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Abstract

Self-esteem is fundamental component in psychological health and is affected with dynamics of physical
exercise. This study explore the effects of selected aerobic exercise programs on self esteem and attempts to
determine the most effective aerobic exercise program in boosting self-esteem. This study uses the experimental
design on a sample of 120 female undergraduate students. The instruments used were the Self-Esteem Scale.
Data was analyzed using inferential statistics. t-test conducted shows significant differences in self-esteem score
between pretest and posttest in all modalities of aerobic exercise programs. Analysis of variance reveals that
there is a significant difference (F=81.299, p<0.01) between the four modalities of aerobic exercise programs,
and post hoc test shows that combination of step-dance aerobics and weight training program is most effective in
increasing self esteem among female students. Results of this study contribute to developing the role of aerobic
exercise in improving self esteem. It is also useful in assisting to develop policies and programs that enhance self
esteem.
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1. Introduction

It is commonly acknowledged that physical activity and exercise have a positive impact on many aspects of
health. Besides the many positive physical health benefits of exercise, research has also clearly suggested a
positive association between exercise and psychological health and well-being (Plante & Rodin 1990; Salmon
2000). Physical exercise is one of the most important contributors to overall health of an individual. In addition
to its contribution to physical health, recreational exercise activity can contribute sugnificantly to psychological
well-being and improvement in self-confidence and self-esteem (Stambulova, Johnson, Lindwall & Hinic 2004;
Fox, 2000). Research has also verified the beneficial effects of exercise on psychological health and well-being
across populations (Salmon, 2000). Some researchers believe that self-esteem is the ‘psychological variable with
the most potential to reflect psychological benefits as a result of regular exercise’ (Caruso & Gill, 1992). As a
psychological variable, there is positive correlation between self-esteem (McAuley et al., 2000). For some
women, fitness seems to enhance an inner sense of wellbeing and integrity that makes them feel more
comfortable about themselves and gives them self-confidence. This newly gained self-confidence with fitness
flows into diverse areas of their lives as well (Kenen, 1987). These studies suggest that women who are
committed to an active lifestyle enjoy the benefits of improved self-esteem. Eickoff et al (1983) demonstrated
that introducing an individual to a regular exercise regime also enhance wellbeing. Female subjects who had
been classified in the lower levels of cardiovascular fitness showed beneficial changes in psychological scores
associated with the physical self after a 10 week aerobic program. Based on this study, increased self-esteem
among some active women is associated with the accomplishment of becoming physically fit and committing
oneself to an exercise program.

Other researches indicate that, for some exercisers, self-esteem is linked more specifically to dimensions of body
image and appearance enhancement. Markula (1993) found that some aerobics participants overtly connected
self-esteem with appearance. Frederick and Shaw (1995) discovered that women feeling ‘really good’ about
themselves after exercising because they are working on their body shape. Richman and Schaffer (2000)
concluded that girls and women who participated in sport or physical activity before going to university
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displayed greater levels of self-worth, physical competence, and body image. Notably, non-participation had a
negative impact of self-esteem. Improvements in self-esteem through sport participation may be enhanced by
feelings of accomplishment and perceptions of improved physical appearance, as well as demonstrating a high
degree of commitment to exercise. Certainly there are evidenced which supports the role of sports and physical
activity participation in enhancing self-esteem in girls and women (Kenen, 1987; Eickoff et al., 1983; Warrick &
Pierce, 1989). In a study of sixty elite female ice hockey players, Young (1997) found that participation was
related to higher self- esteem, confidence, and body image. Similarly, girls who participated in a sports program
in Norway reported enhanced levels of confidence, success and mastery. ‘Feeling of belongingness’ and a sense
of ‘being seen and confirmed’ were also elements of the girls narratives (Lindgren, Patriksson & Fridlund, 2002).
Brady (2005) and, Brady and Khan (2002) suggest that sports for girls plays a significant role in enhancing
self-empowerment, self-esteem, and personal freedom. Clearly, self-esteem is quite complex and studies suggest
that certain subcomponents contribute to a person’s self-esteem, which includes perceived sports competence,
physical condition, body image and strength (Scully, Kremer, Meade, Graham & Dudgeon, 1998).

Researches have also shown that when adults, adolescents, and children undertook an exercise program,
self-esteem is enhanced in the process. This article examines how different types of exercise program effects
self-esteem of its participants.

2. Methodology

The sample for this study was 120 randomly assigned, full time undergraduate female students. The population
were female undergraduates who were classified as freshmen, sophomores, juniors and seniors who did not
exercise regularly (exercise less than twice a week). Participants were recruited from various faculties and were
given a Self Esteem Questionnaire (pre-test) to answer which consist of ten items to assess their self esteem.
Through random assignment, sample were divided into four groups; i — walking/jogging, ii — step and dance
aerobic iii — step and dance aerobic plus weight training, and, iv — control group. The intervention program is
conducted four days per week with sixty minutes per session and lasts for twelve weeks. At the end of twelve
weeks, i.e. after the intervention period, participants again were given the Self Esteem Questionnaire (post-test)
to answer. Data collected was analysed using quantitative procedures.

3. Results

To determine the differences between the pre-test and post-test scores on self-esteem, data were analysed using
t-test. The self-esteem questionnaire is based on Rosenberg’s Self Esteem (RSE) which is the most widely used
measure of global self-esteem within health psychology (Baldwin & Courneya, 1997; Rosenberg, 1965). Paired
sample t-test showed significant differences between pre-test and post-test scores in the self-esteem
questionnaire in all groups of the exercise programs. Table 1 shows the results of t-test of self-esteem in
walking/jogging group, step-dance aerobics group, step-dance weight training group and control group.

Table 1. Result of t-test between pre- and post-test score for the four exercising groups

Self Esteem Scores

Pre-test Post-test ¢
Exercise program Mean SD Mean SD
Walking/jogging 33.12 1.01 12.87 1.70 7.51%
Step-dance aerobics 20.52 1.62 12.11 1.21 5.91*
Step-dance and weight training 12.73 1.33 12.09 1.51 1.65%*
Control 11.99 1.03 25.96 1.97 5.32%

*p<0.05

For the self-esteem, the higher the score obtained means the more negative is the self-esteem. Results showed
that there is a statistically significant decrease from pre-test scores to post=test scores of self-esteem for the
following program; walking/jogging program (t=7.51, p<0.05) from the pre-test score (m=33.12) to their
post-test score (m=12.87), step-dance aerobics program (t=5.91, p<0.05) from the pre-test score (m=20.52) to
their post-test score (m=12.11), and, step-dance and weight training program (t=1.65, p<0.05) from the pre-test
score (m=12.73) to their post-test score (m=12.09). This means that self-esteem improved in those subjects that
took part in the exercise program. Participants in the control group showed statistically significant increase
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(t=5.32, p<0.05) from the pre-test score (m=11.99) to their post-test score (m=25.96), showing that after 12
weeks of no exercise, the participants in the control group portrays a more negative self-esteem.

To compare the different effect of the four types of exercise program on self-esteem, analysis of variance
(ANOVA) was used. Additionally, to discover which exercise program contributed the most to the observed
differences, LSD (least significant difference) was used. Table 2 shows the result of ANOVA for self-esteem.

Table 2. Result of ANOVA for self-esteem

Sum of Squares df Mean Square F
Between groups 19.11 3 6.37
54.73%%*
Within groups 13.5 116 0.116
Total 32.61 119 6.486

#4p<0.01

The analysis in Table 2 shows that there were significant differences between groups in self-esteem (F=54.73,
p<0.01). LSD post hoc test indicated that there is a significant difference between between the exercise groups
from most to least contribution in the following manner; step-dance weight training program, step-dance
aerobics program and walking/jogging program.

4. Discussion

The findings of this study showed the superiority of step-dance weight training program and step-dance aerobics
program in boosting self-esteem. This result could be attributed to the nature of step-dance weight training
program and it is a comprehendible compound of three types of exercise; step aerobics, dance aerobics and
weight training program. This program has a favourite characteristic in that it blends the elements of aerobics
exercise and weight training whereby one is rhythmic and the latter is not. The implications of these findings are
that different types of aerobic exercise programs have different effects on self-esteem of undergraduate female
students. Step-dance weight training and step-dance aerobics programs contributed the most to the observed
differences in self-esteem of undegraduate female students.

According to the Report of the Surgeon General on Physical Activity and Health (1996), acrobics exercise
should be supplemented with strength developing exercises at least twice a week. These activities will help build
strength, maintain bone density, an, improve balance, coordination and mobility. Strength training when done
with regular aerobic exercise, can also have a major effect on an individual’s mental and emotional health.
Strength training exercise can also reduce depression and boost self-confidence and self-esteem, and improve
sense of well-being. This finding corroborates the ideas of Dunton et al (2006) who suggested that exercise
programs that is designed to improve self-perceptions may require physical activities that is sufficient to improve
cardiovascular fitness and decrease body fat.

Spence et al (2005) states that the benefits of exercise of self-esteem are overstated in the literature. They
confirmed that participation in exercise programs does lead to significant increases in self-esteem but from a
statistical point of view, the improvements were small. They identified that the type of program and changes in
fitness are two significant contributors of self-esteem. The results of their study showed that exercise and
lifestyle programs produce small to moderate increases in self-esteem while skill training activities demonstrated
no effect on self-esteem. They also found that changes in physical fitness were related to significant increases in
self-esteem.

Fox (1999) review on the influence of physical activity on mental well-being acknowledges the growing
evidence demonstrating how exercise may be effective in improving the mental well-being of the general public,
largely through improved mood and physical self-perception. Fox (1999) further notes the strong evidence to
support the use of aerobic and resistance exercise for enhancing mood states, and that the evidence is weaker in
support of the use of exercise to improve cognitive function in older adults (as assessed by reaction time). He
further suggested several possible mechanisms for the positive effects of exercise on improving mental well
being: i — biochemical — the endorphin effect, ii — physiological — increase muscle reactions, cerebral blood flow
and neuro transmitter efficiency, and, iii — psychosocial — improved perception of competence, self-efficacy and
confidence about the body and its capabilities.
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5. Conclusion

The result of this study shed light on the effects of different modalities od aerobic exercise programs on
self-esteem, and identifying the nature of the most effective exercise in improving self-esteem of undergraduate
female students. It shows that the result of this study will offer a new view in boosting self-esteem. The findings
can also be useful for fitness professionals, who play an important role in physical exercise and health literacy.
However, more research is needed to determine the effect of combining aerobic exercise and weight training on
mental health and well-being.
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