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Physical activity levels in girls decline dramatically during adolescence, most profoundly among minorities.
To explore ethnic and racial variation in attitudes toward physical activity, semistructured interviews (n = 80)
and physical activity checklists (n = 130) are conducted with African American, Hispanic, and Caucasian mid-
dle school girls in six locations across the United States. Girls from all groups have similar perceptions of the
benefits of physical activity, with staying in shape as the most important. Girls have similar negative perceptions
of physical activity, including getting hurt, sweating, aggressive players, and embarrassment. Chores, running or
jogging, exercises, and dance are common activities for girls regardless of ethnicity. Basketball, swimming, run-
ning, and dance are commonly cited favorite activities, although there are slight differences between ethnic
groups. The results suggest that factors other than ethnicity contribute to girls’ physical activity preferences and
that distinct interventions may not be needed for each ethnic group.

Keywords: physical activity; adolescent girls; ethnic variation; qualitative; African American girls; Hispanic
girls; Caucasian girls

The level of physical activity in the U.S. population is insufficient to provide protec-
tion from adverse health consequences (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services,
1996; Pate et al., 1995; “Physical Activity and Cardiovascular Health,” 1996; Healthy
People 2000, 1990). Physical activity levels decline, particularly dramatically in girls, as
children become adolescents. Because lifestyle behavioral patterns are formed during
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childhood and adolescence (Aarts, Paulussen, & Schaalma, 1997), it is important to
devise strategies that can attenuate the decline in physical activity. Prior to developing
interventions that target diverse populations, however, attitudes and preferences for
physical activity of that population must be identified.

Previous research suggests that physical activity beliefs differ by gender. Girls have
lower self-esteem, perceive lower health status, and view themselves as less athletic than
do boys (Garcia et al., 1995). Boys are more likely to exercise for competitive and per-
sonal recognition reasons, whereas girls are more likely to exercise for weight man-
agement and increased personal attractiveness reasons (Tappe, Duda, & Ehnrwald, 1989;
Godin & Shephard, 1986). These data indicate that girls may benefit from interventions
specifically designed for them.

Activity levels of adolescent girls vary according to ethnicity and age. The 2001 Youth
Risk Behavior Survey found that vigorous physical activity is more common among Cau-
casian high school females than among Hispanic and African American high school
females, and there is a higher prevalence of inactivity among African American girls than
among Caucasian girls (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2002). The decline
in physical activity has been shown to be greater in African American girls compared
with Caucasian girls (Heath, Pratt, Warren, & Kann, 1994; Kimm et al., 2002). In addi-
tion, the prevalence of girls who receive insufficient physical activity is higher among
11th and 12th grade girls compared with 9th and 10th grade girls (Centers for Disease
Control and Prevention, 2004).

As these studies indicate, there is a need to reverse this decline in physical activity
among girls of all ethnicities. In developing effective interventions, it is important to
understand girls’ beliefs and attitudes toward physical activity, which are likely shaped by
their cultural, societal and economic environments, and personal and behavioral factors.
Little is known about possible differences in attitudes and beliefs among adolescent girls
of various ethnic and racial backgrounds. It is recognized that women from diverse ethnic
groups have differences in their beliefs regarding physical activity (Eyler et al., 2002);
therefore, there may also be differences in adolescents.

The Trial of Activity for Adolescent Girls (TAAG) is a multicenter trial to design and
test a school and community-based intervention to prevent the decline of physical activity
in middle school girls. To inform the TAAG intervention development, several phases of
formative research were carried out prior to the intervention. An overall description of
these methods is found elsewhere in this issue (Gittelsohn et al., 2006). Other articles in
this issue present results on physical activity attitudes and behaviors in adolescent girls
(Vuetal., 2006; Staten et al., 2006). This article reports physical activity attitudes, prefer-
ences, and practices among middle school girls by addressing the following questions:

® What are the perceived benefits of physical activity according to girls of various ethnic
groups?

® What are the perceived negative aspects of physical activity according to girls of various eth-
nic groups?

® What are the differences and similarities in favorite and most common physical activities by
girls of different ethnicities?
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Table 1. Sample Size by Ethnicity

Did Not
African Report
American Hispanic Caucasian Other Ethnicity Total
Interviews 32 14 27 7 0 80
Checklist 20 23 64 21 2 130

METHOD

Asdescribed elsewhere in this issue, TAAG formative research was conducted by each
of six field centers (i.e., University of Arizona, San Diego State University, Tulane Uni-
versity, University of Minnesota, University of Maryland, and University of South
Carolina) to obtain representatives from each predominant ethnic group across geograph-
ical region. Girls were recruited from schools not participating in the TAAG main trial so
as not to bias later intervention and measurement efforts.

Qualitative and quantitative methods were used. Semistructured interviews and
checklists were designed and pretested to answer the research questions. All data col-
lection methods were approved by each university’s institutional review board, and in-
formed consent was obtained from a parent or guardian. Written child assent was also
obtained prior to data collection.

Semistructured Interview

Girls who participated in the interview were selected from 12 schools, ranging from 1
to 4 schools per field center. Schools were selected to ensure variation in ethnicity, socio-
economic status (SES), and setting across sites. African American girls were recruited
from schools characterized as inner city (Louisian and South Carolina), suburban (Loui-
siana and Maryland), and rural (South Carolina) and ranging from low SES (Louisiana)
to moderate SES (Louisiana, Maryland, and South Carolina), as identified by the percent-
age of students receiving Free and Reduced Lunch. Hispanic girls were recruited from
inner-city (Arizona), suburban (California), and rural (Arizona) areas, ranging from low
(Arizona and California) to moderate SES (Arizona). Caucasian girls were recruited
from inner-city (South Carolina), suburban (California, Louisiana, Maryland, and Min-
nesota), and rural (South Carolina) areas, including schools with high SES (Minnesota),
moderate (Louisiana, Maryland, and South Carolina), and low (California) SES.

Physical education teachers were asked to select girls from various racial and ethnic
backgrounds and physical activity levels to participate in the interviews.

Researchers with expertise in qualitative research methods trained TAAG data collec-
tors to conduct semistructured interviews. Practice interviews and evaluation of the inter-
views were part of the training.

Eighty interviews were conducted from six field centers. Approximately half of the
girls were in seventh grade (ages 11 to 12) and half in eighth grade (ages 12 to 13). Each
field center completed an average of 13 interviews, with arange of 8 to 21. Table 1 shows
the ethnic breakdown of the sample.

Interviews were conducted between September and December 2001 and were audio-
taped and transcribed verbatim.
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Semistructured interview questions were formulated based on the informational needs
of TAAG intervention planners. This article presents data from the following interview
questions: (a) What do you like about physical activity? (b) What good things would hap-
pen to you if you got more physical activity? (¢) What do you dislike about physical activ-
ity? (d) What bad things would happen if you did or did not get physical activity? (e) Is
there anything that gets in the way of you being more physically active?

Physical Activity Checklist

Girls who participated in the checklist were selected from 11 schools, ranging from 1
to 3 schools per field center. These were the same schools as used for the interviews,
except in two cases. Checklist participants consisted of a sample of girls, independent of
the interview sample. Physical education teachers or TAAG staff recruited girls from sev-
eral classes representative of the student body (excluding advanced or remedial classes).

The checklist was completed by 130 girls, approximately half in sixth grade and half
in eighth grade. Each field center conducted an average of 20 surveys, with a range of 14
to 31. Table 1 shows the ethnic breakdown of the checklist sample. African American
girls were from Maryland, South Carolina, San Diego, and Louisiana. Hispanic girls
were from Arizona, San Diego, Louisiana, and South Carolina. Caucasian girls partici-
pated in the checklist at all field centers.

In the checklist, girls were given alist of 54 activities (including sports, recreation, and
chore-related activities) and were asked to check the activities they did within the past 7
days. They were also asked to list their three favorite activities. All checklists were con-
ducted during November and December 2001, providing a snapshot of activities done in
the late fall.

Data Analysis

Quantitative data from the physical activity checklists were analyzed using the Statis-
tical Analysis System (SAS Version 8.0, SAS Institute, Cary, NC). The qualitative data
from the interviews were analyzed using Qualitative Solutions and Research N6, a soft-
ware program for analyzing text-based data (Qualitative Solutions and Research PTY
LTD, 2002). As described elsewhere in this supplement, a codebook with 144 codes was
developed to analyze these data (Vu et al., 2006). The data were organized into matrices
for the purpose of identifying themes among adolescent girls. Responses to selected
items from the checklists were then integrated with the interview analyses to further high-
light similarities and differences by ethnicity. This mixed method research strategy of
data analysis was used to help generate a more comprehensive understanding of the
identified themes.

RESULTS
Perceived Benefits of Physical Activity

To understand the benefits girls associate with physical activity, interview respondents
were asked what they like about physical activity and what good things are associated
with being more physically active. Many of the perceived benefits of physical activity
were similar across ethnic groups, with only slight differences, as shown in Table 2.
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Table 2. Benefits of Physical Activity by Ethnicity: Interview Data (N = Number of Girls of
Each Ethnicity Answering This Question in the In-Depth Interview)

African American Caucasian Hispanic
Benefit (n=32) (n=27) (n=14)
Stay in shape, exercise 88 85 64
Run around, being active 48 44 50
Play sports 48 48 43
Social contact, team 15 63 43
Avoid disease 25 33 29
Work toward goal 22 22 14
Keep busy, something to do 32 22 7
Gain energy 30 4 7
Prevent laziness 30 22 7
Trophies, recognition 6 4 —
Relax — 4 7

NOTE: All figures are percentages.

The predominant benefit of physical activity was staying in shape, as cited by more
than three fourths of respondents. It was the most frequently cited benefit in each ethnic
group, although African Americans (88%) and Caucasian (85%) girls cited it slightly
more often than Hispanic girls (64%), as shown in Table 2.

Girls associated staying in shape with a healthy, strong, and attractive body and con-
sidered this to be a significant benefit of physical activity:

I think it would help to keep myself in shape, like if I'm busy all the time, then I’m not just
loafing around. ... When I get older, [like] 40, I can still look like I'm 30. (African American
seventh grader, Louisiana)

Just less than half of all girls said that running around and being active and playing
sports were benefits of physical activity. Although running around and being active could
also be a definition of physical activity, it is included here because of the high proportion
of girls who identified it as a benefit.

There was more variation in the less common benefits of physical activity. Socializing
and being part of a team were frequently mentioned by Caucasian (63%) and Hispanic
girls (43%) but less frequently mentioned by African American girls (15%). In general,
all respondents had positive views of adults and children who were involved in physical
activity and cited them as positive influences:

I [like] to be part of a team, and I like to play sports and having other people depend on me.
(Hispanic eighth grader, Arizona)

Between one fourth and one third of girls from each ethnic group said that physical
activity helped them to avoid disease. Working toward a goal was also cited by similar
proportions of African American, Hispanic, and Caucasian girls (22%, 22%, and 14%,
respectively). Keeping busy was a benefit more commonly cited by African American
and Caucasian girls (32% and 22%, respectively) than by Hispanic girls (7%). In general,
girls who spoke about benefits such as working toward a goal and keeping busy also rec-
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ognized that being involved in physical activity helped them stay away from negative
influences and behaviors:

[Without physical activity] I might get into bad stuff, like smok[ing]. I wouldn’t have any-
thing to do, and I then would wanna go do something and then my friends who like peer pres-
sure and stuff. Cuz’ when I'm doing sports and stuff,  have something to do besides smoke or
drink. (Hispanic seventh grader, Arizona)

Thirty percent of African American respondents said that physical activity gave them
energy, compared with 7% or less of Hispanic and Caucasian girls. As one African Amer-
ican seventh grader said, “[physical activity] brings out the energy in your bones, your
body” (Maryland). Similarly, 30% of African American and almost one fourth of Cauca-
sian girls said that physical activity prevents people from being lazy, whereas very few
Hispanic girls mentioned this benefit (7%).

Finally, physical activity as a form of relaxation or stress management emerged in only
a few interviews overall. Rewards such as trophies and recognitions were also seldom
mentioned.

Perceived Negative Aspects of Physical Activity

Perceived negative aspects of physical activity were also similar across ethnic groups.
Many girls (41%) said that getting hurt was a negative aspect of physical activity. Other
common themes included sweating (20%) and disliking certain sports or exercises
(20%). Less frequently mentioned negative aspects were aggressive players, time
away from other things, the belief that excessive workouts lead to illness, and fear of
embarrassment.

Injury

As the most commonly stated negative aspect of physical activity, the potential for
injury was a concern for girls. They gave examples of friends’ or their own injuries, and
they spoke of certain sports or situations that they perceived as particularly risky for
injury. Aggressive players were frequently mentioned as a cause of injury. These injuries
could range from minor discomforts, such as bruises or sore muscles, to more serious
injuries:

It would be easy for somebody to get hurt playing a sport. Like somebody who is playing
softball could get hit or break a bone or sprain an ankle or wrist. Or jogging, you can hurt
your legs. Various things could happen to you while doing physical activity. (African Ameri-
can eighth grader, South Carolina)

It is important to note that girls viewed injury as a negative aspect of physical activity;
however, these examples were not given as reasons not to participate in physical activities
or sports.

Sweating, Embarrassment, and Physical Discomfort

Girls of all ethnicities talked about the discomforts of physical activity, including
sweating, tiredness, and being out of breath. As an African American seventh grader said,
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“sometimes, I don’t exercise ‘cause I get tired. I lose breath like when I run; my breath
goes away . . . like my throat starts to burn” (South Carolina). A specific dislike of sweat-
ing was expressed by about 20% of girls overall:

I don’tlike to sweat. Because, for an example, I have dance first period, and it gets my hair all
messed up, and it just makes you stink and everything. (Hispanic eighth grader, Arizona)

Several African American and Caucasian girls also linked physical discomforts, such
as being tired or out of breath, to embarrassment:

I’ve been knocked down before . . . and then, I got back up and I was breathing very heavy. It
looked so embarrassing because the other girls were so physically active, still breathing
right, and it was just horrible. (Caucasian seventh grader, Maryland)

Although there were many factors that could indirectly cause embarrassment, only a
few girls (9%) spoke directly about embarrassment as a barrier to physical activity. Sev-
eral Caucasian and Hispanic girls mentioned embarrassment directly, but African Ameri-
can girls did not:

I like to watch [basketball], but I don’t like to play it because I'm not good. . . . I don’t like
people to laugh at me. . . . If it is a game and people really want to win, I won’t play because [
don’t want to mess it up, and then, they’ll get all mad at me for that. (Caucasian seventh
grader, California)

Other Negative Aspects

About 20% of all girls stated their dislike for certain sports or exercises, frequently
saying that they did not like running. Also, at least one girl in each ethnic group made a
link between excessive physical activity and illness:

Well, I know this one girl in gymnastics. She’s really skinny, and she always gets pneumonia.
She always has to go to the hospital because she works out in gymnastics a lot. (Caucasian
seventh grader, Minnesota)

Common Physical Activities

Overall, the 10 most common activities done in the past week as reported on the check-
list were indoor chores, running or jogging, calisthenics or exercises (including pushups,
situps, and jumping jacks), dance, playing catch, child care, walking (for exercise and for
transportation), volleyball, and jump rope. Table 3 shows these 10 activities by each eth-
nic group. Of these most common physical activities, indoor chores, running or jogging,
calisthenics or exercises, dance, and jump rope were all cited by similar proportions of
girls in each ethnic group. There were some ethnic differences in other common activi-
ties. Playing catch, childcare, and walking for exercise were each done by three fourths or
more of Hispanic girls within the past week, compared with about half of African Ameri-
can and Caucasian girls. Greater proportions of African American girls (60%) and His-
panic girls (57%) reported playing volleyball in the past week, compared with Caucasian
girls (34%).
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Table 3. Ten Most Common Activities in the Past 7 Days: Checklist Data

African American Hispanic Caucasian
Activity (n=20) (n=23) (n=064)
Indoor chores 90 97 83
Running or jogging 95 83 84
Calisthenics 75 65 77
Dance 80 79 73
Playing catch 55 87 47
Childcare 60 78 53
Walking (exercise) 55 74 50
Walking (transport) 40 61 53
Volleyball 60 57 34
Jump rope 50 44 47

NOTE: All figures are percentages.

As the checklist contained more than 40 items, there were some activities that were not
as commonly reported but had substantial ethnic variation (data not shown). Basketball
was more commonly reported by African American girls (55%) than by Hispanic (43%)
or Caucasian (34%) girls. More than half of Hispanic girls also reported riding scooters,
compared with smaller proportions of African American and Caucasian girls (35% and
25%, respectively). A higher proportion of Caucasian girls (45%) reported doing gym-
nastics in the past week, compared with African American (25%) and Hispanic (22%)
girls. Finally, aerobics were reported by about one third of Caucasian and Hispanic girls,
compared with only 15% of African American girls.

Favorite Physical Activities

Figure 1 shows the activities that were cited as favorites on the checklist by at least
20% of one or more ethnic groups. These activities included basketball, dance, swim-
ming, running or jogging, volleyball, soccer, and rollerblading.

Also, as shown in Figure 1, favorite activities listed by African American girls on the
checklist were basketball and running or jogging, each listed by 35% of respondents.
These activities were also described as favorites in the interviews with African American
girls, in addition to walking.

Swimming emerged as the favorite physical activity among Hispanic girls in the
checklists (31%). Hispanic interview respondents and girls of all ethnicities defined
swimming in a very broad sense as all activities associated with going to the pool or the
beach. Additional favorite activities were dance (26%), rollerblading (22%), and soccer
(22%). In the interviews, soccer and rollerblading did not emerge as favorites, although
running and basketball did.

Caucasian girls reported their top three favorite activities on the checklist as swim-
ming (30%), basketball (25%), and running (22%). Additional favorite activities that
emerged during the interviews were volleyball and soccer.
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Figure 1.  Favorite activities by ethnicity: Checklist data

DISCUSSION

There is much evidence that physical activity interventions are needed to increase
activity levels of middle school girls and particularly girls of minority ethnic groups.
Other studies have encouraged the consideration of cultural factors when planning physi-
cal activity interventions (Eyler et al., 2002; Lowry, Wechsler, Galuska, Filton, & Kann,
2002; Kumanyika et al., 2003). In planning such interventions, it is important to under-
stand the perceptions of different ethnic groups regarding physical activity as well as any
variation in common and favorite activities.

The most frequently cited benefit of physical activity, staying fit, was noted among
girls of all ethnic groups. Another study also reports staying fit as a benefit of physical
activity (Godin & Shephard, 1986). The social aspect of being part of a team or group was
appealing to girls of all ethnic groups, although less so to African American girls. This
finding indicates that physical activity programs that emphasize health, fitness, and social
benefits would appeal to girls of all ethnic groups.

The few ethnic differences emerged in some of the less frequently mentioned benefits,
such as gaining energy, receiving recognition, and relaxation. It is unclear whether these
benefits were infrequently mentioned because of girls’ lack of awareness or because they
perceived these benefits to be unimportant.

There did not appear to be conceptual differences in the ways girls of different ethnic
groups spoke about the negative aspects of physical activity. Of note, there was no direct
mention of anorexia or other eating disorders as being associated with physical activity.
Negative aspects of physical activity that were mentioned included fear of injury and/or
embarrassment, which can stem from a lack of skills. This finding indicates that interven-
tions to promote and encourage physical activity need to address safety and enhance girls’
skills so they feel more confident in participating. Additionally, efforts could be made to
create environments where girls can be sweaty without being self-conscious, as girls of
all ethnicities viewed sweating as a negative aspect of physical activity. In a study involv-
ing focus groups, African American and Hispanic girls reported that physical activity was
considered a deterrent to keeping an attractive appearance (Taylor et al., 1999). Providing
locker room time for grooming needs before and after physical activities, attractive cloth-
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ing for activity, and easily accessible toiletries that can be used when time for the locker
room is not available are possible ways to address these negative perceptions.

Many perceived benefits and negative aspects reported by girls were oriented to the
physical activity process (having fun with friends, appearance while active, and discom-
fort) rather than long-term outcomes, which is consistent with adolescent development.

Many of the most common physical activities reported on the checklist—chores, run-
ning, calisthenics or exercises, dance, and walking for transportation—were similar
across ethnicities, although there were some ethnic differences that appeared. It is not
clear if the higher proportions of Hispanic girls reporting playing catch and walking for
exercise is due to the warmer climates of the sample of Hispanic girls. Of note is the high
percentage of girls, particularly Hispanic girls, who reported doing childcare in the past 7
days. There are opportunities, however, for interventions to make childcare time more
active or to create programs that include adolescent girls and younger children.

This study found that certain activities have appeal across ethnic groups. Basketball
was consistently listed as a favorite activity, particularly by African American and Cauca-
sian girls. Running was consistently cited in the checklist and during the interviews as a
favorite physical activity. Also, during the interviews, some girls said that running was
their least favorite activity, indicating that running can be a polarizing activity (Vu et al.,
2006). Basketball and running were also listed as common activities in a sample of simi-
larly aged African American and Caucasian girls (Bradley, McMurray, Harrell, & Deng,
2000). Swimming, volleyball, and dance were also favorites across ethnicities and there-
fore are likely to attract a range of girls.

The low rate of agreement (35% or less) on favorite activities indicates substantial
variation within ethnic groups. As a result of this diversity, efforts should be made to pro-
vide choice so that all girls have opportunities to participate in activities they enjoy. Fur-
thermore, this low agreement may indicate that areas of interest may not follow lines of
ethnicity. Another article in this issue explores segmentation of middle school girls and,
using different data sources, did not find consistent ethnic patterns (Staten et al., 20006). It
is also recognized that factors other than the activity itself likely affect participating in
physical activity programs (i.e., accessibility, social networks, cultural sensitivity of lead-
ers and participants, etc.). Finally, the list of favorite activities may be limited by exposure
to various activities; therefore, it is important to introduce girls to new activities that they
may discover are enjoyable.

Itis notable that in this sample, the list of favorite activities differed substantially from
the most common activities. Although running, dance, and volleyball were both common
and favorite activities, other favorites, such as swimming, basketball, soccer, and roller-
blading, were not as commonly reported within the past week, although this may be due
to seasonality factors at some field centers. Efforts could be made to make more of these
favorite activities available to girls on a regular basis.

Although representatives from all ethnic groups were included in both the interview
and checklist samples, conclusions about ethnic similarities and differences must be
interpreted with caution because of the small sample size and the nonrandom selection.
Because the checklist was conducted during the cool weather months at about half the
sites, the weekly recall is likely to underestimate warmer weather activities. It is also pos-
sible that activities in physical education may have influenced activities reported in the
past7 days, with girls attending the same school more likely to report similar activities.

A major strength of this study is the geographic diversity of the sample. Each ethnic
group comprised girls from several regions of the country. In addition, girls were re-
cruited from schools in urban, rural, and suburban settings, ranging in SES from low to
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high. Moreover, this study used multiple methods—qualitative and quantitative—to
explore girls’ perceptions of, and experience with, various types of physical activity.

Implications for Practice

The findings of this exploratory study suggest that factors other than ethnic back-
ground may contribute to physical activity preferences and that distinct physical activity
interventions may likely be unnecessary for adolescent girls of various ethnic groups.
However, cultural factors should still be taken into account in the development of inter-
ventions (i.e., sensitivity to rules of modesty, attitudes toward being active in presence of
boys, etc.) as supported by others (Lowry et al., 2002; Taylor et al., 1999). Additionally,
the low rate of agreement within ethnic groups on preferred activities indicates the need
for a broad array of physical activity programs to attract all types of girls. Although this
study indicates few ethnic differences in physical activity perceptions or preferences of
adolescent girls, there may be additional factors that could affect physical activity inter-
ventions, which should be explored further across ethnicities.
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