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ABSTRACT

Lack of physical activity in the community has caused 

a wide range of health problems that include obesity, heart 

disease, eating disorders and depression. As a result, the 

focus of physical education and exercise science research 

has extended beyond a focus on skills acquisition and 

improvement and improved fitness to examinations of 

psychological constructs that might impact on physical 

activity and play a critical role in determining outcomes. 

Therefore, the purpose of this project was to review the 

effect of physical activity on physical self-perception on 

middle school students. A review of literature was 

conducted for this study to extensively find out effects of 

physical activity on physical self-perception. Results 

found that physical self-perception is an important 

mediator of outcomes in physical education. It contributes 

to improving levels of physical activity and skill 

development which is associated with physical education 

classes. The field of physical activity and physical 

education has become a major subject of interest to the 

extent that it might affect the quality of health, 

contributes to physical and psychological well-being, help 

enhance physical competence, and is a potential facilitator 
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of people's socialization. Last, this study discussed 

about how to improve physical self-concept through physical 

education in terms of self-enhancement strategy and skill 

development strategy.
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CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTION

Introduction of the Project

Overweight and excessive weight gain among American 

youths has become one of the most serious health problems 

in America. For instance, obesity rates among American 

adolescents have tripled over the past 25 years. These 

rates show no signs of slowing down.

According to data from the 1999 to 2002 by the

National Health and Nutrition Examination Survey (National

Center for Health Statistics, 2005), 16.1% of U.S. 

adolescents, ages 12 to 19, are overweight which is an 

absolute increase of 5% since the 1988 to 1994 survey. The 

two major factors such as physical inactivity and sedentary 

lifestyles have contributed to obesity and may be 

fundamental risk factors of energy imbalance.

The medical complications of obesity caused by lack of 

physical activity have been well defined and justified 

weight loss recommendations for many individuals (Pi- 

Sunytn, 1993) .

According to Yuker and Allison (1994), obesity-related 

stigma and discrimination can negatively affect self-worth, 
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body image appraisal, self-esteem, and other critical and 

psychological characteristics in obese individuals of all 

ages.

Furthermore, Faith, Fontaine, Cheskin, and Allison

(2000) described that given the stigma of obesity, 

increasing attention is being paid to treatment methods to 

enhance self-acceptance and psychological well-being among 

obese individuals.

A study by French, Persy^ Leon, ancpFulkerson (1996) 

found that the correlTtiT5n"*oT’’the obesity index and self- 

esteem indicated a negative high correlation which is that 

as weight increase, self-esteem decreased. The authors 

concluded that increasing self-esteem may be an important 

factor in preventing or reversing obesity. The reason is 

that negative weight perceptions are particularly common 

among young adolescent.

However, according to Centers for Disease Control and 

Prevention (CDC, 2003), regular physical activity can help 

prevent obesity, heart disease, hypertension, diabetes, 

colon cancer, and premature mortality. In addition, 

physical activity is closely related with positive measures 

of well-being and has been an effective treatment or 

therapy for depression and anxiety (Bauman & Owen, 1999).

2



Physical activity, exercise, and fitness programs have 

excellent potential to improving self-acceptance and 

improving one's sense of physical competence (Sonstroem & 

Morgan, 1989) .

Purpose of the Project

This project intended to review and identify effects 

of physical activity on physical self-perception that can 

be improved through physical education.

Scope of the Project

This project was mainly prepared for middle school 

physical education teachers and administrators who want to 

be informed on positive and promising effects of physical 

activity and physical education on students' physical self­

perception and self-esteem.

In addition, this project was to overview of the 

effect of physical activity on physical self-perceptions. 

Differences in gender, ethnicity, age, and skill level that 

might have associated with physical activity, and physical 

self-perception were excluded in this project.
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Significance of the Project

It has been well documented that self-concept can be 

best improved by teaching and improving motor skills in 

physical education classes through physical activity, 

exercise, and fitness programs. However, the question "how 

can physical education improve students' self-concept and 

physical concept by providing physical activity, exercise, 

and fitness program" has not been clearly answered. In 

addition, understanding of physical self-perception and 

self-esteem, and effects of physical activity on physical 

self-perception and self-esteem would be an important task 

for physical educators to be able to prepare, design, and 

implement their physical education programs to the 

students. Physical education teachers can use this project 

as an important guide and information to understand and 

help their students build more positive self-perception and 

self-esteem.

Limitations of the Project

Some limitations of this project were the selection 

and availability of articles. Articles‘published in 

between 1990 and 2009 were only included in this project. 

The articles were retrieved from the university search 
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engines, such as ESCOHost, Illumina, ProQuest, ERIC and 

Wilson Web. The potential variables that can affect the 

association between physical activity'and physical self­

perception, such as gender difference, ethnicity, 

socioeconomic status, nutrition, genetic and heredity were 

not extensively discussed in this project.

Definition of Terms

A. Physical self-concept is defined as "the perception 

that people have about themselves relative to 

physical self" (Cox, 2007, p.416).

B. Self-esteem is "the level of global regard one has 

for the self" (Harter, 1993).

C. The self-concept is defined and interpreted in many 

ways. It has been described as the "totality of 

the individual's thoughts and feelings with 

reference to himself as object" (Rosenberg, 1979, 

P- 7).

5



CHAPTER TWO

METHODS

This project was conducted using a review of 

literature method in order to examine the effects of 

physical activity and physical education on self-esteem.

Using a University search engine, the articles 

published in between 1990 and 2008 were retrieved from 

EBSCOhost, Illumina, ProQuest, and Wilson using databases 

from Academic Search Premier, SportDiscu, PsycINFO, and 

ERIC.

In addition, the articles were also selected from 

various peer-reviewed scientific journals and textbooks 

that include Journal of Teaching'in Physical Education 

(JTPE), Journal of Education, Journal of Physical 

Education, Recreation, and Dance (JOPERD), QUEST, 

Intervention in School and Clinic, Psychology of Sport and 

Exercise, Journal of Teaching Education (JTE), Journal of 

Education, and Strategies.

The terms used for keyword search included physical 

self-perception, physical self, self-esteem, global self- 

esteem, self-efficacy and psychological benefits of 

physical activity. The articles found by keyword search
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were then photocopied and compiled for the literature 

review.
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CHAPTER THREE

REVIEW OF LITERATURE

The critical roles and benefits of physical activity 

in promoting health and preventing disease have become 

apparent over the last decades.

Developing and maintaining positive self-concept is a 

critical part of human development, and participation in 

physical activity and exercise can contribute to it. 

Developmentally, the adolescent years significantly 

constitute a unique developmental phase physiologically, 

socially, and psychologically when rapid biological changes 

(Brook-Gunn, 1986) .

Various research findings on children and adolescents 

have shown that boys score higher on general physical self­

concept than do girls.

For instance, as Marsh boys score

higher on physical self-perceptions of physical ability and 

appearance that do girls. Marsh and Craven (1997) also 

found out that physical self-perception drops during early 

adolescence.

In making sense of exercise and physical activity 

behaviour, the concept of self is an important concept.
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As Fox (1997) mentioned, participation and involvement 

in physical activity and exercise that can improve skill, 

knowledge, fitness, and health is closely tied to the 

improvement of self-perception. Consequently, such changes 

can be generalized to favourable views about the self that 

will lead to an improved sense of well-being (Berger & 

Mclnman, 1993).

The result of this finding has implications to 

continue exercise participation and involvement. According 

to Sonstroem (1998), if people improve their self­

perceptions as a result of the involvement and 

participation in physical activity, this should result in 

more participation.

According to Craig, Russell, Cameron, and Beaulieu 

(1999), to understand this connection is very important.

As found in their article, even though there are many 

health benefits of regular exercise, 63% of Canadian adults 

are not active enough to gain these benefits.

Physical self-concept has recently received major 

attention from exercise researchers (Sonstroem, 1998). The 

main focus of research was directed toward the relationship 

between the physical self and sport and exercise.

According to Sonstroem and Morgan's (1989) multi­
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dimensional exercise and self-esteem model (EXSEM model), 

unlike the physical self, self-esteem is more global (i.e., 

how one feels about one's self overall) and/or more 

specific (i.e., body esteem, strength esteem). The model 

assumes that exercise first influences physical self­

concept .in such a way that people develop a higher degree 

of physical competence and physical acceptance. It will 

subsequently lead to heightened feelings of global self- 

esteem. Therefore, the path from exercise to self-esteem 

corresponds to the skill development. Improving physical 

competence and performance in physical activity and 

physical education should lead to a more positive self­

concept. Consequently, fostering a healthy self-concept 

means improving physical competence first and self-concept 

second.

As described briefly, this model puts global self- 

esteem at the top in the EXSEM model, physical self­

competence and physical acceptance in the middle, and 

physical competence at the lower level. The lower level 

elements feed into and affect global elements, but are 

related to the specific situation and context. 

Consequently, changes and improvement in physical fitness 

result in enhanced self-efficacy, bolstering physical 
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competence and increased global self-esteem.

Enhanced global self-esteem is hypothesized to be an 

automatic outcome of regular physical activity and exercise 

participation. However, focusing on self-esteem as solely 

global has not given researchers much understanding and 

information of psychological and social functioning in 

specific behavioral or situational contexts.

As described in Sonstroem & Morgan's (1989) article, 

the EXSEM model can help us understand the relationship 

between exercise and physical activity, and self-esteem.

In other words, the EXSEM allows researchers to 

investigate processes and pathways which are related to 

self-esteem change.

However, meta-analysis, a systematic approach to 

evaluating findings across studies by exploring the 

significance of findings can be used to better understand 

the relationship between physical activity and self-esteem.

Recently, there is only one published meta-analysis 

available that has examined the effect of exercise on self­

concept in adults (McDonald & Hodgdon, 1991). This study 

has limitations that explored only global self-esteem and 

aerobic exercise and only included published studies.

There are strong evidences for physical activity as a 

11



factor in reducing the risk of heart disease (Thompson, 

Buchner, Pina, Balady, Williams, & Marcus, 2003), 

osteoporosis (Todd & Robinson, 2003) , diabetes (Kriska, 

2003) , and some forms of cancer (Friedenreich & Orenstein, 

2002).

Additionally, evidence for the role of physical 

activity and exercise in psychological well-being also has 

documented, with research focusing on physical activity may 

be effective in treating and/or reducing the risk of 

depression and anxiety (Hall, Ekkekakis, & Petruzzello, 

2002) .

On the other hand, physical self-perception defined by 

Fox (1997) is an aspect of self-concept that is especially 

likely to be influenced by physical activity participation. 

It is more likely to be salient during adolescence (Ecklund 

& Bianco, 2000). It is also hypothesized to contribute 

toward the more integrative construct of global self­

concept (Fox, 1999).

According to Crocker, Eklund, and Kowalski (2000), 

studies examining the relationship between physical 

activity and physical self-concept among adolescents appear 

to be supportive for the connection. However, 

methodological limitations weaken the argument.
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According to Ekeland, Heian, Hagen, Abbott, and

Nordheim's (2004) recent review of intervention studies 

among children and adolescents supported that increasing 

physical activity yields a short-term improvement in self- 

concept among youth.

In addition, according to Spence, McGannon, and Poon's 

(2005) recent meta-analysis, the results found out that 

adult participants showed a small but consistently positive 

effect of exercise on self-esteem.
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CHAPTER FOUR

CONCLUSIONS

Despite the physiological and psychological benefits, 

of physical activity and exercise, including reduced 

tension and depression, increased self-esteem, lowered risk 

of cardiovascular disease, better weight control, and 

enhanced functions of systems, only a relatively small 

percentage of children and adults participate in regular 

physical activity.

Research finding have demonstrated the link between 

physical activity and physical and psychological changes. 

Correlational evidence also suggests that physical activity 

is positively related to self-concept (Raustorp, Stahle, 

Gudasic, Kinnunen, & Mattsson, 2005).

Physical activity is associated with increased 

feelings of self-esteem and self-confidence (Buckworth & 

Dishman, 2002). As addressed by Marsh (1990) developing a 

healthy, positive self-concept is an important 

developmental task and life goal. Physical education 

teachers should therefore be sensitive in fostering a 

positive self-concept, particularly in children and 

adolescents.
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Some studies found out that those who do a sport 

regularly have a high interest in physical exercise and 

assess their physical shape better than those who are not 

regular sports people and don't participate in physical 

activity, in turn, than those that do not do any sport at 

all (Moreno & Cervello, 2005).

It is believed that our skills and abilities to 

interact with others play a part in determining how 

strongly we value and respect ourselves. Self-esteem is a 

measure of our self-worth both physically and emotionally, 

self-respect, and personal potential. Many people think 

that a positive self-image is important. But, few know how 

to achieve it.

Last, how can physical education improve students' 

self-concept? A young person's ability to stand up to peer 

pressure is greatly influenced by his or her self-esteem 

level. Children who have poor self-concepts will more 

readily let others make important decisions for them, 

because their need for peer acceptance is greater than 

their ability to make healthy choices. Therefore, those 

with higher self-esteem have confidence and control over 

their own lives and tend to make better decisions.
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As briefly discussed in Dweck's (1999) study, there 

are two possible ways to improve students' self-concept 

through physical activity and physical education. One is 

the self-enhancement strategy, in which efforts focus on 

self-esteem (e.g., through praise and support). The other 

strategy is the skill development strategy that focuses on 

competence as self-concept is the result of cognitive and 

social construction processes. In physical education 

classes, the best way to influence self-concept might be by 

improving skill and motor competence and supporting 

experiences of success that will result in students' 

participation in physical activity and learning.
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