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Abstract
Background: Aging is a sensitive period of human life and, considering the special needs and the behaviors that lead to mental
health promotion and quality of life, this period is very important. The useful methods used to maintain mental health, reduce
stress and make one more adaptive are doing physical activities and aerobic exercises. No studies in the past have investigated
variety of exercises such as the role of hiking on mental health and happiness of elderly women.
Objectives: This study was done to evaluate the impact of the six-week hiking on happiness and mental health of elderly residing
in Semnan.
Patients and Methods: Twenty-seven elderly women with a mean age of 61 years were randomly selected in two groups with available sampling; the case group with 14 participants and the control group with 13. The case group took part in walking exercises. Both
groups completed the Persian Version of the oxford happiness inventory (OHI) before and after exercises. This inventory contains
29 items, which evaluates happiness components; self-esteem, positive mood, life satisfaction, efficiency and mental health.
Results: There was a significant difference in the self-esteem (P = 0.003), life satisfaction (P = 0.001), efficiency (P = 0.00), positive
mood (P = 0.00), mental health (P = 0.001) and happiness (P = 0.001) among elderly women in the case group before and after a
regular six-week walking program.
Conclusions: According to the results, walking increases the happiness and mental health of elderly women. Therefore, promoting
the habit of walking as a public activity among elder women could have a significant impact on them.
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1. Background
Aging is a sensitive period for human beings and considering the issues and needs of elderly is essential. Elderly people, specially, older age women are part of the
society in the modern world. A census conducted in Iran
(2006) showed that 7.27% of the Iranian population, contains more than 5 million elderly individuals over 60 years
old and will reach up to 14.70% within the next 20 years (1).
Therefore, with regards to the increasing elderly population, considering the specific needs of aging, paying attention to the behaviors for promoting health and quality
of life is very important (1). Emotional status of the elderly
is influenced by factors such as reducing physical health,
physical weakness and reducing social relationships. The
effective methods used to protect mental health, decrease
stress and also make one more adaptive are doing physical and aerobic exercises (1). According to the statement of
the world health organization (WHO), one of the ways to
reduce medical care costs and improve health is to get elderly to participate in physical activities (2).

Studies have shown that physical exercise has positive
effects on physical and mental health. In a meta-analysis
performed by Plant and Rodin (3) to evaluate the impact of
exercise on mental health, they concluded that doing exercises improved the mood, mental health, self-confidence
and self-esteem in the participants. Macconville (4) considered nine factors in creating happiness and mental health
and one of them was to engage in sports and physical activities.
The results showed that exercise was beneficial not
only among young and middle-aged individuals, but also
for the elderly. Reviewing the study of Blumenthal et al. (5),
about the long-term effects of exercise on mental function
among elderly women and men showed that people who
had done the 14-month-aerobic exercise, had a10 % to 15%
aerobic capacity along with modest improvement in some
mental factors.
Norvell and Belles (6) reported that depression was decreased by doing aerobics activities compared to other exercises. Turner (7) stated that people with less physical ex-
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ercise gained a lower average score in happiness than those
with high levels of physical activity. Happiness had a direct
relationship with improvement of the quality of appetite,
sleep, memory, family relationships, friendship, family status and the elderly people’s mental health and quality of
life (8).
Studies in the past have shown physical exercises as effective factors in physical and mental health. However, the
discussion on the impacts of physical and sport activities
on physical and mental health of the elderly is continuing.
On the other hand, none of the former researches
has investigated the effect of physical activities, such as
walking, on mental health and happiness among elderly
women. However, the WHO stated that to choose appropriate strategies of exercise to improve mental health, more
studies are needed (2).

2. Objectives
This study evaluated the effect of the six-week walking
on happiness and mental health of elderly women in Semnan.

3. Patients and Methods
In an experimental study, 27 elderly women residing in
Semnan were selected via the available- sampling method
and were randomly divided to case (n = 14) and control
groups (n = 13). The inclusion criteria was age of 60 - 70
years old with a score of cognitive test (MMSE) over 22, lack
of exercises with no regular exercises in sport clubs, no
history of severe cardio- pulmonary diseases, being active
and independent, and having the ability to read and write.
Those who did not have the mentioned conditions as well
as those with diseases and complications during the study
were excluded. This study was conducted with informed
consent from all participants. Mini mental status examination (MMSE), which is a useful tool to evaluate cognitive
function in elderly subjects, was used for cognitive screening. It includes 30 items and its reliability and validity has
been confirmed for the Iranian population (9).
To measure happiness and mental health, the Persian version of the oxford happiness inventory was used,
which was prepared in 1989 by Argyle and Lu (10). It
contains 29 items, which evaluate happiness components;
self-esteem, positive mood, life satisfaction, efficiency and
mental health, and it also measures the final score of the
individual’s happiness. Multiple-choice questions were in
the range of 0 to 3. For the lack of the examined item; the
score of “0”, for low level; the score of “1”, for medium level;
the score of “2” and for “high grade”; the score of “3” was
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considered. The whole scale was from 0 to 87. The reliability and validity of this questionnaire was determined 93%
in Iran (11).
However, to ensure the content and validity of the
questionnaire, it was distributed among a group of elderly individuals. The validity and reliability were assessed
again using Cronbach’s alpha. The reliability was 87%. Both
groups completed the Persian version of the oxford happiness inventory (OHI) before the start of exercise. Next,
the case group took walks for six weeks, three sessions per
week, and 30 minutes for each session. It was slow and mild
hiking with aerobic activities such as (stretching and exercise movements). Finally at the end of six weeks, again
the Persian version of the oxford happiness Inventory was
completed by the control and case groups. The scores were
recorded for final scores.
Data normality was approved using the KolmogorovSmirnov test. To study the impact of walking exercises on
the variables, Paired-T Test was used. To analyze the data,
SPSS-20 was used.
4. Results
In this study, 27 non-athletic elderly women were randomly assigned to two experimental (n = 14) and control
(n= 13) groups. Table 1 shows the demographic characteristics and base line data of each group. Also in Table 2, mean
changes between case and control groups were compared
and the results showed that there was a significant difference between self-esteem (P = 0.003), life satisfaction (P =
0.001), efficiency (P = 0.00), positive mood (P = 0.00), mental health (P =0.001) and happiness (P = 0.001) of those who
did exercise compared with those who did not do any exercise.
Table 1. Comparison of Demographic Characteristics and Base Line Measurements
in the Experimental and Control Groups

Variables

Age, y

Case group (n =
14), Mean Changes
(SD)

Control Group (n =
13), Mean Changes
(SD)

P Value

65.8 (2.71)

65.2 (2.62)

0.07

Weight, kg

74.75 (7.11)

71.6 (3.12)

0.69

Height, cm

169.4 (3.34)

167.3 (3.11)

0.87

Self-esteem

2.28 (1.76)

2.16 (1.69)

0.160

14.55 (6.40)

15.31 (5.28)

0.008

Effectiveness

4.45 (2.31)

4.41 (2.29)

0.101

Positive mood

11.22 (3.80)

10.17 (3.11)

0.005

Mental health

7.57 (2.74)

7.55 (2.71)

0.112

37.28 (13.56)

38.30 (13.88)

0.001

Life satisfaction

Happiness
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Table 2. Comparison of Mean Changes in Case and Control Groups Related to Mental
Characteristics of the Elderly Women in Pre and Post Test

Variables

Self-esteem
Life satisfaction

Case group (n = 14)
Mean Changes
(SD)

Control group (n =
13) Mean Changes
(SD)

P Value

3.27 (1.75)

2.33 (1.79)

0.003

19.33 (5.86)

14.68 (6.22)

0.001

Effectiveness

6.43 (2.04)

4.11 (2.12)

0.001

Positive mood

14.22 (3.92)

9.97 (3.00)

0.001

9.70 (3.09)

7.50 (2.65)

0.001

48.47 (12.36)

38.13 (13.76)

0.001

Mental health
Happiness

5. Discussion
The aim of this study was to investigate the impact of
the six-week walking on the elderly’s happiness and mental health. The results showed that there was a significant
difference between self-esteem of elderly women before
and after regular walking. In other words, the elderly people who participated in the physical exercise and sport activity compared with non-athletic elderly had a higher selfesteem, in accordance with the findings of previous studies.
Pronk et al. (12) in a psychophysical study conducted
on women concluded that exercise could have beneficial
effects on mood and behavior, and in addition, this type
of exercises reduced stress and anxiety and also increased
self-confidence. Also, the results showed that life satisfaction rate in elder women after doing exercise improved significantly after exercise.
Therefore, elderly women should optimally spend
their time with precise planning and allocate leisure time
to go to parks and sport halls, otherwise, they will spend
most of their time in idleness. In addition, Norvell and
Belles in a study conducted on officers concluded that
physical activity improved cardiovascular fitness and decreased depression, anxiety and increased job satisfaction
(6).
Given that the elderly due to their age conditions are
at high risk of cardiovascular diseases, thus doing exercise,
especially taking walks could reduce the incidence of these
complications. Furthermore, there was a significant difference between the index of efficiency and positive mood of
the elderly women before and after exercise. Clapp et al.
(13) showed that physical exercise was effective on modifying the mood by two ways; releasing endorphins and reducing the level of cortisol, which is a hormone secreted
in blood due to stress. Endorphins are natural remedies to
reduce pain and cause pleasant feelings. Physical exercise
can have an increasing effect on the level of endorphins.
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Dilorenzo and some other researchers (14) concluded that
proper physical exercise had a significant impact on increasing the level of serotonin (the effective hormone in
modifying mood). It seems the body receives more endorphins by doing exercise and these substances are maintained for a longer period. The results showed that the
athletic elderly woman had a better mental health status
with high happiness. Norvell and Belles (6) showed that
exercise programs had a large share in mental and physical health. Leonhardt (15) rejected this hypothesis: “money
brings happiness”. He believes that exercise is a powerful
tool in reducing stress and increasing happiness.
Finally, it can be concluded that exercise and physical
activity have major impacts on mental health and happiness among elderly women. It is evident that older people,
who do exercise and physical activities have positive mental and physical health. As exercise, physical activity and
walking are factors that promote mental health, happiness, self-esteem, life satisfaction, efficiency, positive mood
and reduce stress, thus exercise is recommended for elder
individuals. Based on the findings, regular walking programs are suggested for the elderly in order to improve
their mental health and happiness and ultimately improve
their quality of life.
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