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“The ultimate aim” (of the martial arts)… “lies not in victory or defeat, but in the perfection of its participants.”

Gichin Funakoshi – father of Shotokan Karate, quoted in Layton (2001)

In contrast to the wisdom of martial art masters many Westerners see the martial arts (Karate, Kung-Fu, Tae-Kwan-Do, Judo) as ‘… naught but a killing present, anger past, and misery to come (Shaler, 1979; cited by Weiser, Kutz and Kutz, 1995). This is not surprising given that popular culture has focused on the physical side of these skills – breaking bricks and bones in the guise of mass entertainment. However, to its practitioners, martial arts provide benefits in many areas. Bruce Lee (1997) for example distilled this to three areas: health promotion, cultivation of mind and self-protection, while Kit (1996) considers five distinct areas – self-defence, health and fitness, character training, mind expansion and spiritual development. That martial arts promote mental as well as physical health has come to the attention of western scientists only in the last thirty years, with the acknowledgement that they also embody a system of moral values (e.g. respect property, be faithful and sincere, exert oneself in the perfection of character), which together can improve physical and mental relaxation, control of mind and body, and increase in self-confidence (Weiser et al., 1995). Some researchers (e.g. Richman and Rehberg, 1986) have argued that the longevity of martial arts is a testimony to their psychological worth and have compared the role of the martial arts instructor or master with a psychotherapist. Weiser et al. (1995) for example contends that therapeutic effects of martial arts training can be compared to those of verbal psychotherapy. Both disciplines seek to gain understanding of one’s character, as well as the forces at work in the world around, with the aim of growth towards a new and stronger way of being in the world. However, systematic research on physical exercise, such as running and aerobics (e.g. Sachs and Sachs, 1981) has suggested that it too can have psychotherapeutic effects. Workers have reported that physical exercise can improve sleep, energy levels, mood, mental performance, concentration, as well as reduce anxiety, depression, aggression, and sickness absence at work (King et al., 1989; O’Neil, 1989; van Amelsvort et al., 2006). Relationships between self-esteem and sports performance have also been reported in a range of sports including soccer, volleyball and handball (Harter, 1978). Lowler and Hopker (2001) acknowledge the reported beneficial effects but have drawn attention to the poor quality of studies offered as testimony to the benefits of exercise. Richman and Rehberg (1986) also note that, although the effects are more immediate in physical exercise than in Karate for example, over the longer term it is those who have practised Karate who show the highest self-esteem. 

Psychology and Martial Arts

Motivation for research in the area of martial arts has come from both psychologists and practitioners of martial arts. Much of this has been conducted in the natural habitat of marital artists – that is dojos (Karate clubs), and more often cross-sectional designs (studies conducted at a single point in time) have been employed. Kroll and Carlson (1967) have questioned whether particular personality types are attracted to martial arts, whilst Knoblauch (1985) has looked at what styles of martial arts (e.g. soft/internal – Tai-Chi or hard/external – Karate) are practised in order to determine if there a relationship exists between personality and the type of martial art practiced. From a somewhat different perspective, other researchers have developed an interest in the social implications of the relationship between aggression and martial arts practice. Martial arts wisdom has it that after consistent practice one becomes less impulsive and aggressive towards others. The Shaolin moral code for example comprises 12 ethics, 10 forbidden acts and 10 obligations. Patience, insight and calmness accordingly are considered pre-requisites of good Kung-Fu (Wong, 1981). In Karate, the Dojo Kun, a code or set of rules is part of the moral values transmitted from ancient times and has the role of reinforcing the pacifistic urge that lies at the heart of the martial arts. This reminds students of the right attitude, frame of mind and virtues to strive for within and outside the dojo. Dojo rules, such as ‘Respect others’ and ‘Train your mind and body’ reflect the above said. (The Dojo Kun, International Okinawan Goju Ryu Karate-do Federation, 2009). Several studies (Zivin et al., 2001) point to the effectiveness of traditional martial arts in reducing aggression, and likewise support the traditional view that training in Karate reduces aggressiveness, contrary to the general public’s belief of Karate as merely a set of fighting skills. Further evidence of the effectiveness of martial arts in producing affective, cognitive and behavioural benefits has come from a number of studies. Improvement of self-esteem (Fuller, 1988), a more positive response to physical challenge (Richard and Rehberg, 1986; Trulson, 1986), greater autonomy (Duthie, 1978), emotional stability and assertiveness (Konzac and Boudreau, 1984) have all been associated with martial arts training. Konzak and Bodreau (1984) have drawn attention to the social benefits of such behavioural change, which Lakes et al. (2004) argue are a consequence of enhanced self-regulation or self-control. In other words, it is the willpower of a martial arts student that brings about the changes in his psychological constitution. Thus, on the one hand willpower is important for enabling the student to continue hard training, for improving personality and performance inside and outside the dojo. On the other hand, consistent training, coupled with a sincere attitude towards the moral principles of martial arts contributes to strengthening willpower. Thus, between the martial arts and the student a two-way process takes place whereby. The research reviewed above clearly suggests that martial arts offer a range of psychological benefits. However, a number of issues in the literature remain unanswered. To what extent does a practitioner’s physical and mental well-being derive from traditional martial arts training, and how much from the simple fact of regular physical exercise? Similarly little data is available regarding the lifestyle and behavioural habits of martial artists and whether these differ from those who consistently engage in physical exercise. 

In 2006 we conducted a study with a group of martial artists and a group of fitness practitioners to address these issues. We hypothesised that martial artists would demonstrate enhanced psychological well-being, higher self-esteem, and show a healthier repertoire of health behaviours compared to a group of fitness practitioners. 

Discussion of findings

We found that mental health and health behaviours were significantly better in the group of martial arts practitioners. Our analysis also suggested that the mental health benefits enjoyed by the martial arts group were related to their healthier lifestyle and whether they had ever used their skills in a confrontational situation. This latter indicator we suggest serves as a measure of self-confidence or self-efficacy in conflict situations – something usually not captured in the generalised measures of self-efficacy (e.g. Bandura, 1977) in the psychological literature. Our findings are consistent with other previous studies, which show better mental health amongst martial artists (Trulson, 1986; Weiser et al., 1995; Zivin, 2001; Adler, 2003). However, whilst effects may be found in students at all levels, evidence of the psychological and physical benefits of martial arts training has been more easily observed in experienced practitioners – those who have reached the level of mastery (the equivalent of 20 years or more of experience of training in the martial arts)  (Morgan and Goldston, 1987; Kendall and Watson, 1989; Weiser at al., 1995). As the mental health advantages we observed were related to health behaviours and use of one’s skills in confrontations, this would suggest that martial arts practice is associated with a positive attitude to one’s well-being, which cannot simply be identified with one’ state of physical health. Moreover, those critical components of martial arts, such as respect of self and others, humility, confidence, responsibility, honesty, perseverance, honour, self-control and use of techniques only for self-defence are of great importance and determinants of psychological and philosophical worth for further exploration (Lakes at al., 2004). 

Further research could address which benefits are received and manifested by males and females (Lakes at al., 2004). Konzak and Boudreau (1984) for example proposed that martial arts training may increase sensitivity in males and assertiveness in females. Lakes (2004) argues that girls have a different reaction to martial arts than boys – they take longer to fully engage in martial arts training, and therefore are slower in manifesting any benefits from it. Perhaps it is just a matter of the specific tradition one is learning, how one learns it, from whom and in what context. However, martial arts training can be tailored to a given individual – for them ultimately to adapt to a given system to their own strength and limitations. Moreover, women should not therefore be considered to be inherently disadvantaged when it comes to deriving benefit from martial arts training. This is particularly true, as one of the most well known martial arts systems, Wing Chung, was in fact originally devised by a woman - Yan Yong Chung, addressing the very question as to what system and manner of learning was most suitable to women (Wong, 1996). 

Implication and conclusion

The main findings of our study - that martial arts are associated with enhanced psychological well-being - replicate those found in other studies. The original hypothesis of the study, that martial artists have better mental health than fitness practitioners, has been supported by the results. The extend to which practitioners’ well-being and mental health can benefit from traditional martial arts training, and how much these can be enhanced through this type of training as opposed to physical exercise requires further investigation. As a means of improving well-being, self-confidence and self-efficacy these results have considerable implications for both health and education. Research suggests that academic potential and performance is linked to physical and psychological well-being. Cai (2000) has found that practice of Tai-Chi and guided imagery (relaxation exercises) helped reduce anxiety and depression in college students. Although universities provide help with mental health issues and counselling on campus, students hesitate to make use of these services. Thus as an alternative to traditional individual psychotherapy, martial arts training could make a difference to those who are reluctant to visit a mental health centre. According to Scully at al. (1998) physical exercise has a positive effect on students’ everyday life. However, physical exercise has some limitations. Due to its emphasis on motor skill activity, physical fitness produces a short-term beneficial psychological effect in reducing depression and tension (Weiser at al., 1995). It therefore might not be sufficiently balanced to help students deal with anxiety and depression on a long-term basis. The aim of the current study has not been to show that Oriental martial arts hold the key to attaining mental harmony, but that the review and evidence presented will stimulate further thought and investigation into their efficacy. 

