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Abstract

Given the mandatory nature of physical fitness traming jin thefmilitary and its impact on
motivational and behavioral factors, the present study was conducted based on Social Cognitive
Theory. Utilizing a pretest-posttest design;, personnel from the Iranian Army, including both
conscripts and permanent staff, were divided into functienal and traditional training groups and
participated in an 8-week mornifg,exercise program. Behavioral and motivational factors were
assessed using the Exercise” Self-Efficacy Scale and the Exercise Benefits/Barriers Scale.
ANCOVA results revealed that after controlling for pretest scores, both exercise self-efficacy
and perceived exercise benefits/barriers significantly improved in the functional training group
compared to the traditional group (p <'0.05). These findings suggest that participation in
functional training can effectively enhance exercise self-efficacy and a more positive perception
of exercise benefits @n@ybarriers. Therefore, the implementation of functional training is
recommended as an gffectiveiapproach in military fitness programs to facilitate the continuation
of physieal activitysand impraveroverall physical readiness.

Key wordsa Physicalactivity, Self-efficacy, Social cognitive theory, Morning exercise,
Functional training, Metivation.
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Background and Purpose

A decline in physical activity from adolescence to adulthood poses a significant risk for future
health problems (Corder et al., 2019). The transition from secondary education to university or
employment is a critical period marked by reduced physical activity due to the loss of school-
based support systems (Winpenny et al., 2020). Therefore, interventions promoting physical
activity should target this stage to sustain an active lifestyle. Physical fitness is essential for
soldiers to effectively carry out missions requiring adequate aerobic and muscular capacity (Fried|
et al., 2015; Vaara et al., 2022). However, declining aerobic capacity, reduced muscular fitness,
and increasing obesity among young men raise concerns (Santtila et al., 2018), emphasizing the
need for consistent physical training during military service.

Self-efficacy—the belief in one’s ability to succeed in tasks—plays a key role*in physical
activity behavior and motivation (Bandura, 2004; Schwarzer, 2008). Social CogaitivesT heory
(SCT) provides a robust framework for understanding how personal, sqcial, and*environmental
factors influence health behaviors (Bandura, 2001; Cook & Artine”Jf. 2016), Ameng SCT
constructs, self-efficacy strongly predicts the initiation and mainténancegsefyphysical activity.
Meta-analytic findings show that SCT explains about 31% of the variance inphysical activity
behavior (Young et al., 2014).

Based on recent work by Malkawi et al. (2024), this study is amongthe first to involve SCT to
examine the effects of functional training on Iranian,army personnel. Focusing on key
constructs like exercise self-efficacy and perceivediexerciseibenefits/barriers (EBBS) (Sechrist
et al., 1987), it aims to assess how functional Mersus traditional training influences soldiers’
psychological and physical factors, providing/insight into the behavioral mechanisms behind
military fitness development.

Materials and Methods

Thirty-six male participants, includingy professional staff and conscript soldiers from the
Northwestern Army Headquarters in Urmiay,lrah, were randomly assigned to either a functional
training group (M = 26.26, SD = 9.30) orjatraditional training group (M = 26.28, SD = 6.38).
Eligibility criteria included approval from the base physical training officer, medical clearance
for physical activity, and the absence of respiratory or cardiovascular disorders. All participants
provided informed consent.

After gollecting”demographic data, participants completed pretest questionnaires assessing
psyehological variables, exercise self-efficacy, and perceived exercise benefits/barriers.
Training “sessions were conducted three times per week for eight weeks (60 minutes per
session). Thefunctional training protocol was adapted from Cannon et al. (2024) and based on
the U.S. Army“Reserve Officer Training Corps fitness program, emphasizing varied, high-
intensity, and combat-similar activities designed to improve endurance, strength, agility, and
overall fitness. The traditional group followed standard morning exercise routines. One day
after the intervention, both groups completed post tests using the same instruments.

In the present study, two validated instruments were used to collect psychological data. The
Exercise Self-Efficacy Scale, consisting of nine items (Bandura, 1997), and the Exercise
Benefits/Barriers Scale, containing forty-three items (Sechrist et al., 1987), demonstrated
sufficient internal consistency in the current sample, with Cronbach’s alpha coefficients of .73
and .92, respectively. Descriptive statistics and ANCOV A were performed using SPSS version
27 after confirming the assumptions of normality and homogeneity of variance.

Results
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The ANCOVA results for the Exercise Benefits/Barriers Scale indicated that, after
controlling for pretest scores, both the covariate and the group factor had significant effects
on posttest outcomes. The pretest covariate showed a significant effect on posttest scores,
F(1, 35) = 26.087, p = .01, n; = .427, underscoring the importance of baseline control.
Moreover, a statistically significant difference was observed between the two groups, F(1,
35) =100.543, p =.01, nz =.742, indicating that the type of training significantly influenced
perceived Exercise Benefits/Barriers. The functional training group achieved higher
posttest mean scores (M = 128.47, SD = 16.06) compared with the traditional group (M =
84.79, SD = 14.41).

Similarly, ANCOVA for exercise self-efficacy revealed significant effects for both the pretest
covariate and the group factor. The pretest covariate had a significant impact, on posttest
scores, F(1, 35) = 10.499, p =.003, n; = .231. A significant group difference was also found,
F(1, 35) = 18.630, p =.001, n; = .347. The functional training group reportedrhigher posttest
self-efficacy (M = 44.74, SD = 9.82) than the traditional training group (M = 30.37, SD =
9.82), indicating that functional training had a more positive and sybstantial.effect on exercise
self-efficacy.

Conclusion

Integrating structured physical activity interventions into demanding environments, such as
the military, is an essential strategy to counteractdpotential declines in performance and to
enhance confidence as well as perceptions of,exercise ‘benefits and barriers. Within the
framework of SCT (Bandura, 1986, 1997), self-efficacy is a key mechanism influencing
motivation, effort, and persistengé in-physical activity, The current findings show that
participation in functional traiming programs resulted'in higher exercise self-efficacy and
more favorable perceptions”of exercise benefits and barriers compared to traditional
morning drills. These results are cansiStent with prior research highlighting self-efficacy as
a critical determinant of health-related behaviors (McAuley & Blissmer, 2000) and support
the theoretical assertion that individuals? belicfs in their abilities shape behavioral outcomes
(Bandura, 2004).

Comparable patternsdiave,been observed in civilian populations, where higher self-efficacy
and perceived benefits prediet greater physical activity participation (Ammouri et al., 2007;
Baumanret al., 2022; Xue-Lw'& Mu, 2021). Similarly, Ersin et al. (2022) and Blom et al.
(202%) feund that“enhancing intrinsic motivation and confidence can reduce perceived
barriers'to exercise. In eoentrast, studies in structured military settings, such as Kekélainen
et al. (2024), suggest that while self-efficacy may remain stable during service, it is still
strongly associatedWith fitness indicators and exercise participation. The current quasi-
experimental findings expand this knowledge by showing that functional morning training,
modeled after”the U.S. Army Reserve Officers’ program, can significantly improve
psychological and behavioral determinants of physical activity among lIranian Army
personnel.

Future interventions should focus on fostering autonomous motivation and exercise self-
efficacy through structured and engaging morning routines. Additionally, incorporating factors
such as sleep quality, a key determinant of performance alongside nutrition and physical fitness
(Purvis et al., 2013), may further enhance physical readiness and overall well-being among
military personnel.
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