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Abstract

Introduction: Self-esteem is a sense of values, the degree of approval, affirmation, acceptance and being valuable that a person has toward himself.
As exercise causes a feeling of adequacy and efficiency, it may increase self-esteem. The present research aimed to study the effect of a physical
activity program on self-esteem of male college students.

Methods: The present study was a randomized controlled trial. The study randomly assigned 90 male college students into two groups of interven-
tion and control. Eight weeks of exercise program were applied to the intervention group and the control group received no intervention. The
program was composed of regular aerobic exercises. Before and after the study, self-esteem of the subjects were assessed by using the Copper Self
Esteem Scale. The results were analyzed using the SPSSis software. Descriptive statistics (frequency, mean and standard deviation) and inferential
statistics (Chi-square test, independent and paired t-test) were applied.

Results: The mean self-esteem of the students in the intervention group changed from 90.6+9.5 to 109.8+5.3, while it was stable for the control
group (91.1£1.3 t0 92.4+2.1). The independent sample’s t-test showed a statistically significant difference between the level of improvement between
the two groups (P<0.001).

Conclusion: The results indicate that physical activity programs boost the self-esteem of male college students. Considering the ease of implemen-
tation, the benefits of physical activity and no serious adverse events, we recommend the use of mild to moderate physical activities as an interven-
tion to enhance self-esteem, a determinant of mental health.
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1. Introduction

Self-esteem is the judgment and ideas that an individual
steadily and consistently states about his values or it is the
sense of values, the degree of approval, and acceptance and
worth that an individual has about himself [1, 2]. Since self-
esteem is one of the most important factors of human devel-
opment and has significant effects on the mind, emotions,
desires, values and goals of a person, an individual whose
self-esteem is broken, experiences anxiety, emotional insta-
bility, and is suspicious of his shyness and lack of competence
of the truth [3]. Studies also show that self-esteem is a major
psychological factor affecting health and people’s quality of
life in the world. Increased self-esteem creates a sense of em-
powerment and being valuable in the person. Other positive
changes appear such as academic achievements, increased ef-
forts to succeed, having high self-esteem, being ambitious
and reaching higher levels of health [4].

Exercise causes a feeling of competence and performance
that may potentially lead to increased self-esteem [5]. Re-
search shows that regular exercise programs not only im-
proves physical health but also mental health, coping with
anxiety and depression and may even increase self-concept
and self-esteem [6]. Alfermann and colleagues argued that if

societies force people to exercise, it will eventually help en-
hance self-esteem and the physical and mental health of its
people because the athletes have high self-esteem and moti-
vation. All age groups should be encouraged to exercise in
different societies [7].

Ghaffari et al. suggests that regular exercise programs may
increase self-esteem of students [8]. Considering the ease of
implementation, the benefits of physical activity with no se-
rious side effects, they proposed exercise as a means to in-
crease self-esteem and physical and mental health [8].
Sonwany et al. found that self-esteem correlates with positive
qualities such as social adjustment, stress, and health-related
behaviors [9]. However, some researchers considered self-es-
teem as reflecting psychological benefits derived from partic-
ipating in regular exercise [10]. Weiss et al. compared, people
who took at least two years of continuous aerobic exercise
with non-athletes and found that regular physical exercise
can increase confidence and self-esteem because of the habit,
the desire to gain victory and reach a goal and stronger mus-
cles [11].

Gabriel and colleagues in a research on mental skills of ath-
letes concluded that mental health variables (anxiety, depres-

sion, self-esteem, confidence, positive mood, etc.) have a
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positive relationship with exercise and the effect varies ac-
cording to individual differences [12].

Due to the type of activity and the role they play as well as
the expectations that others have of them and their respon-
sibilities, college students may be more vulnerable than other
population groups [13]. The expectation placed on college
students is that the substantial investments spent on them
from school to higher education will transform them into
competent citizens post-graduation. But the undeniable fact
is that these investments cannot provide what they expected
without concern to the mental health of the community [14].
This study aimed to determine the effect of a physical activity
program on self-esteem of male college students.

2. Methods

This is a randomized controlled trial performed at the Is-
lamic Azad University of Gorgan in 2012. The study ran-
domly enrolled 90 male college students to either interven-
tion (45 students) or control (45 students) groups.
Participants were selected from dormitories. The aim of the
study was first explained by the researchers to the partici-
pants and they were ensured that the information is confi-
dential and complete. All data were collected anonymously.
All participants provided informed consent.

The enrolment criteria of the study included the male stu-
dents of the Gorgan University, and have willingness to par-
ticipate in the exercise program. Students with professional
or semi-professional sports history, tobacco addiction or a
physical problem or medical disease were excluded. Due to
cultural restrictions on women's sports, the training program
was only conducted on men.

The data collection included the demographic characteristics
such as age, occupation, mother and father's education level,
economic status, family and past semester’s average. The
self-esteem test was used to measure self-esteem. To deter-
mine the reliability of the questionnaire, a pilot study was
conducted on 10 subjects with confirmed R = 0.89 [15, 16].
The score between 35-70 questionnaires and 71-105 was
considered as low self-esteem and self-esteem average, re-
spectively. A score between 106and140, was considered as a
high self-esteem level.

A regular exercise program was conducted 3 times a week for
45 minutes during the evening hours and over 8 weeks [8,
17]. The researcher trained the subjects with another re-
searcher and expert assistant in physical education (with a
doctorate degree in physical education). Each training ses-
sion began with stretching and warm-up exercises for 10

minutes with slow running and then continued with inter-
vals of rests for 30 minutes at the end of the session to return
to the initial state (cold) some movements were done for 5
min. The intensity of the workout was increased by increas-
ing the duration of running slowly in each session. If samples
in 3 sessions or one fourth consecutive training sessions were
missed or significant incidents occurred during the 8-week
training period or they participated in other sports during
the study, were excluded. Fortunately, none of the criteria for
removal occurred during this study. Before and after 8 weeks,
the Cooper Smith self-esteem test was used to measure and
compare the self-esteem of the two groups.

The results were analyzed using the SPSS v.16 software using
descriptive statistics (frequency, mean and standard devia-
tion) and inferential statistics (Chi-square test, independent
and paired t-test).

3. Results

Most students in both groups (56% for intervention and 60%
for controls) were 18 to 22 years old. The mean age of the
intervention and control group was 21.75+1.52 and 21.35 +
1.72 respectively. Most of the research in the intervention
group (78%) and controls (75%) were undergraduate stu-
dents. The last semester grade point average (GPA) of study
participants indicated that the two groups were not signifi-
cantly different. The average last semester GPA was (16.7 +
1.14) and (17.02 + 1.23) in the intervention group and the
control group, respectively. The results showed that the in-
tervention group (59%) and controls (62%) had a medium
family economic situation level. Also, 78 percent of the stu-
dents in the intervention group and 69% of the students in
the control group were interested in sports and exercise.
Chi-square tests did not show a significant difference in age,
educational level, GPA, economic status, and interest in
sport in the two groups. In other words, the two groups were
homogeneous regarding demographic characteristics and
other potential confounders (p > 0.05).

The independent t-test did not indicate the phase signifi-
cance difference between the two groups before intervention
(p=0.122). This is while both groups showed significant dif-
ferences after the eight week intervention (p<0.001). In other
words, regular exercises have been effective on the self-es-
teem of the intervention group (Table 1).

The result of the comparison of students' self-esteem after a
regular exercise program by Paired t test showed that the in-
tervention group showed a significant difference before and
after the intervention phase (p<0.001) while the control
group did not show a significant difference (p=0.115).

Table 1. Comparison of students’ self-esteem in two groups before and after regular exercise

Group Intervention Control
Paired t-test (p-value)
Students’ Self-esteem - LY Mean S0
Before intervention 90.6 9.5 91.1 1.3 P=0.122
After intervention 109.8 53 92.4 2.1 P<0.001
Independent t-test P<0.001 P=0.115
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The ANOVA test showed that there was no significant asso-
ciation between self-esteem and age, educational level, GPA
of last semester and economic status in the intervention
group (p>0.05).

4. Discussion

Regular exercise increases male college students' self-esteem.
Similar studies have been done in this field. Asci studied the
effects of physical exercise on body image and self-esteem
and showed that the intervention group had higher self-es-
teem compared to the control group after exercise [18]. In a
study conducted in England by Thomas, eight weeks of aer-
obic exercise increased self-esteem of the participants [19].
Ghaffari et al. showed that self-esteem scores of students in
the intervention group increased from 111.4 + 8.1 to 93.1 +
8.2 following the intervention [8]. Koruzhadeh et al. also
found that the average self-esteem of the subjects in the in-
tervention group increased from 99.2 + 9.0 to 104.3 + 7.6
[20]. However, in a study by Saadatmehr et al. an aerobic ex-
ercise program did not have any effect on the elf-esteem of
the nurses [21].

Generally, experience and success in every area of human
progress, sense of self-worth and ability in any intervention
increases self-esteem [22]. Bahaeloo-Horeh and Assari also
showed that mountaineering enhances self-esteem of stu-
dents [23].The negative results in the study by Saadatmehr
could be due to the sample size, sample, dose of intervention,
or measurement. The nursing profession needs the nurses to
have self-esteem, confidence, focus and high power determi-
nation to do well in stressful environments such as hospitals,
and simple programs. It is more obvious that nurses are not
able to overcome the stresses of their work alone and without
physical activities [24, 25].

In our study, a significant relationship was found between
GPA and self-esteem, where individuals with high self-es-
teem had a better school performance. Academic achieve-
ments and self-esteem have a reciprocal relationship [26, 27].
Self-esteem may lead to increased academic success since the
self-confidence and positive attitude learned during exercise
may enhance self-confidence and motivation. It is also said
that academic success enhances self-esteem in human beings
[26, 27].

Our findings have public health implications for the
promotion of mental health and also obesity preven-
tion. This is particularly important due to the associa-
tions between obesity and mental health problems
[28-31] and also the global trends in obesity and men-
tal health problems such as suicide [32-35]. En-
hancement of physical activity may improve a wide
range of outcomes including mental health and obesi-
ty of populations [36-39]. The promotion of physical
activities may have spillover effects in other domains
[40-43]. Fortunately, there are state of the art and
evidence-based interventions that enhance physical
activities [36, 44-47].

5. Conclusion

College students are susceptible to stress and mental pressure
[48]. Regular exercise increases the self-esteem of male col-
lege students. Considering the acceptability and feasibility of
the program, the benefits of the promotion of the physical
activity [36-39], and no serious side effects, is recommended
to use exercise as a means of enhancement of students' self-
esteem and mental health. Authors hope that the findings of
the present research can be used by program planners and
policy makers. Further studies should be conducted on the
mechanism of action and continued effects of regular exer-
cise on social groups.
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