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ABSTRACT: This review of literature examines the relationship between exercise, body-image and self-esteem. The relationship 

between exercise, body image, and self-esteem has gathered significant focus in studies of psychological and health. This review of 

literature highlights the evolution of this field’s research over several decades. Findings consistently show that regular exercise 

positively impacts body image and self-esteem across various population reporting greater body satisfaction and improved self-

worth. The mechanisms of this impact include physical improvements, psychological benefits, and social interaction, making 

exercise a multifaceted intervention for enhancing physical self-worth and mood improvements. Variables such as the kind of 

exercise (aerobic, resistance training), exercise intensity, frequency, and duration may have varying effects on psychological 

outcomes based on individual characteristics (e.g., gender, baseline psychological status) and environmental factors (e.g., exercise 

settings, social support). Comprehending the elements that affect physical activity and psychological health results is crucial for 

creating focused interventions that enhance both physical and mental health. Therefore, this study could significantly contribute to 

health promotion efforts, fitness programs, and therapeutic approaches designed to enhance mental well-being in young adults. 

While numerous studies have explored the relationship between working out, body image, and self- regard, gaps remain while 

understanding the particular mechanisms and moderators involved.  
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INTRODUCTION 

Body image and self-esteem are critical components of mental health and well-being. The perception and attitude toward an 

individual's physical appearance is body image, it has several components, including look, body type, level of physical fitness, and 

health. Body Image is greatly influenced by various factors such as one’s body weight and size, individual’s overall looks, and 

physical appearance is another important factor affecting one body image state where people dissatisfied with their physical 

appearance often show low body image state. Self-esteem as stated is one’s perception of oneself, and their self-worth. One's feeling 

of self-worth significantly affects a person’s mental health. Many factors including appearance, success, mindset, finances, life 

experiences influence self-esteem. Individual differences exist in assessing self-esteem in people because people’s worth of 

themselves is dependent upon personal achievements and assessment of their own self and their own life. Exercise is an activity 

requiring physical effort, carried out to sustain or improve health and fitness. It encompasses various forms of physical activity aimed 

at enhancing physical fitness and health, has been extensively studied for its multifaceted benefits. Engaging in regular physical 

activity is important not only for maintaining physical health but also for supporting mental well-being. Previous research has 

consistently demonstrated that regular exercise can lead to improvements in mood, anxiety reduction, and enhanced self-perceptions, 

suggesting a positive correlation between physical activity and psychological health. 

By examining key studies from the early investigations, this review seeks to elucidate the mechanisms through which exercise 

influences these psychological constructs. Furthermore, it will aim to fill existing gaps in the literature and propose avenues for 

future research in order to deepen our comprehension of this significant subject matter. The benefits of exercise for physical health 

are widely acknowledged, however, its influence on psychological well-being, specifically body image and self-esteem, is garnering 

growing recognition. Engaging in consistent physical activity has been linked to enhancements in mood, self-esteem, and 

heightened self-perceptions. By examining the relationships between different types of exercise, exercise frequency, exercise self-

efficacy, and these psychological outcomes, this research seeks to provide a comprehensive understanding of how physical activity 

can enhance students' mental well-being. 

RATIONALE 

The aim of this review of literature is to understand the relationship between exercise, body-image and self-esteem in people. Body 

image and self-esteem are critical components of their mental health and overall well-being. Poor body image and low self-esteem 
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can lead to various negative outcomes, including depression, anxiety, eating disorders, and impaired academic performance. 

Understanding factors that positively influence these aspects is essential for developing effective interventions and support programs 

for students. Most of the previous research are cross- sectional which do not examine long-term changes. Longitudinal studies are 

required to understand how exercise influence body-image and self-esteem in people. There is also a lack of gender specific 

motivation and psychological mechanism behind the differences. 

 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

Early research into the psychological benefits of exercise laid the groundwork for later studies. To date, numerous studies have been 

carried out on these subjects, validating the connection between physical activity and specific aspects of mental well-being, including 

feelings, character traits, self-perception, and thinking processes. Exercise psychology has confirmed that subjective well-being in 

college students is closely related to their exercise persistence. It was noted that physical activity can lead to a person's achieving 

both physical and mental well-being, as well as improving their subjective assessment of their level of satisfaction with life, 

encouraging pleasant and good peer relation, and improving their overall assessment of their own quality of life. Additionally, 

empirical study demonstrates that engaging in physical exercise can directly enhance individuals' subjective well-being by producing 

happy, seamless, and peak emotional responses. 

Body Image and Exercise 

Research on the effects of exercise on body image suggests that regular participation in physical activities leads to improved body 

perception. Studies indicate that individuals who engage in consistent exercise routines report greater body satisfaction. Juncal Ruiz-

Turrero, Karlijn Massar, Dominika Kwasnicka, and Gill A. Ten Hoor (2022) suggested that self-esteem, body satisfaction, and body 

image were consistently considerably greater in the Committed Exercisers (high exercise frequency but low exercise fixation). Low 

levels of body image, average body satisfaction, and low self-esteem were present in the non-exercisers. The findings align with 

earlier research, which indicates that female athletes experience lower levels of social anxiety related to their bodies and report 

greater levels of self-worth and contentment with their bodies. In keeping with earlier research, which indicates that athletes' high 

levels of physical activity and their bodies might more closely approximate the modern ideal of a fit, slender, and trim physique for 

women. Yao Shang, Hao-Dong Xie and Shi-Yong Yang (2021) in their research established that the relationship between exercise 

and college students' subjective well-being is mediated by their body image. Conversely, exercise has a positive impact on college 

students' body image disorders. Thus, the "bridge" that connects physical exercise with subjective happiness may be shaped by one's 

body image. A meta-analysis by Alleva et al. (2015) revealed that exercise significantly improves body image. Resistance training 

has been shown to improve body image, particularly in women, by increasing muscle tone and reducing body fat. Slater and 

Tiggemann (2011) conducted research focusing on body image and its relationship with participation in physical activity and sports. 

The study showed that there was no significant impact among gender differences, highlighting that participation in sports activities 

help in promotion and improvement of subjective well-being, body image a well as self-esteem. Campbell and Hausenblas (2009) 

investigated insight of body image and the impact of exercise on contentment with one's body. They investigate the importance of 

exercise in promoting positive body image by focusing on exercise intervention and health improvements rather than condition 

which were controlled. Their work has practical implications for designing exercise interventions that enhance mental health and 

well-being. They advocate for personalized approaches that consider individual preferences, goals, and psychological needs. This 

study finds that both aerobic exercises and resistance training positively influence body satisfaction. The researchers emphasized 

the need to consider exercise modalities when designing interventions aimed at improving body image. Hausenblas and Fallon 

(2006) examined how regular exercise influences body image perceptions and satisfaction and increased self-esteem. Their research 

suggests that exercise can improve body image by promoting a focus on physical competence and functional abilities rather than 

solely on appearance. The findings underscored the role of physical changes and increased body competence in enhancing body. 

They explored exercise as a therapeutic intervention for improving mental well-being and enhancing body satisfaction and reducing 

body dissatisfaction. 

Self-Esteem and Exercise 

Exercise and self-esteem are positively correlated, as is widely known. Frequent exercise is linked to greater levels of self-esteem, 

especially in groups like teenagers and young adults who may experience problems with body image. The mechanisms encompass 
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the physiological enhancements resulting from exercise, which bolster one's self-esteem, as well as the psychological advantages, 

such less stress and worry. Junwen Shu et al. (2023) in their meta-analysis concluded that college students who engage in aerobic 

exercise report feeling more confident about their bodies. Enhancement in physical self-esteem is another benefit of increasing 

exercise intensity. It has been demonstrated that moderate intensity exercise is more beneficial for body self-esteem intervention 

than small intensity exercise when it comes to aerobic exercise. However, the intensity of exercise cannot be increased beyond a 

certain point. Whether a college student is obese or extremely fit, aerobic activity increases their body image more. Raising body 

self-esteem required 90 minutes of exercise compared to 30 minutes, and a 16-week intervention period was more beneficial than 

a 10-week one. The relationship between exercise and college students' subjective well-being is mediated by their self-esteem. 

Juncal Ruiz-Turrero, Karlijn Massar, Dominika Kwasnicka, and Gill A. Ten Hoor (2022) suggested that self-esteem, body 

satisfaction, and body image were consistently considerably greater in the Committed Exercisers (high exercise frequency but low 

exercise fixation). Low levels of body image, average body satisfaction, and low self-esteem were present in the non-exercisers. 

The study suggests that college students' subjective well-being and physical activity are mediated by their sense of self-worth. Guo 

(2019) research made clear that self-esteem is a good indicator of an individual's assessment of their own worth and abilities, as 

well as their ability to predict subjective well-being. Researchers also agree that physical activity, aerobic exercises or 

extracurricular; (Zhu et al., 2010), can help people feel better about themselves. McAuley et al. (2005) and his colleagues examined 

the psychological mechanism which suggested that these exercise-induced changes in mood and psychological states play a 

significant role in enhancing self-esteem over time. McAuley et al. conducted longitudinal studies to assess the impact of exercise 

on self-worth. They found engaging in exercise programs is associated with long-term improvements in self-esteem, particularly 

when exercise becomes a regular part of one's lifestyle. McAuley and colleagues explored how self-efficacy beliefs influence 

motivation for exercise and physical activity participation. Their research highlighted the importance of self-efficacy in sustaining 

exercise behaviours over time, emphasizing higher self- efficacy helps in maintaining regular exercise routines which also benefits 

mental and emotional well- being. Fox (2000) did a comprehensive review highlighted that regular physical activity leads to 

improvements in self-perceptions and self-esteem across various populations, including university students and people of different 

age and backgrounds. Fox suggested that exercise can positively impact both global and domain-specific self-esteem, depending 

on how individuals perceive their competence and achievements in various life domains and integrating exercise as a positive 

lifestyle intervention for enhancing psychological health and self-worth across diverse populations.  

Early research into the psychological benefits of exercise laid the groundwork for later studies. To date, numerous studies 

have been carried out on these subjects, validating the connection between physical activity and specific aspects of mental well-

being, including feelings, character traits, self-perception, and thinking processes. Exercise psychology has confirmed that 

subjective well-being in college students is closely related to their exercise persistence. It was noted that physical activity can lead 

to a person's achieving both physical and mental well-being, as well as improving their subjective assessment of their level of 

satisfaction with life, encouraging pleasant and good peer relation, and improving their overall assessment of their own quality of 

life. Additionally, empirical study demonstrates that engaging in physical exercise can directly enhance individuals' subjective 

well-being by producing happy, seamless, and peak emotional responses. 

 

CONCLUSION 

The literature examined presents strong evidence supporting the beneficial effects of exercise on body image and self-esteem. 

Consistent engagement in physical activity, such as aerobic exercises and resistance training, has been linked to enhanced mood, 

decreased anxiety, and boosted self-esteem. These benefits extend to enhanced body image perceptions, characterized by greater 

body satisfaction and reduced dissatisfaction with physical appearance. The literature strongly supports the notion that regular 

exercise has a positive impact on body image and self-esteem. By improving physical fitness and mental well-being, exercise 

serves as a valuable intervention for individuals looking to enhance their self-perception 

The impact of exercise on body image and self-esteem varies between genders and suggest that women may experience 

more pronounced improvements in body satisfaction compared to men and highlighting that women may experience greater 

negative body image than men. Psychological mechanisms underlying these effects include distraction from negative body 

thoughts, social interactions facilitated by group exercise settings, and improved physical self-perceptions driven by increased 

physical activity levels.  
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FURTHER IMPLICTIONS 

This review highlights the critical role of exercise in enhancing body image and self-esteem, with implications for health 

promotion, mental health interventions, and personalized fitness programs. Understanding how factors such as exercise type, 

intensity, and social environment influence psychological benefits can inform targeted interventions for diverse populations. 

Integrating physical activity into therapeutic approaches may help address body dissatisfaction and low self-esteem. Future 

research should explore long-term effects, demographic differences, and underlying mechanisms to refine exercise-based mental 

health strategies. Additionally, variations in outcomes based on demographic factors, including gender, age, and cultural 

background, remain underexplored. Most research focuses on general populations, with limited studies examining marginalized 

or clinical groups. Furthermore, the long-term sustainability of exercise-related psychological benefits is unclear, as few 

longitudinal studies track changes over extended periods. Future research should further explore specific exercise modalities, 

durations, and intensities to optimize their effects on psychological outcomes. Much of the existing research focuses on Western 

populations, necessitating studies in diverse cultural contexts. Addressing these gaps will provide a more comprehensive 

understanding of how exercise contributes to psychological well-being. 
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