
Sex Roles, Vol. 54, Nos. 3/4, February 2006 ( C© 2006)
DOI: 10.1007/s11199-006-9337-4

Physique Attitudes and Self-Presentational Concerns:
Exploratory Interviews with Female Group
Aerobic Exercisers and Instructors

Christy Greenleaf,1,3 Rosemary McGreer,2 and Heather Parham1

The purpose of this study was to explore physique attitudes and self-presentational concerns
among women who regularly participate in or instruct group aerobic classes. We were inter-
ested in conceptualizations of the ideal body, self-presentational concerns, and the influence
of instructors in the group aerobics context. Five instructors and 6 exercisers participated in
semi-structured interviews. Two higher order themes were identified from the interview data:
(a) perceived body ideals and (b) body image experiences in the group aerobics context. Par-
ticipants described the ideal body as lean and toned and attainable, but cautioned that being
too muscular was unattractive and should be avoided. Exercisers experienced heightened
self-presentation during aerobics more than the instructors did. Both exercisers and instruc-
tors thought that instructors should serve as body role models.
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The current sociocultural body ideal for women
is lean, thin, and toned (Hausenblas, Brewer, &
VanRaalte, 2004; Markula, 1995), yet for most
women this ideal is quite unrealistic. Throughout
history, women have gone to great lengths in at-
tempting to move their bodies closer to the ideal.
Plastic surgery, often the means of achieving im-
proved looks in popular television programs, is only
one method used to mold bodies into the “proper”
form (Lindeman, 1999; Sarwer, Magee, & Crerand,
2004). More often, women engage in dieting and
exercise behaviors aimed at losing weight (specifi-
cally fat) and toning their bodies, with the ultimate
goal of improved appearance (Davis & Cowles, 1991;
Davis, Fox, Brewer, & Ratusny, 1995; Frederick
& Shaw, 1995; Imm & Pruitt, 1991). Maguire and
Mansfield (1998) noted that aerobics is a traditionally
feminine activity and hypothesized that “. . . women
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dominate the ‘aerobics’ class to sculpt slim, lithe,
‘feminine’ bodies” (p. 112). It is not surprising, then,
that group aerobics is a popular mode of exercise
for women (National Sporting Goods Association,
2004).

Group aerobics classes often put women’s bod-
ies on display as works in progress in an environ-
ment that Loland (2000) called a “culture of display”
(p. 121). Women are socialized to believe that there
is always room to improve their physique and that ex-
ercise is a means to the socially desirable physique. In
the present study, we were interested in understand-
ing the physique attitudes and self-presentational
concerns of women who regularly participate in this
“culture of display.” Specifically, we used a self-
presentational framework (Leary, 1992) to explore
the perceptions of female group aerobics exercisers
and instructors. Self-presentation refers to the pro-
cesses of monitoring and controlling how one is per-
ceived and evaluated by others, with the goal of cre-
ating a good impression (Leary, 1992). Leary (1996)
has suggested that self-presentational behaviors re-
sult from an interaction of personal and situational
characteristics, thus a self-presentational framework
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seemed appropriate given the focus of the present
study.

The group aerobics environment is one in which
the body is the central focus. Exercisers often
wear tight or revealing clothing in mirrored rooms,
which can raise bodily awareness (Katula, McAuley,
Mihalko, & Bane, 1998) and heighten social compar-
ison and competition (Frederick & Shaw, 1995). Self-
presentational concerns can influence exercise mo-
tivation, behaviors, and affective responses (Focht
& Hausenblas, 2003; Frederick & Morrison, 1996;
Leary, 1992; Spink, 1992). Some women who are
concerned about how others will evaluate them may
avoid exercise settings so as not to put themselves on
display, yet others may engage in exercise in order to
achieve their ideal physique (Hausenblas et al., 2004;
Leary, 1992). Women who find ways to exercise de-
spite concern over their appearance (and how others
are evaluating their appearance) may be less likely
to enjoy exercise (Frederick & Morrison, 1996). Fur-
ther, women with strong self-presentational concerns
are likely to engage in coping behaviors such as wear-
ing (or preferring) clothing that conceals their bod-
ies and positioning themselves in the exercise en-
vironment in ways that reduce social comparison
(Brewer, Diehl, Cornelius, Joshua, & VanRaalte,
2004; Crawford & Eklund, 1994; Eklund & Crawford,
1994; Maguire & Mansfield, 1998).

Within the exercise setting, instructors may also
experience self-presentational demands such as per-
forming in front of students and being evaluated by
students (Hausenblas & Martin, 2000). Exercise in-
structors’ physiques may be judged as reflections of
their professional fitness knowledge and expertise
(Philips & Drummond, 2001; Vogel, 2000). For ex-
ample, Vogel (2000) found that instructors who ap-
peared to be fit were judged as competent. This is
not unexpected as there are strong sociocultural be-
liefs about what a fit and healthy body does and does
not look like (Greenleaf, Starks, Gomez, Chambliss,
& Martin, 2004). Even among health professionals
there is a tendency to have biases for thin body types
(Schwartz, Chambliss, Brownell, Blair, & Billington,
2003; Teachman & Brownell, 2001). Although incor-
rect, it is often assumed that, unless someone is thin
and lean, she is not fit. Given the job demands of
being an exercise instructor, it is not surprising that
exercise instructors and fitness leaders have reported
experiencing a variety of disordered eating attitudes
and behaviors, as well as social physique anxiety
and self-presentational motives for teaching aero-
bics classes (Davis, Dieterich, Van Meter, & Pullo,

2004; Evans & Kennedy, 1993; Hausenblas & Martin,
2000; Olson, Williford, Richards, Brown, & Pugh,
1996).

In addition, group aerobic instructors may in-
fluence the exercisers in their classes. Instructors, in
their leadership role, have the power to shape the
psychosocial atmosphere of their classes by their at-
titudes and behaviors, which in turn may have an
effect on exercisers (Evans & Kennedy, 1993). For
instance, exercisers may be sensitive to and pick up
on body- and weight-related comments made by in-
structors (Loland, 2000). Moreover, exercisers may
see their instructors as role models (Vogel, 1999) and
thus imitate their attitudes and behaviors. Although
some exercisers may want instructors to have a fit
appearing physique (i.e., lean) (Vogel, 2000), others
may prefer “more human” (i.e., larger) instructors
(Markula, 1995).

Not only may exercisers have a preference for
instructors’ with certain physiques, but instructors’
physiques may influence exercisers’ self-perceptions.
For example, in a study of commercial exercise
videos, Fleming and Ginis (2004) found that partic-
ipants reported lower levels of self-presentational ef-
ficacy (i.e., confidence in the ability to present one’s
self as a fit, competent exerciser) after watching an
exercise video with an instructor whose body re-
flected cultural ideals. Based on this finding, it is rea-
sonable to expect that instructors’ physiques would
also affect exercisers’ self-perceptions in the group
aerobic class environment. Instructors may be aware
of the appearance and physique expectations ex-
ercisers have of them, yet there is little research
in this area. In one of the few studies related to
appearance pressures faced by aerobic instructors,
Thompson and Sargent (2000) suggested that instruc-
tors who perceive pressure to be role models may be
more likely to engage in extreme eating and exercise
behaviors.

Clearly, both group aerobic exercisers
and instructors are exposed to a variety of
self-presentational demands. We used a self-
presentational framework and built on previous
research to explore the physique-related attitudes
and self-presentational concerns of female group
aerobic instructors and exercisers. A unique aspect
of our study was the inclusion of both instructors and
exercisers, as they may have both similar and unique
experiences in their given roles. Issues related to self-
presentation, and specifically body image and body
(dis)satisfaction, were explored in relation to par-
ticipation in group aerobics. Further, we examined
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Table I. Participants’ Characteristics

Experience Current involvement Experience Current involvement

(No. of years (No. of classes (No. of years (No. of classes
Instructors Age (years) BMI teaching) taught/week) Exercisers Age (years) BMI doing aerobics) taken/week)

1 50 18.16 10 6 1 23 26.33 6 3
2 47 23.31 19 5 2 24 21.98 8 3
3 22 18.63 2 5–6 3 23 24.86 7 3
4 24 22.71 2 5–6 4 25 29.30 2 3
5 23 25.64 1 4–5 5 21 20.75 3 3

6 21 23.43 3 3

instructors’ and exercisers’ appearance-related ex-
pectations and their perceptions of exercise leaders.

METHOD

Participants

Participants included 5 White female group aer-
obics instructors and 6 White female group aero-
bics exercisers from a large university in the south-
ern United States (see Table I). Purposeful sampling
(Patton, 1990) was used to identify instructors and
exercisers involved in the basic physical activities
program at the university. The exercisers ranged in
age from 21 to 25 years, and they reported regular
involvement in group aerobics classes for 2–8 years.
The instructors ranged in age from 22 to 50 years,
and they had 1–19 years of teaching experience. They
were currently teaching between 4 and 6 days each
week. Self-reported height and weight were used to
calculate body mass index (BMI) for each partici-
pant. BMI among the exercisers ranged from 20.75
to 29.30 kg/m2. Among the instructors, BMI ranged
from 18.16 to 25.64 kg/m2.

Procedure

Approval for the present study was provided by
the Institutional Review Board. All participants were
informed of their rights as volunteers in this study,
provided with information regarding the nature of
the study, and assured of the anonymity of their re-
sponses. Interviews were conducted by the second
and third authors. The second author conducted all
of the interviews with the exercisers, and the third au-
thor conducted all of the interviews with the instruc-
tors. Each interviewer completed one pilot interview
and a preliminary data analysis to ensure that the in-

terview questions were logically ordered, understood
by the interviewees, and elicited responses reflective
of the targeted content. Only minor changes to the
wording of the main questions in the interview guide
resulted from the pilot study (see Appendix A for
interview guide). Both interviewers had had experi-
ence as group aerobic exercisers and instructors.

Semi-structured interviews were subsequently
conducted, tape-recorded, and transcribed verbatim.
Prior to beginning each interview, the interviewer
requested verbal consent to tape record the inter-
view. Interview transcriptions resulted in a total of
83 pages of single spaced text. Following procedures
outlined by Miles and Huberman (1994), transcripts
were content analyzed individually by each inter-
viewer and the first author. Themes (i.e., quotes or
paraphrased quotes) were identified and grouped
into similar responses. The researchers then met to
discuss their analyses. In the case of disagreement,
discussion ensued until consensus was reached. A
summary of each interview was sent to each partic-
ipant to allow them to verify that the researchers’ in-
terpretations were accurate. In addition, participants
were invited to provide any clarification that they
thought was necessary. All participants verified that
their summary was accurate.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Two higher order themes were identified from
the interview data: (a) perceived body ideals and (b)
body image experiences in the group aerobics con-
text. Within the higher order theme of perceived
body ideals, four lower order themes were identi-
fied: constrained body ideals, functional body ideals,
attainability of body ideals, and body ambivalence.
The higher order theme of body image experiences
in the group aerobics context included four lower or-
der themes: accomplishment, body awareness, body
coping, and instructors as role models.
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Perceived Body Ideals

Constrained Body Ideals

Both exercisers and instructors had specific con-
ceptualizations of the “ideal” body. Ten of the 11
participants described the ideal body as lean, toned,
and strong. One exerciser said “. . . if you look
strong and healthy and have a little bit of mus-
cle mass showing . . . I think that’s the most perfect
[physique]” (Exerciser 1; E1). Similarly, an instruc-
tor said “I think the body is really beautiful when its
tone and cut . . . no love handles, just really tight and
tiny” (Instructor 5; I5). Further, two of the exercis-
ers indicated that the ideal body was curvaceous, as
well as thin and lean, “like the supermodels in the
Victoria’s Secret catalog” (E5). These descriptions of
the ideal body are consistent with dominant sociocul-
tural ideals of the female body (Bordo, 1993; Krane,
Choi, Baird, Aimar, & Kauer, 2004). Although popu-
lar, such ideals rarely occur naturally; rather women
go to extreme lengths, such as undergoing cosmetic
surgery, to attain the ideal physique (Sarwer et al.,
2004).

Consistent with Markula (1995), participants in-
dicated that although the ideal physique was toned,
being too muscular was unattractive and undesirable.
For example, one exerciser described her ideal body
as “. . . a toned body, like the fitness competitors, but
not muscles showing everywhere” (E3). Another ex-
erciser said

I want Madonna’s arms. Actually I saw her in a mag-
azine and she didn’t have the same arms . . . people
said she was looking too manly. That really bothered
me, so now I guess I don’t like her arms, but you
know, I just want to be thin, trim and buff. (E4)

Along similar lines, one instructor stated that
the ideal body was “not too muscular . . . I think
people are intimidated when you’re really muscular”
(I1), and another said that the ideal body was “strong
. . . not to the point where they’re so strong it’s over-
whelming” (I4).

The undesirability of being “too muscular”
seems to stem from gender ideologies that have
long served to reinforce the place of women in so-
ciety as subordinate to men (Choi, 2003). If women
are too strong and muscular, they can be independent
and self-sufficient; not needing men’s help or pro-
tection. Muscles symbolize masculinity (Choi, 2003;
Krane et al., 2004), and, as such, they are viewed as
“inappropriate” and “unnatural” for women. It is in-

teresting that among the small group of participants
in the present study this concern about becoming too
muscular was common; it was mentioned by four of
the exercisers and four of the instructors. It was as if
the women believed that they had to monitor their
activity to ensure that in trying to achieve the ideal
they did not go too far and become overly muscular,
and, therefore, unattractive and/or masculine.

Functional Body Ideals

It is interesting that two instructors also de-
scribed the ideal body in terms of functional fitness.
For example, one of the instructors said: “I don’t
think size really matters as long as you are lean and
in good shape. The focus there is not on looking good
so much, but on feeling better or being more healthy,
or being able to get out of a car” (I4). The other in-
structor said: “I don’t see aerobics as a means to a
perfect body, I see it as a means to a good life” (I1).
These statements reflect a refreshingly healthy view
of physical activity and, in particular, group aerobic
classes. Haravon (1995) suggested that we embrace a
“feminist aerobic pedagogy” in which group aerobics
offers empowerment experiences to women. These
two instructors, by their de-emphasis on appearance
and weight loss and their emphasis on health and fit-
ness, have demonstrated a philosophy that is consis-
tent with Haravon’s (1995) conceptualization.

Attainability of Body Ideals

Ten of the participants believed that, through
exercise and dieting, they could achieve (or at least
come close to) their ideal body (Grogan, 1999), yet
there was a tone of uncertainty in their expressions of
this belief. Exercisers made statements such as “Like
if I had worked at it and had a really good diet, I
think, and really start to exercise all the time I think
that I could be where I wanted to be in a couple
of months” (E2). Other exercisers said “If you work
hard enough and eat right, if you are motivated, you
can do whatever you want” (E3), and “If you work-
out hard enough and you change your diet, then any-
thing’s possible” (E4).

These statements reflect the culturally ingrained
belief that with enough discipline and effort, a
woman can shape and mold her body as she de-
sires (Maguire & Mansfield, 1998). At the same time,
there was a sense that, although the ideal was at-
tainable, it was unrealistic without extreme effort,
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dedication, and discipline. Perhaps this type of think-
ing contributes to the social value of “having” an
ideal body—as the belief may be that those individu-
als are deserving of the ideal body and all of the social
benefits that come with it because of their hard work
and self-control. On the other hand, those individu-
als who do not have an ideal physique can only blame
themselves (Crandall, 1994).

Only one participant did not see the ideal as
achievable. She said: “I have a large build on the bot-
tom . . . unless I become anorexic, I’m not going to
get rid of that” (E5). This participant was able to ac-
knowledge that her body shape and size is not totally
within her control. However, the only option she saw
available, if she were to pursue the ideal physique,
was anorexia nervosa. The manner in which this
participant talked about anorexia indicated that she
thought of it as a choice she could make to become
anorexic, rather than a very serious psychological
illness.

Body Ambivalence

All participants reported a certain level of am-
bivalence about their current body. Participants were
able to identify some areas of satisfaction (i.e., cer-
tain body parts with which they were happy), but they
also identified a variety of areas of dissatisfaction. In
fact, participants seemed to have a difficult time iden-
tifying what they liked about their bodies. For exam-
ple, after responding to a question about what she
liked about her body, a participant was asked what
she did not like. Her immediate response was “now
that’s an easier question” (E1). Participants easily
identified specific parts of their bodies that they were
unhappy with, such as “my stomach . . .because it’s
not a six pack like all the fitness models” (E2), and
“I get up every morning and look at my stomach
. . . I’ve always got a little pot belly” (I2). These
findings, especially from the exercisers, are consis-
tent with previous research and highlight the “nor-
mative discontent” (Rodin, Silberstein, & Striegel-
Moore, 1985) that seems to be prevalent among
women.

When asked how they would compare them-
selves to their ideal body, 5 of the 6 exercisers
thought that they were quite far from the ideal,
whereas 4 of the 5 instructors thought that they were
close to the ideal. This difference is likely related to
how individuals conceptualized their personal body
ideal. For example, one instructor stated that she

thought she was pretty close to her ideal, but clarified
that “Of course my ideal is not looking like a fitness
model in a magazine, ripped, and cut” (I2), whereas
another instructor said: “I’ll never reach what I con-
sider to be perfect” (I1). The exercisers tended to
have higher BMIs than the instructors (see Table I),
which may partially explain why the exercisers, as a
group, perceived their bodies to be far from the ideal.

Body Image Experiences in the Group
Aerobics Context

Accomplishment

When the exercisers were asked how aerobics
had influenced how they felt about their bodies, all
six reported that aerobics had helped their body
image. It is interesting that the content of their
responses centered on feelings of accomplishment
rather than on increased satisfaction with their ap-
pearance. For example, exercisers commented that
“I’m always in a really good mood and I’ve accom-
plished a really hard workout, so I just think by go-
ing, it does help” (E2), “I feel better afterwards, I
feel like I’m working hard” (E3), and “I feel good
after I go to class. I feel like I’ve made some ef-
fort that day to work on my goals” (E6). What is in-
teresting is that the sense of accomplishment noted
by these participants emphasized the level of ef-
fort and work they put into their exercise. Partici-
pants’ satisfaction was tied to having worked hard;
there was no mention of enjoyment. These expe-
riences and perceptions seem to fit with Chernin’s
(1981) suggestion that the “tyranny of slenderness”
embedded in our culture tends to cancel out any en-
joyment or pleasure people might find in physical
activity.

For one participant, the issue of burning calo-
ries was central to her feeling of accomplishment. She
stated that “I feel a lot more positive about my body
. . . it helps me to get out there and sweat, know-
ing that I’m doing something to burn fat and calo-
ries” (E5). This is the same participant who indi-
cated that the only way for her to achieve an ideal
body was to become anorexic. Although only one
exerciser specifically mentioned exercising to burn
calories, her statement is consistent with previous re-
search in which participants reported using exercise
as a form of compensation or punishment for eat-
ing (Krane, Waldron, Michalenok, & Stiles-Shipley,
2001).
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Body Awareness

Exercisers reported having heightened aware-
ness of their bodies during aerobics classes. Two is-
sues seemed to be most relevant to the exercisers—
competence and social comparison. Five of the six ex-
ercisers said that appearing competent was more im-
portant than appearing super skinny. Mirrors and on-
lookers made the women more self-conscious about
their “performance.” For example, one participant
said: “I just like to stand in back because I don’t want
people to look at me because I don’t do it really well”
(E4). Another said: “I try and find a spot where I’m
not anywhere near the mirrors. I guess it’s because I
don’t want to see how stupid I look doing the routine
or whatever” (E3). Some concern was also voiced re-
garding appearance-related concerns. For example,
one exerciser noted that “it kind of sucks having to
look at your fat when it kind of jiggles” (E4).

Four exercisers indicated that they were aware
of how other exercisers looked, which increased
their self-consciousness, and three indicated de-
creased enjoyment when they felt self-conscious.
These participants made several comments that re-
flected negative experiences of social comparison.
For example, participants made comments such as
“Now, if there’s a girl in the aerobics class who has
a really, really good body, I sometimes feel like, oh
God, I look like a cow over here” (E5), and “You see
those people with the skimpy clothes on, you know,
and kind of feel self-conscious” (E3). One exerciser
commented about feeling jealous of other exercis-
ers by saying “It might be intimidating sometimes if
they look really good, just because of jealousy, just
wishing it were me” (E6). In addition, one exerciser
specifically commented that “. . . you’re thinking . . .

everybody is watching me . . . and I’m bigger than
them . . . so it definitely can curb your enjoyment”
(E1). Along the same lines, Collins (2002) also found
decreased enjoyment among aerobic exercisers who
felt self-conscious about their bodies being on
display.

Leary and Kowalski (1990) have suggested that
self-presentational concerns may be heightened in
situations where one’s body and performance are on
display. As such, it is not surprising that exercisers
in the present study voiced self-presentational con-
cerns related to appearing incompetent and bigger
(i.e., fatter) than other exercisers. Further, similar to
the results of the present study, previous research
has demonstrated that women have both positive and
negative body-related experiences in aerobics set-

tings (Frederick & Shaw, 1995; Maguire & Mansfield,
1998). That is, although women reported that in some
ways they feel good about their bodies in relationship
to their participation in aerobics, there seems to be a
consistent underlying body dissatisfaction.

When instructors were asked how they felt
about their bodies while teaching group aerobic
classes, their responses varied. Three participants in-
dicated that they do not think about their appear-
ance while teaching, but the other two participants
indicated that they do feel self-conscious about their
bodies while teaching. One instructor said: “I can still
get up there and teach, but you don’t feel as good
about yourself” (I2). Another stated: “You’re star-
ing at yourself in the mirror the whole time, you just
kind of learn to say ‘who cares about me?”’ (I3).
Among these two instructors, there was a sense that,
although they may have increased body awareness
while teaching, they were able to focus their atten-
tion elsewhere, primarily on providing instruction to
their exercisers.

Instructors were also asked if the exercisers in
their classes ever influence how they feel about their
own bodies. Three of the instructors said that exercis-
ers in their classes do not really influence them, but
two of the instructors did believe that the exercisers
influenced how they felt about their own bodies. One
of the instructors said:

Actually, in a way it kind of motivates me to like say
I’m going to lose the 10 pounds I want to lose be-
cause there are several girls in my classes—she’s fit,
her muscles are defined, she’s got a really cute fig-
ure, so its like hey I can do that too. And then there
are some that aren’t in shape and are overweight and
I’m like, I don’t want to end up like that. (I5)

In addition, two of the instructors commented
on feeling some pressure to “look good.” For exam-
ple, one instructor said: “I think the pressure [to be
thin] is definitely there . . . to look good, because no-
body wants to go to a class and see an overweight
instructor” (I4). Another instructor said that she felt
better about herself as instructor when she looked fit.
She stated: “I definitely think you feel better as an
instructor when you’re presenting that [fit image] to
you students” (I2).

Body Coping

To cope with increased body consciousness
and body dissatisfaction, three exercisers mentioned
wearing (or not wearing) certain attire. For example,
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one woman stated that “I try to wear pretty loose
clothing so that it’s not real obvious what I look like
underneath” (E6), whereas another said “. . . some-
times I like to wear tights because I don’t want my
butt to be shaking or anything” (E5). Only one in-
structor discussed body coping strategies. She said:
“I do put a shirt around my waist if I’m feeling big
that day . . . I’ll put a different outfit on where I
can kind of conceal my stomach” (I3). Along the
same lines, Brewer et al. (2004) found that partic-
ipants with self-presentational concerns were likely
to wear concealing attire. As Cash (2002) has sug-
gested, individuals may engage in certain behavioral
strategies to cope with body dissatisfaction, includ-
ing avoidance (i.e., avoiding situations in which one
may encounter threatening thoughts and/or feelings
about one’s body) and appearance fixing (i.e., chang-
ing one’s appearance to conceal unsatisfactory as-
pects of one’s body). Some of the women in our study
seemed to engage in appearance fixing and, to some
extent, avoidance (i.e., standing toward the back of
classes and away from mirrors).

Instructors as Role Models

Exercisers and instructors were asked if instruc-
tors should be body role models. Ten of the partic-
ipants believed that instructors should be role mod-
els for exercisers by maintaining a regular workout
routine and healthy eating habits. One exerciser said:
“I think [that instructors should be role models] be-
cause it’s something that you can try to achieve,
something that’s motivating” (E3). Exercisers also
commented that they did not expect instructors to
have perfect bodies, but to be healthy. For example,
one exerciser stated:

. . . not that they have to have a six-pack, not that
they have to have every muscle showing, but I want
to see that yes they are actually concerned with their
health and keeping it up and if they are active. (E1)

Another exerciser said, “I’d rather them be big-
ger rather than skinnier because I think they are
somewhat healthier. I just want them to be in shape,
to be able to do the whole class” (E4). Further, one
exerciser noted that “If they were overweight but
they did the whole class the whole time . . . I would
think that was great” (E2). The statements made by
these exercisers seem to imply a desire for instruc-
tors who are not “perfect,” which makes sense given
Fleming and Ginis’ (2004) findings that watching an
instructor with an ideal physique was associated with

decreases in self-presentation efficacy. When women
are in aerobics classes with a “perfect” looking in-
structor, they may engage in social comparison (Fes-
tinger, 1954) and end up feeling dissatisfied with their
own bodies. Only one exerciser specifically stated
that the instructor should not be a role model. She
said: “No, because everybody is born with different
bodies” (E6).

A contradiction of sorts emerged from the ex-
ercisers’ comments about how they would like in-
structors to look. On the one hand, they said that in-
structors did not have to have perfect bodies, which
is consistent with previous research (Collins, 2002;
Markula, 1995), yet exercisers noted that it was im-
portant for instructors to look good. One said: “they
need to fit in what they’re wearing . . . if they’re span-
dex then they need to be able to pull it off and look
good” (E1). Other exercisers said: “they have to be
thin . . . toned, and you know, don’t have a huge gut
hanging over” (E6), and “I expect them to be trim
and in shape, not flabby” (E4). To these exercisers,
the “perfect” body is not simply thin and toned. This
notion that instructors do not need to look perfect
but that they need to look tight and toned and fit,
is interesting and perhaps underscores the bind that
many women experience. That is, although women
may recognize that having the perfect body is un-
likely, they still maintain high expectations for the
body that they see as “normal.”

Instructors also saw themselves as role models
for the exercisers in their classes. However, the in-
structors cautioned that exercisers should not expect
to have, or try to attain, the perfect physique. One
instructor said:

I think that you should always make sure that people
in your class don’t think that they’re going to look
like you. I think I should be a role model for them
. . . but I don’t feel like I have to be perfect to be a
role model. (I1)

One instructor was particularly concerned about
others seeing her as a role model. She said: “Some-
times participants will come [to class] because they
want to look like you. I don’t think everyone needs to
look like me” (I2). She went on to say that “the one
problem is that you’ve got students that come in here
and . . . they think that they can look at you . . . just
by doing these classes. I don’t just do classes” (I2).
This particular instructor commented that in addition
to teaching her classes, she also engaged in weight
training and other physical activities. Further, an in-
structor who perceived herself as naturally thin was
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concerned about how exercisers might view her. She
said:

I think I cheat because of the fact that I’m tiny . . .

I’m afraid, especially when you’re wearing spandex,
I’m afraid that my participants are going to come in
and see me as like ‘she’s skinny’. . . but they don’t
know one thing about where I’m at. (I3)

On the other hand, one instructor thought that
she was a particularly good role model because she
is not super thin. She stated: “feel I should be [a
role model] because I’m not skin and bones, I have
a healthy body and a muscular body” (I5). Another
instructor commented: “I feel I maintain a healthy
body weight and I can motivate others and get them
to follow. . . I think you can lead by example” (I1).
These instructors seemed to be aware that exercisers
may look to them as role models and are concerned
with how exercisers view their physiques.

All five of the instructors indicated that they
try to create a positive body environment for their
classes by focusing on instruction and providing pos-
itive feedback and encouragement. Two instructors
specifically commented that they want their exercis-
ers to have realistic expectations about body shape.
For example, one said: “Ideally—they should work
toward their own physique . . . each person recog-
nizes that everyone has their own shape and figure”
(I3). As Collins (2002) suggested, aerobics instruc-
tors have the ability to create empowering envi-
ronments for their exercisers; the instructors in the
present study recognized the potential power they
have to create positive body image environments for
their exercisers.

CONCLUSIONS

The physique attitudes and self-presentational
concerns of women involved in group aerobics
were explored using a self-presentational framework
(Leary, 1992). Consistent with previous research,
women in the present study had a constrained de-
scription of the “ideal body—lean, tight, toned, and
strong . . . just not too toned or too strong” (Krane
et al., 2001; Markula, 1995). Being too muscular was
associated with being masculine and, thus, not ideal.
Choi (2003), in considering the social significance of
muscularity within the world of bodybuilding wrote
that,

even the ordinary women who train with weights
and whose training practices will never result in any-

thing like the muscular development of the female
bodybuilder, feel compelled to restrict their training
in order not to break through, what Dworkin (2001)
calls the ‘glass ceiling on musculature’ (p. 78).

There was a similar sense among the aerobic ex-
ercisers and instructors in the present study. Partic-
ipants did not necessarily indicate that they would
restrict their aerobic exercise, but there was a pre-
vailing awareness of the importance of avoiding be-
coming “too muscular.”

Participants had strong body control beliefs—
they viewed their body size and shape as control-
lable; with enough effort and discipline, participants
thought that they could come close to achieving an
ideal body. This is not surprising given that women
are bombarded with cultural messages that tell them
that if they try hard enough, they can attain an
ideal body (Krane et al., 2001). Thus, any failure to
achieve an ideal body is viewed as the sole respon-
sibility of the individual (Blaine & Williams, 2004;
Lindeman, 1999) and representative of some internal
character flaw (Wade, Loyden, Renninger, & Tobey,
2003). It is no wonder that personal body weight con-
trol beliefs have been associated with body shame
and dissatisfaction (Chambliss, Finley, & Blair, 2004;
Klaczynski, Goold, & Mudry, 2004). It may be that
control beliefs play an important role in how women
understand the reality of socially mediated body
ideals. Additional research to examine control be-
liefs in relation to exercise participation and self-
presentational concerns is warranted.

A unique aspect of the present study was the
inclusion of both group aerobic exercisers and in-
structors. Both exercisers and instructors experi-
enced some level of the “culture of display” de-
scribed by Loland (2000, p. 121). The exercisers
noted that although participating in group aerobics
provided them with a sense of accomplishment (and,
in that sense, made them feel good about their bod-
ies), it also heightened their body awareness. Ac-
cording to Leary (1992), and Leary and Kowalski
(1990), self-presentational concerns and impression
monitoring (i.e., attending to the impression one is
making) are likely to occur in situations where one’s
appearance and behaviors can be observed by oth-
ers. The group aerobics context, as described by the
participants in our study, fits this description. Con-
sistent with previous research, exercisers indicated
feeling self-conscious about appearing incompetent
and unable to follow the instructor and perform the
moves in class. Further, exercisers were concerned
with how their bodies compared to those of the other
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exercisers (Frederick & Shaw, 1995; Loland, 2000;
Maguire & Mansfield, 1998; Markula, 1995).

For the instructors in our study, body aware-
ness while teaching was not in the forefront of their
thoughts. Only two of the five instructors said that
they felt pressure to “look good.” Further, all five in-
structors expressed that they want to create a healthy
exercise environment for their students and that they
do so by focusing on improved health and strength
rather than on weight loss. In addition, the instruc-
tors reported that, although they see themselves as
role models, they want their students to recognize
that each person has her own body type. This is en-
couraging news for those concerned about issues of
health and fitness, and it illustrates how instructors
might influence the psychosocial atmosphere of aer-
obics classes in positive ways (Collins, 2002). Addi-
tional research is needed to understand more fully
the strategies fitness leaders use and their effective-
ness in creating positive, healthy, and empowering
exercise environments.

In interpreting the results and coming to con-
clusions based on the findings of this exploratory
study, it is important to recognize that there were
several limitations. One limitation of the present
study was the small, homogeneous sample. All of the
participants were White college students, which lim-
its the transferability of the results. We were unable
to determine the extent to which the experiences of
the women in our study are similar to or different
from the experiences of Women of Color and women
outside of the university setting. For example, the
environment in which women outside of the univer-
sity setting experience aerobics classes may be differ-
ent from other exercise centers in terms of mirrors,
posters, and physical design of the space. A second
limitation of the study was the reliance on partici-
pants’ memories and reflections on their experiences.
It is possible that participants did not accurately re-
port their experiences and attitudes; however, steps
were taken to promote honest reporting of their ex-
periences. For example, participants were assured
that their responses would remain anonymous, and
they were informed that they could withdraw from
the interview at anytime without penalty of any
kind.

This exploratory study has highlighted several
important issues. First, women involved in group aer-
obics negotiate a myriad of body experiences. Addi-
tional research is needed to determine how women
make sense of these experiences and, in particu-
lar, the role that body control beliefs play. Second,

there is a need to understand effective strategies for
creating body-friendly fitness environments, environ-
ments where people of all shapes and sizes can feel
good about being active and taking care of their bod-
ies (Haravon, 1995). Studying instructor behaviors
and the physical environment of fitness environments
may be good places to start. As the instructors in
the present study suggested, they have the desire to
create positive body environments for their exercis-
ers, therefore additional research is needed to iden-
tify and implement effective strategies toward that
end.

APPENDIX A

Main Questions in Interview Guide

General body image/satisfaction

• How do you currently feel about your body
shape or physique?

• How would you describe your ideal body
shape or physique?

• How would you compare yourself to that
ideal?

Group aerobic classes and body image/
satisfaction

• How do you think your participation in group
aerobic classes has influenced how you feel
about your body?

• When you are doing group aerobics, how do
you feel about your body shape or physique?

• Does how you feel about your body/shape
during aerobics impact your enjoyment and
satisfaction?

• If you could design the perfect group aerobic
class—what would it be like?

• Do you think group aerobics instructors’ body
shapes should serve as a role model? Why or
why not?

• What should group aerobics instructors look
like (in terms of body shape and physique)?
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