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• 345 University of Michigan student participated in a  30 minute online survey via Qualtrics 
(Qualtrics.com) between January of 2010 and May of 2011.  
Measures  
• Self-report of weight, height and activity level 
• Activity was rated on a 3-point scale where 1 = “No exercise , 2 = 2 or more times per 
week (30+ minutes),, 3= more than 2 times per week for 30+ minutes 
• BMI was calculated using the standard formula BMI = (Weight / (height*height) ] * 703 

• Beck Depression Inventory (BDI-II; Beck, Steer & Brown, 1996) 
•  Body Esteem Scale (Franzoi & Shields, 1984)  
• Sexual Attractiveness Scale (Females) 
• Physical Attractiveness Scale (Males) 
• Self-esteem Scale 

• Positive and Negative Word Associations 
• Participants were presented a list of words and asked whether they would use that word 
to describe themselves.  
• Positive word examples: enthusiastic, alive 
• Negative word examples: failure, hopeless 
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Relating Word Associations with Depression 

METHODS 

Males (n = 137) 
Mean (SD)  

Females (n = 198) 
Mean (SD)  

P < .05 

Depression Symptoms  6.93 (9.4) 9.39 (8.8) ** 
Self Esteem 31.49 (5.2) 29.5 (5.7) 
Body Esteem (Sexual & Phys. 
Attractiveness) 

34.7 (6.0)  44.9 (7.2) 

Positive Word Associations with Self 8.74 (5.3) 7.39 (4.9) 
Negative Word Associations with Self 3.74 (5.5) 5.53 (7.1) 

• Participants 

Males (n = 137) 
Mean (SD)  

Females (n = 198) 
Mean (SD)  

Age (years) 19..2 (1.2) 18.8 (0.83) 

Body Mass Index 23.2 (3.07) 27.5 (3.74) 

Weight (lbs) 167.1 (26.4) 136.7 (24.5) 

Current Activity Level 2.39 (0.78) 2.16 (0.77) 

Predicting Positive Word Associations 

Adj. R2 Std. β F p 

Model 1: .041 7.72 p < .001 

  BMI x Sex -.093 p < .10 

  Physical Activity .183  p < .001 

Model 2:  .217 30.0  p < .001 

  BMI x Sex -.093 p < .10 

  Physical Activity .111 p < .05 

  Body Esteem .427 p < .001 

Predicting Negative Word Associations 

Adj. R2 Std. β F p 

Model 1: .040 6.58 p < .005 

  BMI x Sex .151 p < .01 

  Physical Activity -.112 p < .05 

Model 2:  .165 40.5 p < .001 

  BMI x Sex .152 p <.005 

  Physical Activity -.051 p = .334 

  Body Esteem -.358 p < .001 

RESULTS: Negative Associations with the Self  

Predicting Depression Symptoms 

Adj. R2 Std. β F p 

.422 101.83 p < .001 

Positive Words -.338 p < .001 

Negative Words .414 p < .001 

Sobel test = 2.72, p < .01 

Sobel Test =  -2.64, p < .01 

 In this study, we found that self-reported negative and positive associations with the 
self were significantly predicted by physical activity level, such that lower levels of physical 
activity were associated with more reports of negative words and fewer endorsements for 
positive words. However, reports of body esteem, or perceived sexual attractiveness 
mediated this relationship in full when predicting associations with negative words, and 
partially mediated the relationship between activity and reports of positive associations with 
the self. A higher total number of positive words associated with the self was related to 
lower depression symptoms while higher total number of negative words was associated 
with higher depression symptoms. Taken together, total reports of positive and negative 
associations with the self accounted for 42% of the variance in scores across both genders.  

 These findings suggest that college students may benefit from interventions which 
increase aim to self-esteem and perceptions of physical attractiveness through cognitive 
strategies in conjunction with increasing activity levels.  

 Physical activity has been associated with depression symptoms in adolescents (Rothon 
et al. 2010) such that more physical activity is related to fewer depression symptoms. Likewise, 
physical activity has also been somewhat effective in treating depression symptoms in 
adolescents (Larun et al., 2006). However, recent studies have found that self- esteem and 
perceptions of physical attractiveness may play a role in the relationship between physical 
activity and depression symptoms. For example, in a sample of active college females, self-
esteem moderated the relationship between attractiveness and depression such that high self-
esteem served to protect females from depression when experimentally exposed to self-
objectification experience (Thogersen-Ntoumani, et al., 2011).  

 The purpose of this study is to examine the role of body esteem, or perceptions of 
physical/sexual attractiveness, in the relationship between physical activity and  depression 
related words associations for university students. Negative associations with the self are highly 
associated with a Major Depressive Episode, and could potentially help to indicate the 
development of an episode. The relationship between these word associations and current 
depressive symptoms is also examined.   
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