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ABSTRACT

Proios M, Athanailidis |, Giannitsopoulou E. The impact of physical activities on the development of the
females’ character. J. Hum. Sport Exerc. Vol. 5, No. 3, pp. 485-494, 2010. Nowadays, the participation of
females in exercise/ sport is unchallengeable. In addition, the established impacts of the above mentioned
activities on females as well as on people in general are far too many. The present study, within the
framework of a literature review, aims at the tracing of the impacts of participation in physical activities on
the development of female character. The results of this review have revealed that physical activities affect
some significant traits of personality, such as its pneumatic, moral and social qualities. The conclusion
deriving from such a finding is that physical activities can constitute a means for the development of the
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INTRODUCTION

Human by nature is a moving creature. The significance of movement through exercise in the development
of the human beings has been stressed as early as the ancient times. Nowadays, the participation of
females in physical activities (physical education, competitive and recreational activities) is unchallengeable
(Giuliano, Popp, & Knight, 2000), something that reveals the significance of exercise for humans. This is
also evident by the fact that exercise, apart from its contribution to the improvement of the physical health
of the individual (e.g., Daniels et al., 2005; Kellinske, Mayer, & Chen, 2001), it plays a significant role in its
social and psychological development as well (Shields & Bredemeier, 1995, 2001; Weiss & Smith, 2002).

The social and psychological traits constitute features of an individual's personality or character. These
traits reveal cultural values, moral orientations and behaviors. More specifically, they enable us to
comprehend the way in which such an individual tries to cope with his/her problems. Bredemeier and
Shields (1998) maintained that the moral values as well as the attitudes and beliefs are the ones that reveal
the moral content of someone’s moral judgment.

The exhibition of proper behaviors (prosocial or sport) by individuals in sport, as well as in the greater social
environment, is the subject of research nowadays. The present study, in the framework of a review of the
to-date literature, will attempt to determine the factors developed by the participation in physical activities
and at the same time contribute to the development of the females’ character; and even more specifically,
the factors affecting the pneumatic, moral and social qualities of females.

DEVELOPMENT OF PNEUMATIC QUALITIES

As pneumatic qualities can be considered a set of factors that contribute to the development of intellect and
judgment of the individual. These qualities are related to the intellectual skills of the individual, while at the
same time they qualify the human character. For instance, the character of an individual with developed
pneumatic qualities/skills is qualified by discretion. The individual characterized by discretion reflects and
makes positive remarks on another individual in order to honor the latter's character; in order, now, to jest
this other individual, the former resolves to things that do not cause any annoyance (Aristotelis, 1949).

In the development of the pneumatic skills of an individual, and more specifically those of a female, the
good physical condition, the psychological/ emotional and cognitive skill, in combination with the
intellectual/mental health have their contribution. A set of empirical results presented below will support the
above mentioned statement.

Physical health

Physical activity and sport are two factors that support the individuals’ physical development (NFHS, 2002)
and especially the health/ fitness of females (Harne & Bixby, 2005; Kelinske, Mayer, & Chen, 2001).
Researches have established that the individuals exhibiting high levels of physical activity are also less
liable to exhibit diseases, while they also exhibit limited negative effects in case of chronic diseases (e.g.,
Blair et al., 1984; Blair et al., 1989; Lee, 1994; Manson et al., 1991; Salonen et al., 1982). This can be
considered as contributing to the development of the females’ pneumatic skills, as they can take to the
development of these skills rather undistracted. Characteristic are the results of a research which
established that the females who participated in physical activities exhibit a more positive attitude towards
life, a better perception of their role, they are characterized by intense empathy towards families and
friends, they feel healthier and happier, and they anticipate hardships easier (Kull, 2002).
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Psychological/emotional health

The role of exercise and sport in the development of the psychological (e.g., Health Canada, 2003; NFHS,
2002) and emotional health (e.g., Health Canada, 2003; NFHS, 2002) is considered significant as well.
Especially psychological health is considered to play a significant role in the establishment of a good life
(Park, 2004). An individual can be psychologically healthy when it is characterized by inner equilibrium,
something that can be achieved by means of better self-concept. Participation in physical activities and
sport, due to the contact and cooperation developed among individuals, can shape a better self-concept,
namely a better organization of the comprehensions that are accepted by their conscience (Rogers, 1951).
The statement that the existence of psychological health (i.e. through self-concept) contributes to the
development of pneumatic skills is supported by findings of studies which revealed that self-concept is
directly related to school performance, professional choices and ambitions, as well as to behavioral aspects
considered significant for the establishment of satisfactory interpersonal relations and the individual's
heartsease (e.g., Markus & Nurius, 1987; Wigfield & Karpathian, 1991).

A form of female self-concept significantly improved by exercise is self-esteem (e.g., Hayes, Crocker, &
Kowalski, 1999; Young & Bursik, 2000). Self-esteem is a global, self-evaluative personality disposition that
reflects the degree to which an individual feels positive about the self (Carron, Hausenblas, & Estabrooks,
2003). Another form of self-concept developed by participation in exercise and sport is self-confidence. This
can contribute to the development of the pneumatic skills by developing personal competence (Feltz,
Landers, & Raider, 1979).

It is maintained that participation in exercise and sport also develops another psychological trait, namely
empathy (Kalliopuska, 1992). Indeed, sport constitutes an environment that produces emotional experience
and at the same time provides opportunities for developing empathic skills (Bredemeier & Shields, 2006).
The development of such a skill is even more evident in the case of females (e.g., Eagly & Wood, 1991;
Kalliopuska, 1987). Actually, many psychologists have argued that women (and girls) are generally more
empathic or sympathetic than men (and boys) (Eagly & Crowley, 1986).

Cognitive skill

The development of the cognitive skill by participating in sport is a result of intellectual health. This is due to
the activation of several cognitive processes, such as teaching and learning. For instance, within the
framework of physical activities, several types of games are performed ensuring different learning
opportunities and teach different kinds of cognitive skills to both girls and boys. Thus, these processes can
contribute to the cognitive development of the participants (Mize, 1991; Stevens, 1994). As concerning
females, their cognitive characteristics have been maintained to be similar to those of males (Marcia &
Fridman, 1970; Prager, 1983).

As a result of the improvement of the cognitive skill in the context of sport, several types of values and
attitudes are developed (e.g., Coakley, 1998; Sage, 1998). However, it is supported that the increase of
sport experiences makes people consider winning more significant than fairness, with the boys being more
intensely oriented towards this concept than girls (e.g., Sage, 1980; Webb, 1969).

Another result of the improvement of the cognitive skill of the participants in exercise/ sport is the
amplification of academic performance (Dwyer et al., 2001; California Department of Education, 2002).
Such an amplification seems to be more intense in the case of female athletes (Eitzen & Sage, 1997).
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Nevertheless, findings of a study have maintained that the commercialization of college sport disorientates
the participants from their academic commitment (Riemer, Beal, & Achroeder, 2000), with females
exhibiting similarities with males (Eitzen & Sage, 1997).

In addition, the improvement of the cognitive skills in the context of exercise and sport leads to the
exhibition of prosocial behaviors, such as cooperation (e.g., Mannell & Kleiber, 1997; Wankel & Berger,
1990), and empathy (e.g., Cote, 2002). More specifically, as concerning the virtue of empathy, it has been
mentioned that women (and girls) are generally more empathic or sympathic than men (and boys) (Eagly &
Crowley, 1986). Additionally, the improvement of the cognitive skills can contribute to the learning of moral
virtues. According to Shields and Bredemeier (1995), competitive sport can contribute to the development
of virtues characterizing the individual. However, positive character building is maintained not to be
automatically achieved by participating in sport (Gerdy, 2000; Hellison, 2003).

Finally, the improvement of the cognitive skills in the context of exercise/sport is the result of a good mental
health (Camacho et al., 1991; Paluska & Schwenk, 2000). The improvement of the cognitive skills
contributes to the improvement of the cognitive functions, such as reaction time, memory, and fluid
intelligence in older people (Boutcher, 2000; Etnier, 1997). Good mental health, as the result of
participation in exercise/sport, establishes a positive mood, and a general concept of well-being (Stephens,
1988) in females, while limited participation in physical activities can lead to depressive symptoms (Farmer
et al., 1988; Kull, 2002).

DEVELOPMENT OF MORAL QUALITIES

Undoubtedly, all human activities aim at bliss, which is the acquisition of happiness. Bliss, as any other
good, can be achieved by the individual's performance of perfect actions. Achievement of bliss requires
maturity and completion of life. These qualities lead to the performance of perfect actions, something that
can reveal the existence of a virtue in the character of the performer. Virtue, as a moral quality, is based on
volition. Yet, virtue becomes volition only if it is a constant quality (habit), a morale based on an axiom,
something achieved only by a mature individual.

Many philosophers maintain that morality is also a form of virtue (Maclntyre, 1981; Noddings, 2002). The
development of moral virtues is the subject of research in the present paper as well. Sport is the
environment in which the development of virtues contributing to the improvement of character can be
achieved (Shields & Bredemeier, 2001). This is possible because participation in physical activities
contributes to the development of cognitive and emotional maturity, as it has been previously maintained,
something that effectively contributes to moral development (Telama, 1999). Results of a recent study have
revealed the intermediary role that can be played by the psychological trait of self-esteem in exhibiting
moral behaviors (Proios & Balasas, 2007).

As concerning the gender-related differences in moral development, viewpoints are rather controversial.
For instance, Abrahamsen and Roberts (2003), Guivernau and Duda (2002), Miller, Roberts, and
Ommundsen (2005) maintained the existence of significant gender-related differences in moral reasoning,
with the females exhibiting a higher level of moral reasoning than males. In addition, results of others
studies established that females exhibit a higher sportspersonship orientation than males (Chantal &
Bernache-Assollant, 2003; Tsai & Fun, 2005). On the contrary, the studies of Bredemeier (1994, 1995),
Bredemeier and Shields (1984), and Proios, Doganis, and Athanailidis (2004) did not establish any
significant gender-related difference concerning moral reasoning.
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Although the above mentioned findings support the statement that participation in sport helps the
improvement of moral maturity of youth, the findings of some other studies revealed that sport has no
impact in athletes (e.g., Bredemeier & Shields, 1986; Proios, Doganis, & Athanailidis, 2004). Thus, we
conclude that indeed participation in sport in itself does not guarantee the prospective positive
psychological results in the case of youths (Bredemeier & Shields, 1995).

DEVELOPMENT OF SOCIAL QUALITIES

Society is determined as the uniform ensemble of individuals with specifically limited function. These limits
of function in a human society are determined by common values and common culture within a specific
geographical area, exhibiting unity and common conscience (common morals, customs or practices). This
makes evident that the socialization of humans should be sought and directed so as the accession of the
individual in a group to be held in harmony and in the proper way. This helps to avoid tension within the
same group.

Sport constitutes part of a greater social group and at the same time it is an environment developing such
qualities that support the socialization of individuals. More specifically, sport is a context in which youths
have the opportunities to establish positive relations within groups, as well as to achieve completion, social
status and social mobility within the community they live (Wankel & Berger, 1990).

Some of the social qualities characterizing a socialized individual are the ability to cooperate with others,
the respect showing each other, etc. Sport is maintained to enable the development of social skills such as
cooperation, assertion, responsibility and commitment (Cote, 2002; Kleiber & Roberts, 1981; Scanlan et al.,
1993; Shogan, 1999; Telama, 1999; Weiss & Smith, 2002).

In the framework of the development of cooperation, a better concept on mutualism or reciprocity is
shaped, and generally the individuals’ moral powers are developed and exercised (Rawls, 2001).
Additionally, in the framework of cooperation within exercise and sport participation, a positive peer
relationship is developed. Result of such a peer relationship is the development of friendship (e.g., Brustad,
Babkes, & Smith, 2001; Wright & Cote, 2003) and peer acceptance (Greendorfer, 2002). Friendship, on its
turn, develops companionship, self-esteem, mutual help and direction, while it contributes to the exhibition
of positive prosocial behaviors. Girls are maintained to be more skilful than boys concerning the
determination of emotional support as a positive feature of friendship in sport (Weinberg & Gould, 2003).
And although peer acceptance shapes perceptions of authority and views toward competition and
compromise, it is also believed that it could affect views towards competition and cooperation, personal
attitudes, and other psychological, social, and emotional outcomes (Sullivan, 1953).

The development of responsibility directs individuals to keep their promises and be fair in their transactions
with others (Lickona, 1991). While, at the same time, in the framework of the development of the
commitment skill, the individual develops leadings traits (e.g., Elley & Kirk, 2002; Wright & Cote, 2003), it
exhibits sportspersonship behaviors (Shields & Bredemeier, 1995) and perceives its own moral identity
(Murray & Mann, 2001).
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