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Abstract Introduction
Social influence research in exercise has highlighted the The worldwide population is becoming increasing-
motivation-boosting potential of working out with an exer- ly inactive and the resultant decreases in health are

cise partner or group, but to the authors’ knowledge there
has been no research to date characterizing the typical
dyadic exercise relationship, which is an interpersonal re-

marked [1,2]. However, one of the most promising solu-
tions to the issue of exercise adherence and effort is

lationship that includes regular co-exercise. If exercise social influence [3-5]. Social influence has been cited
partners are motivational, then characterizing their relation- as a predictor of exercise participation and has been
ship is important. A sample of 555 undergraduates were  shown to be associated with reduced attrition from
administered a survey, 383 of whom met inclusion criteria exercise programs [6-8]. Dyadic exercise has also been
and reported having or having had an exercise partner. .

Participants (77%) reported that their exercise relationships found to have stress-management benefits when com-
typically emerged out of previously existing relationships. pared to exercising alone, such as lowered tension and
Participants reported (on a 1-7 Inclusion of Other in Self tiredness, as well as increased calmness and energy

Scale) that they were very close with their exercise part-
ners (M = 5.07 + 1.56) and that (out of 10 discussion topic
categories) they talked about a number of topics outside of

[9]. The role of valued others has been emphasized in
many of exercise psychology’s most ubiquitous theo-

exercise (M = 6.53 + 2.50) and during typical workouts (M ries (e.g., verbal persuasion and vicarious experience
= 4.21 + 2.69). Exercise dyadic relationships were charac- in self-efficacy theory, subjective norms and social sup-
terized by mutual goal facilitation, and ?a}mCiPa"tS whose  port in the theory of planned behavior, relatedness in
SRS MEETems s 2t Cleraes| er iElcel [Epefitel Sl self-determination theory). The inclusion of and focus
nificantly lower interpersonal closeness, lower communi- . ot . . .
cation breadth, and more performance-based goals than on the.lr.nportance of the “other” in exercise and phVSI-
participants who reported an ongoing exercise relationship cal activity engagement has made the leap from science
(ps < 0.05). Participants exercised more often the more an to practice, as many popular fitness and health maga-

exercise relationship was defined by exercise (p < 0.05), zines are rife with recommendations and offers such as
suggesting that exercise relationships that revolved around

exercise were more immediately productive than exercise grab a partner f(?’r a I?Iet‘ter workout,” 7 Yvays tofinda
relationships that did not prioritize exercise. workout partner,” or “5 reasons why having a workout
partner can help you achieve your goals” [10-12]. How-

Keywords ever, the qualities of an ideal (or even typical) workout
Exercise relationships, Gym relationship, Physical activity, partner relationship have not been empirically investi-
Workout buddy gated, and practical recommendations are speculative,
at best. Although there are constructs of the social psy-
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Figure 1: Variables related to the development of exercise relationships.

chology of exercise that attempt to capture feelings of  quality and relationship utility as viewed in Figure 1.
support from others (i.e., social support), social identity
[13] and the fulfillment of an individual’s need for relat-
edness [14] to date there are no investigations of suc-
cessful exercise friendships [15].

Relationship quality comprises three components:
Interpersonal communication, interpersonal closeness,
and viability. Interpersonal communication is concep-
tualized as frequency of communication, breadth of

In this paper we examined the nature of exercise topics, relevance of the communication to the task, and
relationships through an online survey. An exercise re- encouragement. Interpersonal closeness is the degree
lationship, as defined in this study, is a dyadic interper-  to which individuals in a relationship share an identity.
sonal relationship that is rooted, in some degree, in the  Relationship viability is the time spent together (both
exercise context, with the key defining trait being reg- acutely and long-term). The combination of these three
ular co-exercise. Exercise partners are people who ex- components are largely responsible for the current un-
ercise with one another and rely on each other in their ~ derstanding of relationship development and growth
chosen exercise context (e.g., in the gym, on the track, over a period of time. Although these variables are not
on the trails, or on the road). Exercise relationships can  a perfect representation of all aspects of relationship
be stand-alone relationships (e.g., a relationship formed  quality, they are variables that are core to understand-
and maintained within the exercise context or purely ing relationship quality.
for exercise-related goals) or they may be nested within
a larger relationship (e.g., a lifelong friend, family mem-
ber, or romantic partner with whom someone has cho-
sen to exercise). The success of the relationship is de-
fined in this study by the relationship viability (i.e., the
degree to which the relationship is socially/emotionally
nurturing) and the degree to which the relationship is
ergogenic.

Interpersonal information is shared and learned
through self-disclosure, a key component of relation-
ship formation. At the most basic level, this sharing of
information can be understood through the amount of
talk that exercise partners engage in during sessions,
the breadth of those discussions, the relative talk that
is occurring, and the encouragement that is happening,
or not happening, during bouts of exercise together.

There are a number of theories examining relation-  Self-disclosure is a component of this verbal commu-
ships outside of the exercise context that may be rele- nication and one that will likely occur during exercise
vant, but have yet to be examined through a kinesio-  sessions and facilitate the development of exercise re-
logical lens. Accordingly, a review of relationship theory lationships. Social penetration theory outlines that as a
and research is warranted. To begin, we review inter- relationship begins to develop and flourish, the mem-
personal communication theories and constructs that  bers of the relationship begin to communicate more
may be relevant to the formation and maintenance of a  information and transfer more intimate information
successful exercise relationship. to the other member of the dyad [16]. One outcome
of the social penetration perspective is that the more
time people spend in a relationship, the more likely in-
dividuals are to communicate about a wider breadth of
topics and self-disclose more personal information [17].
This depth (i.e., sharing fears, intimate details about
oneself) is likely to have a relationship to interperson-
al closeness, but is a discrete process. For the purpose
of this study, we conceptualize communication by the

Relationship development involves processing both
the quality and utility of the relationship. Little is known
about how these relationships develop and flourish in
exercising settings, but through the lens of relationship
quality and utility, researchers can better understand
their role in prompting or hindering physical activity be-
haviors. We illustrate the conceptualization of exercise
relationship development by separating relationship
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amount of talk during sessions, relative talk, breadth of
conversation, and partner encouragement, as these are
likely the most relevant components of communication
present in exercise relationships.

Closeness is conceptualized as how interconnected
an individual perceives they are with another person
[18]. When an individual is in a close relationship, they
are likely to act and think as if some or all aspects of the
partner are in union with their partner [18]. Therefore, if
an individual is interconnected with a partner, it is likely
to affect their cognitions in a way that will alter behav-
ior. Researchers in social psychology and social cogni-
tion have conceived of closeness as the collective aspect
of self [18,19]. Due to this perspective on interpersonal
closeness, it is worthwhile to measure the self in the col-
lective in a visual representation of the self-overlapping
with the other individual in the relationship. Previous
research has highlighted that similarities between an in-
dividual and a partner stem from a mutual influence and
an overlap of traits, beliefs, and schemas [20].

Of critical importance is whether an exercise rela-
tionship is sustained or terminated. Relationship via-
bility comprises total relationship length, exercise rela-
tionship length, and how often exercise partners hang
out with one another. Each of these variables is a mea-
sure of time in the relationship — either acutely (as with
hangout time per week) or chronically (as with duration
of the relationship). These factors, along with interper-
sonal communication and interpersonal closeness, are
likely to covary because all are forms of investment in
the relationship, which can improve an individual’s like-
lihood of staying in a relationship [21].

Value can be derived from either the pleasure inher-
ent in the relationship (i.e., positive affect associated
with having another person to exercise with) or an auxil-
iary source such as goal attainment. People are likely to
value and seek others who have the ability to facilitate
their goals [22]. For example, in an exercise friendship
perhaps holding the other person accountable to show
up, having them try a new task, pushing them to work
harder, or helping a partner embrace a more adaptive
achievement goal strategy could be factors that provide
utility in the relationship. Physical fitness is seen as a key
factor when assessing a hypothetical exercise partner’s
appeal, and similar fitness abilities and goals are what
many prioritize [23,24]. Though exercise partners who
initiate their relationship with a goal in mind may value
their relationship at the onset that value may decline
once goals are achieved [25]. Indeed, relationships in-
volving persons who most easily see relationships in the
context of rewards and costs, who are more prone to
leave a relationship that is not immediately beneficial
to them, tend to have poorer quality relationships [26].

The purpose of this study was to explore the nature
of exercise partner relationships by characterizing them
on several key features. Most importantly, we sought
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to examine the exercise relationships from two perspec-
tives: (a) Relationship quality, as inferred through com-
munication, relational closeness, relationship viability,
and (b) Relationship utility (i.e., the relationship’s ergo-
genic potential), as inferred through reported exercise
goals and behaviors as well as the perceived benefits of
working with an exercise partner.

We examined the following research questions:

1. What is the relational background (status, meet-
ing context) of exercise relationships?

2. What is the relational quality (communication,
closeness, viability) of exercise relationships?

3. How do communication, closeness, and viability
relate to one another in exercise relationships?

4. What are the individual exercise goals and behav-
iors of those who have/had an exercise relation-
ship?

5. What are the exercise goals and behaviors during
exercise with a partner?

Materials and Methods

After obtaining institutional approval from the Hu-
man Research Protection Program, an anonymous web
survey hosted by Qualtrics was conducted on under-
graduate students enrolled in communication courses
at a large Midwestern university. Informed written con-
sent was obtained from the study participants. Partici-
pants were recruited and enrolled in the study through
the website Experimetrix, which allowed them to obtain
course credit while keeping their responses anonymous.
The goal was to obtain at least 350 viable participants
based on the size of other exercise survey studies of
college students [27,28]. Participants who did not have
an exercise partner or who did not exercise at all were
automatically forwarded to the end of the survey to re-
ceive their participation credit.

A total number of 557 students enrolled and con-
sented, though 153 did not meet criteria for inclusion
(83 = non-exercisers, 70 = never had an exercise part-
ner) and 21 were excluded (17 = non-completion of sur-
vey, 4 = bogus responses). The final remaining sample
(N = 383; 199 = females, 182 = males, 2 = unreported)
was included for subsequent analyses. The mean age of
the sample was 20.09 years (SD = 2.58). The sample was
primarily Caucasian (n = 295, 77.0%) and non-Hispanic
(n=317, 82.7%).

The 82-item survey consisted of relational back-
ground and quality, participant exercise goals and be-
haviors (both individual and during exercise with the
partner), and basic demographic information and took
approximately 30 min to complete. Participants re-
sponded individually, not with their exercise partner.

Exercise partner was defined for participants as “a
person with whom you exercise or train consistently.”
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The status question was, “Do you have an exercise part-
ner/s?” Response items were (a) “I have never had an
exercise partner,” (b) “l used to have an exercise partner
but | don’t anymore,” (c) “I have an exercise partner but
we haven’t exercised together in some time/are taking
a break,” and (d) “l have an exercise partner. ”Partici-
pants who reporting having or having had an exercise
partner (b, c, or d) were instructed to “focus on one
exercise (current or past). If you have multiple exercise
partners, choose your primary exercise partner (the one
with whom you exercise the most frequently)” for sub-
sequent questions. To determine meeting context, we
asked “Did you meet your exercise partner in an exer-
cise context or elsewhere?”

Relational quality contained three dimensions; com-
munication, closeness, and viability. These dimensions
were measured with nine different scales.

The amount of talk during typical workouts and
most-enjoyable workouts were assessed with a single
item soliciting the percentage of workout time spent
“talking to each other.” Participants used a sliding scale
that allowed the selection of options between 0% and
100% in 10% increments. To assess whether partici-
pants or their partners tended to dominate the conver-
sation, the respondent’s relative talk contribution to
intra-workout conversation was assessed with a single
5-point Likert-style item ranging from 1 (mostly you) to
5 (mostly exercise partner).

The content of conversation with the exercise part-
ner outside of workouts, in typical workouts, and in
most-enjoyable workouts were assessed with a single
check-all, 10-option item listing various discussion top-
ics: Exercise, work, family, friends, romantic relation-
ships, hobbies, current events/news, small talk, philos-
ophy, other. Communication breadth was calculated
by summing the number topics checked. A follow-up,
open-ended item prompted participants to elaborate

on what they talked about within the topic areas they
selected.

To measure exercise encouragement, we asked two
qguestions about typical workouts and most-enjoyable
workouts: “My exercise partner encourages me when
| am struggling,” and “I encourage my exercise partner
when she/he is struggling.” Each was measured on a 1
(strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree) scale. The mean
of these 2 items was calculated to create a single mea-
sure of reciprocal exercise encouragement (o = 0.91).

Closeness was assessed with the 7-point Inclusion
of Other in Self (I0S) Scale [18]. The 10S scale uses two
circles, one that represents self and the other that rep-
resents the other person. The circles start with no shared
space (i.e. two separate circles, rating of 1) and grad-
ually start to overlap at each interval until they share
the majority of the space between the two circles (rat-
ing of 7). This scale has shown acceptable reliability (a
= 0.93). The amount of exercise in the relationship was
assessed with a single item scale created for this study
(hereafter referred to as the Exercise in the Relationship
Scale — ERScale), which displayed seven nested circles
depicting exercise represented as a progressively great-
er proportion of the entire relationship (see Figure 2).
The image was accompanied by the following prompt:
“Please choose the picture that best describes the ex-
tent to which your relationship with your exercise part-
ner is rooted in exercise.” Scores on both the I0S scale
and ERScale ranged from 1to 7.

Viability was measured as relationship length, exer-
cise relationship length, and hangout frequency. Rela-
tionship length was measured as the total amount of
time the exercise partners had known each other. This
single item, “How long have you known your exercise
partner?,” was followed by open-ended response op-
tions soliciting number of months and years. Exercise re-
lationship length was assessed with a single item, “How

KX

relationship relationship
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relationship
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Figure 2: Exercise in the relationship scale (ERScale).

4
‘ exercise

relationship relationship

relationship

Hill et al. Int J Sports Exerc Med 2020, 6:167

*Page 4 of 9 «



https://doi.org/10.23937/2469-5718/1510167

DOI: 10.23937/2469-5718/1510167

ISSN: 2469-5718

long have you and your exercise partner been working
out together?,” followed with open-ended response op-
tions soliciting number of months and years. Hangout
frequency was measured as the number of days partici-
pants saw each other outside of exercise, assessed with
a single item, “How many days do you and your exercise
partner see each other outside of exercise?”

We measured relational utility in terms of individu-
al exercise goals and behaviors and exercise goals and
behaviors with partner to assess whether individual
goals and goals with a partner are related and if they are
useful to achieving one’s goals. We assessed individual
exercise goals and behaviors in three ways: Exercise fre-
quency, exercise modality, and exercise goals (including
mastery goals). Exercise frequency was assessed with
a single item, “how many days per week do you exer-
cise total?” Exercise modality was assessed with a sin-
gle item, “What type of exercise? [Check all that apply].
"Participants who selected “other” from the list were
directed to an open-answer follow-up item to elaborate.

Two additional items to measure mastery goals (i.e.,
goals that are focused on self-improvement and task
mastery) were modeled after those used by Elliot and
McGregor [29]. Participants indicated their agreement
on a1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree) scale with
two questions: “When | exercise, my goal is to perform
better than | did during my last workout,” and “When
| exercise, my goal is to not perform worse than | did
during my last workout. “The mean of those two items
was calculated to produce an overall mastery goal score.

We assessed exercise goals and behaviors with part-
ner in 5 ways: Exercise frequency with partner, exercise
engagement, comparative exercise behavior, perfor-
mance goals, and goal facilitation. Exercise frequency
with partner was measured by asking the number of
days that participants exercised with their partner, as-
sessed with the item, “How many days per week, on
average, do you and your exercise partner exercise to-
gether?”

Exercise engagement was measured with 3 items
that assessed looking forward to partnered workouts,
exercise persistence with the partner, and likelihood of
the exercise partner to reduce exercise attrition. These
were assessed with three Likert-type agreement items
on a 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree) scale: “I
look forward to workouts with my exercise partner,” “I
exercise harder/longer when I'm with my exercise part-
ner,” and “l am likely to skip a workout if my exercise
partner is unavailable”. These items were not combined
due to low internal reliability (a = 0.46).

We used 7 items to ask participants to evaluate
themselves relative to their partner on a 1 (much less)
to 5 (much more) scale. These comparative exercise be-
havior questions led with, “Compared to my exercise
partner, | am...” and the seven items were: “Physically

Hill et al. Int J Sports Exerc Med 2020, 6:167

fit,” “motivated in exercise,” “likely to lead a workout,”
“satisfied after a workout,” “likely to push or encourage
the other during a workout,” “likely to suggest ending a
workout/reducing the intensity,” and “likely to suggest
prolonging a workout/increasing the intensity.” Neg-
atively worded questions were recoded to match the
valence of the positively worded statements for data
analysis (a = 0.77).

Two items to measure performance goals (i.e., goals
that are focused on comparison of the self with anoth-
er) were modeled after those used by Elliot and McGre-
gor [29]. Participants indicated their agreement on a 1
(strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree) scale with two
guestions: “When | exercise, my goal is to outperform
my partner,” “When | exercise, my goal is to not do
worse than my partner.” The mean of those two items
was calculated to produce an overall performance goal
score (o = 0.68).

Results

Data analysis involved the use of JASP Version 0.11.1
(JASP, Amsterdam, The Netherlands). A summary of
bivariate correlations, means, and standard deviations
of key study variables is available in Table 1. Research
questions posed in the introduction are examined be-
low.

For RQ1, in terms of relationship status, most par-
ticipants reported having a current exercise partner
(42.6%), followed by a former exercise partner (34.5%)
or an exercise partner who was “on a break” (23.0%).
Comparisons between exercisers with different rela-
tionship statuses are addressed under RQ7. Regarding
meeting context, the overwhelming majority of exercise
partner relationships began outside of an exercise con-
text (77.0%). When participants were asked to elaborate
on how they met their exercise partner, they commonly
referred to the role of their partner as being a family
member, significant other, or roommate. In sum, most
participants had an exercise partner, and this was some-
one with whom they had a close relationship outside of
exercise.

For RQ2, we assessed relational quality in terms of
three dimensions: communication, closeness, and vi-
ability. In terms of communication, regarding amount
of talk, participants reported spending half of their
workout time talking with their partner whether in typ-
ical workouts (M = 49%, SD = 22.56) or most-enjoyable
workouts (M =50%, SD = 24.23). Regarding relative talk,
participants reported a value significantly higher than
the midpoint for communication in typical workouts
(i.e., their partner tended to talk more than they did) (M
=3.92,5D=0.63), t (365) = 27.84, p < 0.001. In most-en-
joyable workouts, talk was more equal but still primarily
from the participants’ partners (M = 3.06 SD = 0.54), t
(365) =2.21, p =0.027.

A complete list of communication topic frequencies
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Table 1: Summary of bivariate correlations, means, and standard deviations of key study variables.

Measure 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

1. Relationship length (months) -

2. Exercise relationship length (months) 048" -

3. Communication breadth outside exercise 021" 0.14° -

4. Communication breadth in typical exercise 0.18" |0.14° 0.30" -

5. Communication breadth in best exercise 0.17" 0.10 0.27" 078" -

6. 10SScale 0.21" |0.16" 049" 021" 019" -

7. ERScale -0.16" | -0.09 |-0.31" -0.23" -0.16" -0.33" -

8. Exercise frequency with partner 0.07 0.02 0.03 -0.07 -0.10 -0.02 0.26" |-

M 60.28 20.46 6.53 4.21 4.01 5.07 3.02 2.80
SD 65.77 3225 2.50 2.69 2.82 1.56 1.81 1.43

Note: *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01.

Table 2: Communication topic frequencies and communication breadth.

Outside of Workouts Typical Workouts Best Workouts
Rank Topic Percentage Topic Percentage Topic Percentage
1 Friends 91% Exercise 84% Exercise 81%
2 Exercise 79% Friends 63% Friends 58%
3 Hobbies 78% Small Talk 53% Small Talk 49%
4 Small Talk 78% Family 43% Family 44%
5 Family 77% Romance 41% Romance 39%
6 Romance 69% Events 39% Work 36%
7 Events 66% Hobbies 38% Hobbies 35%
8 Work 65% Work 38% Events 34%
9 Philosophy 31% Other 12% Other 13%
10 Other 20% Philosophy 11% Philosophy 12%

Table 3: Means and standard deviations of variables by meeting context and relationship status.

Meeting Context Relationship Status
In exercise Out of exercise Partner Broken Up

M (SD) M (SD) M (SD) M (SD)
1. Hangout frequency 3.99 (2.29) 5.13 (1.99) 5.18 (2.08) 4.27 (2.06)
2. Exercise frequency with partner 2.72 (1.37) 3.08 (1.59) 3.00 (1.47) 2.43 (1.27)
Communication breadth outside of exercise 5.31 (2.56) 6.90 (2.37) 6.78 (2.40) 6.08 (2.63)
3.10SScale 4.64 (1.66) 5.20 (1.51) 5.26 (1.46) 4.71 (1.68)
4. ERScale 4.08 (1.80) 2.71 (1.69) 3.11(1.83) 2.85 (1.76)
5. Mastery goals 4.01(0.82) 4.01 (0.71) 4.07 (0.75) 3.91 (0.70)
6. Perceived ergogenic benefit of partner 3.92 (1.08) 4.03 (0.97) 4.12 (0.93) 3.80 (1.08)

Note: * = mean is significantly higher than other group in category (p < 0.05)

is reported in Table 2 and Table 3. The most frequent-
ly reported conversation topics varied only slightly be-
tween outside workout and within-workout contexts.
Communication breadth was collected for outside work-
outs, in typical workouts, and in most-enjoyable work-
outs by summing all communication topics. Participants
reported talking about a greater number of topics out-
side workouts (M = 6.53, SD = 2.50) than in typical work-
outs (M =4.21, SD = 2.69), t (382) = 14.82, p < 0.001, or

Hill et al. Int J Sports Exerc Med 2020, 6:167

most-enjoyable workouts (M = 4.01, SD = 2.82), t (382)
= 15.33, p < 0.001. In addition to conversation, partici-
pants reported agreement higher than scale midpoint
for reciprocal exercise encouragement (M = 4.04, SD =
0.81), t (382) = 25.10, p < 0.001, in typical workouts.

Participants rated their closeness to their exercise
partner higher than the midpoint on the 10S scale (M
=5.07,SD = 1.56), t (381) = 13.44, p < 0.001, and lower
than the midpoint on the ERScale (M = 3.02, SD = 1.81),
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t (381) = -10.58, p < 0.001, suggesting that participants
were very close and exercise was only one component
of a greater relationship. In terms of viability, the medi-
an value for exercise relationship length was 12 months
— one third of the median total relationship length (36
months). Participants reported seeing their partner out-
side of exercise frequently (M = 4.87 days/week, SD =
2.11).

For RQ3, partner closeness was moderately related
to communication breadth outside workouts, r (382) =
0.49, p < 0.001, and weakly related to communication
breadth in typical workouts, r (382) = 0.21, p < 0.001. A
Steiger t-test indicated that the correlation was stronger
for outside workouts than typical workouts (z = 4.39, p
< 0.001). A similar pattern was seen with ERScale and
communication breadth outside workouts, r (382) =
-0.31, p < 0.001, typical workouts, r (382) = -0.23, p <
0.001, and most-enjoyable workouts, r (382) =-0.16, p
=0.002, suggesting that closer exercise partners tend to
narrow their communication in exercise.

For RQ4, regarding exercise frequency and exercise
modality, participants reported exercising often (M =
4.75 days/week, SD = 1.59) and engaged in numerous
activities from running to racquetball with running
(65%), weightlifting (58%), and walking (56%) as the pri-
mary exercise modalities. The exercise goals that were
most frequently reported were exercising to improve
fitness (M = 4.21, SD = 0.90), feel good (M = 3.95, SD =
1.01), and manage stress (M = 3.93, SD = 1.00).

Mastery goals, which focus on self-improvement
were reported significantly higher than the scale mid-
point, (M = 4.01, SD = 0.72), t (382) = 26.95, p < 0.001.
Mastery goals were associated with exercising for the
purpose of enhancing fitness, r (382) = 0.44, p < 0.001,
relieving stress, r (382) = 0.39, p < 0.001, to feel good, r
(382) =0.39, p < 0.001, and to have fun, r (382) = 0.31,
p <0.001.

For RQ5, regarding exercise frequency with part-
ner, participants reported exercising with their partner
during most of their workouts (M = 2.8 days/week, SD
= 1.43). Mean responses to the three exercise engage-
ment items were above the scale midpoints. For the
question, “l look forward to exercising with my workout
partner,” participants reported agreement significantly
higher than the scale midpoint (M = 3.90, SD = 0.87), t
(382) = 20.26, p < 0.001. They also reported values sig-
nificantly higher than the scale midpoint in response
to statements that they were likely to skip a workout if
their partner was absent (M = 3.19, SD = 1.26), t (381)
= 2.88, p = 0.005, and their partner helped them to ex-
ercise longer and harder (M = 4.01, SD = 1.00), t (382) =
17.78, p < 0.001. Regarding comparative exercise behav-
ior, there was no evidence that participants differed in
fitness and motivation when compared to their exercise
partners (ps > 0.06).

Hill et al. Int J Sports Exerc Med 2020, 6:167

Discussion

Despite the abundance of purported benefits of hav-
ing an exercise partner on physical activity, there is a
dearth of research directly examining exercise relation-
ships. The purpose of this study was to explore the na-
ture of exercise partner relationships by characterizing
them on several key features in the literature on inter-
personal relationships in general. Most importantly, we
sought to examine the exercise relationships from 2 per-
spectives: (a) Relationship quality, as inferred through
communication pattern, interpersonal closeness, and vi-
tality and (b) Relationship utility (i.e., the relationship’s
ergogenic potential), as inferred through reported exer-
cise goals and behaviors as well as the perceived bene-
fits of working with an exercise partner.

Exercise relationships in this sample were character-
ized by their long length, high interpersonal closeness,
robust communication both in and outside of exercise,
and their existence within a greater relationship. Un-
surprisingly, given the nature of self-disclosure in rela-
tionship formation and maintenance, participants with
thriving exercise relationships tended to report being
closer to and discussing more topics with their exercise
partner than participants whose exercise relationships
had ended. This finding is consistent with previous lit-
erature that has highlighted the role that self-disclosure
plays in the development and maintenance of close
interpersonal relationships [30]. Participants whose
exercise relationships had dissolved reported being
significantly less close with their exercise partners and
had spent less time together outside of exercise when
compared to participants reporting that their exercise
relationships persisted.

Talk between exercise partners covers a wide range
of topics but becomes more focused during exercise,
especially for closer partners. This may be the case be-
cause closer partners are more efficient at communi-
cating and, when task-oriented, does not need to say
as much to communicate the same message: they are
likely better at predicting one another’s behaviors and
understanding each other’s messages than partners
who are not as close. Interactions between closer ex-
ercise partners are more fluid, allowing them to focus
when necessary. These findings, in context of previous
research, highlight a unique relationship between rela-
tionship quality and components of self-disclosure [30],
viability [21], and utility of the relationship [22].

Exercise partners, at least for this sample of college
students, typically emerge from pre-existing relation-
ships rather than beginning in an exercise context. Ex-
ercise relationships tend to be enduring, close relation-
ships that comprise only a portion of a broader interper-
sonal relationship. More often than not, exercise is the
consequence of an existing connection rather than the
basis for a connection initially (i.e., exercise partners are
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less “workout buddies,” and more “buddies who work
out”). Exercise partners who met in an exercise context
spent less time together outside of exercise but exer-
cised together more frequently and viewed exercise as
more important in their relationship when compared
to exercise partners who met outside of exercise. Exer-
cise-specific advantages associated with meeting one’s
exercise partner outside of exercise were offset by re-
lational disadvantages: Meeting in an exercise context
was associated with more superficial relationships and
lower communication breadth, which could hinder long-
term viability. Although there are apparent limitations
to relationships that begin in an exercise setting, there
is new exciting work focused on helping foster relation-
ships in exercise settings that target adaptive mental
health outcomes. Specifically, Law [31] aimed to have
first time mothers be physically active with another
mother to provide social support and guidance during
a difficult life transition. Although there might be draw-
backs to assigning an exercise partner, there appear to
be some benefits that should be considered in future
work. Our findings might be specific to a college-campus
population where students live in relatively close quar-
ters and meet each other in classes and resident halls to
develop friendships first. They also are a transient pop-
ulation, and while their friendships might endure past
their graduation, their ability to exercise together may
not be possible. Exercisers who have settled in to work
and family life may show a different pattern of how ex-
ercise partners emerge.

Communication breadth was positively related to
how strongly participants felt about self-improvement
and helping their partners, supporting the notion that
competition may be a hindrance to self-disclosure and
closeness [32]. The most viable exercise partner rela-
tionships were cooperative, not competitive, and were
seen not as a means to an end but rather an end in
themselves.

Though participants occasionally sought an exercise
partner to help facilitate their goals, most exercise re-
lationships were less Machiavellian in nature. Exercise
partners prioritized self-improvement and wanted to
help their partners improve and did not view their part-
ners as competition or a performance benchmark. De-
spite not obviously seeking out their exercise partners
for strategic exercise benefits, participants reported
that they found utility in their exercise partner for exer-
cise quality and adherence. Participants whose exercise
relationships had dissolved reported being significantly
less likely to report having mastery (i.e., self-improve-
ment) goals and reported that their partner had not
helped them have more productive exercise sessions
when compared to participants with an ongoing exer-
cise partner relationship. This finding is consistent with
previous research in sport and exercise psychology that
denotes the maladaptive role of lower levels of mastery
goals [33].

Hill et al. Int J Sports Exerc Med 2020, 6:167

Implications

Exercisers seeking an exercise partner may find that
their best option is to turn to a close friend, coworker,
romantic partner, or family member to begin an exer-
cise regimen. Exercise partners who are close, comfort-
able, and open with one another, and can mutually ben-
efit from the relationship are more likely to see fruitful
health outcomes than those just looking for someone to
motivate them. For individuals merely seeking a “push,”
a personal trainer or fitness coach may be a better op-
tion: Investment may occur through similar transaction-
al processes, albeit monetary instead of emotional/in-
formational.

Exercise partners should focus on getting to know
each other, building the relationship outside of exer-
cise as well as in, and viewing exercise time as task to
complete rather than a pure social outlet. Approaching
workouts with awareness of not only personal goals but
also a focus on and prioritization of one’s partner’s goals
may improve relationship quality over time. Our initial
findings in this area examine relationship development
within the specific domain of physical activity behaviors
for optimal outcomes. One timely consideration is the
role of exercise friendships when social distancing is
needed. Based on these initial findings, exercise friends
could still “meet up” in a virtual environment and devel-
op or maintain these friendships when it is not possible
to meet in in person. However future research should
test how virtual exercise relationships differ from in-per-
son relationships.

As with any research, this study has potential limita-
tions. Firstly, this was a survey design, eliminating the
possibility of causal inference and precluding practical
recommendations for where to look for an exercise rela-
tionship or what qualities the ideal exercise relationship
may have. Secondly, relying only on participant feed-
back may also threaten assumptions of accuracy (e.g.,
can participants accurately predict an average number
of workout days per week?) and truthfulness (e.g., will
participants be honest about how much they look for-
ward to workouts with their partner?). Additionally, we
used a convenience sample of undergraduate students
whose relationships may not reflect those of the broad-
er population. Notably, the sample we surveyed (college
students) reported a high level of exercise and most in-
dicated that they had an exercise partner, which seems
to conflict with knowledge of exercise habits of the Unit-
ed States. Finally, we only assessed two domains of ex-
ercise (i.e., frequency and type). A more comprehensive
and validated assessment of physical activity behaviors
would have provided richer data on exercise behaviors.

Acknowledgments

This study was financially supported by a research
fellowship from the Michigan State University College of
Education.

*Page 8 of 9 «



https://doi.org/10.23937/2469-5718/1510167

DOI: 10.23937/2469-5718/1510167

ISSN: 2469-5718

Authors’ Contributions

CH participated in the data analysis, interpretation of

the results, and manuscript writing. EM participated in
study design, data collection, data analysis, interpreta-
tion of results, and manuscript writing. GW participated
in study design, data collection, data analysis, interpre-
tation of results and manuscript writing. DF participated
in study design, data analysis, interpretation of results
and manuscript writing. All authors approve the final
version of the manuscript.

Competing Interests

No competing interests exist.

References

1.

10

12.
13.

14.

15.

Barnett A, Cerin E, Baranowski T (2001) Active video
games for youth: a systematic review. J Phys Act Health
8: 724-737.

Daley AJ (2009) Can exergaming contribute to improving
physical activity levels and health outcomes in children? Pe-
diatrics 124: 763-771.

Burke SM, Carron AV, Eys MA, Ntoumanis N, Estabrooks
PA (2006) Group versus individual approach? A meta-anal-
ysis of the effectiveness of interventions to promote physi-
cal activity. Int Rev Sport Exerc Psychol 2: 19-35.

Dishman RK, Buckworth J (1996) Increasing physical ac-
tivity: A quantitative synthesis. Med Sci Sports Exerc 28:
706-719.

Feltz DL, Kerr NL, Irwin BC (2011) Buddy up: The Kohler
effect applied to health games. J Sport Exerc Psychol 33:
506-526.

Courneya KS, McAuley E (1995) Cognitive mediators of the
social influence-exercise adherence relationship: A test of
the theory of planned behavior. J Behav Med 18: 499-515.

Courneya KS, Plotnikoff RC, Hotz SB, Birkett NJ (2000)
Social support and the theory of planned behavior in the
exercise domain. Am J Health Behav 24: 300-308.

Darlow SD, Xu X (2011) The influence of close others’ exer-
cise habits and perceived social support on exercise. Psy-
chol Sport Exerc 12: 575-578.

Plante TG, Coscarelli L, Ford M (2001) Does exercising
with another enhance the stress-reducing benefits of exer-
cise? Int J Stress Manag 8: 201-213.

.Cortese A (2014) 7 Ways to Find a Fitness Buddy.
11.

FitDay. 5 reasons having a workout partner can help you
achieve your goals. FitDay Website.

Lebowitz S (2020) Grab a Partner for a Better Workout.

Steffens NK, Slade EL, Stevens M, Haslam SA, Rees T
(2019) Putting the ‘we’ into workout: The association of
identity leadership with exercise class attendance and ef-
fort, and the mediating role of group identification and com-
fort. Psychol Sport Exerc 45.

Texeria PJ, Carraca EV, Markland D, Silva MN, Ryan RM
(2012) Exercise, physical activity, and self-determination
theory: A systematic review. Int J Behav Nutr Phys Act 9.

Rackow P, Scholz U, Hornung R (2014) Effects of a new
sports companion on received social support and physical
exercise: An intervention study. Appl Psychol Health Well
Being 6: 300-317.

16.

17.

18.

19.

20.

21.

22.

23.

24,

25.

26.

27.

28.

29.

30.

31.

32.

33.

Altman |, Taylor DA (1973) Social penetration: The devel-
opment of interpersonal relationships. In: Holt, Rinehart &
Winston.

Yum Y, Hara K (2005) Computer-mediated relationship de-
velopment: a cross-cultural comparison. J Comput Mediat
Commun 11: 133-152.

Aron A, Aron EN, Smollan D (1992) Inclusion of Other in the
Self Scale and the structure of interpersonal closeness. J
Pers Soc Psychol 63: 596-612.

Greenwald AG, Pratkanis AR (1984) The self. In: Wyer RS,
Srull TK, Handbook of Social Cognition, Vol. 3. Hillsdale,
NJ: Erlbaum, 129-178.

Deutsch FM, Mackesy ME (1985) Friendship and the devel-
opment of self-schemas: The effects of talking about others.
Pers Soc Psychol Bull 11: 399-408.

Rusbult CE, Martz JM, Agnew CR (1998) The investment
model scale: Measuring commitment level, satisfaction lev-
el, quality of alternatives, and investment size. Pers Relatsh
5:357-391.

Slotter EB, Gardner WL (2011) Can you help me become
the “me” | want to be? The role of goal pursuit in friendship
formation. Self and Identity 10: 231-247.

Cholewa SA, Law B, Carron AV (2008) An examination of
exercise partners preferred by university students. Sport
Exerc Psychol Rev 4: 30.

Tucker P, Irwin JD (2006) Feasibility of a Campus-Based”
Buddy System” to Promote Physical Activity: Canadian Stu-
dents’ Perspectives. J Phys Act Health 3: 323.

Fitzsimons GM, Fishbach A (2010) Shifting closeness: In-
terpersonal effects of personal goal progress. J Pers Social
Psychol 98: 535-549.

Lyons M, Aitken S (2010) Machiavellian friends? The role
of Machiavellianism in friendship formation and mainte-
nance. J Social Evol Cultural Psychol 4: 194-202.

Brunet J, Sabiston CM (2009) Social physique anxiety and
physical activity: A self-determination theory perspective.
Psychol Sport Exerc 10: 329-335.

Calestine J, Bopp M, Bopp CM, Papalia Z (2017) College
student work habits are related to physical activity and fit-
ness. Int J Exerc Sci 10: 1009-1017.

Elliot AJ, McGregor HA (2001) A 2 x 2 achievement goal
framework. J Pers Soc Psychol 80: 501-519.

Collins NL, Miller LC (1994) Self-disclosure and liking: A
meta-analytic review. Psychol Bull 116: 457-475.

Law KH (2018) First-time mothers’ transition to mother-
hood: Assessing psychological outcomes and support
preferences, and evaluating the feasibility of the ‘Mummy
Buddy Program’ [dissertation]. Perth, Australia: University
of Western Australia.

Abell L, Lyons M, Brewer G (2014) The relationship be-
tween parental bonding, Machiavellianism and adult friend-
ship quality. Individ Differ Resear 12: 191-197.

Sit CH, Lindner KJ (2005) Motivational orientations in youth
sport participation: Using achievement goal theory and re-
versal theory. Person Individ Differ 28: 605-618.

;
CLINME

INTERNATIONAL LIBRARY

by

Jy

Hill et al. Int J Sports Exerc Med 2020, 6:167 *Page 9 of 9 «


https://doi.org/10.23937/2469-5718/1510167
https://academic.oup.com/jcmc/article/11/1/133/4616660
https://academic.oup.com/jcmc/article/11/1/133/4616660
https://academic.oup.com/jcmc/article/11/1/133/4616660
https://psycnet.apa.org/record/1993-03996-001
https://psycnet.apa.org/record/1993-03996-001
https://psycnet.apa.org/record/1993-03996-001
https://faculty.washington.edu/agg/pdf/Gwald_Pratk_TheSelf_1984.OCR.pdf
https://faculty.washington.edu/agg/pdf/Gwald_Pratk_TheSelf_1984.OCR.pdf
https://faculty.washington.edu/agg/pdf/Gwald_Pratk_TheSelf_1984.OCR.pdf
https://psycnet.apa.org/record/1987-03996-001
https://psycnet.apa.org/record/1987-03996-001
https://psycnet.apa.org/record/1987-03996-001
https://psycnet.apa.org/record/1998-03042-001
https://psycnet.apa.org/record/1998-03042-001
https://psycnet.apa.org/record/1998-03042-001
https://psycnet.apa.org/record/1998-03042-001
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/15298868.2010.482767?src=recsys&journalCode=psai20
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/15298868.2010.482767?src=recsys&journalCode=psai20
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/15298868.2010.482767?src=recsys&journalCode=psai20
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/28834502/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/28834502/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/28834502/
https://psycnet.apa.org/record/2010-05457-001
https://psycnet.apa.org/record/2010-05457-001
https://psycnet.apa.org/record/2010-05457-001
https://psycnet.apa.org/fulltext/2011-13654-006.html
https://psycnet.apa.org/fulltext/2011-13654-006.html
https://psycnet.apa.org/fulltext/2011-13654-006.html
http://selfdeterminationtheory.org/SDT/documents/2009_BrunetSabiston_JSE.pdf
http://selfdeterminationtheory.org/SDT/documents/2009_BrunetSabiston_JSE.pdf
http://selfdeterminationtheory.org/SDT/documents/2009_BrunetSabiston_JSE.pdf
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/11300582/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/11300582/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/7809308/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/7809308/
https://research-repository.uwa.edu.au/en/publications/first-time-mothers-transition-to-parenthood-assessing-psychologic
https://research-repository.uwa.edu.au/en/publications/first-time-mothers-transition-to-parenthood-assessing-psychologic
https://research-repository.uwa.edu.au/en/publications/first-time-mothers-transition-to-parenthood-assessing-psychologic
https://research-repository.uwa.edu.au/en/publications/first-time-mothers-transition-to-parenthood-assessing-psychologic
https://research-repository.uwa.edu.au/en/publications/first-time-mothers-transition-to-parenthood-assessing-psychologic
https://psycnet.apa.org/record/2014-57870-002
https://psycnet.apa.org/record/2014-57870-002
https://psycnet.apa.org/record/2014-57870-002
https://pdfs.semanticscholar.org/68e1/c342e02b9c42a862d9be7ccafd1494895dad.pdf
https://pdfs.semanticscholar.org/68e1/c342e02b9c42a862d9be7ccafd1494895dad.pdf
https://pdfs.semanticscholar.org/68e1/c342e02b9c42a862d9be7ccafd1494895dad.pdf
https://www.tripdatabase.com/doc/938004-Can-Exergaming-Contribute-to-Improving-Physical-Activity-Levels-and-Health-Outcomes-in-Children-#content
https://www.tripdatabase.com/doc/938004-Can-Exergaming-Contribute-to-Improving-Physical-Activity-Levels-and-Health-Outcomes-in-Children-#content
https://www.tripdatabase.com/doc/938004-Can-Exergaming-Contribute-to-Improving-Physical-Activity-Levels-and-Health-Outcomes-in-Children-#content
https://www.academia.edu/1116240/Group_versus_individual_approach_A_meta-analysis_of_the_effectiveness_of_interventions_to_promote_physical_activity
https://www.academia.edu/1116240/Group_versus_individual_approach_A_meta-analysis_of_the_effectiveness_of_interventions_to_promote_physical_activity
https://www.academia.edu/1116240/Group_versus_individual_approach_A_meta-analysis_of_the_effectiveness_of_interventions_to_promote_physical_activity
https://www.academia.edu/1116240/Group_versus_individual_approach_A_meta-analysis_of_the_effectiveness_of_interventions_to_promote_physical_activity
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/books/NBK66788/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/books/NBK66788/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/books/NBK66788/
https://www.semanticscholar.org/paper/Buddy-up%3A-the-K%C3%B6hler-effect-applied-to-health-Feltz-Kerr/1969f6bfb7e3259a5ad8b21c8fcc4d50d1667726
https://www.semanticscholar.org/paper/Buddy-up%3A-the-K%C3%B6hler-effect-applied-to-health-Feltz-Kerr/1969f6bfb7e3259a5ad8b21c8fcc4d50d1667726
https://www.semanticscholar.org/paper/Buddy-up%3A-the-K%C3%B6hler-effect-applied-to-health-Feltz-Kerr/1969f6bfb7e3259a5ad8b21c8fcc4d50d1667726
https://experts.illinois.edu/en/publications/cognitive-mediators-of-the-social-influence-exercise-adherence-re
https://experts.illinois.edu/en/publications/cognitive-mediators-of-the-social-influence-exercise-adherence-re
https://experts.illinois.edu/en/publications/cognitive-mediators-of-the-social-influence-exercise-adherence-re
https://www.ingentaconnect.com/content/png/ajhb/2000/00000024/00000004/art00006
https://www.ingentaconnect.com/content/png/ajhb/2000/00000024/00000004/art00006
https://www.ingentaconnect.com/content/png/ajhb/2000/00000024/00000004/art00006
https://www.semanticscholar.org/paper/The-influence-of-close-others%E2%80%99-exercise-habits-and-Darlow-Xu/6517069ffd66f5e8cf83d5c27b50a044461803d1
https://www.semanticscholar.org/paper/The-influence-of-close-others%E2%80%99-exercise-habits-and-Darlow-Xu/6517069ffd66f5e8cf83d5c27b50a044461803d1
https://www.semanticscholar.org/paper/The-influence-of-close-others%E2%80%99-exercise-habits-and-Darlow-Xu/6517069ffd66f5e8cf83d5c27b50a044461803d1
https://www.psychologytoday.com/files/attachments/34033/exercise-another.pdf
https://www.psychologytoday.com/files/attachments/34033/exercise-another.pdf
https://www.psychologytoday.com/files/attachments/34033/exercise-another.pdf
https://www.fitday.com/fitness-articles/fitness/weight-loss/5-reasons-why-having-a-workout-partner-can-help-you-achieve-your-goals.html
https://www.fitday.com/fitness-articles/fitness/weight-loss/5-reasons-why-having-a-workout-partner-can-help-you-achieve-your-goals.html
https://greatist.com/fitness/work-out-with-partner-120512#1
https://insights.ovid.com/psychology-sport-exercise/psyse/2019/11/000/putting-workout-association-identity-leadership/6/00024825
https://insights.ovid.com/psychology-sport-exercise/psyse/2019/11/000/putting-workout-association-identity-leadership/6/00024825
https://insights.ovid.com/psychology-sport-exercise/psyse/2019/11/000/putting-workout-association-identity-leadership/6/00024825
https://insights.ovid.com/psychology-sport-exercise/psyse/2019/11/000/putting-workout-association-identity-leadership/6/00024825
https://insights.ovid.com/psychology-sport-exercise/psyse/2019/11/000/putting-workout-association-identity-leadership/6/00024825
https://ijbnpa.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/1479-5868-9-78
https://ijbnpa.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/1479-5868-9-78
https://ijbnpa.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/1479-5868-9-78
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/24989147/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/24989147/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/24989147/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/24989147/

	Title
	Corresponding author
	Abstract
	Keywords
	Introduction
	Materials and Methods 
	Results
	Discussion
	Implications
	Acknowledgments
	Authors’ Contributions 
	Competing Interests 
	Table 1
	Table 2
	Table 3
	Figure 1
	Figure 2
	References

