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As part of the formative assessment for the Trial of Activity for Adolescent Girls (TAAG), a multicenter
study to reduce the decline of physical activity in adolescent girls, girls and boys with diverse ethnicity from six
states participate in focus groups and semistructured interviews. Data from 13 girls’ focus groups (N =100), 11
boys’ focus groups (N =77), and 80 semistructured interviews with girls are examined to identify perceptions of
girls’ physical activity behaviors to help develop TAAG interventions. Both girls and boys talk about physically
active girls as being “tomboys” or “too aggressive.” Girls are more likely to characterize active girls as “in
shape,” whereas boys say they are “too athletic.” Girls report boys to be influential barriers and motivators in
shaping their beliefs about physical activity. Given the strong influence of peers, developing successful interven-
tions for girls should include verbal persuasion, modeling, and social support from both girls and boys.
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Lack of physical activity is a major risk factor for coronary heart disease and is known
to be associated with increased risk for developing chronic diseases (Centers for Disease
Control and Prevention, 2001; U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 1999).
Population surveys have shown that fewer than 25% of American adults meet recom-
mended physical activity standards (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services,
1999). The surveys also show that females, as a group, are less active than males and that
ethnic and racial groups tend to be less active than Whites. These gender and ethnic dif-
ferences become markedly evident during the middle and high school years, when physi-
cal activity rates fall off greatly for non-White girls. Accordingly, there is concern that the
typical physical activity opportunities provided to adolescent girls may not adequately
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promote physical activity during the critical developmental period between childhood
and adulthood.

Considerable attention has focused on identifying factors that influence adults to par-
ticipate in physical activity. For example, Brett, Heimendinger, Boender, Morin, and
Marshall (2002) conducted an ethnographic study in 29 families with young children to
aid the development of a multicomponent diet and physical activity intervention. Their
findings indicate that a number of factors, such as values, facilitators (e.g., disease in the
family, community opportunities for exercise), and social, structural, and cultural barri-
ers (e.g., working parents, costs of exercise), interact to develop physical activity decision
making. Participation in physical activity is a complex behavior in which different deter-
minants may be relevant for different groups at various developmental stages. Research-
ers have suggested that to understand the influences on physical activity for an entire pop-
ulation, factors for each population segment need to be studied (Sallis & Hovell, 1990).
Despite this recommendation, research targeting physical activity conducted in the
United States continues to focus primarily on Whites and adults (Sallis et al., 1992). Less
is known about physical activity among younger populations. Few researchers have con-
ducted formative assessment studies with adolescent girls and boys to compare and
contrast beliefs and perceptions of girls’ physical activity behaviors.

Adolescents’ interests in and perceptions of the benefits of physical activity differ by
gender. For example, boys list competition whereas girls more often list weight manage-
ment as reasons for engaging in physical activity (Centers For Disease Control and Pre-
vention, 1997). By adolescence, girls and boys have different levels of physical skills, are
interested in dissimilar types of activities, and differ in learning styles. Girls are less likely
than boys to participate in vigorous physical activity, strengthening activities, and walk-
ing or biking (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 1999). Girls are also less likely
to believe that the benefits of exercise outweigh the barriers. Garcia et al. (1995) found
that compared to boys, girls have lower self-esteem, have a perceived lower health status,
and also perceive themselves as less athletic than boys. Godin and Shephard (1986) stud-
ied exercise-related beliefs and found that compared to boys, girls had weaker beliefs that
exercise would help them be healthy, make them tired, or be fun. However, girls had
stronger beliefs than boys that exercise would help them look better. In a similar study,
boys were more likely than girls to report competition, recognition, and increasing
strength as personal incentives for exercise. Girls, on the other hand, were more likely to
report personal incentives of weight management (Tappe, Duda, & Ehnrwald, 1989).
Adolescent girls participate less in high-risk sports than boys but generally engage in
more individual physical activities than boys. For example, when questioned about what
activities they participated in during the previous 7 days, 54% of girls compared with only
23% of boys reported participating in aerobics or dancing. In contrast, 62% of boys and
30% of girls reported playing basketball, football, or soccer (U.S. Department of Health
and Human Services, 1996). Participation levels in other activity categories, such as run-
ning, skating, or tennis, was also higher for boys than girls. These data suggest that ado-
lescent girls were less likely to participate on sport teams run by schools or other organi-
zations than were boys (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 1996).

Adolescent girls, particularly African American girls, are at increased risk of adopting
a sedentary lifestyle during adolescence (U.S. Department of Health and Human Ser-
vices, 2000). Because regular physical activity is associated with both short- and long-
term health benefits, efforts encouraging adolescents to adopt a physically active lifestyle
or remain physically active are critical. Adolescent girls prefer different activities, tend to
participate in physical activity for dissimilar reasons than boys, and may face various bar-
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riers, indicating that targeted interventions should be designed specifically for girls. A
detailed and accurate understanding of the factors that influence adolescent girls’ physi-
cal activity behavior can help in the development of physical activity interventions that
meet the needs of adolescent girls. Toward this end, this article presents qualitative find-
ings from the Phase 1 and Phase 2 Formative Assessment for the Trial of Activity for
Adolescent Girls (TAAG), arandomized, multicenter field trial of 36 middle schools with
the goal of reducing the decline in physical activity in middle school girls. Phase 1 was
designed to provide information to develop the overall intervention strategy and materi-
als. In Phase 2, information was used to refine the development of intervention materials
and messages. The purpose of this qualitative study was to identify the similarities and
differences in girls’ and boys’ perceptions of girls’ physical activity behaviors to aid in
TAAG’s development of interventions to increase physical activity in middle school girls.

METHOD
Research Design and Sampling

Semistructured interview guides for girls and focus group discussion guides for mid-
dle schoolers (boys and girls) were developed collaboratively by a multidisciplinary team
of researchers and practitioners from the University of Arizona, San Diego State Univer-
sity, Tulane University, University of Maryland, University of Minnesota, University of
South Carolina, University of North Carolina, and the National Heart, Lung, and Blood
Institute. The interview and discussion guides were informed by social ecology theory
and key principles and strategies from social marketing. Gittelsohn et al. (2006) provides
a description of the theoretical framework that was used to guide the formative work. All
interview and discussion guides were pretested by a trained moderator with a small sam-
ple of adolescents at one of the field sites. Based on feedback and responses from respon-
dents, some questions were modified (i.e., reworded, reorganized) prior to training all
field center staff at a centrally located venue. Representatives from each site with inter-
view experience were trained to collect data and were certified. A telephone conference-
call training explained the purpose of the interviews, the interview guide, how to sample
girls and obtain consents, and methods of recording information. It also covered inter-
viewing styles and methods of probing for information. Moderators were then instructed
on how to write up the interview summary and data management procedures. Certifica-
tion consisted of two phases. The first involved attending the telephone conference-call
training. The second phase involved completing one certification interview at one of the
schools. The certification interview was typed up verbatim and critiqued by a team of
experts in qualitative research. When the interview was considered adequate, the modera-
tor was considered certified. Each field site received institutional review board approval
from its university prior to data collection. For the individual interviews with girls, focus
groups with girls, and focus groups with boys, parental consent forms were collected, and
adolescent assent forms were obtained from all participants. Adolescent girls and boys
were recruited from middle schools in Tucson, Arizona; San Diego, California; New
Orleans, Louisiana; the vicinities of Baltimore, Maryland, and Washington DC; Minne-
apolis, Minnesota; and Columbia, South Carolina. We used purposive sampling to select
participants for the individual interviews and focus groups. Within each school, teachers
were asked to select students based on gender, ethnicity, and perceived physical activity
levels in physical education classes. Our final sample included 80 individual interviews
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with adolescent girls, 13 focus groups with 100 adolescent girls, and 11 focus groups with
77 adolescent boys. Data from the three qualitative instruments were combined and
synthesized into one shared database. Each of these data collection instruments (available
on request) is described below.

Girls’ Semistructured Interviews

A total of 80 qualitative interviews (range of 8 to 21 girls per field site) were conducted
from September 2001 to January 2002 with middle school girls in the seventh and eighth
grade. Half of the girls interviewed were seventh graders, and half were eighth graders
(mean age was 12.8 years, range of 11 to 15). Forty percent of the girls were African
American, 34% White, 18% Hispanic, 2% Asian, and 6% Other (Table 1). Each site con-
ducted interviews with a minimum of six girls each in the seventh and eighth grade. When
possible, girls were selected from two different schools. Within the schools, teachers
were asked to select girls from various ethnic and racial groups and based on their own
judgment, from a range of physical activity levels in classes that were representative of
the student body (not advanced or remedial classes).

The individual interview consisted of 35 open-ended questions, probes, and follow-up
questions that covered topics including how girls spend their free time, meanings of phys-
ical activity, favorite physical activities, influences on physical activity, perceptions of
physical education class and school setting, opportunities for physical activity, activities
other than physical activity, access to computers and the Internet, and reactions to the pro-
posed TAAG logo. Each interview lasted approximately 45 to 60 min.

Girls’ Focus Groups

A total of 13 focus group discussions (N = 100; two to three focus groups per field site)
were conducted in May 2002 with middle school girls in the seventh and eighth grade
(Table 1). Each site conducted focus groups with an average of 8 girls (range of 4 to 12)
based on the designated ethnic representation of the geographic location (i.e., Caucasian
girls in Minnesota and California, Hispanic girls in California and Arizona, and African
American girls in South Carolina and Louisiana). At the sites, members of the same eth-
nic groups were grouped together. One focus group was conducted with only seventh
grade girls, and the other was conducted with only eighth grade girls. When possible,
girls were selected from two different schools. Within the schools, teachers were asked to
select girls from various ethnicities and physical activity levels in classes that were repre-
sentative of the student body (not advanced or remedial classes). The focus group discus-
sion consisted of 44 open-ended questions, probes, and follow-up questions that covered
topics including overall perceptions of the proposed TAAG project, types of girls or
cliques in middle schools, feedback to TAAG messages, promotional materials, a TAAG
Web site, and ideas for competitions and contests. The focus groups were conducted in a
classroom or similar setting empty of students and not in use at the school. Each focus
group discussion lasted approximately 45 to 60 min.

Boys’ Focus Groups
A total of 11 focus group discussions (N = 77; approximately two focus groups per

field site) were conducted from January 2002 to March 2002 with middle school boys in
the seventh and eighth grade (Table 1). To assure a diverse sample, each site conducted
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focus groups with an average of 7 boys (range 5 to 9) based on prevalent site-designated
ethnic representation. One focus group was conducted with only seventh grade boys, and
the other was conducted with only eighth grade boys. One focus group was conducted
with sixth grade boys at one site. When possible, boys were selected from two different
schools at each site. Similar to the girls’ focus groups, teachers were asked to select boys
from various ethnicities and physical activity levels in classes representative of the stu-
dent body.

The focus group discussion consisted of 44 open-ended questions, probes, and follow-
up questions that covered topics including classification of physical activities for boys,
girls, or both; perceptions of girls being active; perceptions of physical education and
after-school activities for girls; and perceptions of the proposed TAAG project. The focus
groups were conducted in a classroom or similar setting empty of students and not in use
at the school. Each focus group discussion lasted approximately 45 to 60 min.

Coding and Data Analysis

Qualitative data from the girls’ individual interviews, the boys’ focus groups, and the
girls’ focus groups were analyzed using Qualitative Solutions and Research (QSR) N6
(the latest version of NUD*IST), a software program for analyzing text-based data. All
interviews and focus group discussions were audiotaped with the participants’ assent.
Tapes were then transcribed verbatim and entered into QSR N6. A joint codebook was
developed for the three qualitative instruments, and additional themes were added to cap-
ture themes from specific questions. The qualitative data are based on 104 transcripts (80
interviews with girls, 13 focus group with girls, and 11 focus groups with boys) that
yielded approximately 5,000 pages of transcript text. Each line of transcript response was
individually coded and content analyzed. This provided a systematic approach for identi-
fying major and minor themes among all responses.

RESULTS

The focus of this study was to explore adolescent girls’ and boys’ perceptions of girls’
physical activity behaviors. Three broad topics are reported here: (a) perceptions of phys-
ically active girls, (b) perceptions of barriers for girls to be physically active, and (c) per-
ceptions of motivators for girls to be physically active. The themes related to each of these
topics and illustrative quotes are presented.

Perceptions of Physically Active Girls

Adolescent girls were asked, “What do you think of girls who are really in shape and
active?” If it appeared that the girls had a different definition of physical activity, the mod-
erator would explain that for the purposes of these interviews, physical activity was any
activity where a person moves around and breathes hard and sweats. The majority of girls
participating in the interviews had positive reactions to girls who were physically active.
For example, girls were more likely to describe an active girl as someone who was in
shape and healthy. Active girls also took care of their bodies and were physically fit:
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I think that they might have a better heart. They may have more strength to do other things as
opposed to someone who doesn’t work out. They can’t get up and run a lap, but the other girls
who are in physical shape can. (Eighth grade girl)

In the interviews, girls often included the words good and cool to describe active girls.
Active girls were viewed as athletes, and in many situations, girls identified themselves to
be an active girl:

I think that’s cool because a lot of girls just like, don’t like to play sports and some, most girls
don’tlike to play, participate in sports. When I was younger, none of the girls wanted to play
anything. They just wanted to sit out and watch, and I like, I always wanted to get involved in
sports. (Seventh grade girl)

Adolescent girls talked about how active girls liked to be active and do things. Whether
they were school athletes or those who participated in extracurricular activities, active
girls were the ones who enjoyed being involved in sports and were good at it. They were
also described as energetic and capable of accomplishing tasks others could not com-
plete. Girls who were active were also seen as good examples for adolescent girls. The
girls interviewed talked about how active girls motivated them to be more physically
active. By their examples, girls were encouraged to be more involved. This theme is illus-
trated with the following quotation:

I think that it’s good that they're working out and they do a lot of physical activities. I think
that most importantly, I think physical activities are like if someone did a physical activity,
like in soccer, those are like my role models. (Eighth grade girl)

Common themes that emerged from the girls’ and boys’ focus group discussions
included physically active girls being described as tomboys, girls who play sports, and
girls who are too aggressive. Whereas girls talked about active girls as being good at
sports and motivators, boys appeared uncomfortable by girls who were active. For
example,

it kind of makes me uncomfortable if a girl is more athletic than I am . . . cause it makes me
feel less dominant. I feel inferior. I feel lacking. It makes me feel like the woman. (Group of
seventh grade boys)

Compared to girls, adolescent boys were more likely to have negative views of girls
who were active. Active girls were described as girls who wanted to be like boys. Conse-
quently, they were not viewed as a “turn-on.” Some boys looked with disfavor on girls
who were sweaty and dirty. Others said that they would probably ignore and try to get
away from them. In reference to physically active girls who sweat, they had the following
to say:

That’s disgusting. (Group of sixth grade boys)
It’s nasty. (Group of seventh grade boys)

However, in contrast to views of physically active girls, girls and boys reported unfa-
vorable views of girls who were physically inactive. The majority of girls and boys con-



8  Health Education & Behavior (February 2006)

Boys

Homework, chores,
jobs

Jo1

Family

Transportation

Opportunity

I Boys

Friends

B Girls

Cost

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100

Percent

Figure 1. Physical activity barriers for adolescent girls by gender.
NOTE: Sample sizes: girls (N = 80 interviews, 13 focus groups), boys (N = 11 focus group).

sidered inactive girls to be either lazy or “fat.” They also mentioned that girls who were
not interested in physical activity were not as fun as active girls.

Perceptions of Barriers
for Girls to Be Physically Active

Adolescent girls and boys also identified a number of barriers that prevented girls from
being physically active (Figure 1). At the top of the list for adolescent girls were boys.
More than half of the girls interviewed discussed how boys hindered their ability to be
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physically active. Negative reactions by boys (e.g., taunting, name calling) were viewed
as the main barriers for girls. For example, girls said,

Like we can go and practice or whatever, and I can do good in practice, and there’s some boys
they’re just like, “all she’s gonna do is mess up’ cause she’s a girl.” (Eighth grade girl)

As indicated in the statements above, boys made fun of girls when they did not per-
form an activity correctly or play a sport according to the rule. This was discussed in
terms of boys telling girls they do not know the rules to games, do not know how to play
certain games, and should not play with boys. For example, one girl said, “Some guys
don’t, they just want it their way and how they want it, and they get mad if you throw the
ball wrong or if you miss the ball or something, sometimes they do that” (Seventh grade
girl). When discussing the ways in which boys negatively affected physical activity
behaviors, girls talked about the effects of verbal discouragement on their self-esteem:

When they’re making comments, good comments, [it] makes you feel good. The bad com-
ments, it kind of lowers your self-esteem a little bit ‘cause you're not actually sure if they’re
telling the truth or just joking around with you. (Eighth grade girl)

In focus group discussions, adolescent boys confirmed this perception. Boys men-
tioned that they did and said things to discourage girls from being physically active. Their
comments to girls often came in the form of teasing. This teasing was targeted particu-
larly to girls who played football or what was considered a “man’s sport.” As these boys
explained,

say a girl was really, really good at football, and she was showing them up, and if she was
even better than most of the kids there, then they might not like her. . . . Yeah, ‘cause if they
were better, if they were worse, they’d tease them, but if they were better than the boys, then
the boys would tease them even more to try to like put them down. (Group of seventh grade
boys)

According to adolescent boys, the main physical activity barrier girls faced were
themselves. Not wanting to get dirty or sweaty, fears of breaking a nail, and being embar-
rassed or shy were some common reasons boys said girls were not more active. Boys also
explained that many girls’ interests did not include physical activity. For example,

girls don’t really try. They just don’t care. Girls don’t take sports and games . . . like they’re
not as serious as boys are. (Group of seventh grade boys)

They’re materialistic. They worry about looking good all the time. They don’t want to get
dirty and nasty. (Group of eighth grade boys)

Similar to adolescent boys, girls also identified themselves to be a primary hindrance
to physical activity. More than one third of the girls admitted that next to boys and having
too much homework, the only thing keeping them from being physically active was them-
selves. Lack of motivation or interest, low self-esteem, and being shy or withdrawn were
some of the reasons girls were uninterested in participating in physical activities. Wanting
to watch a good television show, going shopping with friends, or hanging out with a fam-
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ily member, such as moms, sisters, or cousins, were some of the other reasons girls chose
not to participate in physical activities. For example,

there’s times [ don’t think I can do like more stuff, so I don’t really try as much that I should.
Like if I don’t really think that I could . . . run like more than, you know, somebody else, so I
wouldn’t try as hard. Like I guess I don’t think more of myself. (Seventh grade girl)

Another barrier for girls was protective parents. Both adolescent girls and boys shared
stories about girls who were not allowed to play sports because their parents were afraid
they would get hurt. Additionally, parental beliefs that certain activities were only “guy
sports” kept girls from being more active. The following quotation highlights this theme:

My brother’s friend . . . she wanted to race snowmobiles and her dad would only let her if she
liked covered up her whole face with a mask and like she couldn’t go out of their trailer until
it was time for the race. So nobody saw her cause her dad didn’t think it was a sport for girls.
(Group of eighth grade boys)

Other sources of physical activity barriers identified by adolescent girls and boys
included lack of transportation, other girls’ negative behaviors, limited opportunities or
availability, reactions from friends, and costs or fees associated with activities. Only ado-
lescent girls discussed a lack of time as a barrier to being physically active.

Perceptions of Motivators
for Girls to Be Physically Active

A majority of adolescent girls named family to be the most positive influential factor
in their decisions to be physically active. As shown in Figure 2, about 85% of the girls
identified family as the most influential factor in their decisions to be physically active.
Adolescent girls were articulate in explaining how a family member influences them to
be active. For some, it was motivating to have older brothers initiate physical activity with
them. For example,

I could be sitting down doing nothing watching the TV. [Then] they [will] say “come on we
need another person to play basketball.” They know they’re going to beat me. They just want
me to come play. So they say "come on, come on,” and they keep bothering me. So I just get
up and go play with them. (Seventh grade girl)

Verbal encouragement, active participation, and support from parents also emerged as
an important theme. The following quotation illustrates this theme:

Well, like, if I’'m watching TV, [my mom will] say, come on let’s go on the levee, and we’ll
run, and if I start to get tired, she be like, you know, you can do it and you’re going to make it,
and she brings water and stuff in. She tells me I’'m doing good . . . I'm getting better at it, and
she encourages me a lot. (Seventh grade girl)

More than half of the boys participating in the focus group discussions talked about
ways parents could increase adolescent girls’ physical activity levels. However, their
comments on the parental role were strikingly different from adolescent girls’ comments.
Whereas girls spoke of verbal encouragement, active participation, and role-modeling
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Figure 2. Factors that influence adolescent girls to be physically active by gender.

provided by parents, boys suggested that parents could enforce punishment as a motiva-
tor for girls who were not physically active. The following quotation illustrate this theme:

I think that if they just got allowances, and they don’t want to do physical activity, tell them
like, they mom said they was going to take away their allowances or something. (Group of
seventh grade boys)

Boys were identified as a main motivator by 68% of the girls interviewed and in every
boy’s focus group (100%). Both adolescent girls and boys said that boys were extremely
influential in girls’ decisions to be physically active. From the girls’ perspectives, boys
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provided motivation and support to be active. The girls talked about their behaviors
around boys:

I feel like more like showing off, like . . . maybe I can get his attention if  do something. (Sev-
enth grade girl)

Both adolescent girls and boys described situations where boys encouraged girls to be
active. These included playing scrimmages and running with girls. Some boys offer girls
verbal encouragement. For example,

well, the boys I hang with, they encourage you, they’re like “come on play on our team” or
you know, that’s how the boys here, some of them are. They’re like “play on our team* or you
know, “go play.”“ . .. I think the boys, they’re cool. (Eighth grade girl)

As a form of verbal encouragement, boys also used teasing to motivate girls. For
example, boys said they call girls names, make fun of them, and make them feel bad as
ways to make them more active.

At times, boys tease girls about not being able to play a particular sport. However, as
one girl said, “[when] they’ll tease you and say that you can’tdo it. . . it’ll make you want
to try harder” (Eighth grade girl).

One prominent theme that emerged from these discussions was that girls wanted boys
to think they were strong, confident, and capable. As one girl said,

well, I'd say I like to be physically active around boys ‘cause it, you know, makes them think
I’m stronger and I'm not this little prissy girl who thinks that she has to wear makeup. I’m not
that type of girl, you know. I'm pretty tough myself. (Seventh grade girl)

Incentives were another strategy motivating girls to be physically active. Both ado-
lescent girls and boys spoke of encouraging girls to participate in sports with prizes.
Rewards, including mall certificates, money, and medals, were some of the incentives
mentioned by girls. Most boys said, “If there’s money, they’ll do it” (Group of eighth
grade boys). They also agreed with certificates and rewards for girls but offered their own
incentives to motivate girls. For example,

[tell girls] if you score it correctly and you do it really good and you’re like the best out of
everyone, you get a certificate of $10 off any clothes [in the mall]. (Group of seventh grade
boys)

Providing opportunities for girls to be active resulted from discussions with adoles-
cent girls and boys. Approximately 11% of the girls said that to get girls more active, dif-
ferent opportunities should to be available. Although the type of activity was important
(i.e., a dance session over a golf game), girls explained that it was the environment that
affected girls’ decisions to participate. Personal interests, comfort levels, and having fun
were some of the factors shaping girls’ physical activity choices. The girls described what
physical activity opportunities should be with the following quotation:

Find something that they would be interested in and ask questions if they are interested in it.
If they say they re interested in it, make them feel comfortable about doing it. (Eighth grade
girl)
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In the focus groups, boys thought having special activities just for girls at schools or
giving girls their own sports or leagues would encourage girls to be active. Moreover,
boys said having new opportunities would help girls try all sorts of activities and give
them a chance to try activities they may not have done before. For example,

they should get somebody to make like a sport that’s mainly for girls. Like some, they have
football [which is] mainly for boys. If they had one mainly for girls, then they’d like have like
a lot more girls [who would] want to play the sports. (Group of seventh grade boys).

In general, adolescent girls and boys discussed other girls, friends, and adults (other
than family) as additional factors that motivate them to be physically active. However,
only adolescent girls mentioned television shows with sports teams or shows that por-
trayed girls being active as a motivator for girls.

DISCUSSION

This study used qualitative approaches to explore adolescent girls’ and boys’ percep-
tions of girls’ physical activity behaviors. The findings revealed more similarities than
differences in themes described by boys and girls. Both adolescent boys and girls talked
about physically active girls as being tomboys or girls who played too aggressively. Ado-
lescent girls were more likely to hold favorable views of active girls, whereas many boys
appeared uncomfortable by girls who were physically active.

Both boys and girls mentioned adolescent boys, girls themselves, and family as barri-
ers for physical activity in girls. Boys were seen as extremely influential in shaping girls’
views and beliefs about physical activity. Girls thought that the taunting, name calling,
and teasing from boys were important reasons they were not more physically active. In
contrast, boys were more likely to talk about girls posing restrictions on their own physi-
cal activity behaviors. Lack of motivation, being shy, and competing interests appeared to
be some of the reasons that kept girls from being more active. Other physical activity bar-
riers for girls included time spent on homework and chores, limited physical activity
opportunities, and costs. Such findings are parallel to other published research that found
peer and family relationships, lack of opportunity, self-concept, and access problems to
be barriers for participation (Culp, 1998).

A major focus of this study was to identify the range of factors that might affect adoles-
cent girls’ physical activity behaviors. Although barriers tend to be a primary focus in
most interventions (Brett et al., 2002), it is important to recognize those factors that facili-
tate, or that could be used to facilitate, improvement in physical activity behaviors. Sev-
eral factors emerged that served as motivators for girls to be active. For example, adoles-
cent girls overwhelmingly identified family to be the most influential factor in their
decisions to be physically active. Verbal encouragement, support, and active participation
from family members helped girls be physically active. These findings are supported by
other studies that also found that adolescent girls tend to be more active when their par-
ents and siblings are active and when parents support their participation in physical activi-
ties (McGuire et al., 2002; Moore et al., 1991; U.S. Department of Health and Human
Services, 1996). Both adolescent girls and boys in this study believed that girls also
receive positive peer influence from boys, other girls, and friends, suggesting that adoles-
cent girls’ perceptions and attitudes toward physical activity are rooted in family, peers,
school, and the community.
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Limitations

The limitations of this study include small sample sizes and potentially biased re-
sponses. Both of these factors influenced the data collection, analysis, and ultimately the
study’s findings. Similar to other qualitative research, the number of adolescent girls and
boys participating in interviews and focus groups was small. In addition, teacher’s sub-
jective judgment of students’ physical activity levels may have resulted in a less represen-
tative sample. As a result, it is difficult to discern whether potential differences between
particular groups and contradictions are tied to gender or cultural orientations. Grieser
et al. (2006) present results of the ethnic differences seen among adolescents’ percep-
tions. Secondly, bias in the results of interviews and focus groups may be limiting. Al-
though the study protocol assured participants of confidentiality and their responses
appear to be quite candid, we cannot exclude the possibility that some respondents may
have provided socially desirable responses. Adolescent girls and boys are undergoing
maturation and discussing issues concerning puberty, body image, and relationships with
peers may have been sensitive. However, given that relatively little is known about what
adolescent girls and boys think about these topics, this qualitative study offers a valuable
approach for beginning to understand these complex issues.

Implications for Practice and Future Research

An important issue for both researchers and practitioners is how to maintain physical
activity levels of children during adolescence and into adulthood. Among children and
adolescents, a substantial proportion of the population does not meet recommended lev-
els of participation in physical activity. Moreover, the consequences of a sedentary life-
style by a substantial proportion of the adolescent populations are grave. Physically in-
active adolescents are at increased risk for many chronic diseases later in their lives,
including heart disease, stroke, colon cancer, diabetes, and osteoporosis.

From this study, a number of facilitators and social and environmental barriers were
identified that influence physical activity behaviors of adolescent girls. Identification of
factors that explain participation in physical activity is useful for health professionals in
all practice settings to design intervention programs to increase participation in a variety
of structured and independent physical activities. Young et al. (2006) present examples of
how the results from the formative assessment affected the design of the TAAG interven-
tions. These findings helped expose additional areas of focus for TAAG and other physi-
cal activity studies with adolescent girls. For example, a strong emphasis could be placed
on enhancing adolescent girls’ beliefs about their own self-efficacy to participate in phys-
ical activity and strengthening their confidence to overcome barriers to participate in
school sports and other physical activities. The results of the present formative assess-
ment suggest that developing successful physical activity opportunities for adolescent
girls should include verbal persuasion, modeling, and social support from family and
peers. It is important to further explore family influences on adolescent girls’ physical
activity behaviors from the perspective of other family members, including fathers, sib-
lings, and cousins. Furthermore, given the strong influence of peers in this population, the
role of peer leadership in adolescent participation in physical activity could be explored
and tested through physical activity intervention studies.

The somewhat conflicting role of boys was also highlighted in this research. Adoles-
cent boys are a fairly common source of barriers and motivation for girls and could be an
appropriate target for intervention. On one hand, the teasing, taunting, and name calling
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from boys discouraged many girls from being active. At the same time, many other girls
used the verbal discouragement and competition as a source of motivation. Girls wanted
to keep up with boys, and they wanted to prove boys wrong. Future studies will need to
determine the most effective strategies for addressing boys’ behaviors regarding pro-
grams for girls.

Understanding differences in beliefs and perceptions among adolescent girls targeted
for an intervention study is an important factor to ensure that the intervention strategies
will be both meaningful and relevant for adolescent girls. It also increases the likelihood
that the interventions developed will be successful. This study is a useful beginning for
examining the social and behavioral aspects of physical activity for adolescent girls. Data
such as these can help researchers determine issues to target in future intervention studies
with adolescent girls. In this case, additional research is needed to learn how resources
can be invested to develop physical activity programs that are culturally sensitive and age
appropriate for adolescent girls. Further research can assess whether certain physical
activity interventions are more effective than others in motivating girls to be active. For
example, should physical activity programs incorporate a family intervention component
in addition to or instead of a peer component? Are physical activity opportunities that
emphasize building skills and confidence in girls more effective in encouraging girls to be
active? Are physical activity opportunities that emphasize social aspects more effica-
cious? Knowing the answers to these questions would help guide interventions to change
girls’ physical activity behaviors.

In-depth formative assessment methodology can be a valuable tool for understanding
the dynamics of factors affecting physical activity behaviors of adolescent girls. These
methods provide contextual information (e.g., family dynamics, values, and constraints)
largely missing from quantitative research. Formative data can help researchers create a
multidimensional model that places adolescent girls within their family, school, and com-
munity context. Insights into factors that influence adolescent girls’ decisions to be physi-
cally active, their values, what constraints they truly face, and what factors motivate them
to be active can be extremely valuable in designing physical activity interventions. Such
interventions will ultimately make important contributions to improving the health of
adolescent girls.
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