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Abstract 

The purpose of fitness testing has been unclear to Physical Education (PE) teachers and learners. This 

blurred understanding on the purpose of fitness testing may ripple the effect to problems like wasting allocated 

time for PE subject, misdirection of learning process, or worst physical injuries. The purpose of this study was 

to explore the purpose of fitness testing as evolved throughout time. The findings of this study revealed that 

fitness testing (purpose) served as (1) a component of natural selection – it was used for survival and mating 

processes, (2) an assessment of one's positionality – to understand strengths and weaknesses, and (3) a 

progressive assessment in physical education – an inclusive practice to assess health. Therefore, fitness testing is 

an inevitable component of human development, as human progress holistically, so as the fitness testing. If the 

demand and the usage change, so is the purpose of fitness testing. Educational agencies should prioritize 

training, guidelines, and all the support to the PE teachers in understanding the current purpose of fitness testing 

that is ‘a progressive assessment in physical education’ and should ensure that teachers promote and promulgate 

this understanding to the learners to implement fitness testing efficiently. 
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1. Introduction 

The purpose of fitness testing is to assess one’s level of fitness in various health- and skill-related 

components. Fitness testing has gone through the process of evolution where the purpose was intently for 

survival and mating. Later on, it went through the lenses of health, and inclusivity and accessibility (Colella & 

Monacis, 2021; Prystupa et al., 2019). However, the purpose is not well understood by its implementers 

especially in the context of the school. This misunderstanding could lead to ineffective implementation, 

wasting of time and effort, or worse injuries (Johnson et al., 2023; Simonton et al., 2019; Vaskov, 2022). With 

these, the researcher is committed to exploring the historical facts and the latest understanding on the purpose 

of fitness testing.  

Apparently, in Singapore, even the structured implementation of fitness testing does not guarantee transfer 

of understanding on the real purpose of the tests. Though learners enjoy the process, enjoyment does not 

always mean that the test is effective (Ashley & Kawabata, 2023). In the United States of America, fitness 

testing fails to improve perceptions of middle schoolers toward physical education, defeating the purpose of 

having the fitness test the first place (Simonton et al., 2019). Moreover, Finnish schools often have negative 

connotations in fitness testing, making the test ineffective as it is perceived as risky instead of beneficial 

(Vaskov, 2022). These studies signify that fitness testing’s failure is due to lack of understanding to the 

purpose and failure to explicitly present the purpose of having one. 

In the context of the Philippine educational system for physical education, currently, teachers themselves 

have misunderstood the purpose of fitness testing. The reason behind this is probably because of the poor 
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quality or lacking for training how to conduct fitness testing  (Tolentino et al., 2022). Moreover, Tolentino et 

al. (2022) expounded that the lack of training and understanding the purpose of the test resulted to teachers 

not being able to maximize the potential or benefit of fitness testing. Furthermore, with this misunderstanding 

on the purpose of the test, it resulted to misinterpretation of the test results and complicating the process of the 

assessment itself (Aquino, 2023). This made the researcher of the current study to pursue the topic for it is 

crucial for the mass physical education teachers of the Philippines to understand the purpose of the test, to 

maximize the potential of fitness testing in helping the learners assess their fitness levels. 

Currently, the Philippine educational system is experiencing a ‘conceptual gap.’ This is about 

understanding the current purpose of fitness testing. This systematic review aims to unravel the purpose of 

fitness testing from the prehistory and the modern era. This comprehensive analysis on the literature will 

allow the researcher to identify not only the changes in fitness testing purposes over centuries but also to 

verify the forms these purposes have taken in various eras. By providing a broader historical context, this 

study helps explain the current misunderstandings and misapplications of fitness testing in Philippine schools, 

offering insights that can guide more effective educational strategies and policies. 

 

1.1. Theory 

This study utilized the evolutionary perspective theory, which is known to be popularized by Charles 

Darwin (Darwin, 1859). The theory explains the development of human behavior and physical traits over 

time. This process is termed as ‘natural selection.’ The theory extends to the assumption that the ancestors of 

the human race were able to survive because of their physical attributes and behaviors evolved, attaining to 

the demands of the environment. The evolutionary perspective has been applied to a wide range of human 

behaviors, from social interactions to health initiatives. According to Buss (2019) the human race survived 

because of its ability to form and select alliances and mates. These behaviors allowed humans to acquire 

resources, safeguard lives from threats, and reproduce. 

In the context of fitness testing, the evolutionary perspective can provide insights into why physical fitness 

has been valued across different cultures and historical periods. As Lieberman (2021) discusses, physical 

fitness was crucial for our ancestors' ability to hunt, gather, and protect their communities. These activities 

required strength, endurance, and coordination, which are often measured in modern fitness tests. In this 

study, the evolutionary perspective explained the evolution of the purpose of fitness testing in respect to the 

needs of a certain population. By understanding the evolutionary roots of fitness, teachers especially those in 

the Philippines can better appreciate why certain fitness standards exist and how they have evolved to meet 

the changing demands of human societies. This perspective underscores the importance of physical fitness as 

not only a health measure but also a fundamental aspect of human survival and social organization. 

 

1.2. Research question 

This study explored the purpose of fitness testing as evolved throughout time. Specifically, this study 

sought to answer to these following questions: 

How has the purpose of fitness testing evolved throughout time? 
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2. Methods 

This study utilized a systematic review design. A systematic review design is a methodical and 

comprehensive approach for synthesizing research results to meet specific research questions. This approach 

involves a rigorous procedure for identifying, selecting, and assessing relevant research, as well as collecting 

and reviewing data from those studies (Munn et al., 2018; Page et al., 2021). Munn et al. (2018) assert that 

systematic reviews use clearly stated and methodical procedures, together with a process, to mitigate bias. In 

this study, the systematic review design was utilized to explore the evolution of the purpose of fitness testing 

throughout time. 

This study delved into the 17 studies and literature about the purpose of fitness testing. Because of the 

nature of this study to investigate the purpose of fitness testing during the prehistoric era and then the modern 

era, the reviewed studies and literature ranges from publications happened in 1989 to 2023.The sources of this 

study were studies from the scientific papers with fields like anthropology, history, or a result of reviews. 

  This systematic review contains diverse populations from several continents, spanning from ancient eras 

to the current day. It includes individuals of all age groups, ranging from newborns to seniors, and embraces 

all genders. This study examines the presence of fitness testing, including both organized and informal 

methods, across various historical periods such as Prehistory, the Classical Era, the Middle Ages, the Early 

Modern Era, and the Modern Era. The paper explores the methodologies and principles of fitness testing, 

analyzing how different civilizations have implemented and established benchmarks according to their own 

criteria throughout time. The subject matter explores intricate aspects, objects, and diverse types of proof, 

such as those derived from archaeology, history, art history, epigraphy, numismatics, paleography, 

paleoanthropology, ethnoarchaeology, carbon dating, and contemporary textbooks. The evidence 

encompasses fitness criteria pertaining to birth, mating, hunting, working, leadership assignment, survival, 

conflict, and standardized fitness assessment. The review employs scientific methodologies such as 

archaeology and paleography to examine the prehistoric to early modern eras. In contrast, data from the 

contemporary age is derived from textbooks and periodicals. 

The theory evolutionary perspective explained how the purpose of fitness testing evolved throughout time 

in respect to the demands or needs of a certain population. The evolutionary perspective helped explain the 

three emerging themes in the evolution of fitness testing: it has served as a component of natural selection, an 

assessment of one's societal position, and a progressive tool in physical education. For instance, fitness testing 

in the prehistoric era was crucial for survival and mating success (Cannon, 2009), while in modern times, it 

helps define occupational readiness and educational standards. This perspective highlights how fitness testing 

has continuously adapted to meet the evolving demands of human societies, emphasizing its role in enhancing 

physical prowess, societal integration, and health education. 

 

3. Results and Discussion 

This exploration is focused on the how has the purpose of fitness testing evolved throughout time. This 

review is focused on the evidence of the procedures of fitness testing – may it be unstructured or structured 

during the time of Prehistory, Classical Era, Middle Ages, Early Modern, and Modern Era and of all 

population. Procedures and concepts are about how people, during the mentioned eras, conduct and set 

standards on fitness based on society’s guidelines. The methodologies and data gathering procedures outlined 

include systematic historical reviews of ancient documents, cross-cultural data analysis assessing mate 

preferences across 33 countries, and ethnographic observations alongside historical artifact analysis. 

Additionally, various physical fitness tests were implemented to evaluate components like cardiorespiratory 
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endurance and musculoskeletal fitness. Empirical testing and the establishment of performance standards 

using criterion-referenced outcomes were also conducted in military and educational settings. 

The question that needs to be answered is ‘how has the purpose of fitness testing evolved throughout 

time?’ Upon the investigation of the researcher, it was found that there were three emerging themes based on 

the scrutinized literature and studies. The three themes are the following: 1) Component of Natural Selection, 

2) Assessment of One’s Positionality, and 3) Progressive Assessment in Physical Education. 

Table 1 summarizes these themes and the core ideas that emerged from the exploration, providing a 

structured overview of how the purposes of fitness testing have evolved across different historical periods and 

societal contexts. 

Table 1. Evolution of the Purpose of Fitness Testing Throughout Time 

Essential Themes Core Ideas 

Served as a Component of the Natural Selection 
Predictor for Survival 

Predictor of Mating Success 

Served as an Assessment of One’s Positionality 
Determinant of Societal Status 

Assessment for Occupational Performance 

Served as a Progressive Assessment in Physical Education 
Assessment for fitness levels 

Physical Education’s Prime Mover 

 
Served as a Component of Natural Selection. Fitness testing was found to be a component of 

natural selection in the human race during the prehistoric era. It is either used for survival or mating success 
(Cannon, 2009). The former explains that a person is considered fit if he/she has the ability to manipulate or 
use hunting tools, to hunt food (MacDonald, 2019), and to win fights/wars (Taçon & Chippindale, 1994). The 
latter explains that a person is considered fit if he/she is preferred by a mating partner or is able to attract 
others through quality of performance in hunting (Buss, 1989; Cannon, 2009). 
 Recent studies have provided comprehensive insights into the role of physical and genetic traits in 
natural selection and sexual selection. Talagala et al. (2024) demonstrated that assortative mating based on 
body size in fruit flies not only enhances reproductive success but also substantiates the importance of fitness 
traits in natural selection. Similarly, Okada et al. (2021) showed how natural selection mitigates the adverse 
effects of sexually selected traits, such as large mandibles in males, which, while attractive, may impair 
survival, thereby increasing female fitness indirectly. Delph et al. (2022) and Monnahan et al. (2021) further 
explored the genetic dimensions of this dynamic, revealing that certain male-favored genetic variants can 
compromise female survival, thus underscoring the complex interplay between genetic traits that benefit male 
mating success and those that may be detrimental to overall survival, highlighting a fundamental trade-off in 
evolutionary biology.  
 Moreover, studies by (Taipale et al., 2022) and Lombard (2021) reveal how innovations in weapon 
design significantly improved hunting efficiency and survival strategies in Europe and southern Africa, 
underscoring the direct link between weapon effectiveness and natural selection. Similarly, Lombard and 
Shea (2021) point out that advanced hunting technologies like spear throwers and darts, used during the 
Pleistocene in Africa, provided significant evolutionary advantages to those skilled in their use. Swinney and 
Crawford (2021) further connect the development of hunting skills to combat readiness, illustrating the 
enduring importance of hunting prowess across different periods and regions. 
 
This theme is explicitly mentioned by several studies like: 

“[…] importance of projectile technology is documented by the wide range of lithic, bone, 
antler and ivory points” (R5) 
“[…] fighting is depicted in the rock art of western Arnhem Land… indicative of an 
increase in the complexity of social organization that began after the end of the last 
glaciation, between 4000-6000 years ago” (R6) 
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“[…] large mammal hunting that evidently occurred in California and the Great Basin 
during the late Holocene… the “show-off hypothesis” and the “efficiency-maximization 
hypothesis. (R7) 
 

Served as an Assessment of One’s Positionality. One’s position in the society is determined by the 
normality of physique or function of person. In the prehistoric era, in Sparta, babies’ physique are assessed 
during birth. If the baby shows defections, the government will abandon the baby. If the baby is healthy upon 
birth, then the baby has the opportunity to live and will enter the herd of the Sparta’s army at a legal age. At a 
legal age, still in Sparta, if the soldier ran away from a fight, seemingly not fit for a war, the soldier and the 
rest of his family will be humiliated and marginalized in the community (Pomeroy, 2009). In the modern, 
fitness testing served as an assessment to define one’s occupational position, it could be a role in a group or 
one’s readiness towards a specific task (Petrachkov & Zhembrovskyi, 2023; Richmond et al., 2008). 

This is supported by studies conducted by numerous researchers throughout history. The studies 
show that physical fitness and qualities continue to influence social roles (Backerra & Edwards, 2021; 
Scheidel, 2021; Schilling, 2023; Wilke et al., 2022). In pre-modern cultures, status rivalry was based on 
gender performance and physical ability (Schilling, 2023), highlighting the significance of physical talents in 
social stratification. Physical health and size, which are seen as indicators of social supremacy, have always 
had an impact on social status, according to Wilke et al. (2022). Physical and genetic fitness influenced social 
hierarchies and reproductive success, as Scheidel (2021) delves more into, confirming fitness as a crucial 
factor in society roles. Furthermore, the importance of one's physical appearance and behavior during 
ceremonies in early modern European courts was emphasized by Backerra and Edwards (2021), further 
demonstrating the function of physically in social status and role.  

Additionally, several studies, including those by Orr et al. (2022), Frey-Law et al. (2022), Dicks et 
al. (2023), and Newman et al. (2022), highlight the critical importance of fitness evaluations in high-risk 
occupations, such as the police force, firefighters, and the military. Taken as a whole, these studies show how 
important fitness tests are for gauging potential for a profession, lowering the chance of injury, and keeping 
oneself healthy in general. These tests include anaerobic power, cardiovascular fitness, and muscular 
endurance (Orr et al., 2022). As an example, the United States Army and the firefighting services use 
individualized fitness assessments to determine the overall preparedness of their members and to establish a 
direct correlation between operational performance and combat readiness and physical ability (Dicks et al., 
2023; Frey-Law et al., 2022). Emphasizing the vital importance of fitness in occupational performance and 
safety across numerous demanding professions, these tests guarantee that only persons who satisfy precise 
physical criteria are judged competent for particular tasks (Newman et al., 2022). 

 
This theme is explicitly mentioned by several studies like: 

“[…] Ancient Greece examined the newborns. The vitality of male infants and their 
potential as soldiers determined whether they would be raised or abandoned.” (R1) 
“[…] the formation of physical readiness of officers to acquire capabilities for performing 
combat tasks as assigned” (R9) 
“[…] Royal Air Force (RAF) has been working towards developing role-related physical 
tests for use as an operational fitness test (OFT)” (R12) 
 

Served as a Progressive Assessment in Physical Education. In the 21st century and in the field of 
education, fitness testing has become formal. It was in fact made inclusive. The fitness testing served as an 
assessment and evaluation on a person’s current fitness level (Blair et al., 1983; Stodden et al., 2009). In this 
time, there were already numerous forms of fitness testing popularized and developed by prestigious 
organizations and institutions. It was done to assess the fitness levels of all populations (children, teenagers, 
adult, senior, and population with special needs) (Langhammer & Stanghelle, 2015; Stodden et al., 2009; 
Winnick & Short, 2005).  Fitness testing also served as one of the major chunks of today’s Physical Education 
curriculum. Fitness testing has gone the process of evolution and is still evolving to provide opportunities for 
all in terms of assessing one’s fitness level or determining health statues (Bai, 2016; Plowman et al., 2006; 
Welk, 2017).  
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Furthermore, the importance of fitness testing in tracking and improving students' physical ability 
and health has been highlighted in recent research on its incorporation into educational curriculum. By 
integrating fitness measurements into evidence-based PE programs, Colella and Monacis (2021) showed that 
children and adolescents' strength capabilities significantly improved. Correlating biological development 
with physical fitness and highlighting the significance of frequent assessments, Lutkovskaya et al. (2021) 
similarly emphasized the essentiality of fitness testing for monitoring the physical and motor skill 
development of school-aged kids. In order to make sure these assessments are fair and useful for all students, 
Vaskov (2022) addressed the difficulties of using mobility testing in PE classrooms. In addition, Jungjohann 
and Gebhardt (2023) explored the function of fitness evaluations in inclusive education frameworks that are 
used in the classroom. Their goal was to create tools that could be used to evaluate and improve the 
educational experience for all students, especially those with special needs, and ultimately lead to better 
learning outcomes for everyone. 

 
This theme is explicitly mentioned by several studies like: 

“[…] American Alliance for Health, Physical Education, Recreation and Dance 
(AAHPERD) developed a new fitness test to emphasize health¬related physical fitness” 
(R10) 
“[…] physical fitness assessment, activity promotion, and feedback system for students, 
teachers, and parents to encourage lifelong physical activity and lifetime health-related 
physical fitness.” (R14) 
“[…] conceptual framework for the Brockport Physical Fitness Test (BPFT)… process used 
for personalizing health-related criterion-referenced physical fitness testing and assessment 
for youngsters with disabilities.” (R17) 
 

As we continue to improve the role and use of fitness testing, it is important to remember what it was 
used for in the beginning and how it is changing over time. Fitness testing has been an important part of 
natural selection and society's structure for a long time, figuring out how fit people are for life, battle, and 
having children. This historical example shows that fitness tests are still useful in modern times, especially 
when it comes to finding people who are fit to work in dangerous jobs and in schools. This change is shown 
by the fact that exercise testing has grown and is now an official and open part of the school curriculum. 
Adding kids, teens, adults, seniors, and people with special needs to the list of people who can be tested for 
fitness makes the tests more flexible and better able to give general assessments of physical health and skills. 
This change not only helps figure out how fit someone is, but it's also very important for supporting physical 
education and health for life. As time goes on, it is important to keep improving these tests to make sure they 
are still useful, fair, and able to meet the different needs of all groups. This will help create an environment 
where fitness testing can lead to better health outcomes and more social integration. 

4. Implication and Future Direction 

This chapter presents the implications of the results and the future directions of the study. This chapter was 

based on what the results have prompted and the possible recommendations this study can provide to continue 

the professional conversation on the topic ‘purpose of fitness testing.’ 

 

4.1. Implication 

The findings of this study unraveled the purpose of fitness testing throughout time. The purpose of fitness 

testing 1) served as a component of natural selection, 2) served as an assessment of one’s positionality, and 3) 

served as a progressive assessment in Physical Education.  

The first theme, which is fitness testing ‘served as a component of natural selection’ provides information 

that, originally, physical standards were important aspects of the human race even before. These standards are 

literal physical prowess and attributes of a person or one’s ability to use tools specifically for hunting and 
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warfare. These made the human race flourish, making 8.1 billion people. Apparently, there is now an on-

going world movement about body positivity. This movement helps people, especially those obese, 

overweight, skinny, and those having issues with their bodies, to accept oneself. This is one of the most 

beautiful movements out there helping the world to eradicate discrimination like body shaming. However, 

people should not be confused with this movement to romanticize poor health for one can have body 

positivity movement towards a healthy body. There should also be a clear line that when talking about healthy 

body, it does not always mean skinny. Instead, it is about engaging to physical activity to be healthy, 

balancing diet to maintain and track weight, and having checkups and recommendations from a medical 

professional. This is to remind everyone that one of the main reasons why people survived up until this day is 

because of their physical prowess and abilities. 

The second theme states that fitness testing ‘served as an assessment of one’s positionality.’ In the past, 

fitness served as one’s entrance ticket to be part of society. This harsh reality can be traced in ancient Sparta 

where babies with weak physical attributes will be left abandoned. In the modern era, fitness testing serves the 

same purpose but in a different manner. For instance, before entering the army, one must go through the 

process of fitness testing to assess whether or not an applicant is ready for the demands of the army training. 

The same purpose is given to other forces, but fitness testing may be used as role identifier. In normal people, 

fitness testing is used to position oneself in terms of level of fitness. This provides an idea that fitness testing 

helps an individual to assess oneself and know the strengths and weaknesses in terms of components of 

health- and skill-related fitness. With this, an individual is given the opportunity to access the assessment and 

administer it during their preferred time and place. Though it does not really follow that if you performed well 

on the tests, you are a healthy individual. One should understand that guidance from the medical experts is 

still the top source of health assessment. 

Finally, the third theme states that fitness testing ‘served as a progressive assessment in physical 

education.’ One must understand that one of the core components and a must have in the PE curriculum is 

fitness testing. Currently, fitness testing is becoming inclusive as there are already existing adaptive tests for 

those learners or people with special needs. This means that fitness testing is just around the corner. The latest 

purpose of fitness testing is to 1) help learners know that fitness testing is an accessible assessment that one 

can administer on one’s preferred time and place, 2) help assess one’s level in terms of health and sports 

performance, 3) help learners understand that fitness test is comprised of crucial components that need to be 

improved and that improvement of these components shall extend even outside the school premise. For 

teachers, these purposes mean that fitness testing should result to a long-term commitment towards health 

improvement. 

These findings from the study provide an in-depth understanding of how fitness testing has evolved to 

adapt to changing societal norms and policies. This evolution signifies a pivotal shift towards inclusivity, 

ensuring that fitness assessments are designed to cater to individuals with diverse needs and circumstances, 

reflecting a broader societal commitment to accessibility and equity in health-related practices. This approach 

not only accommodates but also empowers all individuals by recognizing and adapting to varied physical 

capabilities and conditions, promoting a healthier society overall (Esmonde & Jette, 2021). Furthermore, the 

study underscores the perennial importance of physical prowess, highlighting how different societies and 

cultures have historically valued physical fitness not just for survival but also as a significant determinant of 

social standing and success. This ongoing relevance of physical attributes demonstrates that fitness is not only 

about personal health but also plays a critical role in societal structures and interactions, influencing social 

mobility and status (Colella & Monacis, 2021). 

Additionally, the advancements in the convenience and accessibility of fitness testing have facilitated more 

tailored and effective training programs. Modern fitness assessments can now be integrated seamlessly into 

daily routines, enabling continuous monitoring and immediate feedback. This accessibility helps individuals 
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and trainers to make informed decisions about training regimens, thereby optimizing training outcomes and 

enhancing overall physical preparedness over time. The impact of these developments extends beyond 

individual fitness to influence broader public health strategies, ultimately leading to a more health-conscious 

society (Ye & Shao, 2022). 

 

4.2. Future direction 

For administrative personnel of the Department of Education and of Curriculum Development-Special 

Curricular Programs Division (BCD-SCPD), the researcher recommends the full and strict implementation of 

fitness testing to every school. There should be complete guidelines and training for teachers as to how to 

analyze and report the data gathered from the fitness test. There should be complete materials provided to all 

PE/MAPEH teachers administering the tests. These materials include but not limited to metronome, 

measuring tapes, scoring sheet/scorecards, physical activity readiness questionnaire (PAR-Q), health 

declaration file, push-up sensors, stopwatch, speaker and microphone, printer, and any other relevant 

materials for fitness testing. 

For future researchers, one may look into embracing indigenous materials supporting the administration of 

fitness testing to improve accessibility of the test. Researchers may explore new testing procedures that are 

the same in terms of validity and reliability of the current existing tests. Another, researchers may look into 

the possibilities of making the tests more inclusive through identifying contextualized standards on all special 

needs/cases. This may also include moderating variables like ages, weights, diet, metabolism, and the like. 

Researchers from different races should also devise their own contextualized fitness testing without anchoring 

to the tests of other countries. 

 For physical education teachers in the Philippines, the researcher recommend that one should devise a 

strategy on how to present, inculcate, and practice as part of one’s routine the purpose of fitness testing. This 

may also prompt new research on the perceptions of learners on the purpose of fitness testing. 
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