all that 
isolation training focused 
purely on aesthetics now bores 
me to tears. I like training for 
fun and functionality, not for 
simply focusing on body parts,” 

says Carol. 
Indeed, she’s 
now done with 
competing, for 
the long haul: 
“That kind of 
scrutiny brings 
nothing but 
complexes and 
insecurities 
when you have to pick your 
body apart in that detail. In 
terms of diet, I was also lucky, 
never having to go too low on 
carbs or calories, but really, 
when everything is accounted 
for it makes food very 
functional and you become 
obsessed with what your next 
meal is, when it is, when you 
need to cook next, shop, and so 
on. Every week you’re doing 

progress pics, which really is a 
thankless process as you will 
often see little or no change to 
the naked eye, and again, that 
scrutiny can be soul destroying 
for some girls. And then there’s 
the posing classes. This was 
actually pretty fun, but is the 
one thing you really must get  
a good coach for. It’s as 
important as the gym sessions 
and food prep. You can’t get on 

stage unprepared,” she says. 

Tupperware Life
Fitting all of this in with her 
full-time job as a journalist was 
extremely stressful, and took a 
toll on the rest of her schedule: 
“It really becomes your entire 
life, which is why it’s so 
mentally unhealthy. There’s no 
sense of balance, and health for 
me is about balance, not 

*Name has been changed to protect privacy. 
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extremes and deprivation. 
However your prep is, whether 
you’re doing it with macros 
(proteins, fats and carbs) or 
being told how much to eat by 
your coach (a cup of this, 200g 
of that), every mouthful you 
eat, is accounted for,” Carol 
says, continuing: “Socialising 
will always be aff ected. I was 
lucky I was high enough on 
calories that I could still go out 
for meals, but even then, I had 
to prepare in advance, calling 
ahead to the restaurant to ask 
how much the salmon would 
weigh so I could calculate it 
into my day’s targets one time, 
for example. You end up sitting 
eating out of tupperware 
everywhere you go which, let’s 
face it, is weird and even 
inappropriate in a lot of social 
settings. Some of your friends 
really won’t get it and it can be 
quite a testing time if people 
don’t support you. It’s really 
important to have a support 
network around you as times 
can get very challenging.”

Sandy Naylor, a mum of two 
who competed in the UKBFF 
Championships, Bikini Fitness 
Category, back in September 
2014, agrees: “Offi  cially, my 
prep with a coach started 20 
weeks before my competition. 
Unoffi  cially, I had been doing 
almost a pre-prep on my own 
for about another 3 months 
prior to that where I was 
tracking my macronutrients 
and ensuring I was lifting 
weights four times a week,” she 
says. Sandy credits her coach 
for the fact that she was never 
on a starvation diet, and the 
lowest her calories ever fell to 
were about 1,500 a day. 
However, the diet was bland 
and she ate the same meal of 
egg whites, oats with water, 
steamed chicken and broccoli, 
boiled sweet potato and steak 
daily for 20 weeks, with a 
weekly cheat meal that stopped 
6 weeks before the end. She 
also upped her training with an 
hour of fasted cardio at 5am, 
and another an hour before 
bedtime, on top of teaching 
spin and body pump 4-6 times 
a week. “I remember realising 

thought it was both a stupid 
goal and an unhealthy one 
(mentally and physically) so I 
had little support from him, but 
more so, there’s a huge downer 
afterwards as you’ve fi lled your 
whole life with this goal and 
suddenly there is a void. While 
I can’t say I suff ered with these 
[following points] personally as 
my coach was so good with 
keeping my calories high and 
my prep healthy, many girls will 
never look at food the same way 
again, [and] will hate their 
bodies as they return to a 
normal, more healthy state, 
which of course stage bodies 
are not. Many will, in fact, binge 
eat and go to an extreme, 
putting on huge amounts of 
weight; body image becomes 
even more scrutinised and your 
relationship with food can be 

one busy week that I had done 
over 20 hours of exercise, 
averaging more than 3 hours a 
day. 1,500 cals doesn’t seem so 
high when you account for that 
activity level,” she says. Sandy 
was also instructed to take 
supplements, including 
caff eine tablets and yohimbe 
tablets, fat burners, vitamin C, 
udos oil, kre-alkalyn, BCAAs, 
probiotics, zinc, multivitamin 
and glutamine. “I basically had 
my own pharmacy right in my 
kitchen! There were also some 
controversial methods which, 
unbeknownst to my coach I 
refused to do, such as using a 
steel boned corset for 8 hours a 
day to make my waist smaller—
no thank you to crushed organs 
and compressed lungs,” she 
confesses. Sandy—who had 
gone into the competition at 

the same time as her husband, 
had chosen to do it as a couple. 
“We both wanted to achieve 
our dream physique and 
realised that if we did it 
together, it would be easier. 
Which was largely true, but 
what we didn’t account for was 
the strain it would have on our 
marriage such as a dwindling 
love life, horrifi c mood swings 
and the way the food depletion 
aff ects your mental state—I’m 
pretty sure I had a breakdown 
when his revised food plan 
included a daily spoon of 
peanut butter and mine didn’t! 
How trivial is that!” she says.

“Train To Eat” 
Carol agrees that socially,  it 
was the toughest strain: “Not 
least because my boyfriend at 
the time was so against it and 
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These events are never as glamorous or as 
exciting as you perceive them from the 
photos and things you see beforehand.

tenuous. It’s not uncommon  
for girls to really ruin their 
hormonal balance and their 
metabolism after competing so 
doing this has big health risks. I 
know many girls who still, after 
competing, ‘train to eat’ which 
in my opinion is simply another 
form of eating disorder. These 
competitions simply validate 
many girls who already have an 
eating disorder or issue of some 
kind, because they justify it as 
‘fi tness’ or ‘healthy’ which this 
isn’t in any way. Aspiring to a 
body that’s not sustainable and 
putting their bodies through 
extremes to get there, is so far 

from fi tness and health. There 
are so many better ways to set 
goals than this, than having 
strangers judge you on how you 
look. Learn skills, get strong, be 
fast, take on a new sport. There 
are so many better things,” says 
Carol, who is adamant that she 
will never compete again. 

 For Sandy, the experience 
was also enough. “I know there 
are many people who make it 
work and manage to maintain a 
good balance and I highly 
respect them. Unfortunately,  
I wasn’t able to do that. I’m 
ashamed to say I feel like it 
took precious time and 
attention away from my boys 
who were 3 years and not even 
1 year old at the time. My 
patience was very thin and my 

energy levels low, especially on 
the low amount of carbs I was 
on—this meant I really found 
parenting a chore during that 
period, which is so sad. It also 
made the food aspect harder for 
me, because my children are 
excellent eaters so I continued 
to make them hearty and varied 
meals and take them out to 
restaurants. I would stare 
longingly at their Greek 
yoghurt and berries, or their 
cottage pie, and I’d lick their 
spoons and then mentally scold 
myself and add fi ve minutes to 
my cardio. I realised at the time 
this wasn’t a healthy state of 
mind, yet I still continued,” 
Sandy says. Her dedication to 
the competition became such 
an obsession that she found 

herself continuing HIIT 
sprints for a week whilst in 
what she describes as horrifi c 
pain, only stopping when her 
body started putting on fat as a 
protective mechanism that 
they stopped. “I paid the price, 
and in post competition I was 
in excruciating daily pain for 
over a year, and became reliant 
on heavy prescription 
medication. It took 18 months 
of regular physiotherapy and 
chiropractic treatment before I 
was able to run again,” she says.

Life After Competing  
In the aftermath of the 
competition, the toll on her 
wasn’t just physical: Mentally, 
Sandy also struggled with her 
eating habits, namely, not 
giving into binge eating once 
the competition was over. “I 
had felt so deprived for months 
and basically, if it wasn’t bolted 
down it was going to get eaten.  
I went from being super 
disciplined to having no control 
whatsoever and ended up 
gaining about 5kg in the fi rst 
week post competition,” she 
says. It’s a pattern that Carol 
says she has seen often: “I was 
one of the lucky few, but almost 
all the girls I know have mental 
or physical repercussions from 
the experience. These events 
are never as glamorous or as 
exciting as you perceive them 
to be from the photos and 
things you see beforehand. You 
also realise that nobody 
running these shows or the 
judges actually gives a damn 
about the participants, they 
just want to put on a good show, 
however healthy or unhealthy 
the people taking part.” Sandy 
isn’t the only one who suff ered 
during the competition: The 
post-competition period also 
had an impact on her husband: 
“[He] was admitted into A&E a 
week after competing with 
adrenal fatigue. As for myself,  
I fi nd it very diffi  cult to lose 

weight even now as I had 
wreaked havoc with my 
metabolism. At my last set of 
blood tests I was diagnosed 
with low testosterone levels.  
I also had functional ovarian 
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cysts the size of oranges, hair 
loss, and all sorts of other 
things which I never had pre 
competing. Whether or not 
they are related is anyone’s 
guess, though my 
endocrinologist seemed to 
think so,” Sandy says.

Not All Thorns 
Still, both Carol and Sandy 
agree that being on stage can 
give you a certain sense of 
empowerment, even if the 
competition day itself can feel 
somewhat anti-climactic after 
all of those months of intense 
prep. Indeed, Andreea 
Cazaceanu, who has competed 
in WBFF in the Fitness 
category, and INBA Wc in the 
Fitness and Sports Model 
category, says the experience is, 
for her, an empowering one. 
Andreea documents her fi tness 
journey on Instagram under the 
name @andyfi tmodel, and to 
her, it’s all part of a community 
that feels like an extended 
friendship, where she can meet 
other people who share her 
passion for fi tness. “[For me, I 
love] the thrill of being on stage.  
With the fact that I want to help 

and inspire people, it was—and 
still is—my dream come true,” 
she explains. Preparation and 
its strict demands certainly 
aren’t easy for her, but for 
Andreea, it really is a lifestyle.  
In fact, Andrea is also a personal 
trainer, and just sees her 
pre-competition periods as a 
time when her usual training 
gets a little more strict than it 

actually eat and drink then,” she 
says. Andreea, who also works 
with one of the world’s top 
airlines, balances her busy 
training schedules with a 
full-time job, but for her, it’s 
just a question of how to 
balance it all. “It’s hard [to 
manage the training with a 
full-time job] but it’s not 
impossible! It just takes a bit of 

the tiniest bikini and see-
through stilletos, covered in 
fake tan trying to force out 
some sexy poses and every inch 
of my body being scrutinised,” 
Sandy recalls. For Andreea, 
however, being on stage makes 
her feel confi dent, and it’s a 
chance for her to show off  the 
results of all of her hard work: 
“I am a very competitive person 

Competing gives me the chance  to be my 
best, and pushes me to be an even better me.
normally is. “Preparation for 
the competitions is a complete 
state of mind—you have to be 
both physically and mentally 
prepared. Regarding training,  
I won’t put a time frame on it 
because we train all year round, 
and then just prepare for a 
competition [as part of that].   
I would start my preparation 
for a competition four months 
ahead, and that would mean 
sometimes training twice a day, 
with the last two weeks being 
the peak time. That’s the most 
diffi  cult, since you need to be 
very careful about what you 

organisational skill, along with 
a dream to follow. I try as much 
as I can to make both [parts of 
my life] work in harmony, and  
I also consume a lot of caff eine 
and pre-workouts,” she laughs. 

Once she’s on stage, Andreea 
is where she’s most comfortable 
While some women, like Sandy, 
found this challenging—“I love 
sport, especially rugby, and for 
me, being that sort of athlete 
means that I spend a lot of my 
time muddy, covered in bruises 
and smelling pretty bad. That’s 
my comfort zone. And 
suddenly I was up on stage in 

by nature, so competing gives 
me the chance to be my best, 
and pushes me to be an even 
better me. Once I’m on stage,  
I feel like all that hard work and 
sweat paid off : No matter what 
the results are, you know that 
you put in 300% worth of work, 
and it’s an amazing feeling of 
accomplishment. After you do 
it once, it gets addictive—at this 
point, I’m only at the start of my 
competing career, and I’m not 
going to stop soon: At the end of 
the year, I’m planning my next 
competition season!”  
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Doing It Right
Despite having her training 
schedule down pat, Andreea, 
like every other competitor, 
fi nds the pre-competition lead 
up the hardest. “We call the 10 
days leading up to a 
competition the peak week: 
During this time, you go on a 
very strict, no-carbohydrate 
diet, and your body will 
undergo various processes like 
water depletion. Your energy 
levels will be very low, and your 
mood too, but you still have to 
train, and train hard. Focusing 
on your goal gets a bit tough at 
this point. After a competition, 
your body is so depleted that 
you really need to be careful of 
what you eat because it will 
absorb everything like a 
sponge, so there will be some 
work afterwards too,” she says. 

Sandy and Carol both agree 
with Andreea in that the post 
-competition period is key to 
ensuring you have a healthier 
“comedown”, so to speak. Both 
women stress the importance 
of making sure that you’re 
competing for the right 
reasons, have an excellent 
support network, and that you 
have a sensible approach to 
accepting not only the lifestyle 
compromises you’ll be making, 
but also ensuring you have a 
proper reverse diet programme 
in place for afterwards—in 
short, just as Andreea seems to 
have in place. When it comes to 
motivation, going into this for 

the right reasons: To test and 
yourself within reasonable 
limits, and with a healthy 
attitude towards your body to 
begin with: Women with body 
insecurities seeking to fi nd 
validation through such a 
competition aren’t necessarily 
doing it for the right reasons. 
Carol also warns of the 
importance of knowing that 
not all of your competitors, 
depending on which show you 
are involved in, may be on the 
same natural progression that 
you are, with many competitors 
utilising various drugs in order 
to achieve their, as Carol calls 
it, “skewed sense of perfection.” 
“So few of these so-called ‘role 
models’ are actually natural, 
and yet we are led to believe 
they look that way through 
hard work and tough diets. 
Nobody talks about the dark 
side,” she warns. However, both 
Carol and Sandy have, much 
like Andreea, loved the sense of 

community that can come with 
competing, with both women 
having claimed to make great 
friends throughout the 
experience, and it’s one of the 
key reasons they don’t regret 
having tried it. They also both 
pointed to the amount they 
learned about their own bodies, 
particularly in terms of how it 
responds to not just training 
but also nutritionally, as 
another highlight. As a learning 
tool, and approached safely, 
these competitions can be an 
excellent motivator—perhaps 
most importantly, aside from 
your motivation behind taking 
part, is finding a trustworthy, 
reliable coach who truly has 
your best interests at heart in 
terms of your overall health, a 
point that all three women can 
agree on. “Competing can give 
you an excellent goal and keep 
you on track: Once you set that, 
the rest will follow, and it will 
change the way you see 

yourself. It can give you a great 
confi dence boost, and in the 
long run, it will also add 
discipline to your way of life,” 
Andreea says. “Work with a 
coach who will mentally and 
psychologically be able to 
support you—someone who 
cares about coaching for health 
not just stage success. Really 
speak with them about their 
strategy and what they know 
about working with women in 
areas like hormones and 
metabolic damage. Speak in 
depth to people who’ve worked 
with your coach to see if you 
like their approach. You’re the 
client and you’ll pay a lot of 
money for this coach who may 
really not be the best person for 
your long term health. Even a 
three or fi ve month prep can 
take a good year or more to 
recover from health-wise, as 
I’ve seen in girls myself. Ask if 
your coach has a strategy for 
after the competition, to 
reverse diet you back to 
normal, to coach you through 
the post comp blues, win or 
lose,” Carol says, concluding: 
“Ask yourself why you’re 
competing and have a really 
good answer. You need to have 
that because if you don’t place, 
let alone win, you need to walk 
away thinking it was still worth 
it. Validation through others 
will only be a cycle you’ll 
continue for the rest of your life 
so be sure you’re doing it for 
you and for you alone.” �
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