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ABSTRACT: Afo11r-pa11e Sllrl'L'Y was admi111stered w535 advlescems at two si11glt--sex (<m1• male, one female) /1111/1 schools 111 

Cinci1111ati, Olrio, 10 exomi11e whether perceptions ofplrysical arti1111y differed by gender More lpecifkallJ. the Slln•ey assessed 
perceived rnes. benefits, and harrier,r to ext'rcisi11g. Res11lt., 111dirn1ed that tire most helpful cue to physical activity/or both female and 
male .w,dems was "'hm•in!( a frit•nd to exercise with." The most commorrly reported be11efit of e.1-uti.vi11.~ amo11g females was ··to stay 
in shape:· whereas the most comnumly reportc•d benefit to exerc1~fi11g anuJ11g males was "to b1•come rtron,:." Among females. the most 
c:0111111011 lxrrrit!r to exercising was "having 110 lime to exercise,·· whL·reas males were moM likely to re-port ··wamim: to do other thi11gs 
with my rime." Multil'ariare analyses of covariance revealed rhot perceived rnes, benefits, a11d barriers 10 pltys,cal actil'iry differed 
sig11ifica11tly based on gene/er. Rec-om111e11dt1tio11s 011 spPcijic srrateg1t's to i11crras111g male u11dfcmale adolesce1u physical activity 
levels are offered. (J Sch Health. 2002:72(9):374-380) 

The three Jeadtng causes of death in the United States are 
coronary heart di sease (CH D), cancer, and stroke .' 

Many behavioral risk factors associated with these diseases 
develop in childhood and persi st into adolescence and 
adullhood ? 3 Fortunate ly. a s izeable percentage of prema
ture deaths in these areas can be averted through healthy 
lifestyle changes, suc h as adoption of regular phy sical 
activity." Unfor tunately . de spite numerous awareness 
campa igns highlighting the benefit s of regu lar physical 
activity, data suggest most adults and children are not act ive 
enough to positively affect rheir health.• Nearly one-half of 
Amer ican youth aged 12 to 21 years are not vigorously 
active on a regular basis, meaning they do not engage in 
physical activity at least three times each week for at least 
20 minutes per sess ion whic h make s them sweat and 
breathe hard.1 

Various stud ies demonstrate that promoting physical 
activity in children and adolescents increases youth activity 
and facil itate !. a carryover effect into adul thood. w·• 
Adolescence is the period of development when the intro
duction of physical activity programs is most likely to be 
successful and sustained into adullhood. 10 Therefore , efforts 
to increase physical activity bave targeted this age group/· 7 

Such strategies include school intervention, noncompetitive 
phy sical activity opportunities, and parental support. '' 
Neven heless, physical activi ty levels decline from child
hood into adolescence. Decrea ses in physical act ivity occur 
during grades 9 through 12. In 1999. only 29% of students 
in grades 9 through 12 part icipated in daily school physical 
education. " To increase physica.l aclivity levels. it is impor
tam to determine adolescents' perceived benefits, barriers, 
and cues to engaging in physical activity. 

Research has found that the most common reason for 
ado lescent physical activity is enjoyment, " whereas the 
most common barrier is ··wanting to do other things with 
one's time .'' 11 Fami ly member s. peer s. school programs, 
mass media , and organizational ac1ivities have been identi
fied as common cues lo engaging in physical activity.'• As 
adolescents get older, their amount of Lime spent in physi
ca l activity decline s, especia lly among females Y' Such a 
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decline is significantly more profound among female than 
male adol esce nl s regardless of whether the mea sure 
involves physical activity achieved through team spor ts. 
physical educa tion class. or leisure tim e." Studies are 
needed 10 identify potential reasons for differences in phys
ical activity based on gender. This study was conducted to 
examine if perceived cues, benefits , and barriers to physical 
activity differed between male and female adolescents. 

METHODS 
Participants 

A total of 249 male stude nts from a private, all male 
school and 291 female students from a private, all female 
school served as part icipants in rhe study. Of these students, 
245 males and 290 females completed usable surveys (N = 
535; 99% response rate). The two schools chosen were 
private , single-sex high schools in Cincinnati, Ohio. Both 
school s had s tudent popu lations mostly Caucasian and 
middle class. 

Instrumentation 
A four-page, 49-item questionnaire was developed using 

components of the Health Belief Model (HBM) to examine 
adolescents· percep tions of and involvement in physical 
activity . Three components of the HBM were used to 
develop three subscales (perceived cues to action. perceived 
benefits, perceived barriers) on the survey instrument. Each 
subscale consisted of 12 items that requir ed student s to 
re spond by using a seven- point Likert-type scale ( I = 
strongly disagree. 7 = strongly agree). The final section of 
the sur vey contained 14 demographic and background 
questions. Two of lhe 14 background items assessed vigor
ous physical activity and moderate physical activity. 

Vigorou s phy sica l activity was assessed by asking 
students 10 report how many of the past seven days they 
exercised for al least 20 minutes, causing Lhem to sweat or 
breathe hard. Students were instructed to exclude any activ
ity from physical education class. Moderate physical activ
i Ly was defined on the survey instrumem as physical 
activities such as fast walking, slow bicycling, skating. or 
pushing a lawn mower for al least 30 minutes each session. 
This activity should not make one sweat or brea the hard . 
After this operational definition, students then were asked 
to repon how many of the past seven days they participated 
in mode rate physical activity. The remaining 12 demo-



graphic/backg round items req uired students to chec k the 
appropria te boxes or provide yes/no responses. 

To es tablish con tent valid ity, the survey was sent to a 
panel of four experts in survey researc h and school health. 
Experts' comment s were reviewed and incorporat ed into 
the final instrument . To ensure stabilit y reliabi lity, th e 
sur vey ins trum ent was administe red to a co nveni e nce 
samp.le of 18 sLUden ts on two separa te occas ions, seven 
days apart. Pearson-r correlation coefficie nts for individual 
subscales were .621 (cues) .. 744 (benefits), and .770 (barri
ers). To ensure interna l co nsis tency of the inst rum ent , 
Cronbach alph as were determined for eac h of the three 
subscales: .803 (cues), .846 (benefits), and .900 (barriers). 

Procedures 
School board and ~cbool adm inistrat ion consent were 

eac h obtttined for the study. Parental consent forrns were 
distributed to students at each of the two schools. Students 
who returned signed forms before or on the day of the 
survey were permitted to participate. Teachers distribut ed 
surveys at the beginning of the class period in randomly 
selected homeroom s. Eac h teacher read d1e same instruc
t ions to student s on how to properly complete the survey. 
Confiden tiality was ens ured. Students signed a detac hable 
consent forrn on the first page. Teachers placed completed 
surveys in a ea led enve lope. All enve lopes were subse
quent ly distributed to the primary investigator. Once data 
were co llected, analyses were performe d using the SPSS 
statistical software package. To minimize the likelihood of 
a Type I error, the alpha leve l of significance was set at .05. 

RESULTS 
Approxi mately one- half the students were fe male (54%) 

and one-half were freshmen (49%) (Table l ). Most students 
(87%) had a friend who exercised, had a parent who exer
cised (59%), a.nd had parenta l encouragement to exerc ise 
(62%). Almos t one-ha lf of the stude nts surveyed (47%) 
were current ly tryi ng to lose weight or we re curr entl y 
enrolled in physi ca l educa tion classes (5 1 %). Forty- five 
perce nt of students were members of school sport s, and 
53% were member s or community sports. 

Cues to Physical Activity 
In respon se to the survey item, ·'What he lps you (or 

would help you) to exercise?" both female and male high 
school student s reported "having a friend to exercise with' ' 
as the most helpful cue to physical activity (Table 2) . Other 
Ieadmg cues 10 physical activity among female high school 
student s were "having a friend encourage me to exe rcise" 
and "seeing spring/summer clothes that you would like to 
buy.'' Othe r leadin g cues to physical activity among male 
hi gh sc hoo l student s were "hav ing orga nize d physica l 
act ivities outside of school" and "hav ing a friend encourage 
me to exercise." Both female and male high school students 
reported ''wa tching exercise on T V'' as d1e least helpful cue 
to physica l activ ity. 

Multivariate analyses of covar iance (MANCOVA s) were 
conducted to exam ine the effec t of gender on respondents' 
scores for each cue to action. Resu lts showed that perce ived 
cues to phy sica l activity differed significant ly based on 
whether the respondent was male or female, E ( 12, 508) = 
I 0.17. 12. = .000. Univariate F-tesrs conducted on individual 

subscale items found female s significantly more likely than 
males to feel that "having my parent (s) enco urage me 10 

exercise·• E (1 , 5 I 9) = 9.92. Q = .002, "having a parent who 
exercises" .E ( I. 519 ) = 23.05, 12. = .000, ''having a friend 
enco urage me to exercise•· .E( I, 5 19) = 13.5 1, Q = .000. 
"having a friend to exercise with" E ( I. 5 19) = 14.95, Q = 
.000, ·'being remind ed of the health benefits or phy sica l 
ac tivity" f ( I. 519) = 6.24, Q = .013, and "see ing 

Table 1 
Demographic and Background 

Characteristi cs of High School Students 

Items _n_• (o/o)b 

Gende r 
Female 
Male 

Grade Level 
Freshman 
Sophomore 
Junior 
Senior 

Do you have a friend that exercises? 

Yes 
No 

Do you have a parent that exercises? 

Yes 
No 

Do you have a parent that encou rages 
you to exercise? 
Yes 
No 

Are you currently try ing to lose weight? 
Yes 
No 

Are you currently enroll ed in a PE class? 
Yes 
No 

Are you a member of any school-sponsored 
sports teams? 
Yes 
No 

Are you a member of any commun ity
sponsored sports teams? 
Yes 
No 

290 
245 

264 
75 
46 

147 

465 
66 

313 
218 

331 
200 

247 
284 

270 
26 1 

242 
289 

281 
249 

54 
46 

49 
14 
9 

28 

87 
12 

59 
41 

62 
37 

46 
53 

51 
49 

45 
54 

53 
47 

Data reflect those who responded to the items (missing values 
were excluded from the descriptive statistics). 
• N = 535 high school students 
b Some percentages do not total 100% due to rounding. 
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Table 2 
High School Students' 

Perceived Cues to Physical Activity • 

Having a friend 
to exercise with 

6.36 (1.04) 

Having a friend encourages 
me to exercise 

5.64 (1.15) 

Having a friend 
to exercise with 

5.67 (1.58) 

Having organized physical 
activities outside of school 

5.41 (1.59) 

Seeing spring/summer clothes Having a friend 
that you would like to buy encourages me to exercise 

5.50 (1.46) 4.83 (1.61) 

Having organized physical 
activities outside of school 

5.38 (1.31) 

Having a parent 
who exercises 

5.33 (1.26) 

Looking at myself 
in the mirror 

4.90 (1.49) 

Having my parent(s) 
encourages me to exercise 

4.67 (1.44) 

Being reminded of the health 
benefits of physical activity 

4.65 (1.35) 

Reading about exercise 
in magazines 

4.00 (1.52) 

Taking a physical education 
class in school 

3.97 (1.57) 

Having a parent 
who exercises 

4.48 (l.76) 

Being reminded of the health 
benefits of physical activity 

4.43 (1.64) 

Taking a physical education 
class in school 

4 .41 (1.90) 

Looking al myself 
in the mirror 

4.35 (1.73) 

Seeing spring/summer clothes 
that you would like to buy 

4.31 (1.95) 

Having my parent(s) 
encourage me to exercise 

4.30 (1.78) 

Seeing pictures of physically fit 
people in magazines or on TV 

3.45 (1.94) 

Seeing pictures of physically fit Reading about exercise 
people in magazines or on TV in magazines 

3.88 (1.76) 2.86 (1.67) 

Watching exercise on TV 
3.73 (1.51) 

Watching exercise on TV 
2.n (1.65) 

• Participants were asked, "How strongly do you agree or 
disagree that each of the following is helpful in encouraging 
you to exercise outside of physical education class?" 

• N = 245 female high school students 
c N = 290 male high school students 
d Mean scores based on a 7-point Likerl•type scale (1 = 

strongly disagree, 7= strongly agree) 
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spring/su mmer clothes that you would like to buy" .E (I, 
519) = 45.42, 12 = .000 were helpful cues to physical activ
ity. Females also were significantly more likely than males 
to agree that "watching exercise on TY'" E ( I , 519) = 41.00 , 
12 = .000, "reading aboul exercise in magazines·· E (I, 5 19) 
= 47.76, 12 = .000, and "seeing picture s of phy sically fit 
people in magazines or on TV" E (I, 519) = 4.82, 12 = .029, 
wer e helpful cues. Covariates controlled for included 
gender, grade level. days of vigorous activity per week, and 
days of moderate activity per week. 

Benefits of Physical Activity 
ln response to the survey item, "What are the reasons 

you exercise or would consider exercising.?" the three most 
likely benefit s of phy sical activity among fema le high 
school students were "to stay in shape ," .. to lose weight" 
and "to increase my energy level" (Table 3). The three most 
likely benefits of physical activity among male high school 
student s were "to become strong," •·co stay in shape," and 
'·to be competitive." Both female and male high school 
student s reponed "to be accepted by my friends" as the 
least likely benefit of physical activity. 

MANCOVAs were conduc ted to examine the effect of 
gende r on respondents· scores for each benefit of physical 
activity. Result s showed that perceived benefits of physical 
activity differed significantly based on whether the respon
dent was male or female , .E ( 12, 508 ) = 16.81, 12 =.000. 
Univariate F-test s on individual subscale items found 
females significantly more likely than males to view "to 
have fun'· E ( I, 519) = 12.59. Q = .000, ··to stay in shape" 
E (I, 519) = 22.85, 12 = .000. "to lose weight'' E ( 1, 519) = 
65.40, p = .000, "to improve my self-e steem (feel better 
about myself)"' .E ( I, 519) = 4.64, 12 = .032, and "to reduce 
stress'' E (l , 519) = 9.88, 12 = .002, as benefits of physical 
activity. Males were significantly more likely than females 
to view "to be competitive•· .E (I. 519) = 6.03, Q = .014, "to 
become strong" E (I, 519) = 24.37, Q = .000, and ·•to be 
accepted by my friends" ..E (I, 519) = 6. 72, J2 = .010 as 
benefits of phy sical activity. Covariate s contro lled for 
included gender, grade level, days of vigorous activity per 
week. and days of moderate activity per week. 

Barriers to Exercise 
Participant s were asked the question : "What are the 

reasons you do not exercise or would not consider exercis
ing?"' The three most likely barrier s to physical activi ty 
among female high school studen ts were "I do not have the 
time to exercise," "I want to do other things with my time ," 
and "I am too I ired." (Table 4). The three most likely barri
ers to physical activity among male high school students 
were ''1 want to do other things with my time ," "l do not 
have the time to exercise ," and "I run too tired." The least 
likely barrier to physical activity among female high school 
students was ·'I do not think exercise is important ," whereas 
the least likely barrier to physical activity among male high 
school studenrs was "1 do not know how to exercise." 

MANCOYAs were cond ucred to examine the effect of 
gende r on respondents· scores for each barrier to physical 
activity. Results showed U1at perceived barriers to physical 
activity differed significant ly based on whether U1e respon
dent was male or female, .E ( 12, 508) = 3.94. Q = .000. 
Univariate F -tes ts on i.ndividual subscale iLems found 
fema les signifi ca ntly more likely than male s to view 



"hav ing no time to exercise" as a barr ier to physical activ
ity. Males were significantly more like ly than fema les lo 
fee l that "having no interest in exe rc is ing" .E (I, 519 ) = 
11.82. 12 = .00 1, " getting no enjoy ment from exercising" 

Table 3 
High School Students' 

Perceived Benefits of Physical Activity a 

To slay in shape 
6.27 (0 .87) 

To lose weight 
6.02 (1.38) 

To increase 
my energy level 

5.50 (1.23) 

To reduce stress 
5.36 (1.33) 

To improve my self-esteem 
(feel better about myself) 

5.31 (1.46) 

To become more physically 
attractive to others 

5.31 (1.56) 

To become strong 

5.30 (1.39) 

To do something active 
with other people 

5.20 (1.31) 

To have fun 
5.20 (1.42) 

For cardiovascular fitness 
(to protect my heart) 

4.97 (1.42) 

To be compet itive (enjoy 
competing with others) 

4.93 (1.55) 

To be accepted by my fr iends 
2.75 (1.64) 

To become strong 
6. 11 (1.36) 

To stay in shape 
5.84 (1.36) 

To be competi tive (enjoy 
competing with others) 

5.68 (1.63) 

To increase my energy level 
5.52 (1.42) 

To become more physically 
attractive to others 

5.38 (1.72) 

To do something active 
with other people 

5.09 (1.59) 

For cardiovascular fitness (to 
protect my heart) 

4.96 (1.67) 

To improve my self -esteem 
(feel better about myself) 

4.96 (l.76) 

To reduce stress 
4.83 (1.73) 

To have fun 

4.78 (1.79) 

To lose weight 

4.60 (2.04) 

To be accepted by my friends 
3.33 (1.93) 

• Participants were asked, "How strong ly do you agree or 
disagree that each of the fo llowing is a reason why you 
exercise or would consider exercising?" 

• N = 245 female high school students 
• N = 290 male high school students 
d Mean scores based on a 7-point Likert-type scale (1 = 

strongly disagree. 7 = strongly agree) 

.E ( I, 519) = 3.88, 12 = .049, and believing that ·•exercise is 
unimportant " .E ( I , 519) = 17.48, 12 = .000, were barriers Lo 
physical activity. Covariate s controlled for included gender, 
grade level. days of vigorous activity per week. and day s of 
moderate activity per week . 

DISCUSSION 
Thi s study found that "having a friend to exerc ise with" 

was the most helpful cue to becoming involved in physical 
activity for both males and female s. Similarl y. Ander ssen 
and Wold '' found that peers were one of the most common 
cues to ac tion for ado lesce nt physical ac tiv ity. Young 
people are concerned with making social connections with 
peers and the role of friends in their lives . 1• Thu s, activities 
which use social reinforcer s to physical activity may help 
ado lesce nts 10 begin and maintain program s. 

Thi s study also found that females felt more strongly 
than ma les that "e nco ura ge ment from friend s" was an 
important cue for physical activity. Not surprisingly, one of 
the strongest predictors for physical activity leve ls among 
girls is having a best friend who is physically active. '' To 
increase phy sical activity leve ls, fema les appear to more 
readily acknowledge needing a suppor t system of peer s 
thei r own age. A "budd y sys tem ·· in which ado lesce nrs 
monitor one another's progres s and provid e support and 
motivation for physical activity may be espec ially helpful 
for females. 

Consistent with previous studie s'2
·" "parental encourage

ment" and "having a parent who exe rcises'' were cited as 
helpful cues for physical activity in thi study. Parents need 
to become aware of the activity levels of their children and 
support their des ire to be active. Many adolescents wish 10 

become physically active but do not have a safe place to go 
to become physically active or lack the means to get to a 
safe place such as a Boys and Girls Club, YMCA. or local 
rec reation cen ter. Parents ca n provide their children with 
increased opportuniti es for activity by going to these facili
ties with their children. ln so doing , the child would benefit 
from enhanc ed social supp ort and positive pare ntal role 
mod e ling whi le parents co uld benefit from their own 
involvement in physical activity. Parental involvement in 
children 's lives tends to corre late directly with an increase 
in positive health behavior by the chi ld. 17 

According to Garcia and colleag ues, 'ft expos ure to role 
models who are physically active helps to establish positive 
soc ial norms for exercise and provide s support in remaining 
active. This effec tive strategy encourages increased exercise 
among both females and male s throughout ado lesce nce. 
Youth tend to view parents and peers as role model s and 
so ur ce s of s upp o rt and encouragement for phy s ica l 
activity.1•.20 Schoo l program s may help to enhance positive 
parental role mod elin g by offering after-sc hool phy sical 
activity prognuns for adults. Activities may include group 
walks before or after school , aerobics classes, building an 
exerc ise video librar y, or bringin g in spea kers to di scuss 
physica l activity and test indice s. 

Accor din g to a st ud y co nducted by the Pres ident 's 
Council on Physical Fitness and Sports ,'0 adolesce nt moti
vation to be physica lly active is shaped by many factors , 
includin g physical capa biliti es and sexual attract iveness. 
Thi s finding was cons istem with the current study's finding 
that physical appearan ce was the primary adolescent moti
vation 10 exercise. Female s in this study cited "stayi ng in 

Journal or School Health • November 2002 , Vol. 72 , No. 9 • 377 



Table 4 
High School Students' 

Perceived Barriers to Physical Activity • 

Female" 
Md<Sm 

I do not have time 
to exercise 

4.87 (1.72) 

I want to do other things 
with my time 

4.17 (1.81) 

I am too tired 
3.99 (1.80) 

Male' 
.ffld ~) 

I want to do other things 
with my time 

3.94 (1.93) 

I do not have time 
to exercise 

3.56 (1.86) 

I am too tired 
3.31 (1.96) 

I am not motivated to exercise I am not motivated to exercise 
3.60 (1.92) 3.16 (2.06) 

I do not have a place to go 
and exercise 

3.44 (1.85) 

I am not interested 
1n exercising 

2.97 (1.97) 

I do not think that exercise will I do not 
give me the results that I want enjoy exercising 

2.69 (1 .60) 2.86 (2.01) 

I do not 
enjoy exercising 

2.65 (1.67) 

I am not interested 
in exercising 

2.55 (1.62) 

I think that exercise 
is too hard 

2.42 (1.42) 

I do not know 
how to exercise 

2.27 (1.44) 

I do not have a safe 
environment in which 
to exercise 

2.25 (1.45) 

I do not think exercise 
is important 

1.86 (1.24) 

I do not think that exercise will 
give me the results that I want 

2.81 (1.93) 

I do not have a place to go 
and exercise 

2.74 (1.85) 

I think that exercise 
is too hard 

2.59 (1.81) 

I do not think 
that exercise is important 

2.53 (1.77) 

I do not have a safe 
environment in which 
to exercise 

2.53 (1.88) 

I do not know 
how to exercise 

2.16 (1.63) 

• Participants were asked, "How strongly do you agree or 
disagree that each of the following is a reason why you do 
not exercise or would not consider exercising?" 

• N = 245 female high school students 
• N = 290 male high school students 
d Mean scores based on a 7-point Llkert-type scale (1 = 

strongly disagree , 7 = strongly agree) 

378 • Journal of School Health • November 2002 , Vol. 72, No. 9 

shape" and "weight loss" as the top two benefits of physical 
activi ty. According to Hea lth y People 2010 , 11 weight 
management was the main benefil and reason for female 
involvement in physical activity . Data from the 1999 Youth 
Risk Behavior Survei llance Survey 21 revealed that 67% of 
high school females exercised to lose weigh t or to avoid 
gaining weight , while only 8% were con~idered overweight 
(BM ! > 95th percentile by age and gender). Thi s finding 
compares to 50% of males who exercised to lose weight or 
avoid gaining weight and 12% of males who were consid
ered overweight. Based on such finding s. the need for 
extensive health education on body image. health y dietary 
intake, and safe and appropriate weight loss strategiel. is 
needed. Programs underscoring the importance of maintain
ing a well-ba lanced and well-varied diet are encouraged. In 
a cult ure 1ha1 daily promotes "quick fixe s" and "magic 
bullets." accurate health information mu st be delivered . 
Consumer health information on how to make inform ed 
health decisions shou ld be provided to adolescents. 

Male~ in this study cited "becoming strong" and "stay
ing in shape" as the top two benefits of physical activity. 
Prevalence of adolescent male s trength trainin g has 
increased in recent years. A sizeable percentage of high 
school male.!> are taking nutrition supplements 10 increase 
lifting capab iliti es, streng th , and size. This co uld be a 
reason why boys in this study perceived strength as the 
greatest benefit of physical activity. Since adolescent males 
are concerned with this issue. rhe potential danger s of using 
nutrition supp lements should be addressed appropriately. 
Programs presenting information on the proper and safe 
way 10 strength train should be advoca ted as opposed to 
programs that promote "short cuts" and quick ways 10 
''bulk up." 

Based on this study , co-e d physical educa tion classe s 
should acknowledge the fact that males and females engage 
in physical act ivity for different reasons. Jt would be bene
ficial for physical ed ucation teachers to plan different activ
ities for males and females, or plan activities for the entire 
class which will be positively received by both males and 
females. For example. students could spend the first half of 
the class engaged in competitive activities (to target male 
interests) . and then pair off for the !>econd part of the class 
to do activities with a classmate. Working in pairs would 
help to develop the network of social suppo rt ("having a 
friend to exerci se with' '), which is important for female s. 
For example. one class period focuses on strength training 
(typically a male interest), while the next class period (the 
following day) focuses on how to use physical activity to 
reduce stre.!>s (typically a female interest). 

Female physical education classe s in private. single-sex 
schools should focus on activitie s to increase energy levels. 
reduce s tress. and promote se lf-esteem . In this study, 
females cited these factors as some of the most likely bene
fits of physical activ ity. Male physical education classes in 
private , single-sex schools should focus on activities that 
are compe titive, build streng th. and increase energy. Males 
were least likely to agree that "I don't know how to exer
cise" was a reason they were not physically active . 
Therefore, male physical education classes should promote 
panicipation and play rather than focusing on the mechan
ics of activity. In short, a game of basketball or a lesson on 
power Ii.fling may be interesting for males , but would not 
necessarily keep the interest of adolescent females. 



Regarding barriers to exercise, Tappe and co lleag ues'' 
reported that the barrier most freque ntly cited by adoles
cents regarding physical activity was " wanting to do other 
Lhings with their time ." Females in thi s study perceived 
time as a significan t barrier to physical activity. Physical 
education classes cou ld be an effec tive way to reach and 
introduce a var iety of act ivities to this age gro up. Since 
physical educa tion class does not require any additional 
time out of the schoo l day, it is an ideal forum to encourage 
physica l activity. Sludents also cited ·'wanting to do other 
thing s with my time .. as a barrier to physical activi ty. l f 
physical educa tion classes were crea ted based on students ' 
interests, as opposed to the interests of reachers and adults, 
students might be more willing to make time for physical 
activity. 

Classes should focus on lifetime activities such as swim
ming. joggi ng, biking, or roller blading to estab lish a pattern 
of healthy behavior. Most high schools in the United States 
do not requ ire students to talce physical education for four 
years. 1

' In add ition, only 5% of high schoo ls nationwide 
require physical educa tion classes to be taken in the junior 
or senior years .n Phys ical education classes that meet dai_ly 
throughout hig h schoo l ca n help to esta bli sh a regu lar 
pattern of activity for the students. Meeting daily also may 
assist in introducing students to a wide range of activities. 
targeting varied interests and abilities. 

Schoo ls and local communi ty centers are encouraged lo 
offer programs after school and on weekends for students 
intere sted in becoming physically active, but not necessar
ily interes ted in p laying on ly schoo l sports. Af ter-sc hool 
and weekend activities could provide young peopl e with 
aJternatives to activities such as watching TV or playing 
video games. MaJes in this study cited "ac t.ivities outside of 
school" as one of the most helpful cues to physica l activity. 
This response likely includes organized team sports as well 
as more infom1al activit ies such as friends meeting to play 
football on Saturdays or starting a jogging club. Safe and 
easily-accessib le places to engage in phys ical activities 
ouu;ide of the school sector are needed. 

The limitations to this study shou ld be noted. First. the 
samp le of high school stude nts was ob tained from two 
private, s ingle -sex school s in Cinci nnati , Ohio . Caution 
shou ld be exercised in ma.king any attempts to extrapolate 
findings to individual s of other ages or students in other 
geographic settings. Second , the student population of each 
school was predominantly Caucas ian. Thus, findings from 
this study may not be genera lizeab lc to students of different 
races or ethnicit ies. Th ird. all data were se lf-reported. thus 
the potentia l for socia lly desirable responses exists. Fourth. 
the mono themat ic nature of the survey may have caused a 
response set bias in some respondents. 

RECOMMENDATIONS 
The follow ing recomme ndat ions are offe red to assis t 

school and community health professionals interested in 
increasing physical activity among ado lescen ts. 

1) Encourage ado lescents to become invo lved in group 
activities and activities empha sizing the sociaJ benefit s of 
phy~icaJ activity. 

2) Encourage adolescents, especia lly females, 10 develop 
a "buddy sys tem " in which peers motivate . support , and 
encourage one another to remain phys ically act.ive. 

3) Encourage parents to serve as posi tive role mode ls of 

physical activ ity by becomi ng active. 
4) Deve lop sc hoo l phy sical activity progra ms th at 

add ress ado lescents' most strongly perceived benefits of 
physical activity. such as enhanced strengt h and safe and 
effec tive weight loss. 

5) As a means to increase female physical activity levels, 
design strategies that focus on act ivities to increase ene rgy 
levels, reduce stress, ru1d promote self-esteem. 

6) As a means to increase male physical activ ity levels, 
design strateg ies that focus on activities that are compe ti
tive. build strength , and increase energy. 

7) Promote lifelong physical activities in physical educa
tion classes, thus helping to es tablish an early pattern of 
exercising behavior that can persist into the adult yeru·s. 

8) S chool s and co mmunit y centers should offer 
programs after school and on weeke nds for students inter
ested in beco min g phy sically active, but not necessar ily 
interested in participating solely in school sports. 

9) Futur e st udie s should exam ine whether poten tial 
differences in benefits. barriers. and cues differ based on 
current exercise involvement. ■ 
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