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ABSTRACT 

 

Despite numerous physical and mental health benefits of physical activity, the 

majority of adult females fail to meet the recommended physical activity guidelines 

(Statistics Canada, 2015). As a result, women are less likely to achieve optimum 

levels of health. As childhood physical activity levels are predictive of physical 

activity in adulthood (Dennison, Straus, Mellits, & Charney, 1988; Telama et al., 

2005), it is imperative to understand how previous physical activity experiences 

continue to affect women. The purpose of this qualitative study was to explore young 

adult females’ previous physical activity experiences, and how these experiences 

have influenced participants’ current attitudes and behaviours towards fitness. Data 

were collected from 12 female students between ages 17 and 24 from the Faculty of 

Education and the School of Kinesiology and Health Studies (SKHS) at Queen’s 

University, Canada. Participants were asked to complete a short questionnaire 

assessing basic demographic information and current and previous physical activity 

involvement. Semi-structured interviews were then conducted. The data were 

analyzed using a thematic approach.  

Four key themes emerged from the data: (1) Social Agents, (2) Expectations, 

(3) Values and Costs, and (4) Environmental Influences. All participants engaged in 

physical activity as children; however, those women who were less physically active 

at the time of the study experienced a decrease in fitness levels during adolescence. 

At this time, the three students who were less active (Semi-Active Students) began to 

notice individual differences in athletic ability. As their physical abilities were 
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perceived as less developed than that of their peers, they started to feel self-conscious 

when performing in physical education classes. Parental support also decreased for 

the Semi-Active Students, as parents tended to prioritize academics. The Active 

Students (n=9) continued to be physically active and were primarily motivated by 

their intrinsic interest in sports. Positive feedback from teachers and coaches were 

also influential. Although certain aspects of these themes affected women in different 

ways, similar trends among the Semi-Active Students and the Active Students 

emerged from the data, demonstrating implications for future research and practice. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

 

I was sitting at my desk, frustrated with my schoolwork and re-evaluating my 

decision to pursue my bachelor’s degree. It had already been several months since my 

first day of university, and I felt as if my writing skills had not improved to any great 

extent. I thought to myself, “I should go for a run and let go of my anger before I 

throw my laptop across the room.” I changed into my running clothes, laced up my 

sneakers, put my headphones on, and went for a half-hour long jog around the 

campus. When I returned to my desk, I felt rejuvenated, as my mind was clear and my 

aches and pains from sitting for too long had disappeared. I was ready to give my 

schoolwork another try. 

Physical activity became an important part of my life when I was experiencing 

difficulty during my first year of university. I have always enjoyed taking part in 

physical activity, but did not recognize the true value of exercise until this stage in my 

life. When I started exercising on a regular basis, I began to notice that I was able to 

concentrate on my assignments for longer periods of time. I became more determined 

to complete my course work, as I felt more confident in my ability to improve my 

academic achievement. I contend that, if I had not discovered the powerful benefits of 

physical activity, my academic career would have been short-lived.   

As a child, I always enjoyed physical education classes. I looked forward to a 

break from regularly scheduled classes, as it was an opportunity to stretch my legs 

and play games with my friends. More importantly, during this time, I did not have to 

worry about being called on by the teacher and feeling embarrassed for not having the 
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correct answers. I knew that I was safe from feeling inferior to my peers in physical 

education classes because my athletic ability lived up to the teacher’s standards. I 

continued to be physically active outside of school, as I swam for the local swimming 

club and went skiing and biking with my parents.  

As I transitioned into adolescence, my level of physical activity began to 

decrease. At 13, I decided to quit swimming, as practices were three days a week after 

school. I needed the extra time to complete the increased amount of homework I was 

receiving. Furthermore, my swim coach was pushing me to compete in swim meets, 

which I did not enjoy because they were competitive in nature and involved a great 

deal of travel on the weekends. I started to develop a negative attitude towards 

physical education classes in high school, as I was not in favour of looking and 

feeling sweaty for the rest of the school day. I adopted the notion that looking 

disheveled in secondary school was a social taboo. My physical education classes too 

evolved into a more competitive setting, as the boys in my class became more 

aggressive when playing sports. I did, however, continue to partake in physical 

activities outside of school, but not on a regular basis. 

Despite my experience during high school, I have once again developed an 

enjoyment for physical activity. Exercise has become an integral component of my 

life, as it helps me to maintain my physical and mental health. However, while my 

current relationship with physical activity is not reflective of the majority of young 

adult females (Statistics Canada, 2011), my experiences with physical activity in high 

school were similar to most adolescent females (Flintoff & Scraton, 2001; Knowles, 

Niven, & Fawkner, 2014). Positive feelings towards physical education classes are 
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not abundant among school-aged girls (Gibbons, 2008), allowing for the possibility of 

negative attitudes to form towards all types of physical activity. These negative 

feelings may persist into adulthood and reduce involvement in physical activity 

(Cardinal, Yan, & Cardinal, 2013) with associated risks to optimum physical and 

mental health. 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this qualitative study is to explore young adult female 

participants’ previous physical activity experiences, with an emphasis on school 

systems, and how these experiences have influenced their current attitudes and 

behaviours towards physical activity in general. The following major research 

question is addressed in this study: How have previous experiences contributed to 

these female participants’ physical activity? The following sub-questions contribute 

to answering this research question: (a) To what extent have previous experiences in 

physical education classes influenced participants’ current physical activity levels? 

(b) What factors outside of the realm of physical education have influenced 

participants’ physical activity levels? 

Definitions of Key Terms 

The World Health Organization (WHO, 2016a) defines physical activity as 

“any bodily movement produced by skeletal muscles that requires energy 

expenditure” (para. 1). Physical activities of moderate-intensity such as walking, 

cycling, or participating in sports have significant health benefits that contribute to 

maintaining one’s physical health (WHO, 2016a). The recommended guidelines 

indicate that adults 18-64 should obtain 150 minutes a week of moderate-intensity 
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physical activity or at least 75 minutes of vigorous-intensity activity per week 

(Canadian Society for Exercise Physiology, 2011; WHO, 2016b). Children and youth 

ages 5-17 years should accumulate 60 minutes per day of moderate to vigorous 

physical activity and several hours of light physical activity throughout the day 

(Canadian Society for Exercise Physiology, 2016). For the purpose of this study, 

women meeting the recommended physical activity guidelines are considered 

‘Active.’  

Physical inactivity is defined as “doing no or very little physical activity at 

work, at home, for transportation or during discretionary time” (Bull et al., 2004, p. 

729). For the purpose of this paper, women are considered physically inactive, or 

‘Inactive,’ if they participate in little to no physical activity.  

A third category exists for those women who do not meet the criteria for being 

physically active or physically inactive. Some individuals take part in some form of 

physical activity at irregular intervals, but fall short of meeting the suggested 

guidelines as outlined by WHO (2016b). As these persons are not achieving sufficient 

levels of physical activity for optimum health, they are regarded as ‘Semi-Active.’  

Rationale 

Research has demonstrated the benefits of physical activity on maintaining 

physical and mental health. It has been associated with a decreased likelihood of 

developing diseases and illnesses such as: cardiovascular disease, diabetes, and 

various forms of cancer, hypertension, obesity, and osteoporosis (Warburton, Nicol, 

& Bredin, 2006). Physical activity also plays a crucial role in child development 

(Poitras et al., 2016) in that ideal measures of skeletal health, adiposity, motor skills, 
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psychosocial health, and cardiometabolic health are associated with increased 

physical activity (Timmons et al., 2012). Symptoms of depression, anxiety, and 

dementia can also be reduced by physical activity (Physical Activity Guidelines 

Advisory Committee, 2008). Although biological factors play a key role in pre-

disposing an individual to these diseases/illnesses, physical activity is often able to 

prevent them or decrease their severity. As the medical community is now shifting its 

attention towards preventing health-related issues rather than waiting to treat them 

(Bandura, 2005), physical activity is becoming a prominent theme in promoting 

healthy living as a means to reduce the economic burden of physical inactivity on 

Canada’s healthcare system (Katzmarzyk & Janssen, 2004). 

Despite these benefits of physical activity, the majority of adult females fail to 

meet the recommended physical activity guidelines (Statistics Canada, 2015). 

Additionally, although physical inactivity is prevalent in both males and females, 

females are significantly less active than their male counterparts (Statistics Canada, 

2015). As a result, women are less likely to achieve optimum levels of health. 

Furthermore, childhood physical activity levels are predictive of physical activity 

levels in adulthood (Dennison, Straus, Mellits, & Charney, 1988; Telama et al., 

2005). Therefore, it is likely that the quality of previous physical activity experiences 

from one’s past influences one’s attitudes and behaviours towards physical activity. If 

individuals had positive physical activity experiences during childhood, they might be 

more likely to continue to engage in physical activity as adults. By exploring the 

influential factors for engaging in physical activity, educators and policymakers can 

begin to incorporate these elements into new and existing physical activity programs.  



6 
 

Theoretical Framework 

Expectancy-Value Theory proposed by Eccles (1983) serves as the theoretical 

framework for this study. This model extended Atkinson’s (1957) research, placing 

greater emphasis on cognitive constructs, such as interpretations and perceptions, of 

reality as opposed to motivational constructs for engaging in certain behaviours. 

Expectancy-Value Theory indicates that individuals assess their perceived ability to 

successfully complete a task and the expected outcomes of a task. Eccles (1983) 

referred to these assessments as ‘expectancies.’ Expectancies such as self-concept, 

task difficulty, perceptions of other’s expectations, causal attributions, and locus of 

control influence sense of perceived ability and capacity to complete a specific task. 

The second component of Expectancy-Value Theory is task value. Eccles (1983) 

indicated that individuals consider the value of the outcome produced when 

completing a specific task. Eccles (1983) outlined three types of task value: intrinsic 

value, attainment value, and utility value. Intrinsic value is regarded as the inherent or 

immediate enjoyment of engaging in a task. Attainment value refers to the importance 

placed on completing a task for the purpose of maintaining aspects of personal 

identity. Utility value relates to the importance of the task for obtaining future goals. 

Eccles (1983) expanded Expectancy-Value Theory to include the concept of 

perceived cost. The perceived cost of engaging in a task is evaluated when judging 

the amount of effort needed to complete a task, the amount of valued alternatives that 

are lost as a result of engaging in a task, and the psychological effects of failing to 

complete a task. Once these elements are assessed and the total perceived cost is 
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evaluated, an individual may be more inclined to choose to engage in the task if the 

perceived cost is low or avoid the task if the perceived cost is high.  

Once expectancies, task value, and cost have been considered, an individual’s 

level of motivation towards a certain task is developed; the individual may then 

choose to engage in or refrain from the task. Eccles (1983) applied and developed her 

work around students pursuing academic subjects, specifically mathematics. 

However, researchers have applied Eccles’ model as a theoretical framework for 

engaging in physical activity. In a study conducted by Xiang, McBride, Guan, and 

Solmon (2003), 414 students in Grade 2 (93 boys and 105 girls) and Grade 4 (105 

boys and 111 girls) from six elementary schools in the southern and southeastern 

United States completed a series of questionnaires assessing their expectancy-related 

beliefs, subjective task values, and intention for future participation in physical 

education. Intentions for future participation in physical education classes were 

positively associated with task values and/or expectancies. 

Expectancy-Value Theory has been applied when exploring different 

participation patterns in recess play (Watkinson, Dwyer, & Nielsen, 2005). In this 

study, five boys and five girls from Grade 3 from an urban school in Western Canada 

were interviewed to explore whether or not their decisions to participate in physical 

activities during recess were consistent with Eccles’ (1983) Expectancy-Value Model. 

Children had a variety of goals for recess that guided their behaviour. Cost was often 

identified as the reason for avoiding physical activities during recess. For example, 

several children expressed a fear of being teased for their lack of physical activity by 

their peers, demonstrating Eccles’ (1983) notion of psychological cost of failure.  
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Eccles’ (1983) Expectancy-Value Theory has also been utilized as a 

theoretical framework when investigating motivation towards physical activity among 

females. Guillet, Fontayne, Sarrazin, and Brustad (2006) conducted a study to 

investigate the explanations for sport dropout among adolescent girls. In this study, 

333 female team handball players from France between the ages of 13 and 15 

completed a questionnaire examining their levels of competence and perceived value 

for team handball. At the beginning of the following season, the French Federation of 

Handball was contacted to confirm which participants re-enrolled in team handball 

and which participants did not. Girls who continued to participate in team handball 

demonstrated higher levels of perceived competence and valued the activity more 

than did girls who discontinued their participation in team handball. 

Overview of Thesis 

 In this chapter (Chapter 1), I briefly outlined my previous experiences with 

physical activity. I presented the purpose and research questions, defined key terms, 

stated the rationale for this study, and explained its theoretical framework. In Chapter 

2, I provide a literature review of previous studies relevant to the research questions. 

The methods from this study are discussed in Chapter 3. The results are divided into 

two separate chapters. Chapter 4 presents the findings from those students who meet 

the recommended physical activity guidelines (Active Students). In Chapter 5, the 

experiences of those students failing to meet the recommended guidelines (Semi-

Active Students) are discussed. I offer possible explanations for the results, 

limitations, implications for future research, implications for practice, and my final 

thoughts in the discussion section, found in Chapter 6.  
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CHAPTER 2: REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

 

 Physical activity involvement is influenced by a variety of factors. Social 

agents, expectancies, values and costs, and environmental aspects are among the most 

influential elements as they can either encourage or inhibit physical activity 

participation (Sterdt, Liersch, & Walter, 2014). The magnitude of influence of these 

factors varies across each individuals and often fluctuates throughout the duration of 

one’s life, although there is a tendency for similar physical activity trends among 

females of similar age groups (Allender, Cowburn, & Foster, 2006) 

Social Agents 

Social agents refer to the variety of individuals within persons’ social 

environments who influence them to initiate and sustain physical activity. Family 

members, peers, coaches, and teachers are the most common social agents that impact 

a child’s or adolescent’s physical activity development. Certain social agents are 

more influential than others at different stages in life. The ways in which social 

agents encourage, model, and initiate physical activity and their general demeanour 

towards children and adolescents can either foster positive or negatives feelings about 

physical activity (Keegan, Spray, Hardwood, & Lavallee, 2014). 

Parents or guardians often have the most influence over children’s level of 

physical activity, as children who are more physically active tend to have 

parents/guardians who are more physically active (Coakley & White, 1992; Duncan, 

Strycker, & Chaumeton, 2015; Eccles & Harold, 1991; Knowles et al., 2014; 

Papaioannou, Ampatzoglou, Kalogiannis, & Sagovits, 2008; Welk, Wood, & Morss, 
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2003). Children’s physical activity levels are positively correlated with those of their 

parents in childhood and adolescence. In Hesketh et al. (2014), 554 male and female 

4-year-olds and their mothers (n= 595) concurrently wore accelerometers to record 

their physical activity levels for seven days. When all accelerometers were returned to 

the researchers, each child’s data from the accelerometer was compared to that of the 

mother’s. Physical activity levels in young children were positively associated with 

their mothers’ activity levels. Fuemmeler, Anderson, and Mâsse (2011) reported 

similar findings. In this study, boys and girls in Grades 4 and 5 and their mothers and 

fathers wore accelerometers for four days. Once again, Craig, Cameron, and Tudor-

Locke (2013) extended the age range for their study as 539 participants between the 

ages of 5 and 19 were recruited. All children (mean age of 12.3 years for boys, 11.4 

years for girls) and at least one of their parents wore pedometers and logged their 

steps for seven days. A positive correlation was found between children’s average 

steps taken per day and that of those parents. These studies suggest that parents model 

physical activity behaviours for their children. If parents do not emphasize the 

importance of physical activity, children are less likely to engage in it and may be 

unable to recognize the importance of obtaining regular exercise (Eccles & Harold, 

1991).  

Siblings in the home may also encourage each other to engage in physical 

activity (Sallis, Prochaska, & Taylor, 2000). In Hesketh et al. (2014), mothers’ 

average low intensity physical activity was higher when there was more than one 

younger child in the home. As children’s physical activity is positively associated 
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with that of their parents (Craig et al., 2013; Fuemmeler et al., 2011; Hesketh et al., 

2014), children with siblings may have higher physical activity levels.  

Parents who support their children’s involvement in physical activity by 

offering encouragement, financial assistance, and transportation to and from practices 

are more likely to have children who are physically active (Coakley & White, 1992; 

Silva et al., 2014). As children transition into adolescence, parents continue to play an 

important role in their child’s physical activity involvement by assisting with finances 

and transportation (Barr-Anderson et al., 2007; Sallis et al., 2000). In Barr-Anderson 

et al. (2007), 2791 Grade 6 girls completed surveys assessing their sports 

participation, enjoyment, and self-efficacy. The majority of participants were 

involved in structured physical activities (89%), had high levels of physical activity 

self-efficacy, and enjoyed their activities. Barr-Anderson and colleagues suggest that, 

for these structured and physical activities, parental support in the form of 

transportation and finances may play a crucial role in adolescent involvement, as 

adolescents are typically financially dependent on their parents and do not have 

access to a vehicle for transportation to games and practices.  

During adolescence, peers play a crucial role (Silva et al., 2014), in that 

adolescents are more likely to participate in physical activities when accompanied by 

friends (Coakley & White, 1992; Duncan et al., 2015; Fitzgerald, Fitzgerald, & Cian, 

2012; Flintoff & Scraton, 2001). Furthermore, adolescents who engage in a greater 

amount of physical activity tend to have more friendships (Simpkins, Schaefer, Price, 

& Vest, 2013), as feeling accepted by a peer group is predictive of perceived physical 

competence (Stuntz & Weiss, 2009). This result may be attributed to the notion that 
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adolescents feel safe from peer judgment and are therefore more willing to take part 

in physical activities when they feel they will not be criticized. For example, in 

communities where soccer is considered to be a feminine or ‘girly’ sport, the majority 

of soccer teams consist of female players (Griffin, 1984). Soccer is deemed to be an 

appropriate sport for girls in these communities, as they are able to join a team 

without being scrutinized by their peers. Girls may be more likely to participate in the 

sport as the chances of having female friends who play soccer is increased. 

In contrast, adolescents who perceive themselves as being rejected or 

overlooked by their peers are less likely to engage in physical activity. In a study 

conducted by Seabra et al. (2013), 683 children between the ages of 8 and 10 (324 

boys, 358 girls) completed questionnaires assessing demographic information and 

physical activity attitudes and behaviours. Body Mass Index (BMI) was calculated for 

each participant. Thirteen percent of the sample was categorized as obese. Those 

students who were considered to be obese felt less accepted by their peers in sports 

and thus became disengaged from physical activity. As children near the onset of 

adolescence, they begin to develop a higher cognitive capacity, allowing them to 

more accurately compare themselves to their peers and evaluate their own abilities 

(Stodden et al., 2008). Therefore, children often begin to notice individual differences 

and become self-conscious when their characteristics are inconsistent with the 

majority of their peers. Girls in particular tend to be more sensitive to peer rejection, 

putting them at a heightened risk for physical inactivity. 

 Peers continue to affect physical activity involvement into adulthood, 

especially among women. Women with friends who exercise generally engage in 
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more physical activity (McGannon, Busanich, Witcher, & Schinke, 2014; Plotnikoff, 

Mayhew, Birkett, Loucaides, & Fodor, 2004). In McGannon et al. (2014), social and 

cultural influences affecting middle-aged adults were investigated. Thirty-three adults 

(14 men, 19 women) from a rural community who were struggling to meet the 

physical activity guidelines participated in focus groups. Participants identified 

engaging in exercise with friends as an important motivator as they kept each other 

accountable, leading to more regular activity. Considering this information, children 

may benefit from learning how to seek out social support when engaging in physical 

activity (Barr-Anderson et al., 2008). 

 Although the literature demonstrates that peers often have an impact on 

physical activity level, some individuals engage in fitness behaviours regardless of 

peer influences. In a study conducted by Kilpatrick, Hebert, and Bartholomew (2005), 

233 undergraduate health and kinesiology students between the ages of 18 and 47 

were asked to complete a survey assessing their motives for engaging in sports and 

exercise. Peers were not a significant predictor of physical activity involvement. 

Instead, participants were more likely to engage in physical activity to fulfill their 

intrinsic needs and maintain physical fitness. 

Physical education teachers and coaches are social agents who may have an 

impact on their students’ and athletes’ physical activity levels. The way in which 

physical education teachers and coaches think and behave towards students and 

athletes can either foster an appreciation for, or create negative thoughts and feelings 

about, physical activity. Physical education teachers and coaches are often able to 

influence students’ and athletes’ levels of perceived physical competence (Shen, Li, 
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Sun, & Rukavina, 2010), worth, and self-efficacy (Fairclough, Hilland, Stratton, & 

Ridgers, 2012) through the delivery method of encouragement and feedback (Cheon 

& Reeve, 2015; Cheon, Reeve, Yu, & Jang, 2014; Eccles & Harold, 1991; Lonsdale 

et al., 2013). For example, in a study conducted by Coakley and White (1992), 34 

men and 26 women between the ages of 13 and 23 were individually interviewed to 

gain a more in-depth perspective of the motivators and influential aspects that 

impacted physical activity involvement. Two of the young men who were physically 

active indicated that their physical education teachers encouraged them to join the 

sports teams in which they were involved at the time of the study. Additionally, in 

Black and Weiss (1992), male (n=144) and female (n=168) competitive swimmers 

evaluated their coaches’ behaviours and their own behaviours using self-report 

measures. For girls, praise and constructive feedback offered by coaches after 

desirable and undesirable performances were correlated with higher levels of 

perceived success, competence, challenge motivation, effort, and enjoyment, 

especially for females between the ages of 12 and 18. 

 Both children and adolescents have indicated those attributes of coaches that 

contribute to positive sports experiences. In a study conducted by Keegan, Harwood, 

Spray, and Lavallee (2009), 40 children between the ages of 7 and 11 took part in 

semi-structured focus groups to examine the influence of social agents, including 

coaches, on physical activity level. Students discussed approaches, such as, treating 

players equally, providing one-to-one coaching, making teams even, and evaluating 

fairly, as important aspects that encouraged their physical activity involvement. 

Similar findings were observed in Keegan, Spray, Harwood, and Lavallee (2010) as 
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79 students (43 males, 36 females) between the ages of 9 and 18 discussed similar 

topics to those from Keegan et al. (2009) during focus group interviews. Additionally, 

another sample of 12- to 18-year-olds (n=160; 80 males, 80 females) who took part in 

focus groups indicated that effective coaches must be knowledgeable about the sport, 

fair, and involved in the activity with their athletes (Humbert et al., 2006). 

In contrast, participants from Ommundsen, Roberts, Lemyre, and Miller 

(2006) commented on how participation in soccer was affected by the perceived 

negative qualities of their coaches. Six hundred and seventy-seven Norwegian boys 

(n=504) and girls (n=173) between the ages of 10 and 14 who played competitive 

soccer completed a questionnaire assessing the different types of support and 

pressures in soccer and the psychosocial outcomes of these variables. Players 

attributed undesirable approaches from coaches, such as, emphasizing social 

comparisons, winning, and giving the most attention to the best athletes, to their 

feelings of perceived incompetence in soccer, worrying, and negative team 

atmosphere.  

When emphasis is placed on competition in physical education classes and 

criticism is offered from physical education teachers and coaches, many children 

develop negative feelings towards physical activity in general. One of the most 

commonly stated reasons for disliking physical education classes and organized 

sports by girls is competition (Coakley & White, 1992; Knowles et al., 2014; 

Liukkonen, Barkoukis, Watt, & Jaakkola, 2010). However, it may not be competition 

itself that inhibits physical activity; instead it could well be the way in which teachers 

and coaches foster competition. For example, when emphasis is placed on winning 
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and ‘being the best,’ students are more likely to demonstrate aggressive behaviours 

(Stephens & Bredemeier, 1996).  Girls as young as Grade 5 have attributed such 

competitive sports atmosphere as the primary reason for their disengagement in 

physical education classes (Gibbons, 2008). As this type of competition encourages 

participants to compare themselves to others, those who do not come out on top often 

become discouraged and fail to recognize the value of improving their performance. 

Instead, physical activity contexts that emphasize healthy living and individual skill 

development are more likely to foster an appreciation for physical activity and 

diminish the tendency for students to make social comparisons (Barkoukis, 

Tsorbatzoudis, & Grouios, 2008). Therefore, students who experience physical 

education classes that focus on healthy lifestyles and individual skill development 

may be more likely to adopt positive attitudes and behaviours towards physical 

activity, thus increasing the likelihood of future physical activity involvement.  

Expectancies 

 Expectancies refer to perceived ability to complete a task and the expected 

outcomes of the task (Eccles, 1983). With respect to physical activity, individuals 

tend to have expectancies of their athletic skills and gender differences. Perceived 

social cues from parents, peers, teachers, coaches, and other influential adults inform 

children and adolescents of their athletic abilities. When children and adolescents 

believe they are physically competent, they are more likely to engage in physical 

activity. Conversely, students who believe they are unable to demonstrate their 

athletic skills often disengage from physical activity. In regard to gender 

expectancies, physical activity involvement is typically affected by perceived gender 
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differences and stereotypes. Girls are particularly susceptible to viewing physical 

activity as a gendered construct as they are socialized to acknowledge sports and 

fitness as male-dominated domains (Brustad, 1996; Seabra et al., 2013). 

Perceived Competence 

Perceived competence plays a crucial role in the amount of physical activity in 

which individuals choose to engage. Children and adolescents who participate in 

more sports and activities generally have more confidence in their athletic abilities 

(Eccles & Harold, 1991; Edmunds, Ntoumanis, & Duda, 2006; Fairclough et al., 

2012; Papioannou, Bebetsos, Theodorakis, Christodoulidis, & Kouli, 2006). 

Perceptions of athletic skills may indeed be more predictive of future physical activity 

involvement than actual ability. In a study conducted by Kalaja, Jaakkola, and 

Liukkonen (2010), 316 Finnish Grade 7 students (154 boys and 162 girls) completed 

fundamental movement skills measures and self-report questionnaires assessing 

physical activity behaviours and attitudes. Those participants who had higher levels 

of motivation and higher levels of skill took part in more physical activity, while 

those who were lower on motivation and lower on skill level engaged in less physical 

activity. However, several participants from this study with low levels of motivation 

had high skill levels and rarely took part in physical activity. Kalaja et al. (2010) 

offered two possible explanations for this phenomenon: skilled, non-active 

participants were disinterested in sports and activities or they had not yet had the 

opportunity to recognize their athletic abilities and, therefore, perceived their skill 

development as low or mediocre. 
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Individuals are influenced by their perceived competence as they enjoy feeling 

good about themselves and therefore seek out activities where they are competent 

(Fox & Lindwall, 2014; Vallerand, Deci, & Ryan, 1987). However, when engaging in 

such activities, people tend to compare their abilities to those of others (Fox & 

Lindwall, 2014; Keegan et al., 2010). When individuals deem their athletic abilities to 

be inferior to others, they have a tendency to become disengaged from physical 

activity. Children often begin to make more social comparisons when transitioning 

into adolescence, as they have acquired a more sophisticated cognitive capacity to 

accurately compare themselves to their peers (Stodden et al., 2008). These 

occurrences are particularly common in girls (Rowe, Raedeke, Wiersma, & Mahar, 

2007), although expectancy-related beliefs may start to gradually decline during 

childhood (Xiang, McBride, Guan, & Solmon, 2003). 

The association between perceived competence and enjoyment is thought to 

be highly predictive of current and future physical activity involvement. In Humbert 

et al. (2006), 160 students (80 males, 80 females) between the ages of 12 and 18 

participated in focus groups that sought to explore how adolescents felt towards 

physical activity. When asked why certain physical activities were fun, youth 

reported ‘being good at it’ as a primary reason for their participation. Those students 

feeling confident in their athletic abilities had more fun when engaging in sports and 

activities, further reinforcing their motivation for physical activity. In contrast, 

students reported activities as less fun when they were cut from or picked last for 

teams and teased. These situations made participants feel incompetent, encouraging 

them to avoid physical activity settings. Such unpleasant experiences in physical 
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education classes stay with individuals into adulthood and often continue to 

discourage them from engaging in physical activity (Cardinal, Yan, & Cardinal, 

2013). 

Nicholls (1984) hypothesized that students’ feelings of competence increase 

when adopting a task-oriented approach as opposed to an ego-oriented approach. A 

task orientation focuses on self-improvement in a specific context rather than 

outperformance of peers (ego orientation). When applying Nicholls’ theory to 

physical activity settings, those students perceiving a task-oriented environment tend 

to experience more enjoyment for the activity and have higher levels of competence 

(Hassandra, Goudas, & Chroni, 2003; Kavussanu & Roberts, 1996). In Kavussanu 

and Roberts (1996), 285 beginner tennis students (147 males, 119 females, 19 

unspecified) completed a series of questionnaires assessing perceived motivational 

climate, goal orientation, intrinsic motivation, self-efficacy, and perceived ability. 

Participants who perceived a task-oriented environment had higher levels of 

enjoyment, effort, perceived competence, and self-efficacy. In regard to female 

students, task-oriented environments were a strong predictor of intrinsic motivation 

and self-efficacy. In contrast, students perceiving an ego-oriented atmosphere 

generally felt a high level of social comparison and stress when emphasis was placed 

on winning and outperforming others instead of on personal improvement. 

Given the important role of competence in initiating physical activity, 

researchers have begun to manipulate physical activity contexts to increase feelings 

of athletic competence in children and adolescents (Barr-Anderson et al., 2007; 

Gunnell, Crocker, Mack, Wilson, & Zumbo, 2014). One intervention program in 



20 
 

particular, the Lifestyle Education for Activity Program (LEAP), aimed to foster 

physical activity enjoyment among adolescent girls (mean age of 13.6 years) by de-

emphasizing the ego-oriented aspects of competition and creating a more inclusive 

atmosphere (Dishman et al., 2005). Of the 2087 girls who were recruited to take part 

in the study, 1049 students were assigned to the experimental group and 1038 were 

assigned to the control group. The girls in the experimental group, who participated in 

the LEAP program, reported having enjoyed their physical education classes 

significantly more than those students in the control group who continued to receive 

their regularly scheduled physical education classes. These results suggest the 

inclusive atmosphere created by the LEAP program may have allowed participants to 

focus on individual skill development and feel more accepted by their teachers and 

peers, increasing feelings of competence and enjoyment for physical education 

classes. 

Gender Expectancies 

The notion that girls and boys are socialized differently plays a key role in the 

development of attitudes and behaviours towards physical activity (Brustad, 1996; 

Seabra et al., 2013). From a young age, girls are influenced directly and indirectly by 

the messages they receive, for example, from social agents such as parents, peers, 

teachers, and the media. The effects of how children are socialized are apparent from 

a young age, as young girls are often less physically active than boys (Baranowski, 

Thompson, DuRant, Baranowski, & Puhl, 1993; Barnett, Ridgers, & Salmon, 2015). 

This trend continues throughout later childhood and adolescence (Sallis et al., 2000), 

carrying over into early adulthood (Irwin, 2004; Pauline, 2013). 
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Social agents encourage girls to be nice, quiet, and complacent (Knowles et 

al., 2014) and lead them to believe that the heterosexual female identity is defined by 

body shape and appearance (Valentine, 2000). As children begin to transition into 

adolescence, these messages become more relevant to girls’ everyday lives. The 

changes girls undergo during puberty, such as weight gain, become more difficult to 

conceal, especially when participating in physical activity in that the required clothing 

is more revealing than casual clothing (Flintoff & Scraton, 2001). Such pubertal 

changes are often accompanied by feelings of self-consciousness and embarrassment 

(Cockburn & Clarke, 2002), as these changes in appearance do not always coincide 

with society’s notion of the ideal female identity. Women continue to be affected by 

such societal aspects, as weight management and physical appearance are primary 

motivators for engaging in physical activity (Kilpatrick et al., 2005; Pauline, 2013). 

Perspiration is a common biological function that occurs when engaging in 

moderate-to-vigorous physical activity. As perspiration increases significantly when 

children begin to undergo puberty, sweating often represents an additional source of 

embarrassment for youth. Girls in particular are more likely to feel self-conscious 

about their perspiration as it contradicts their perceptions of how they are expected to 

present themselves in society (Knowles et al., 2014). When girls are required to 

partake in physical activities, they must choose between participating in the activity 

and looking disheveled or refraining from the activity and maintaining their 

appearances. When girls are faced with this decision, they must decide if they want to 

be perceived as feminine or not (Cockburn & Clarke, 2002; Dwyer et al., 2006). 

Those girls wanting to portray feminine characteristics must remain physically 
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inactive, while those girls less concerned with demonstrating feminine characteristics 

are therefore regarded as unfeminine or, alternatively, a ‘tomboy.’ 

Girls may be more likely to enjoy single-gender physical education classes 

(Slingerland, Haerens, Cardon, & Borghouts, 2014), as the absence of boys may 

lessen the influence of their gender expectancies. In Slingerland et al. (2014), Grade 

7-9 students (N= 216) between the ages of 11 and 15 participated in a basketball unit 

in their physical education class. The girls in this study (n=90) played in mixed-

gender and single-gender classes. Following their physical education classes, girls 

were asked to complete a series of questionnaires. When participating in gender-

segregated classes, girls reported feeling more competent in their basketball skills and 

demonstrated higher levels of participation in moderate-to-vigorous physical activity. 

These findings suggest that girls with rigid gender expectancies may be more likely to 

engage in physical activity in single-gender physical education classes. 

Values and Costs 

 Values and perceived costs of physical activity are considered when deciding 

whether or not to engage in physical activity. Value refers to the worth placed on a 

specific task as determined by three components: intrinsic value, utility value, and 

attainment value (Eccles, 1983). Intrinsic value is the inherent interest for an activity. 

For example, athletes often continue to engage in their sports because the activity 

itself is rewarding. Utility value refers to the importance of a task for completing 

another goal. As a consequence, some individuals may not enjoy physical activity but 

they participate in it for the health benefits. Attainment value is the amount of 

importance placed on completing a task for the purpose of maintaining personal 
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identity. For example, individuals who identify as athletes will seek out opportunities 

for physical activity to maintain their self-images. In contrast, cost is defined as the 

perceived negative consequences of engaging in a task. Loss of time for other valued 

activities and responsibilities is a common cost of engaging in physical activity. 

Children and adolescents who hold higher values towards physical activity are more 

likely to participate in regular physical activity (Rowe et al., 2007; Shen et al., 2010; 

Watkinson, Dwyer, & Nielsen, 2005; Xiang et al., 2003). As value plays a critical 

role in determining physical activity involvement, sports programs should strive to 

incorporate elements into activities that are important to children (Côté & Hancock, 

2016), such as fun and enjoyment, rather than early selection based on skills and 

competence. 

Intrinsic Value 

  With regard to physical activity, some individuals engage in sports and 

games, as the activity itself is its own reward (Vallerand et al., 1987). Females in 

particular tend to be influenced more by their intrinsic values for physical activity 

than do males (Vallerand et al., 1987). High levels of enjoyment and interest in 

activities have been identified as important motivators for current and future physical 

activity (Watkinson et al., 2005; Yungblut, Schinke, & McGannon, 2012).  

Research has begun to manipulate physical activity contexts to foster more 

intrinsic interest for sports and fitness. In a study conducted by Fu and Gao (2013), 

Grade 7 and 8 male (n=25) and female (n=36) students were assigned to either the 

experimental group (n=31), where they participated in physical education classes that 

promoted health and individual fitness, or the control group (n=30). Students in the 
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control group continued to attend their regularly scheduled physical education 

classes. For a period of six weeks, all students participated in one 50-minute 

basketball class per week. During each class, students wore pedometers to measure 

and track physical activity levels. Boys and girls were also asked to complete a 5-

minute questionnaire at the beginning of the study and again at the end of the study to 

assess any changes in perceived competence and enjoyment. Although the 

pedometers indicated that students from both groups engaged in similar levels of 

physical activity, participants from the experimental group reported significantly 

more feelings of enjoyment for physical education classes than those students from 

the control group. This finding is consistent with previous research, as children and 

adolescents who perceive environments as emphasizing health and individual skill 

development rather than competition, are primarily driven by their intrinsic values 

when engaging in physical activity (Duda, 1996; Papaioannou & Kouli, 1999).  

Utility Value 

 Young children are primarily motivated by their intrinsic interest when 

engaging in physical activity, as they have an innate curiosity to explore their 

surroundings (Dombrowski & Luszcynska, 2009). Utility value of physical activity 

tends to emerge as children near adolescence. In Watkinson et al. (2005), 10 Grade 3 

students (5 boys, 5 girls) were interviewed about their patterns of behaviour during 

recess. One Grade 3 student, Ray, identified his ability to run fast as an important 

skill to have as it allowed him to get in line-ups faster and have more turns on certain 

play structures. However, as children begin to transition into adolescence, physical 

activity is recognized as an important element to maintaining a healthy lifestyle 
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(Azzarito, Solmon, & Harrison, 2006; Gibbons, 2008). A possible explanation for this 

shift in thinking is that older children have a more sophisticated cognitive capacity to 

evaluate and assess their behaviours (Stodden et al., 2008). For some adolescents, 

achieving optimal fitness levels helps them to feel good both physically and mentally 

(Yungblut et al., 2012). In contrast, other adolescents tend to associate ideal health 

with weight control (Clark, Spence, & Holt, 2011). In Clark et al. (2011), eight girls 

between the ages of 10 and 11 were interviewed about their physical activity 

experiences. For these participants, being healthy was associated with maintaining a 

‘skinny’ appearance rather than with feeling healthy.  

Attainment Value 

 Individuals perceiving themselves as athletic and physically fit actively seek 

out opportunities to engage in physical activity to ensure their behaviours and 

attitudes remain relatively consistent with each other. In a study conducted by 

Lamont-Mills and Christensen (2006), a questionnaire assessing athletic identity was 

administered to young male and female adults. Each participant was also classified 

into one of three categories based on activity level: non-participation group (n=45; 11 

men, 34 women), recreational (n=118; 57 men, 61 women), and elite athlete (n=51; 

23 men, 28 women) groups. For females, elite athletes scored higher on measures of 

athletic identity than did recreational athletes and those who did not participate in 

athletics. The results from Lamont-Mills and Christensen (2006) suggest that 

individuals who engage in more competitive forms of athletics are more likely to 

perceive themselves as athletes.  
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 Research has taken a different approach to studying attainment value as a 

primary motivator for physical activity involvement. Two studies in particular have 

examined the impact of retirement from sports and injury on athletic identity. In 

Lavallee, Gordon, and Grove (1997), 15 former young adult elite athletes (4 males, 

11 females) who experienced emotional difficulties upon retiring from athletics 

completed micronarrative accounts of their emotional adjustments following their 

retirement. Participants with a high level of athletic identity at the time of retirement 

experienced more emotional difficulties adjusting to life after their athletic careers. 

Lavallee et al. (1997) suggest that athletic identity may become strong enough that 

remaining self-image is unable to extend beyond athletics, resulting in a complete 

loss of self-identity upon retirement. Green and Weinberg (2001) conducted a similar 

study in which 30 individuals (18 males, 12 females) between the ages of 19 and 70 

who sustained an injury inhibiting physical activity involvement for six weeks were 

recruited to participate. In contrast to the results from Lavallee et al. (1997), no 

significant correlation was observed between athletic identity and physical self-

esteem after the injury. A possible explanation for this discrepancy is that participants 

from this study were involved in a variety of recreational and elite activities, rather 

than elite sports only (Green & Weinberg, 2001). The authors suggest that these 

adults’ self-identities likely extended beyond athletic identity and, therefore, the 

inability to engage in physical activity was less of a threat to their self-images.  

Costs 

 When deciding whether or not to engage in physical activity, individuals often 

consider the loss of time and energy for other valued alternatives, anticipated anxiety 
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of participating in an activity, possible criticism from social agents, and previous 

involvement in similar activities (Eccles & Harold, 1991). In a study conducted by 

Dwyer et al. (2006), 73 adolescent girls took part in focus groups with the intent of 

exploring any barriers that girls experience when engaging in physical activity. 

Common barriers and costs of physical activity identified by participants included: 

loss of time for other responsibilities (e.g., homework, part-time job, family 

responsibilities), inaccessibility of fitness facilities (e.g., lack of nearby recreation 

centres or transportation services), financial costs, and physical appearance. If the 

benefits of physical activity are determined to outweigh the costs, individuals tend to 

engage in activities. However, if the costs outnumber the benefits, individuals 

generally choose not to participate in physical activity.  

 Adolescent girls in particular are more likely to try a new sport if a close 

friend engages in the activity with them (Yungblut et al., 2012). However, 

participating in unfamiliar activities in the absence of close friends tends to increase 

stress levels in girls, as they often fear judgment from others when lacking the athletic 

skills to perform a certain activity (Yungblut et al., 2012). When adolescent girls 

anticipate being negatively evaluated by others, they tend to disengage from physical 

activity or compensate for their athletic behaviours in other areas. Lack of 

competence or ability to demonstrate one’s athletic skills is a primary motivator to 

withdraw from physical activity (Cardinal et al., 2013; Humbert et al., 2006). 

Moreover, girls often feel forced to choose between engaging in physical activity and 

maintaining their ‘feminine’ appearances (Azzarito et al., 2006). Although some girls 

may enjoy engaging in physical activity, they decide to disengage from their sports to 
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“avoid compromising their femininity” (Guillet et al., 2006, p. 359). In Yungblut et 

al. (2012), 35 adolescent females participated in individual interviews and focus 

groups to explore their experiences in and interpretations of physical activity. Girls 

identified being sweaty and disheveled from activity as primary threats to maintaining 

their feminine images. Additionally, the six adolescent female participants who were 

interviewed in Cockburn and Clarke (2002) feared that, by compromising their 

feminine images, their heterosexuality might be questioned by their peers, especially 

when participating in traditionally male-dominated sports.  

Environmental Influences 

 Environmental influences impact individuals’ physical activity levels. These 

influences can be categorized as contextual or cultural. Contextual influences refer to 

the unchangeable elements of the immediate surroundings, such as, climate, terrain, 

and proximity of parks and fitness facilities. Cultural influences refer to changeable 

elements within a specific context, such as, home and school environments. The 

setting in which physical activity takes place is important as people tend to behave 

differently across situations (Giles-Corti, Timperio, Bull, & Pikora, 2005). Although 

the environment can impact physical activity levels, the environment alone does not 

determine physical activity involvement, as other influential agents must also be 

considered (Forsyth, Oakes, Lee, & Schmitz, 2009). 

Contextual Influences 

 Common contextual influences on physical activity include outdoor and 

unstructured activities, proximity, and physical layout. Highly structured and 

competitive activities that promote the development of ego-oriented attitudes have 
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been correlated with lower levels of physical activity in children and adolescents 

(Allender, Cowburn, & Foster, 2006). In contrast, having access to and initiating 

outdoor and unstructured activities have been positively correlated with increased 

levels of moderate-to-vigorous physical activity (MVPA; Brown et al., 2009), 

especially among adolescent girls (Graham, Wall, Larson, & Neumark-Sztainer, 

2014).  

 The type of neighbourhood in which individuals reside often influences their 

physical activity level. Residents in urban neighbourhoods tend to obtain more 

moderate levels of physical activity than residents in rural areas (Frost et al., 2010; 

Giles-Corti et al., 2005; Parks, Housmann, & Brownson, 2003; Plotnikoff et al., 

2004). Urban residents are more likely to live within walking distance to commonly 

frequented places, such as, grocery stores, post offices, and banks, increasing 

opportunities for physical activity. In contrast, rural residents generally must use 

motorized methods of transportation to reach such places, thus decreasing the number 

of opportunities to obtain physical activity.  

Proximity from fitness facilities can either inhibit or facilitate physical activity 

involvement. Reed and Philips (2005) suggest, “individuals who live close to their 

exercise facility may possibly be more inclined to exercise at higher intensity and 

longer if perceived inconvenience does not influence their decision” (p. 288). In 

contrast, those individuals living further away from fitness facilities are more likely to 

be overweight as there are fewer exercise venues in their surrounding environments 

(Blanchard et al., 2005). 
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The physical layout of an environment can be considered a contextual 

influence or a cultural one. With respect to physical activity as a contextual influence, 

the amount of green space available to children and adolescents can impact their 

physical activity levels. In a study conducted by Graham et al. (2014), 2793 male and 

female Grade 6 to 12 male (46.8%) and female (53.2%) students living in areas with a 

higher-than-median level of green space obtained approximately 30 minutes more of 

weekly MVPA than girls living in neighbourhoods with a below-median level of 

green space. Similarly, Tucker and colleagues (2009) found a positive correlation 

between Grade 7 and 8 (N=811; 11-13 years of age) students’ physical activity levels 

and percentage of park space in their surroundings.  

Cultural Influences 

Common cultural influences on physical activity include physical layout and 

school environments. Physical layout as a cultural influence refers to the physical 

elements within the context that can be altered. The built environment can either 

inhibit or promote physical activity through aspects “such as access to safe recreation, 

accessibility of recreation facilities, and transit options” (Popkin, Duffey, & Gordon-

Larsen, 2005, p. 605). For example, parents often choose to travel the extra distance 

with their children to parks offering more amenities, such as, picnic areas, larger 

green space, and a greater level of cleanliness, rather than relying solely on nearby 

parks (Tucker, Gilliland, & Irwin, 2007). However, parents are often unable to bring 

their children to facilities offering higher quality amenities due to busy work 

schedules or lack of transportation options. Children must therefore obtain physical 

activity in playgrounds and other facilities offered in their immediate environments.  
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Similar issues with regard to access to recreational facilities continue to 

impact individuals throughout adulthood (Heinrich et al., 2007; McGannon et al., 

2014). In Heinrich et al. (2007), physical activity data were collected from 452 

predominantly African American (79.6%) men (27.2%) and women (72.8%) residing 

in low-income housing developments. Participants completed a questionnaire about 

their current level of physical activity involvement. Researchers also measured 

neighbourhood characteristics, such as, availability of physical activity resources and 

street connectivity. Civilians who lived in neighbourhoods with greater street 

connectivity and better access to physical fitness resources had higher levels of 

physical activity. Similar findings were demonstrated in McGannon et al. (2014). In 

this study, men (45%) and women (55%) aged 44 and older living in rural 

neighbourhoods discussed in focus groups, several barriers to obtaining regular 

physical activity. Participants identified poorly maintained roads, trails, and 

sidewalks, and lack of nearby fitness facilities as barriers to engaging in physical 

activity. 

School settings are important venues for promoting physical activity 

(Timmons, Naylor, & Pfeiffer, 2007; Tremblay, Boudreau-Larivière, & Cimon-

Lambert, 2012), especially in physical education classes (Chow, McKenzie, & Louie, 

2015). The fostered environment in schools can significantly impact physical activity 

levels. Some schools place less emphasis on the importance of physical activity in an 

attempt to minimize the likelihood of risks and injury among students (Tremblay et 

al., 2012). Additionally, physical activity promotion is often not prioritized, as 

teachers and administrators feel they have more pressing issues to address (Tremblay 
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et al., 2012). However, positive experiences in physical education classes and 

organized sports may contribute to increased physical activity involvement during 

leisure time (Liukkonen et al., 2010).  

Students report having more positive experiences in physical education 

classes when individual skill development and enjoyment is emphasized rather than 

outperforming others (Allender et al., 2006; Barkoukis et al., 2008; Liukkonen et al., 

2010; Papaioannou & Kouli, 1999). Girls in particular may benefit from atmospheres 

where skill development and enjoyment is stressed as they are less inclined to make 

social comparisons and rely on feedback from external sources in these kinds of 

classes (Williams, 1994). In Constantinou, Manson, and Silverman (2009), 20 Grade 

7 and 8 girls were interviewed about their feelings towards physical education class. 

Participants were also observed during physical education classes to note any 

similarities or differences between their perceived thoughts and their actual 

behaviours. All girls, including those of lower athletic ability, enjoyed competing 

with their male classmates when perceiving a safe environment, free of any judgment. 

When competition is controlled to emphasize the development of teamwork and 

enjoyment, a safe environment is more likely to be fostered, thus allowing girls to feel 

more comfortable engaging in competition (Constantinou et al., 2009). Similar 

findings were observed in Lake (2001). Eighteen students (9 males, 9 females) 

between the ages of 16 and 18 were individually interviewed to explore their sport 

and physical education attitudes. Participants who reported enjoying competitive 

sports felt a sense of closeness with their teammates. However, those students who 
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indicated a dislike for competition felt uncomfortable in physical education classes, as 

they often received negative feedback from their teammates when failing to perform.  

Summary 

 Social agents, expectancies, values, costs, and environmental influences 

impact an individual’s physical activity experience. Certain variables may be more 

influential than others, depending on gender, age, and athletic ability. The objective 

of this study was to investigate how such elements either inhibited or enhanced 12 

female participants’ physical activity involvement. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



34 
 

CHAPTER 3: METHOD 

  

Data were collected from 12 female students between ages 17 and 24. Six 

women were in the Bachelor of Education program and the remaining six participants 

were Kinesiology and Health Studies students. Semi-structured interviews were held 

one-on-one. Before the interviews, participants were asked to complete the 

Demographics and Physical Activity Involvement Questionnaire to obtain 

information pertaining to basic demographic information and previous and current 

patterns of physical activity. Following the completion of the questionnaire, 

participants were asked 13 predetermined questions. Questions were designed to 

encourage the women to reflect on their previous and current attitudes and behaviours 

towards physical activity and consider any aspects that influenced or inhibited 

physical activity. Interviews were then transcribed and coded using an open coding 

system. A thematic approach (Braun & Clarke, 2006) was used during analysis. This 

method allowed for a set of themes and subthemes to emerge from the data. 

An exploratory case study design was implemented when collecting and 

analyzing data, as the purpose of the study was to gain an in-depth understanding of 

women’s lifelong attitudes and behaviours towards physical activity. As physical 

activity involvement cannot be separated from contextual influences, a case study 

design was determined to be the most effective approach (Yin, 2003). Additionally, 

an exploratory method was chosen, as the intent of the study was to investigate a 

variety of influential factors for engaging in or disengaging from physical activity. 
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Data Collection 

Participants  

Twelve female students aged 17-24 from Queen’s University were recruited to 

participate in this study, although the age range of the participants was narrower (18-

22). Professors from the Faculty of Education and the School of Kinesiology and 

Health Studies (SKHS) were contacted for permission to schedule a five-minute 

presentation at the beginning of a class to explain the study. Details about the study 

and contact information were provided to all students. Furthermore, posters were 

displayed in common areas to students around both the Education and SKHS 

buildings. Participants who were interested in taking part in the study contacted the 

researcher via email. Six participants from the Faculty of Education and six from the 

School of Kinesiology and Health Studies from all physical fitness levels were 

selected on a first-come-first-serve basis until the maximum number of participants 

was recruited from both programs of study. Females over the age of 24 were excluded 

from the study to increase the trustworthiness of the data, as the study was largely 

retrospective in nature.  
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Table 1. Description of Study Participants  

Participant School Age University Year 
Activity 

Level 

Millie Education 18 First	Year	
Undergraduate Active 

Sue Education 22 B.Ed.	student Active 
Valerie Education 22 B.Ed.	student Active 

Kat Education 18 First	Year	
Undergraduate Semi-Active 

Peg Education 22 B.Ed.	student Semi-Active 
Zoe Education 21 B.Ed.	student Semi-Active 

Amy SKHS 21 Fourth	Year	+	
Undergraduate Active 

Ann SKHS 21 Fourth	Year	+	
Undergraduate Active 

Jill SKHS 21 Fourth	Year	+	
Undergraduate Active 

Mary SKHS 21 Fourth	Year	+	
Undergraduate Active 

Meg SKHS 21 
Fourth	Year	or	
More	
Undergraduate 

Active 

Sally SKHS 22 Master’s	 Active 
 

Procedure 

Once clearance from the General Research Ethics Board (GREB) at Queen’s 

University was obtained (see Appendix A), data were collected through semi-

structured interviews. This method can be an effective means of data collection when 

researchers intend to gain an insightful view from each individual participant 

concerning a specific topic (Qu & Dumay, 2011; Riley & Hawe, 2005; Turner, 2010). 

Semi-structured interviews allowed for the possibility of asking probing questions to 

further explore any intriguing responses given by participants (Arthur & Nazroo, 

2003). Additionally, interviews were held one-on-one with these women to ensure a 
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higher level of confidentiality in hopes they would feel more comfortable sharing 

their true thoughts and feelings towards physical activity. 

 Interviews were held at either the Faculty of Education or the School of 

Kinesiology and Health Studies. Participants were given the option of choosing their 

preferred location. At the beginning of each interview, participants were seated in a 

quiet room where the structure of the session and the risks and benefits of the study 

were explained. Students were informed they were not obligated to answer any 

questions that made them feel uncomfortable. Each individual was made aware that a 

voice-recording device would be used to record the entire interview and were 

reassured that the information provided would be kept confidential to the extent 

possible. Once the process was explained and all questions were answered, those 

women agreeing to take part in the study signed two copies of the Consent Form 

(Appendix B). Participants retained one copy for their personal records, while the 

second copy was returned to the researcher.  

 All women were asked to complete the Demographics and Physical Activity 

Involvement Questionnaire for the first five minutes prior to the interview. The 

questionnaire consisted of three questions pertaining to basic demographic 

information and current and previous involvement in physical activity (Appendix C). 

The purpose of this questionnaire was to inform the researcher about the participants’ 

general physical activity involvement. It additionally allowed the women more time 

to carefully consider their attitudes and behaviours towards physical activity before 

the interview began. Interviews followed the completion of the questionnaire. All 

participants were asked 13 predetermined questions (Appendix D). These questions 
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encouraged students to reflect on their current and previous levels of physical 

activity, while considering any influential aspects that promoted or inhibited them 

from engaging in physical activity during childhood and adolescence. The women 

explained the extent to which their physical activity levels changed during the 

transition into adolescence, and articulated how they felt about physical activity in 

general during this time. Although the interview questions were set in advance, 

interviewees were encouraged to expand upon their answers. Interviews lasted for 

approximately 45 minutes, with the shortest interview being 39 minutes and the 

longest 51 minutes. At the end of each interview, participants received a $25 prepaid 

VISA gift certificate as compensation for their participation in the study. 

Previous retrospective qualitative studies investigating physical activity 

attitudes and behaviours were reviewed to assess whether or not these studies’ 

interview questions would be appropriate for the current study. Although several of 

these studies reveal intriguing findings (e.g., Coakley & White, 1992; Côté, Ericsson, 

& Law, 2005; Knowles, Niven, & Fawkner, 2014; MacDonald et al., 2009; 

Robertson-Wilson, Baker, Derbinshyre, & Côté, 2003; Thompson, Humbert, & 

Mirwald, 2003), the interview questions from these studies would not be effective in 

exploring previous physical activity experiences among young adult females. The 

most frequently encountered issue with previous retrospective studies is that the 

samples consisted of older adults, and therefore the interview questions inquired 

about factors that are likely irrelevant to females between the ages of 17 and 24. For 

example, these studies often included questions relating to marriage/significant others 

and the impact of having children on one’s level of physical activity. The interview 



39 
 

questions from Thompson et al. (2003) were strongly considered for the current 

study, as it is a retrospective interview study designed to explore previous physical 

activity experiences in participants from a variety of physical activity levels. 

However, the interview protocol from this study was not adopted as the sample 

consisted of older adults and the questions would not be as relevant to younger adults.  

The second issue encountered with previous retrospective physical activity 

studies is that the purpose of these studies was to investigate aspects related to 

lifestyle and health differences, or athletic development. The interview questions 

from MacDonald et al. (2009), for example, were considered, as sedentary and 

athletic adults were interviewed; however, the purpose of the study was to explore the 

factors that led athletic adults to become master athletes. It was determined that the 

interview protocol from MacDonald et al. (2009) would not be appropriate for the 

current study, as the purpose of the current study was to examine influential factors 

for engaging in physical activity for health purposes rather than for athletic 

development. A similar instance was encountered when reviewing a study conducted 

by Côté et al. (2005), as differences in athletic training and high-level performance 

during adolescence were explored. 

The few studies that interviewed individuals, specifically females, about the 

factors that influenced or deterred them from engaging in physical activity are not 

retrospective as participants were either children or adolescents. Knowles et al. 

(2014) and Coakley and White (1992) interviewed adolescents, inquiring if 

participants were physically active and why they chose to engage or refrain from 

physical activity. Although the current study explored this aspect in adult females, 
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this study also sought to understand how participants’ physical activity experiences 

during childhood and adolescence continue to have an impact on present physical 

activity levels. The interview questions from Knowles et al. (2014) and Coakley and 

White (1992) were therefore ruled out, as the interview questions for the current study 

must be pertinent to young adults and designed in a retrospective format. As it was 

determined that retrospective interview questions from previous studies would not be 

effective in attempting to answer the research questions, a set of new questions was 

created (see Appendix D). 

Data Analysis	

All interviews were recorded using Garage Band 10.1.4 on a Mac laptop, 

version 10.11.6. Following the completion of the interviews, as soon as possible data, 

the researcher manually transcribed them verbatim using Microsoft Word. A thematic 

approach (Braun & Clarke, 2006) and a constant comparative analysis (Corbin & 

Strauss, 1990) were used when analyzing the findings. Data from two SKHS 

interviews and two Bachelor of Education were manually coded separately using an 

open coding system. These interviews were chosen at random. In regard to the 

thematic approach, features of the data, such as words and sentences, representing 

ideas of interest (Braun & Clarke, 2006) were labeled with a code to summarize a key 

element expressed by the participant (Strauss, 1987). For example, ‘my parents were 

always willing to drive me to practices’ and ‘my dad actually coached me for years’ 

were labeled as ‘parental support.’ Codes were compared to observe any repeated 

patterns in the data (Braun & Clarke, 2006) and then sorted into potential themes and 

subthemes (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Once two SKHS interviews were coded, using a 
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constant comparative analysis approach (Corbin & Strauss, 1990), the potential 

themes from both transcripts were analyzed simultaneously for similarities and 

discrepancies. The themes from both interviews were then combined to create one set 

of candidate themes and subthemes. The same process was repeated for the Bachelor 

of Education participants. The two sets of potential themes from the two SKHS 

interviews and the two Bachelor of Education were then analyzed simultaneously. A 

final set of themes and subthemes was then created. These themes were determined to 

be consistent with the theoretical framework, thus further informing analysis. The 

remaining eight interviews were coded for these overarching themes and subthemes 

with attention to the possibility of discrepant data that did not fit within these themes 

and subthemes. No such data were found. 

Following the coding of each transcript, demographic information was 

assessed. The answers participants provided for “how much did you participate in 

physical activity during childhood and adolescence?” and “how often are you 

currently physically active?” were compared to the answers given during the 

interviews to ensure consistency. During interviews, each woman was asked to 

approximate her average time spent engaging in physical activity and to explain how 

this level of activity was achieved. For example, several women participated in 

intramural sports for one to two hours a week and went to the gym for a set amount of 

time on certain days of the week. Those participants who met the recommended 

physical activity guidelines were categorized as ‘active’ (n=9) and those participants 

who did not meet the guidelines or provided a contested explanation of how they 

obtained physical activity were categorized as ‘semi-active’ (n=3).  
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Trustworthiness 

Shenton (2004) describes four main criteria (credibility, transferability, 

dependability, and confirmability) that must be considered when attempting to 

enhance the trustworthiness of qualitative data. Credibility refers to a study’s level of 

internal validity; meaning that certain methods must be employed to ensure the 

intended object of study is actually investigated. Transferability represents the extent 

to which a study’s findings can be generalized to a larger population. Dependability is 

the degree to which similar findings would be observed should a study be replicated 

in the same context, using the same methods and sample of participants. The final 

component in achieving trustworthiness, confirmability, refers to the level of 

objectivity in a study. To demonstrate confirmability, researchers must recognize and 

eliminate the influence of their own biases to ensure the data is representative of the 

participants’ experiences.  

Measures were put into place to enhance the trustworthiness of the data. To 

increase the credibility of the study, site triangulation was used in that participants 

were recruited from two separate university unit to avoid encountering local factors 

specific to one institution (Shenton, 2004). Tactics to encourage participants to be 

open and honest about their experiences were also implemented during interviews, as 

informants were made aware of their rights with respect to confidentiality and 

withdrawal procedures. Participants might also have been more inclined to express 

their true thoughts, as the researcher is also a female belonging to the same age group 

as the women in this study, thus likely increasing feelings of relatedness. 

Furthermore, iterative questioning was used as a method to uncover any 
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inconsistencies. For instance, probing questions were rephrased to ensure 

participants’ answers were consistent throughout the interview. Answers were then 

repeated back to participants for accuracy.  

Although transferability, dependability, and confirmability are often more 

difficulty to demonstrate in qualitative research (Shenton, 2004), at least one strategy 

for each of these three components was implemented. For transferability, participant 

samples often consist of only a few individuals (Shenton, 2004); however, in the 

present study, 12 interviews were conducted. Furthermore, the themes and subthemes 

that emerged from the data were compared to previous research for consistency. 

Similarly, dependability is often difficult to ensure in qualitative research as the 

situation in which the study takes place is static and is unable to be replicated. As an 

alternative, Shenton (2004) suggests that researchers provide a rich description of 

methods used in a study to help future researchers assess the extent to which proper 

qualitative methods were implemented. Such a rich description is given in the current 

chapter. Confirmability of a study can be enhanced but is often difficult to completely 

eliminate. Strategies listed by Shenton (2004) were followed to increase the 

confirmability of the study through an explanation for the choices of methods and 

acknowledgment of possible shortcomings of these methods. The autobiographical 

piece at the beginning of the thesis outlines the researcher’s background and 

perspectives related to physical activity, thereby indicating possible biases. The most 

important bias that must be highlighted is the notion that physical activity is highly 

valued by the researcher. This bias may have possibly affected the interpretation of 

the data. 
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CHAPTER 4: ACTIVE STUDENTS 

 

All of the participants who were physically active (n=9) in this study were 

placed in the ‘Active Students’ group. Sally, Jill, Ann, Amy, Meg, Mary, Sue, 

Valerie, and Millie had overall positive physical activity experiences in childhood and 

adolescence and continue to enjoy a variety of sports and other activities. They each 

obtain at least 150 minutes of moderate-to-vigorous physical activity per week, thus 

meeting the recommended physical activity guidelines. All nine women were able to 

support their answer given for the question, How often are you currently physically 

active?, on the Demographics and Physical Activity Involvement Questionnaire by 

describing the types of activities in which they engage. For example, most of these 

women exercise at their university’s fitness facility on certain days of the week for a 

set amount of time. With the possible exception of exam periods, participants meet 

the recommended amount of physical activity each week. 

Social Agents 

All of the Active Students list social agents as having a significant impact on 

their physical activity levels throughout childhood and adolescence, with social 

agents referring to different types of individuals within participants’ social 

environments who influence them to initiate physical activities. Family members 

were the most influential social agents during childhood. During adolescence, parents 

continued to offer support; however, participants began to independently initiate their 

own physical activity involvement. Peer influences increased slightly during 
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adolescence, while teacher and coach influences did not change from childhood to 

adolescence. 

Family 

Starting from a young age, these women regarded parents, siblings, and 

extended family members as role models for physical activity, with parents the most 

important for initiating physical activity, especially in the early stages of childhood. 

They remember their parents putting them into organized activities as children and 

initiating outdoor family activities. For example, Millie recalls her dance involvement 

from a young age: “My mom put me into dance when I was really young.” Ann 

echoes a similar experience: “I know my parents put me into a lot of sports as a kid.” 

Meg offers a different experience, as cardiovascular disease is highly prevalent in her 

family: “I know it’s odd as a young child, but my parents really stressed health and 

even my mom was into healthy eating.” From a young age, Meg was made aware of 

this family illness and how to decrease its likelihood through physical activity. 

Parents would also encourage these interviewees to play outside and engage in 

activities with them. Jill remembers, “My dad would pass with me.” When Ann “was 

really little and my dad came home from work, he would come outside and play catch 

and baseball with me.” 

Active students’ parents offered support and encouragement, including 

financial support, provision of a variety of sports opportunities, transportation, and 

emotional support. The women received the greatest amount of parental support and 

encouragement when they were young (from early childhood until the start of 

adolescence). Parents continued to offer financial, transportation, and emotional 
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support during their adolescence. Millie’s mother  “always looked at different 

workshops and things that I could do to improve myself.” Similar to Millie, Sally’s 

parents “were always just very supportive 100%.” Parental influences remain strong 

for Amy even now when she is living at home during the summer: “It’s more like my 

mom and I want to be healthy together so if she’s going she’ll be like ‘put your 

running shoes on and let’s go.’” As a young adult, Amy’s mother’s support may not 

be offered monetarily or by providing transportation; however, encouragement to 

engage in physical activity is still apparent. 

Jill, Sally, Ann, and Mary recall looking up to their older siblings. Jill and 

Sally remember watching their older brothers play sports and wanting to engage in 

the activity with them. Ann’s brother  “was captain of the rugby team and all this so 

instantly I was like ‘I have to be captain of a team, I have to be that good at sports.’” 

Ann and her brother would play sports outside after school: “I would always try to 

beat him, so he was a big factor for me to get into sports.” Sibling influences 

continued to play an important role into adolescence for Mary as she looked up to her 

older sister: “She kind of mentored me and helped me out.” Although Mary’s 

mentoring relationship with her sister differed from Ann’s competitive relationship 

with her brother, both were motivated to engage in physical activities in hopes of 

being more like their siblings. 

Jill and Amy list extended family members as having an influence on their 

decisions to take up new sports in adolescence. After watching her cousin play 

lacrosse, Jill remembers: “Biggest thing for me was my cousin, he played, and I 

always looked up to him.” Amy had a similar experience when deciding to try out for 
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her high school’s field hockey team: “My cousin who I grew up with, she’s like my 

best friend, was very into field hockey.” In the first case, Jill aspired to be like her 

cousin “because he was really athletic.” Jill’s admiration for her cousin’s athleticism 

had a profound impact that led her to become involved with lacrosse in hopes of 

achieving similar athletic goals as he had. In the second case, Amy’s friendship with 

her cousin led her to join the field hockey team. Amy’s aunt and mother coached her 

cousin’s team, further influencing her to pursue field hockey: “My mom and aunt 

coached her team so it kind of motivated me to try it out.” 

Peers 

Although active students all express having an intrinsic interest in physical 

activities, the social aspects were seen as an extra benefit. For example, intramurals 

were a time to obtain exercise but also to socialize with friends. Fitness classes were 

more enjoyable when attending with friends. Meg “would never go to a spin class by 

myself but when my whole house is going I would love to join them.” Although 

socializing with peers is enjoyable for these women, Jill “would engage in sport or 

physical activity if my friends were there but if they weren’t I would do it 

anyways…I wouldn’t depend on them,” as would Sally. Participants would also 

encourage their friends to participate in physical activities with them and vice versa.  

Many of the participants’ friendships were formed through physical activity 

involvement: “I’ve met a lot of friends that way so it’s a social aspect” (Sue). As a 

result, participants share similar physical activity values with their peers. Valerie and 

her friends prefer to engage in physical activities when spending time together: 

“Good friends of mine…and I are both into being active so, instead of going for 
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dinner, we’ll go for a hike instead.” Millie met several of her friends through dance 

and often participates in physical activities with them. Furthermore, with kickboxing 

during high school, Millie’s  “friend had heard about it and I thought it would be a 

good idea then we found the gym together… it’s nice to have someone…I probably 

wouldn’t have gone alone.” Although Millie engages in physical activities on her 

own, her level of motivation is further enhanced by peer influences. 

Teachers and Coaches  

Teachers and coaches played a significant role in these women’s attitudes and 

behaviours towards physical activity throughout childhood and adolescence. 

Everyone except Mary describes coach influences. Additionally, five participants 

(Sally, Jill, Ann, Meg, and Valerie) address the role of teacher influences. As for 

Mary, Amy, Sue, and Millie, they do not talk about specific teacher influences on 

their physical activity development; however, they do comment on the overall school 

atmosphere. 

Coaches who fostered enjoyment for the sport, provided opportunities for skill 

development, and showed genuine interest in the overall well-being of their players 

were seen as effective. Valerie, Jill, Meg, Sally, Millie, and Ann indicate that their 

relationships with their coaches were especially strong. They continue to contact their 

coaches on a regular basis. Valerie explains: “We still joke around with him and see 

him, so he was a really positive influence on us and good at building a team 

atmosphere and dynamics.” Academic support from coaches who were teachers 

played an important role so participants had more time for their sports. The extra time 

Jill received to complete her schoolwork allowed her to take part in her sports: “He 
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always gave me extra time because of sports events.” Meg reflects a similar 

experience, noting that the majority of her teachers were willing to make 

accommodations due to her athletic involvement. 

In contrast, coaches and PE teachers who failed to provide opportunities for 

development and to display genuine interest in their players were identified as 

inhibiting further physical activity involvement. “I probably dropped out of 

gymnastics because of my coaches…she was pretty demanding of us and very loud 

with her demands” (Sue). Similarly, Amy’s dance instructor “just stopped caring as 

much. We were at a point where we weren’t super highly competitive and they were 

like ‘these girls are mediocre, let’s just keep giving them mediocre routines.’” Amy’s 

disinterest in dancing competitively led her coach to take less interest in her and her 

fellow dancers. However, both Sue and Amy were involved in other sports and 

activities, allowing them to remain physically active during adolescence. 

Expectations 

All the interviewees were affected by their expectations when deciding 

whether or not to engage in physical activity. Participants had expectations about 

their perceived athletic ability to complete physical activity tasks and expected 

specific outcomes when initiating certain activities. Their expectations are divided 

into two categories: Athletic Ability and Gender Stereotypes. Athletic ability refers to 

participants’ evaluations of their individual capability to engage in physical activities. 

Sue, Valerie, Amy, and Ann, comment on their feelings of perceived athletic ability. 

Their physical activity levels were somewhat affected by their feelings of athletic 

ability, particularly during adolescence. Other than Amy, all participants comment on 
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gender stereotypes. When transitioning into adolescence, gender differences became 

more apparent to participants; however, these expectations did not discourage them 

from engaging in physical activity.  

Athletic Ability 

 Amy, Ann, Sue, and Valerie address the impact of athletic ability on their 

physical activity involvement. As a child, Amy avoided engaging in activities in 

which she was less skilled: “I know I did not like doing something when I was not 

good at it.” In contrast, Ann feels that her athletic ability was irrelevant during 

childhood: “I used to love playing tennis when I was little and liked doing gymnastics 

but they weren’t sports that I was the best at.” At times, Ann felt “I wasn’t that good 

and couldn’t make it on to the teams” during elementary school (Grades 1 to 4). 

However, she would continue to engage in the activities she enjoyed, regardless of 

how she felt about her athletic ability. For Sue, she believes that had she not been 

“coordinated and able to pick up sports,” she would not have enjoyed physical 

education classes and her physical activity participation would have likely decreased. 

 As she entered into high school, Amy decided to discontinue her involvement 

in softball, as the only leagues available to her were at the rep level: “I don’t think I 

was really good enough to be playing at those levels and those were the rep teams, so 

you’re paying for it.” Had a recreational softball league been offered to her, Amy 

would have continued to take part in the sport. Similarly, Ann’s feelings of 

competence in volleyball were impacted by trying out for higher level leagues: “I saw 

that I was actually not the best and not very good compared to these people.” 

However, Ann’s feelings of athletic ability in high school remained relatively high: “I 
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also went to a very small private school so, in volleyball or other sports, I was always 

one of the top athletes. I would even say I was the best person on my volleyball team 

in high school.” 

Gender Stereotypes 

 Other than Amy, all participants comment on gender stereotypes with regard 

to physical activity. As a child, Jill was unaware of gender differences until she 

attended school: “I didn’t really realize that there was this difference between genders 

and sports until I would go to school and they would be talking about how you 

couldn’t play hockey and lacrosse.” In contrast, Mary had no expectations about 

gender in elementary school. Yet she noticed a shift in gender roles in Grades 6 and 

7: “Definitely at that point it really discouraged me because the boys were playing the 

sports and the girls just sat and hung out.” Mary would have preferred to play soccer 

with her male classmates but felt this option would not have been socially acceptable. 

However, as Mary transitioned into high school, the gender differences from middle 

school were less, as she had opportunities to join a variety of sports teams at her 

school: “Once I got into high school, I didn’t really see as big of a difference because 

we had a lot of opportunities to play the sports.” Likewise, Valerie comments on this 

shift in gender roles: “In the primary grades I think guys and girls are kind of at the 

same fitness level. In middle school…guys are a lot stronger than girls at this age, so 

it was a very intimidating atmosphere.” 

 Ann was on several co-ed sports teams in high school. Although girls showed 

more interest in certain sports, the majority of the players on the teams were boys: 

“On the team…there would be like 10 boys and 6 girls even though more girls tried 
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out.” Ann always made the teams for which she tried out, although she often felt a 

gender imbalance among her teammates: “When you’re smaller, I think it just makes 

it more difficult because they look more towards the guys to have more skill 

development.” 

 Sally, Meg, and Valerie remember believing boys were always more 

competitive than girls. Sally enjoyed playing with her male peers during physical 

education classes throughout childhood and adolescence: “I always thought the boys 

were more competitive and it’s so much more fun.” For Meg, “the guys in my class 

were always competitive and I was always engaged in athletics…I was competitive 

with them.” Meg feels her Grade 9 physical education class should have been co-ed, 

rather than gender-segregated because “some of the girls they like to have the guys 

there for competitiveness and they can develop as well.” In contrast, Valerie did not 

enjoy the higher level of competition offered by her male classmates as she felt self-

conscious of her perceived lower skill level. She continues to believe men 

“generally…have a bigger capacity for strength.” 

 Jill and Ann comment on the barriers of gender differences with respect to 

physical activity. Jill wishes she could have “played guys’ sports…but I’ve always 

been a smaller person so it would have been kind of hard to do that.” She recognizes 

the need for gender-segregated sports teams, as men are innately more athletically 

inclined than women. Still Jill sees no valid reason for having different rules for 

men’s and women’s sports: “There’s no contact in girls’ lacrosse…it’s a completely 

different game. I would rather play the boys’ game.” Jill feels women’s lacrosse has a 

different set of rules to remain in line with society’s definition of femininity: “To me 
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guys hitting guys is the equivalent to girls hitting girls…I just don’t understand what 

the difference would be…I think it has a lot to do with the appearance of being 

womanly.”  

 Ann continues to be impacted by her gender when participating in co-ed 

sports. She often feels under pressure to demonstrate her skills: “On a guys’ team, I 

feel like I have to show them all the time…I guess there was always that little nudge 

that I could never hit as far as them even if I tried super hard.” Ann acknowledges the 

pressure she feels to prove her adequacy in co-ed sports is internally motivated rather 

than externally motivated: “I’m pretty sure the guys I play with would never be like 

that but it’s just that thing you have in your head.” 

Values and Costs 

 All of the active students are motivated by their individual values when 

engaging in physical activity. Participants would often take part in physical activity 

because they were interested in sports and enjoyed their activities of choice. Interest 

played an important role in influencing these women to participate in physical activity 

during childhood and adolescence. Each woman also recognized physical activity as 

being useful to maintaining optimal levels of physical and mental health. The 

multiple uses of physical activity were influential, especially at the present time, as all 

participants recognize the health benefits of physical activity. A high level of 

importance was placed on physical activity, as athletics were an integral part of these 

women’s individual identities. Although active students highly value physical 

activity, they identify costs of engaging in it. For instance, all women list loss of time 

for other responsibilities and commitments as a cost of physical activity. 
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Interest 

 All participants are motivated by their level of interest in fitness when 

engaging in physical activity. In childhood, Sally, Mary, Amy, Millie, Sue, and 

Valerie would be physically active for enjoyment. “I just love it” (Sally). “It was just 

fun to do” (Mary). Similarly, Amy was primarily motivated to attend dance practices 

because of her inherent interest in the sport: “I’m doing it more so because I like 

dance.” Likewise, Millie believes her passion for dance led to her extensive 

involvement in the sport: “The passion I found in dance was what influenced me to 

stick with it.” 

In contrast, Valerie attributes her disengagement from cross-country running 

and swimming to her lack of interest in the sports. In Grade 5, she quit swimming as 

she completed all of the levels offered at her community’s pool. The option of 

practicing her acquired swimming skills was available to Valerie but did not interest 

her: “I was with a lot of the older kids and swimming lessons were like swimming 

laps and to me that was more of a chore.”  

 Participants continued to be motivated by their interests during adolescence. 

“I was more intrinsically motivated at that point rather than going to external factors 

to motivate me to do sport” (Ann). Sally would schedule physical activity into her 

daily routine: “I always made time for it, and it was something I always looked 

forward to.” Similarly for Sue, “I almost manage everything around my physical 

activity.” For Meg, interest impacted her energy expenditure during sports games and 

practices: “My interest level in different activities like, in volleyball, I wasn’t super 

interested in that.” 
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 All of the active students identify their interest for fitness as a primary 

motivator to continue engaging in physical activity. Ann currently participates in 

sports because “it’s just fun. I enjoy it.” Similarly, Mary takes part in intramural 

sports “because it’s fun to do.” Amy goes to the gym because “I like to be there and I 

like to spend time there.” Amy’s inherent interest for physical activity led her to study 

Kinesiology at university: “I have an interest in sport and physical activity and then 

being in that program continues to lead me to do physical activity.” 

Usefulness 

 Active students were all motivated to engage in physical activity for health 

benefits. Sue believes physical activity is “a very important thing to do to lead a long 

and healthy lifestyle.” When Mary completes a workout at the gym, “I feel good and 

healthy and I have a pretty good day.” Likewise for Sally, “it makes me feel healthy.” 

Meg is particularly motivated to achieve optimum levels of health as cardiovascular 

disease runs in her family: “I always knew it was good for your health and knew our 

family has really bad cardiovascular disease…I know I need to exercise because of 

my health.” Jill reflects a similar experience, as “living a healthy lifestyle is very 

important in your life.” 

 Valerie, Sally, Ann, Meg, Sue, and Millie also engage in physical activity for 

mental health benefits. For Valerie, “physical activity makes me feel better…it’s also 

a coping mechanism…I find on days when I’m not active I’m irritable and don’t sleep 

well.” “Going for a run helps separate from all your daily activities, and I guess just 

be free for a little while” (Sally). Ann uses physical activity as an emotional outlet: 

“After an exam, if it went poorly, I just love to go run it out or go on the treadmill or 
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elliptical and just get my mind off it” (Ann). With respect to Meg, “I know I go to the 

gym sometimes to clear my mind…after I exercise all my attention is on my work.” 

 Ann, Sally, and Jill additionally participate in regular physical activity to build 

skill development in their respective sports. “I just wanted to be more active and try 

to get in better shape so I could be a better player at school” (Ann). Sally engages in 

any activity “that comes along with maintaining the ability to run.” Jill is required to 

work on her lacrosse skills at practices during the week before she can play in 

weekend games: “My driving motivation is that I want to play in the games on the 

weekend so I need to work hard now in order to play.” 

Importance 

 Sally, Amy, Ann, Mary, Jill, Valerie, Sue, and Millie place a high level of 

importance on physical activity. In high school, Sally, Amy, and Ann took part in 

regular physical activity to master the sports in which they were involved. Personal 

accomplishments were associated with mastering sports. “I just really wanted to 

develop myself” (Sally). When Amy was unable to learn new dance skills, she 

withdrew from the sport, as she had no perceived goal to work towards: “I still 

wanted to be progressing.” Similarly for Ann, “it was more so me wanting to get 

better at this sport…I enjoyed playing them and being a leader on the team.” 

Sally, Jill, Ann, Valerie, and Sue list physical activity as an important part of 

their individual identities. Sally has identified herself as an athlete since the onset of 

adolescence: “I just identified I guess as an athlete…that’s how I found my friend 

group, that’s how I kind of relate to my peers.” During high school physical education 

classes, she “could just get out on the field because then I just felt like I was in my 
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element.” For Jill, “physical activity is kind of part of who I am. I don’t think I would 

be the same person if I didn’t play sports or if I didn’t go to the gym.” Ann’s sports 

and physical activities have helped her to define herself as a person: “Getting to know 

my personal identity, yes I’m an athlete, I have this, this, and this award to show it. 

So it was kind of shaping me and allowing me to find myself as a person as well.” 

Valerie and Sue believe their friends often see them as the most physically active 

individuals within their social circles and see physical activity as a part of their 

individual identities. “I’m kind of known as the active one in my friend group” 

(Valerie). “I think it’s something they associate with me” (Sue). 

Costs 

 All active women list loss of time for other responsibilities and commitments 

as a cost of engaging in physical activity. Millie, Jill, Amy, Sue, Sally, and Valerie 

have been affected by the cost of time since their transition into high school. In her 

second semester of Grade 12, Millie had to discontinue her kickboxing classes as she 

needed more time to complete her schoolwork: “Getting into second semester I just 

didn’t have the time.” Likewise, Jill “wanted to play hockey but I also wanted to get 

good marks to come here so I had to stop playing hockey for that year.” Both Millie 

and Jill were unable to continue their involvement in multiple activities, as they 

required additional time to devote to academics. In the same way, Amy was unable to 

join her dance club’s competitive league as “I had other commitments outside so I 

couldn’t offer the time needed to be at that level.” 

 Mary’s, Ann’s, Amy’s, Meg’s, Millie’s, and Valerie’s physical activity levels 

are presently influenced by the cost of time. “I like being physically active but I feel 
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like I don’t always have enough time” (Mary). “If I have a ton of classes and just 

have to do work and study…and do hours in the clinic, I don’t really have time left to 

go to the gym, so I’ll skip a day” (Ann). Amy and Meg place greater emphasis on 

academics rather than physical activity, especially during exam periods: “It’s more 

important to pass the midterm than going to the gym for an hour” (Amy). “With 

school, obviously my priority is to do my homework and assignments” (Meg). 

Environmental Influences 

 All participants list Environmental Influences as having an impact on their 

physical activity levels. Environmental Influences are divided into two categories: 

Contextual Influences and Cultural Influences. Contextual Influences refer to the 

unchangeable elements of the immediate surroundings. For example, Canada’s cold 

winter temperatures maintain ideal conditions for sports, such as skating and skiing, 

and can be considered contextual influences. The most common contextual influences 

listed by participants include outdoor activities, structured activities, proximity of 

fitness facilities, and physical layout. Cultural Influences refer to the changeable 

elements within a specific context. For example, the type of atmosphere promoted in 

physical education classes played an important role in determining participants’ 

comfort levels when engaging in activities. Several contexts listed under Cultural 

Influences consist of static elements; however, other variables within these contexts 

can be manipulated to shape the overall experience. Participants list physical 

education classes, school and university contexts, physical layout, and media as 

contexts where cultural influences were most prevalent.  
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Contextual Influences 

Active students (all except Amy and Millie) frequently engaged in outdoor 

and unstructured activities as children. Ann, Mary, Sally, and Jill would regularly 

play outside with their siblings and family members. Ann and her brother “would 

always go out front and play basketball with him just before dinner every day.” Mary 

and her sister were instructed by their parents to spend time outdoors after they 

arrived home from school: “We would always get home and were not allowed inside 

if it was nice. We were always running around and playing games together.” Sally’s 

and Valerie’s families would normally engage in outdoor and unstructured activities 

instead of taking other vacations: “My family was huge on camping…that was like 

the family trip so it was always canoeing, hiking, and stuff like that” (Sally). For 

Meg, all of her physical activities were outdoor and unstructured until she was 8 years 

old. She played a variety of pick-up games at her campsite and would go “swimming 

at the beach.”  

Although Amy does not describe her childhood physical activities as being 

outdoor or unstructured, her current activities are exclusively outdoor and 

unstructured. When she is living at home in the summer, Amy and her mother go 

running outdoors. “I do more running there than I ever do here. The weather also 

plays a factor into that.” Throughout the academic year, Amy regularly goes to her 

school’s fitness facility where she obtains the majority of her physical activity. As she 

prefers engaging in multiple activities at shorter intervals, Amy independently 

designs her own workouts rather than following structured regimens or attending 

fitness classes: “I do circuits, so it’s different activities rather than the same activity 
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consistently.” Similarly, the majority of Sue’s activities are mostly unstructured for 

ease of scheduling: “I do a lot of recreation things; it’s not organized anymore.” 

Sally, Jill, Meg, Mary, Amy, and Millie address the impact of proximity on 

their physical activity levels. Sally’s close proximity to a lake and her community’s 

swimming pool played an important role in how frequently she swam as a child: “I 

was always around the pool and around the water. I live close to the lake.” Likewise, 

all of Meg’s activities took place within walking distance from home: “My school 

was there, the basketball court, the YMCA was where the swimming pool was, the 

gym, so definitely proximity had a large impact on it.” Mary’s physical activity 

involvement continues to be affected by proximity today: “At school it’s so great 

because the gym is so close but at home I live an hour away from the closest gym, so 

I find that limits it.” Amy reflects a parallel experience: “I do more physical activity 

when I’m at school as opposed to at home just because it’s so accessible here.” 

Three interviewees comment on how proximity was at times a barrier to 

obtaining physical activity. In elementary school, Mary was unable to take part in 

organized sports and activities: “We lived really far away, so that was a reason why 

we weren’t in a structured sport or after-school program.” Jill was unable to play 

hockey at a young age as there were no girls’ hockey teams in her community: 

“Hockey especially I would have wanted to play earlier but it wasn’t really 

possible…to have to go that extra distance to play hockey would have been a little too 

much.” Although Sally enjoyed growing up in the country, she believes her physical 

activity involvement would have been somewhat different if she had lived in a more 
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populated area: “We had to drive. It wasn’t long but still just that extra step, a little 

less accessible.” 

Cultural Influences  

All participants (except Valerie) enjoyed physical education classes during 

childhood and adolescence. “Gym class was usually just my favourite time” (Sally). 

The women mostly enjoyed playing sports during physical education classes and 

welcomed competition with their peers. “There was competitiveness for sure…there 

were a lot of people in the class though who weren’t competitive though…which was 

frustrating at times” (Meg). “I was always one of the competitive ones. I was always 

eager to do my best and win if it was a game” (Mary). Jill also enjoyed physical 

education classes, despite feeling the classes might not have promoted a positive 

atmosphere for all students: “It jived with what I liked but it was not group-

oriented…It kind of segregated people because it was pretty clear who was an athlete 

and who would sit on the side.”  

Overall, Valerie also enjoyed her physical education classes, especially in 

elementary school, although she developed mixed feelings for the subject during 

adolescence. Valerie’s comfort level fluctuated, as it was dependent on the sport that 

was played each day. As she moved into Grade 9 Physical Education, Valerie felt 

more intimidated as her class shared the gym with a Grade 11 class: “Sometimes they 

would mix the games and that was kind of scary as a Grade 9 girl.” Although 

Valerie’s level of physical activity decreased slightly in physical education classes, 

she remained active outside of school. 
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 In contrast, Ann believes individual skill development was emphasized in her 

middle school physical education classes rather than competition: “It was more so if 

you do better and show improvement from where you were going into the session.” 

She believes that her middle school made a better attempt to promote positive 

physical activity development compared to the elementary school she attended: “I just 

thought it was a better program…overall compared to the school I was at 

before…they probably just encourage physical activity more so than the other school 

I went to.” A variety of unique sports was offered at Ann’s middle school, such as 

European handball and croquet. In the same way, Amy’s Grade 11 and 12 physical 

education classes exposed her to less conventional sports: “We would go on a hiking 

trip or a kayak trip. We’d do rock climbing.” 

Amy, Ann, and Sue were affected by the School of Kinesiology and Health 

Studies: “I think if I was surrounded by people who weren’t so inclined to go do 

exercise on a daily basis, I’d probably be less inclined to do it” (Amy). Although 

Kinesiology students are not officially required to be physically active, fitness 

remains embedded in the School’s culture: “Everyone goes to their class in their 

running shoes and their gym gear. It’s kind of just expected” (Ann).  

 Jill and Mary discuss the influence of the media on their physical activity 

involvement. Jill believes watching sports on television as a child encouraged her to 

try new activities: “If I saw someone that was really good at hockey I’d be like 

‘Wow! I want to be like them.’” Mary’s desire to engage in physical activity is 

increased by aspiring to resemble fitness models from Instagram. Although these 

aspirations encourage her to participate in more physical activities, her peers’ 
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reactions to such media influences often create a competitive atmosphere: “The 

environment in university supports it more…university is where everyone wants to be 

the best and look great” (Mary).  

Summary 

 Social agents, particularly parents, had the most influence on active students 

during childhood. As they transitioned into adolescence, they began to initiate their 

own physical activity involvement; however, parents continued to offer support by 

driving their children to practices and assisting with financial costs. With regard to 

expectations, they were seldom affected by their athletic abilities and somewhat 

affected by gender stereotypes. With the exception of Valerie, gender differences did 

not prevent participants from engaging in sports. In fact, they often preferred to play 

with their male classmates as they enjoyed the higher level of competition. However, 

gender stereotypes enforced by society are still regarded as a barrier, particularly for 

Jill and Ann. For example, Jill would prefer to play the men’s version of lacrosse but 

is unable to do so as she is required to play on a women’s team and abide by a 

different set of rules. As for values and costs, the benefits of engaging in physical 

activity greatly outweigh the costs. Presently, interest, usefulness, and importance 

continue to be primary motivators to engage in physical activity. Environmental 

influences mostly had a positive impact on active students as their contextual 

environments offered different types of activities such as skiing, hiking, and 

swimming. Cultural environments additionally fostered positive physical activity 

development. 
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CHAPTER 5: SEMI-ACTIVE STUDENTS 

 

 Three of the women in this study were placed in the Semi-Active Students 

group. The students in this group either failed to meet the recommended physical 

activity guidelines or did meet the guidelines but failed to describe how they achieved 

them. Peg receives two hours of physical activity per week, falling short of the 

recommended guidelines. Kat indicated on the questionnaire that she receives five 

hours of physical activity a week, while, according to the questionnaire, Zoe obtains 

three hours; thus both women would meet the physical activity guidelines. However, 

their physical activity involvement is sporadic. Kat tries to go to the gym at least once 

a week for an hour, teaches swimming lessons, and goes on hikes and walks. She 

does not comment on the duration of the swimming classes or how often they are 

held. As for her walking and hiking involvement, Kat only engages in these activities 

when the weather is warmer, making these activities sporadic rather than regular. 

Zoe’s and Peg’s physical activity involvement is also sporadic as two hours of their 

individual weekly activity are obtained in their nine-week physical education 

curriculum course. When this course is not in session, Zoe receives one hour of 

activity per week, whereas Peg obtains little to no activity. As participants’ physical 

activity levels vary each week, there is reasonable doubt that they are regularly 

meeting the recommended physical activity guidelines.  

Social Agents 

All of the Semi-Active Students list social agents as having an impact on their 

level of physical activity. During childhood, parents had the most influence on 
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participants’ level of physical activity as parents initiated the majority of activities. 

As these students transitioned into adolescence, parental influences became less 

prominent, while peer influences increased slightly. Teacher and coach influences had 

the least amount of impact as only two of the three participants spoke of their 

previous coaches and teachers, both of them briefly. Overall, social agents seldom 

influenced participants during adolescence as they started to develop mixed feelings 

towards physical activity. 

Family 

 Peg, Zoe, and Kat engaged in physical activities with their parents during 

childhood. Peg’s “dad would take me and my sister out to swimming at the 

community pool every week and just made a habit out of it.” Kat and her parents 

would go on family hikes: “My family is into hiking. We would go to forests and do 

hard core hikes ever since I can remember.” Zoe and her family would ski and bike 

together. 

 Peg and Zoe both recall being encouraged to join different sports teams and 

clubs from a young age. “My parents used to sign me up for dance classes, Tae Kwon 

Do classes, swimming classes, skating too. I could be physically active and try out 

different sports, and they were very adamant about that” (Peg). Zoe remembers how 

her basketball involvement began: “I think it started with my parents offering it to 

me.” Although Kat was not involved in organized sports until middle school, her 

parents presented her with opportunities to do so: “My family wanted to get me into 

sports and stuff but I just enjoyed hiking and being at home more.” Her parents would 

not push her into joining sports but instead would encourage her to spend her free 
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time outdoors. In contrast, Peg remembers not having the opportunity of opting out of 

some of her activities: “Swimming was definitely not my choice…there were certain 

lessons they put me in because they thought it would be an integral part of growing 

up.”  

 As participants transitioned into adolescence, parental influences were overall 

less prominent. Peg’s and Zoe’s parents placed greater emphasis on academics during 

high school with participation in organized sports teams and clubs becoming optional. 

As her schoolwork increased, Peg’s family activities decreased: “The pressure of 

homework or school work, they didn’t take me to the pool all the time or going to the 

park.” Zoe became responsible for getting herself to after-school practices: “When 

you’re younger you rely on your parents to take you to these places, but when you get 

into high school you can take yourself and, if you didn’t want to go, you just didn’t.” 

Zoe’s lack of energy after school played a role in her disengagement from swimming. 

 Although parental influences decreased during adolescence, Zoe and Kat 

continued to receive some parental support. Zoe’s mother was a chaperone for her 

school’s ski and snowboard club: “She was one of the chaperones that went on the 

bus with us and hung out with us while we were on the hills.” Although Zoe had an 

inherent interest in skiing, her mother’s presence was comforting and further 

enhanced her desire to join the club: “I wanted to try it out and my mom was there so 

I felt safe about it.” Kat similarly describes how she felt a sense of safety around her 

parents. 

 Zoe and Peg briefly address the influence of other family members on their 

level of physical activity. Zoe enjoyed spending time with her cousin at basketball 
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games and practices: “Basketball was just kind of a thing I did because my cousin 

also did it, so I met up with her twice a week, which was nice.” Peg’s “sister and my 

cousins also enjoying physical activity, pulling me into games and things like that.” 

Peg’s grandmother also influenced her; however, this influence inhibited Peg’s 

physical activity: “In the summer when I had to stay at my grandma’s house every 

day and we could only leave the house if she left the house.” 

Peers 

 Peg was more motivated to participate in physical activities if her peers 

invited her to join: “If my peers ask me to go to the gym with them, I’m more 

motivated to go.” However, during adolescence, peers rarely influenced Peg outside 

of physical education classes: “Outside of gym class, friends didn’t have a huge 

impact on whether or not I participated in physical activities.” Kat’s peer influences 

were more prevalent during middle school and high school. In middle school, Kat 

decided to join different sports teams each year: “Once I hit Grade 5, everyone 

around me was playing something or knows how to do something so I should at least 

try something out.” Kat “moved to this new school and you feel like you have to 

prove yourself so people will be your friend, so there was that pressure.” Kat’s desire 

to make friends at this stage influenced her to participate in team sports even though 

she had mixed feelings about her enjoyment towards them. She continues to be 

motivated by peers today as “a friend of mine teaches ab classes, so I try to go with 

them, which gives me a little more motivation to do things I don’t know of.” 
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Teachers and Coaches 

 Zoe is the only participant to comment on teacher influences. She describes 

her negative experiences in Grade 8 physical education classes: “We had a teacher 

that didn’t really have enough control over the class so we did whatever we wanted 

during gym class. We didn’t do any form of physical activity.” Zoe and her female 

friends would spend their physical education classes sitting “on the stage playing 

cards.” 

Kat is the only participant to comment on coach influences: “My dance 

teacher was really cool about it, you would do what you can and not feel under 

pressure to do anything that you can’t. Less of that ‘run laps’ sort of thing really 

helped a lot.” She attributes her positive experience with dance to her instructor’s 

effective coaching methods. 

Expectations 

Zoe, Kat, and Peg are impacted by their expectations when deciding whether 

or not to engage in physical activity. As they transitioned into adolescence, perceived 

athletic ability played a crucial role in determining how these women felt about 

physical activity, especially during physical education classes. Around Grade 6 or 7, 

all three began to question their athletic abilities and withdrew from activities in 

which they felt incompetent. However, only Zoe comments on the influence of 

athletic ability on her current physical activity involvement. All participants are 

additionally affected by their gender stereotypes. The onset of puberty marked a 

critical time for the women as they started to feel self-conscious about the bodily 

changes they were undergoing, especially when engaging in physical activity. They 
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describe their male classmates as having more physical capabilities as the skill 

development gap between boys and girls widened during adolescence. All three semi-

active students continue to believe that, generally, men are biologically more 

physically able than women. 

Athletic Ability 

 Of the three women, both Peg and Zoe comment on their feelings of athletic 

ability during childhood. “I was fairly good with sports as a kid, so I was very 

versatile with learning all these different things” (Peg). Zoe would engage in a variety 

of physical activities, despite feeling somewhat incompetent in certain sports: “We 

would play soccer. Even though I wasn’t good at it, we would still play it during 

recess time.”  

 All participants address the role of athletic ability on their physical activity 

involvement throughout adolescence. Around the time she entered Grade 6, 

performing in physical education classes for Kat “was just really embarrassing,” due 

to her perceived lack of ability. For Peg, low levels of athletic ability in certain sports 

determined which activities she would avoid: “I realized I was terrible at long 

distance running…I learned I wasn’t good at certain sports and I stayed away from 

them.” 

 As she entered high school, Peg’s perceived athletic ability played an 

important role in determining her level of interest in physical activity: “I decided that 

I didn’t want to because I couldn’t and I guess that stopped me a lot.” She also 

attributes her decision not to select optional physical education classes to her feelings 

of incompetence: “I wasn’t able to keep up with the level of intensity.” Zoe reflects a 
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similar experience: “I didn’t see myself as good enough to want to be in a swim 

club.” She continues to be influenced by athletic ability when engaging in physical 

activity: “Knowing I can do it without failure is something that motivates me…it’s 

just because I feel more comfortable knowing how to do something and that’s why I 

do it.”  

Gender Stereotypes 

 While all three women comment on the impact of gender differences on their 

physical activity involvement, only Peg and Kat address the role of gender during 

childhood: “When I was younger, it played no role” (Peg). “When you’re a kid you 

don’t really think of yourself as a girl” (Kat).  

 The women’s gender expectations shifted as they transitioned into 

adolescence: “As you get more defined by your gender, that’s when it plays more of a 

part” (Kat). They became more self-conscious about their physicality and felt under 

pressure to maintain a ‘feminine’ appearance. “I had bigger thighs and a bit of a 

stomach and it was weird. I just didn’t feel like myself. I just felt ugly…and you 

haven’t figured out make-up yet, so I just found myself straggly looking.” Similarly, 

Zoe partially attributes her disengagement from swimming to feeling uncomfortable 

with the changes her body was going through: “I was in a swim suit and maybe 

wasn’t comfortable…because there were men there.” Peg continues to feel the 

pressure of maintaining a ‘feminine’ appearance: “As a woman I should be thin and 

physically fit, but no muscle, just cardio.” 

 Both Kat and Zoe were in gender-segregated physical education classes in 

Grade 9 and felt more comfortable in an all-girls class. “I didn’t mind Grade 9 gym 
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because it was just the girls…guys are scary” (Kat). “I would be more comfortable 

playing with girls because I’ve always thought boys were better at sports than girls 

are” (Zoe). Zoe believes the media played an important role in the development of her 

attitude that men are better athletes: “I think men’s teams are always more 

competitive…my dad used to watch soccer and it was men’s soccer, it wasn’t 

women.”  

 All participants continue to be affected by their gender expectations. Kat 

believes that men “just have a natural knack for it.” Peg feels men are innately more 

physically capable than women: “It’s my personal belief that there is a biological 

aspect to it…there’s nothing I can do about it.” Similarly, for Zoe, “boys are usually 

bigger and I’m a pretty small girl.” Additionally, Zoe and Kat believe boys and girls 

are socialized differently from a young age. Zoe feels that boys are introduced to 

sports at an earlier age than girls: “They started earlier so they were better at it.” Kat 

believes boys’ childhood exposure to sports gives them an advantage when engaging 

in physical activities: “Where I was brought up walking, guys were brought up doing 

sports with their dads, so it’s easier for them to figure it out.” 

Values and Costs 

Kat, Peg, and Zoe are all motivated by their individual values when engaging 

in physical activity. Interest played somewhat of a role in influencing these women to 

take part in physical activity during childhood and adolescence. However, currently, 

Kat is the only one who is motivated by her interest in fitness when initiating physical 

activity. The most influential values at the present time related to the perceived 

usefulness of physical activity. The Semi-Active students placed the least amount of 
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importance on physical activity, as Peg is the only individual to comment on this type 

of value. Costs of engaging in physical activity were prominent among participants, 

particularly in Grades 7 to 12.  

Interest 

 All three semi-active students discuss the impact of interest on physical 

activity levels. In elementary school, Peg often chose not to engage in common recess 

time activities due to her lack of interest: “They mostly did jump rope when I was in 

school and that wasn’t something that interested me.” In middle school, Kat joined 

several sports teams; however, “I wouldn’t want to go to the lessons because I didn’t 

like them.” Her lack of interest eventually led to her withdrawal from team sports: “I 

didn’t do sports because I didn’t want to do sports.” Similarly, Zoe became 

disengaged from swimming when she completed all the levels offered at her 

community’s pool: “I just lost interest in it. And I was really good at swimming so 

there wasn’t any other skills I could learn.” Although Zoe became somewhat 

disengaged from physical activity during high school, her inherent interest for skiing 

motivated her involvement in her school’s ski and snowboard club: “I just wanted to 

try it out.” 

 Kat is currently motivated by her interest in fitness when participating in 

certain types of physical activity: “I’ve always had fun doing individual sports and I 

think that motivates me to keep doing it.” The enjoyment she experiences when 

engaging in her favourite physical activities (i.e., walking and hiking) is her primary 

motivator to continue doing so: “I think finding something you enjoy really plays a 
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key part in it…when you do like it, you want to do it for the entire time you’re there” 

(Kat).  

Usefulness 

 All three women engage in physical activity for the health purposes. Peg, Zoe, 

and Kat currently take part in physical activity for the physical health benefits, 

specifically weight control. “If I notice I’m gaining weight, I will be more motivated 

to do exercise” (Peg). “Just trying to stay fit…not wanting to be overweight” (Zoe). 

Similarly, Kat engages in physical activity to avoid gaining weight during her first 

year of university: “Freshman 15. It’s such a scary thing.”  

 Peg and Kat also use physical activity to decrease their stress levels. “When 

I’m stressed out my body is in a lot of pain because it tenses, so that motivates my 

yoga practices because I need to de-stress my body” (Peg). Kat reflects a similar 

experience: “Sometimes it’s good to zone out by yourself.” 

 Zoe and Kat additionally engage in physical activity to increase the likelihood 

of achieving optimal physical health levels later during adulthood. “Trying to stay fit 

now and get into the routine of it rather than trying to do it later on in life” (Zoe). 

Similarly, Kat wishes to remain able-bodied for travelling purposes: “I love to travel 

and explore…I want to be able to maintain a weight where I can see what I want to 

see without having limitations.”   

Importance 

 Peg is the only participant to comment on the importance of physical activity. 

When taking part in middle school and high school physical education classes, Peg 

felt it was important to successfully demonstrate her physical activity skills: “The 
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more things you were good at, the better because you could show off more.” Neither 

Zoe nor Kat provides similar reasons for physical activity engagement. 

Costs 

 All participants list costs of engaging in physical activity. During middle 

school and high school physical education classes, Peg often feared her peers’ 

reactions to her perceived inability to demonstrate certain physical activity skills: “If 

you looked like you didn’t know what you were doing or if you weren’t confident 

with the game, in other words, you weren’t good at it, people wouldn’t want to play 

with you.” Kat reflects a similar experience: “Judgment really played a strong role in 

me not wanting to go to gym class because I don’t want to…not be able to do it or 

feel sick from the movement and seem weak.” 

 Peg and Zoe both experienced a decrease in their overall energy levels as they 

transitioned into high school. “I was getting tired very quickly. I didn’t have as much 

energy as I did when I was younger and things didn’t come as easily” (Peg). As Zoe 

became responsible for taking herself to practices, the increased effort required on her 

part was not worth the extra energy expenditure. The transportation time to and from 

her physical activities was “your own time you don’t want to put into it” (Zoe).  

 Kat and Zoe both list the loss of time for other responsibilities and 

commitments as a current cost of participating in physical activity. “When you’re at 

the library, you’re in such a mood, so then you don’t want to get up and go to the 

gym. It’s just better to keep studying” (Kat). For Kat, taking time away from 

academics to engage in physical activity is often not perceived as being the most 

effective use of her time. 
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Environmental Influences 

Peg, Zoe, and Kat all list Environmental Influences as having an impact on 

their physical activity development. The most common contextual influences 

addressed by participants include outdoor activities and proximity of fitness facilities. 

School environments and physical education classes were listed as contexts where 

cultural influences were prevalent. 

Contextual Influences 

 All three women spent time outdoors with their parents during childhood. Peg 

and Zoe would engage in activities such as skiing, biking, and playing in the park 

with them. Peg would often do unstructured physical activities when she and her 

family went to the park: “Running around was still very enjoyable. Just going to the 

park as well.” Similarly, Kat and her parents would go on hikes and play in the forests 

around her house: “I liked being outside. We had forests in our backyard so we would 

always go walking in there.” All of her physical activities were outdoors and 

unstructured until she joined several team sports in Grade 5.   

Peg and Zoe would also engage in unstructured games at recess during 

elementary school. “At recess, we were always moving, there was always a game to 

play, or if we got to bring materials outside with us like skipping ropes” (Zoe). Peg 

likewise lists some of her favourite activities in which she took part: “I loved running 

and playing sports.” 

All the women continue to sporadically engage in unstructured activities. 

During stressful periods of time, Peg practices yoga at home to decrease her stress 

level. Zoe does home workouts: “I used to watch videos on YouTube…cardio 
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workouts…but now I just do what I can. I usually do a full body workout. Working 

out my arms, my core, and my legs.” Kat also continues to participate in unstructured 

activities as she tries to go to the gym once a week and goes for walks during the 

warmer seasons. 

 All these interviewees list proximity as playing a role in their initiation of 

physical activity. Zoe and Kat indicate how their primary sources of physical activity 

were conveniently located near their homes. For example, Zoe lived five minutes 

away from the community pool where she took swimming lessons. Peg’s activities 

continue to be affected by proximity: “The fact I’m in school or not, whether I’m at 

home or here…I do a lot more walking while I’m here. Back home it’s very difficult 

for me to walk anywhere.” Peg is more active during the academic year as she lives in 

a city and walks for transportation purposes. However, when she is living at home for 

the summer months, Peg is less active as her family home is located far away from 

amenities such as grocery stores, banks, parks, and fitness facilities. She is therefore 

required to use driving as her main form of transportation instead of walking. 

Additionally, Peg was somewhat affected by proximity as a child; however, she was 

able to rely on her parents to drive her to practices and nearby parks. 

Cultural Influences 

 Zoe and Kat address the impact of cultural influences on their level of 

physical activity during adolescence. Kat’s physical activity level decreased at times 

during high school: “I feel like high school is very dramatic in the first few years, so 

when the drama was there, I would disengage a bit because you just focus more on 

that when it happened.” Zoe’s involvement in physical activity also decreased at the 
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beginning of high school. For example, her high school’s swimming team consisted 

of students from Grade 9 to Grade 12. She would have felt intimidated performing in 

front of older students, especially boys. “That’s why I didn’t get into it in high 

school…It was a whole school thing” (Zoe). 

 All participants enjoyed physical education classes before the onset of 

adolescence. “I loved it because I liked to play games and it felt like a break from 

having to sit down and learn” (Peg). “It was fun. We were all in it. No one was sitting 

out” (Zoe). However, as they transitioned into adolescence, physical education 

classes were no longer enjoyable as the class atmosphere became more competitive 

and skill-oriented. “It was more of a competitive thing rather than just getting kids 

moving. That’s when it started to be less enjoyable” (Kat). Peg too felt this shift in 

her physical education classes: “If you couldn’t keep up, you would be eliminated and 

wouldn’t play as much.” 

 Skill development and performance were emphasized more during middle 

school and high school physical educations classes. In Grade 9, the Beep Test (a 

multi-stage fitness test) was introduced as a tool to measure students’ physical 

activity skills at the beginning and end of the course. Zoe feels the Beep Test 

promoted competition in her class: “We were told to see how many push-ups we 

could do. Then I wanted to beat the other girls.” Peg remembers feeling anxious when 

each student’s individual Beep Test results were posted in the gymnasium for public 

access: “It makes me very nervous and I don’t want to participate anymore.” Kat also 

comments on the increased pressure she experienced in middle school to perform and 
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demonstrate skill development: “I don’t want to have to run laps and not be able to do 

it or feel sick from the movement and seem weak.”  

Summary 

 Social agents, specifically parents, had the most influence on Peg, Zoe, and 

Kat during childhood. As they transitioned into adolescence, parents were less present 

in their children’s physical activity involvement. Participants were expected to initiate 

their own physical activity. During adolescence, peers became slightly more 

influential, but overall social agents had little impact on these women. Expectations 

were more prominent in adolescence, as these current semi-active students began to 

question their athletic abilities and expected their male classmates to be inherently 

more skilled in sports. With regards to values and costs, all three were motivated 

primarily by their interest during childhood. However, as they transitioned into 

adolescence, interest in athletics decreased significantly and the costs associated with 

physical activity increased. Kat is currently the only one who is motivated by her 

interest in fitness. Environmental influences were important in adolescence as Peg, 

Zoe, and Kat often felt uncomfortable in physical activity settings, particularly in 

physical education classes. Environmental influences presently matter little to their 

physical activity levels. 
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CHAPTER 6: DISCUSSION 

 

The purpose of this study was to explore young adult female participants’ 

previous physical activity experiences, with an emphasis on school systems, and how 

these experiences have influenced their current attitudes and behaviours towards 

physical activity in general. The major research question asked was: How have 

previous experiences contributed to these female participants’ physical activity? 

Supplementary research questions helped to illuminate this major research question: 

(a) To what extent have previous experiences in physical education classes influenced 

participants’ current physical activity levels? (b) What factors outside of the realm of 

physical education have influenced participants’ physical activity levels? 

Four key themes emerged from the data: Social Agents, Expectations, Values 

and Costs, and Environmental Influences. All participants engaged in relatively equal 

amounts of physical activity as children; however, activity levels began to vary more 

during the onset of puberty. These women’s current physical activity levels are 

similar to those from adolescence, as the active students who presently meet the 

physical activity guidelines engaged in more activities as teenagers compared to the 

semi-active participants who initiated fewer activities. There are also limitations of 

this study, as the sample of participants was mostly considered physically active. 

However, key differences between the active and semi-active students emerged, 

demonstrating implications for future research and practice.   
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Examination of Themes 

 Key differences were observed between the Active Students and the Semi-

Active Students. Overall, the findings of this study support previous research. Social 

Agents had the most impact on these women from the beginning of childhood and 

remain prevalent in adulthood. Participants’ expectations with respects to perceived 

athletic ability and gender also played a role in their physical activity involvement. 

However, their varying attitudes towards their expectations affected these women in 

different ways. For example, the Active Students, who had a more positive outlook on 

their expectations, met the recommended physical activity guidelines. In regard to 

values and costs, the Active Students placed a higher amount of value on physical 

activity and perceived less costs than the Semi-Active Students, whose costs tended 

to outweigh values. Finally, cultural and contextual elements of participants’ physical 

activity environments had an important influence on shaping their fitness attitudes 

and behaviours in that women were more likely to become disengaged from activities 

in which a negative environment was perceived.  

Social Agents 

 Family members, especially parents, had the most influence on participants’ 

physical activity involvement. During childhood, all of these women were 

encouraged to join a variety of sports activities available at school or in their 

communities. Parents would introduce their children to new sports and often engaged 

in the activities with them. This finding is consistent with previous literature, as 

physically active parents are more likely to have physically active children (Coakley 

& White, 1992; Craig et al., 2013; Duncan et al., 2015; Eccles & Harold, 1991; 
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Fuemmeler et al., 2011; Hesketh et al., 2014; Knowles et al., 2014; Papaioannou et 

al., 2008, Welk et al., 2003). When parents value fitness and are more knowledgeable 

about different forms of physical activity, they are better able to effectively 

communicate the importance of physical activity to their children.  

 As participants began to transition into adolescence, parental influences 

continued to play a critical role in their physical activity involvement, but in a 

different way from childhood. Time spent engaging in physical activity with parents 

decreased, as participants were more likely to take part in activities on their own time, 

such as, going to the gym or playing school sports teams with their peers. However, 

financial assistance, transportation, and encouragement from parents during 

adolescence were important aspects of these women’s physical activity. Similar 

findings were observed in Barr-Anderson et al. (2007), Coakley and White (1992), 

Sallis et al. (2000), and Silva et al. (2014). In the present study, transportation and 

encouragement were particularly important. Children often become responsible for 

their own transportation to and from practices as they enter adolescence. Two Semi-

Active Students (Zoe and Peg) became more fatigued after school, and therefore had 

little energy left to take themselves to practices. In contrast, the majority of Active 

Students often continued to receive drives to and/or from their activities. In regard to 

encouragement, Zoe and Peg noticed a shift in parental attitudes as emphasis was 

placed on academics before physical activity. These two women were not 

discouraged from engaging in activities; rather their parents were accepting of their 

daughters’ choices to engage in less activity when more time was needed for 

homework and studying.  
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 Siblings played a role in participants’ physical activity involvement, 

particularly in childhood. Sally, Jill, Ann, Mary, Valerie, Sue (Active Students), and 

Peg (Semi-Active Student) would often play games or pick-up sports with their 

siblings at home. In previous research as well, the presence of siblings tended to 

increase overall physical activity levels (Craig et al., 2013; Fuemmeler et al., 2011; 

Hesketh et al., 2014). Three of the Active Students (Jill, Ann, and Mary) also viewed 

their older siblings as role models. For example, they admired their older siblings’ 

athletic skills and successes, and were determined to follow in their siblings’ 

footsteps.  

 Peers had somewhat of an impact on participants’ physical activity 

involvement during adolescence and adulthood. They did not influence women to 

engage in more fitness behaviours, but, instead, the type of activities in which 

participants engaged was related to peer influences. For the Active Students, 

engaging in physical activity with their friends was regarded as an additional bonus 

rather than as a motivator to take part in sports. However, if their friends suggested 

they join a sports team together, participants would often accompany their friends  

(see Coakley & White, 1992; Duncan et al., 2015; Fitzgerald et al., 2012; Flintoff & 

Scraton, 2001). For example, Jill, Meg, Ann, Mary, and Valerie (Active Students) 

became involved in a variety of university intramural teams as their peers recruited 

them, consistent with previous literature where women who had physically active 

friends were more likely to be physically active (McGannon et al., 2014; Plotnikoff et 

al., 2004).  
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 In regard to the Semi-Active Students, peers had little effect on Zoe and Peg; 

however, the opposite was true for Kat. Kat was uninterested in joining school sports 

teams until she was in Grade 4 or 5. At that time, all of her classmates were playing 

for a variety of sports teams, and she felt somewhat left out. Therefore, Kat decided to 

try different sports but did not enjoy them. During the onset of adolescence (Grades 

6-8), peers inhibited Kat’s physical activity participation in physical education 

classes, because she felt judged and under pressure to prove her athletic abilities. To 

avoid such instances, Kat participated less in physical education classes, but 

continued to take part in activities outside of school, as her peers were not present, 

reminiscent of Seabra et al. (2013), where individuals who were rejected by their 

peers tended to disengage from physical activity. 

 Teachers and coaches had somewhat of an influence on participants 

throughout childhood and adolescence. Only Valerie and Zoe commented on the 

effect their schoolteachers had on their physical activity levels. Valerie remembered 

two of her teachers between Grade 4 and 6 who promoted physical activity 

development in a way she thought was enjoyable for students. In contrast, Zoe 

attributed her Grade 8 teacher’s approach to physical activity and general demeanor 

towards students to her decreased participation in physical education classes.  

As for coaches, all participants (except Peg and Zoe) indicated that coaches 

and instructors had a significant impact on their decisions to continue in or disengage 

from their activities. Regardless of participants’ levels of ability and interest in their 

sports, the delivery method of encouragement and feedback from coaches was 

important (Cheon & Reeve, 2015; Cheon et al., 2014; Eccles & Harold, 1991; 
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Lonsdale et al., 2013). All women wanted to enjoy their activities and improve their 

skill development; however, they often chose to quit the activity when their coaches 

were overly critical and stern. However, those coaches who emphasized enjoyment 

and who were perceived as having a genuine interest in their players’ wellbeing and 

athletic success motivated participants to continue their involvement in physical 

activity. 

Expectations 

 The Active Students generally felt more confident about their athletic skills 

than Semi-Active Students, consistent with previous research investigating the 

relationship between perceived competence and physical activity level, as those 

individuals who demonstrate more fitness behaviours tend to feel more athletically 

inclined (Eccles & Harold, 1991; Edmunds et al., 2006; Fairclough et al., 2012; 

Papaioannou et al., 2006). Given that people like to participate in activities that allow 

them to feel good about themselves, they often seek out opportunities to demonstrate 

their proficiency in certain areas (Fox & Lindwall, 2014, Humbert et al., 2006; 

Vallerand et al., 1987). Therefore, those individuals who feel more athletically 

competent often participate in greater amounts of physical activity.   

Other than Amy, participants were unaffected by perceived competence when 

engaging in physical activity as children. In contrast, Amy did not enjoy engaging in 

sports or activities in which she felt incompetent. Despite these feelings, she would 

always finish the season and simply join a new sport the following year. However, as 

these women began to transition into adolescence (around Grade 6 or 7), perceived 

competence suddenly had a major impact on physical activity involvement for all 
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three Semi-Active Students (Kat, Peg, and Zoe), and two Active Students (Valerie 

and Mary). They started to notice more individual skill differences in physical 

education classes and felt self-conscious when perceiving their athletic abilities as 

being less developed compared to their peers. They partially attributed the widening 

of this skill gap to the increase in competitive school and community sports teams, as 

many of their classmates were beginning to specialize in sports and strengthen skills 

in particular areas. Not belonging to competitive teams, these participants did not 

receive the same amount of strength and endurance training that other students likely 

received. In high school, Mary and Valerie started to participate in physical activity 

outside of school and had more opportunities to join sports teams, allowing them to 

regain feelings of competency. 

 In regard to gender stereotypes, all participants held a variety of beliefs about 

the role of gender in athletics. However, the way in which gender expectations 

affected participants’ physical activity levels varied across the sample. For instance, 

all of the Semi-Active Students had concerns about their physical appearance when 

engaging in physical activity. As these participants became adolescents and more 

defined by their gender, they often felt uncomfortable participating in certain sports 

and physical education classes as they would become sweaty and disheveled and be 

required to spend the rest of the school day in this state. This finding is reminiscent of 

Cockburn and Clarke (2002), Flintoff and Scraton (2001), and Knowles et al. (2014), 

as adolescent girls in these studies tended to disengage from physical activity as they 

felt pressure to maintain a ‘feminine’ appearance. 
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 In contrast, the Active Students were aware of the common stereotypes about 

gender with respect to athletics; however, their physical activity levels were not 

inhibited by such constructs. In some instances, their expectations about gender 

enhanced their physical activity involvement. For example, Sally and Mary viewed 

their male classmates as more competitive in sports. Their goal was often to keep up 

with or defeat the boys in physical education classes. Likely, these women had high 

levels of perceived competence and therefore felt more able to compete with whom 

they recognized to be the more skilled players.  

 Although the Active Students’ physical activity levels were not inhibited by 

their gender expectations, there were certain aspects surrounding gender they were 

unable to control. For instance, Jill would have preferred to play men’s lacrosse, as 

the rules are different from women’s lacrosse, making it a more enjoyable game to 

play. However, as a woman, Jill was forced to play on a women’s team. Furthermore, 

Ann often felt that men were favoured on co-ed sports teams as they tended to receive 

more passes from other players and were simply expected to have more athletic skills 

than female players. Although Ann continued to fully participate in such games, she 

was unable to control the gender expectations of others. 

 Given that Kat and Zoe (Semi-Active Students) were often uncomfortable 

participating in physical education classes during adolescence, their preference for 

single-gender physical education classes is not surprising. Both women were in 

single-gender classes in Grade 9 physical education and felt they were more active 

and performed better in the absence of their male classmates. Similarly, Slingerland et 

al. (2014) found that girls were more likely to feel competent and participate in 
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single-gender physical education classes, as the absence of boys might have lessened 

the influence of gender stereotypes. In contrast, those participants whose physical 

activity levels were not inhibited by gender expectations (Sally, Jill, Meg, Ann, Mary, 

Sue, Valerie, and Millie) preferred mixed-gender physical education classes, as these 

classes offered more opportunities for competition. Peg and Amy did not disclose 

whether or not any of their high school physical education classes were single-gender 

as opposed to mixed-gender. 

Values and Costs 

All participants were motivated by their individual values when engaging in 

physical activity. Participants’ levels of interest (intrinsic value) primarily influenced 

physical activity involvement. Intrinsic value refers to the inherent interest one has 

for an activity (Eccles, 1983). Active Students and one Semi-Active Student (Kat) 

were motivated by their intrinsic values to engage in sports and other activities in 

adolescence and early adulthood. Similarly, in studies by Vallerand et al. (1987), 

Watkinson et al. (2005), and Yungblut et al. (2012), those individuals who were more 

interested in physical activity tended to have higher fitness levels. When the active 

participants were asked to explain their reasons for engaging in sports, all women 

indicated aspects of fun and enjoyment as primary motivators. The activity in and of 

itself was the reward for these women, as suggested by Vallerand et al. (1987). In 

contrast, Peg and Zoe (Semi-Active Students), who were the least active participants 

in this study, expressed low or little interest in physical activity. When the two 

women decided to engage in physical activity, they did so to fulfill utility values 

rather than intrinsic ones. 
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 All participants in this study were motivated by perceived uses (utility values) 

of physical activity. Utility value refers to the importance of a task for completing 

another goal (Eccles, 1983). Physical and mental health benefits were recognized as 

the most useful outcomes of exercise. However, these women did not recall being 

motivated by health when taking part in physical activity during childhood. Instead, 

interest and enjoyment were the primary motivators. The aspect of health started to 

become more influential in adolescence, as demonstrated in Gibbons (2008), a study 

where pre-adolescent girls recognized the positive association between their health 

and their physical activity. 

Millie, Valerie, and Mary (Active Students) additionally indicated that 

“feeling good” after having exercised was an important source of reinforcement for 

future physical activity involvement. Participants described this state as a period of 

time where they felt satisfied with themselves physically and emotionally (Yungblut 

et al., 2012). The Semi-Active Students (Kat, Peg, and Zoe) did not make reference to 

this feeling, even though they occasionally initiated physical activity. As they did not 

immediately feel any different after having engaged in physical activity, they received 

less reinforcement for their behaviours than did Millie, Valerie, and Mary.  

 Active Students were motivated by the amount of importance (attainment 

value) they placed on physical activity. Attainment value refers to the importance one 

places on completing a task (Eccles, 1983). For these participants, athletics were an 

important part of their individual identities. Sue and Valerie indicated that, within 

their social circles, they were often perceived as the ‘sporty’ or ‘athletic’ ones. With 

regard to Millie, independence was an important aspect of her identity and her ability 
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to maintain a healthy and physically fit appearance was one way in which she 

demonstrated her independence. Sally and Ann (Active Students) reflected a similar 

experience, as physical activity was viewed as a strategy to achieve personal 

development. As these women explore and build their individual identities around 

aspects of physical fitness, they are more likely to perceive athletics as a central 

element to their self-images (Lamont-Mills & Christensen, 2006). 

In contrast, with respect to the Semi-Active Students, there were no data to 

suggest these participants were influenced by attainment values. To be motivated by 

attainment values, physical fitness must first be identified as an important part of 

personal identity. Therefore, it is most likely that Kat, Peg, and Zoe did not perceive 

physical activity as an integral component of their self-images. 

 All participants in the current study listed costs of engaging in physical 

activity. All women, regardless of their physical activity level, identified loss of time 

for other responsibilities, especially academics, as the most prevalent cost of taking 

part in fitness activities. This finding is consistent with previous studies by Dwyer et 

al. (2006) and Eccles and Harold (1991), as participants from these studies indicated 

loss of time as a primary reason for disengaging from physical activity.  

Semi-Active Students and Valerie (Active Student) listed additional costs of 

physical activity that could be categorized as psychological costs of failure, as 

proposed by Eccles (1983). During adolescence, these women started to fear criticism 

and judgment from social agents when performing in physical education classes. 

They often became self-conscious and anxious as a result of the way in which they 

perceived feedback from their teachers and peers. Similarly, Cardinal et al. (2013), 
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Humbert et al. (2006), and Yungblut et al. (2012) found that a lack of competence to 

demonstrate athletic skills was a primary motivator to withdraw from physical 

activity, as individuals attempted to minimize the amount of scrutiny received from 

others. As such, to decrease the likelihood of being negatively evaluated by others, 

Kat, Peg, Zoe (Semi-Active Students), and Valerie (Active Student) would participate 

less in physical education classes.  

Environmental Influences 

 Environmental Influences impacted all participants’ physical activity 

involvement. Outdoor and unstructured activities were the most prominent influences 

as all women engaged in such activities at one point in their lives, especially during 

early childhood before starting school. Participants would initiate a variety of 

unstructured games or pick-up sports with family and friends. Parents would often 

take their children to parks or other nearby fitness facilities during leisure time. 

Previous studies indicate similar findings as 3- to 5-year-old male and female 

participants from Brown et al. (2009) and females between Grades 6 and 12 from 

Graham et al. (2014) who had access to and initiated outdoor and unstructured 

activities obtained higher levels of moderate-to-vigorous physical activity (MVPA).  

 Kat, Peg, and Zoe (Semi-Active Students) listed competitive atmospheres as 

an important aspect that inhibited their participation in physical education classes. 

Highly competitive games and sports were not enjoyable for these participants, 

particularly during adolescence when individual skill differences became more 

apparent. This finding is consistent with Allender et al. (2006), as highly structured 

and competitive activities tended to discourage 5-15-year-old girls and boys from 
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participating in physical activities. However, in the present study and somewhat 

inconsistent with Allender et al. (2006), the majority of participants (all Active 

Students) enjoyed certain aspects of competition. Given the topic of this study, those 

women who had higher levels of interest in fitness and exercise were more likely to 

be motivated to participate. In contrast, those women who had negative physical 

activity experiences were probably less likely to volunteer for this study, as they 

might be more likely to avoid revisiting these memories. Therefore, the sample of 

participants in the present study was more homogeneous than the participants in 

Allender et al. (2006). A more heterogeneous sample might have allowed for different 

findings to emerge. 

 Proximity and access to fitness facilities had an important influence on 

participants’ physical activity levels. As children, Sally, Meg, Valerie (Active 

Students), and Zoe (Semi-Active Student) lived close to the venues in which they 

engaged in physical activity. For example, Zoe, who was involved in swimming, 

lived close to a community pool. Proximity of fitness facilities continues to impact 

these women in adulthood, as they are more likely to go to the gym or be involved in 

organized activities if they live near fitness facilities. Amy, Mary (Active Students) 

and Peg (Semi-Active Student) have noticed they are more active when attending 

university as they live within walking distance to athletic centres, but also to school 

and other amenities such as grocery stores, pharmacies, and shops. In contrast, when 

these participants move back to their hometowns in the summer, they must often 

drive to such places as they live in more rural areas. This phenomenon is twofold as 

not only do Amy, Mary, and Peg have limited access to fitness centres, but they also 
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spend less time walking for transportation. These findings are reminiscent of Frost et 

al. (2010), Giles-Corti et al. (2005), Heinrich et al. (2007), McGannon et al. (2014), 

Parks et al. (2003), Plotnikoff et al. (2004), Reed and Phillips (2005), and Blanchard 

et al (2005), as those individuals in these studies living in urban areas generally 

achieved higher levels of moderate activity.  

 Some schools place higher emphasis on athletic development than others, 

fostering environments that encourage students to initiate physical activity (Chow et 

al., 2015; Timmons et al., 2007; Tremblay et al., 2012). School contexts, especially 

physical education classes, had an important influence on the Semi-Active Students’ 

physical activity levels. For those students who expressed a strong dislike for physical 

education classes during adolescence (Kat, Peg, and Zoe; Semi-Active Students), 

competitive atmospheres primarily contributed to their disengagement from physical 

education. Similarly in Lake (2010), students who were uncomfortable in physical 

education classes did not enjoy competing with their peers as they felt under pressure 

to successfully demonstrate skills they had not yet mastered. 

 Although previous studies have demonstrated that environments emphasizing 

individual skill development (task orientation) are more effective in promoting 

physical activity involvement than competitive ones (ego orientation; Allender et al., 

1999), the present study is unable to support this claim. Other than Ann, all 

participants remembered elements of competition from their physical education 

classes but did not mention task-oriented environments. However, Ann’s (Active 

Student) experience in physical education suggests that task-oriented environments 

may be more conducive to students’ athletic development. Ann remembered 
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individual skill development being prioritized in physical education classes before 

competition. Although she enjoyed engaging in competitive sports, she also looked 

forward to physical education classes, as they were a safe space for her to practice her 

skills.  

Limitations of the Study 

 There were three primary limitations to this study. The most prominent 

limitation relates to the sample of participants as the majority of the women engaged 

in the recommended amounts of physical activity, creating a homogeneous sample 

with little variation across participants. As 9 of the 12 participants in this study met 

the recommended physical activity guidelines, the findings are more representative of 

young women who are physically active rather than inactive. Although several key 

differences were observed between Active Students and Semi-Active Students, more 

participants with lower physical activity levels would have further enhanced the 

quality of this study. If this type of study were to be replicated, researchers are 

encouraged to recruit participants from several different Faculties within a university. 

For example, recruiting from science or arts Faculties might have increased the 

diversity of participants’ physical activity backgrounds, allowing for a more 

heterogeneous sample.  

 A second limitation of this study is that physical activity levels were not 

quantitatively measured, as they were based on participants’ self-perceptions. 

Therefore, participants’ actual fitness levels might not be identical to their perceived 

levels. For example, Kat indicated that she obtained at least five hours of physical 

activity per week. However, the accuracy of her answer casts reasonable doubt as she 
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was unable to clearly articulate how she achieved this amount of activity each week 

as her physical activity involvement was more sporadic. Therefore, she was placed in 

the Semi-Active Group. To avoid this issue in the future, researchers might wish to 

implement a mixed-methods approach, in which physical activity is objectively 

measured. For instance, having participants track their activity with pedometers or 

accelerometers for a period of time before qualitative data collection could be 

beneficial.  

 Finally, the interview questions from this study have not been used in 

previous qualitative research, possibly decreasing the reliability of the data. It was 

determined that questions from previous studies would not be appropriate for the 

current study as the previous questions would not be relevant to the participants. 

Therefore, a new set of questions was created to enhance the quality of the data. 

However, researchers should conduct reliability and validity analysis of these 

interview questions if this study is to be replicated in the future.  

Implications for Future Research 

 The findings from the present study have three principal implications for 

future research. As the transition period from childhood to adolescence represents a 

critical point in time for the Semi-Active Students in particular, this age period 

warrants further research with respect to physical activity. The influence of social 

agents, specifically parents, and individual differences in skill development during 

adolescence are therefore two areas that should be further explored. A third 

implication of this study surrounds the role of attainment values in initiating physical 

activity. 
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 Social agents, parents in particular, had an important influence on participants 

during childhood and adolescence. However, a noticeable difference between Active 

Students and Semi-Active Students was observed with respect to parental support and 

encouragement. Although the parents of Semi-Active Students would support their 

child’s physical activity involvement, less emphasis was placed on athletics in 

adolescence than in childhood. For example, Zoe became responsible for her own 

transportation to and from practices, whereas, in childhood, her parents would drive 

her to her activities. Additionally, during adolescence, parents would allow their 

children to disengage from physical activity to spend more time on academics. Given 

this finding, future research may wish to further examine this shift in parental 

engagement. 

 A second important distinction found between the active and semi-active 

participants was their rate of athletic skill development during the onset of 

adolescence. All of the Semi-Active Students (Kat, Peg, and Zoe) and one Active 

Student (Valerie) noticed that several of their classmates who were involved in 

athletics outside of physical education classes became more skilled than those 

students who were not involved in sports outside of school. Therefore, individual skill 

differences became more apparent, influencing these women to feel self-conscious 

about their perceived lack of skill. Future researchers should study this phenomenon 

in more depth as interventions for students who receive less training and skill 

development might benefit them, closing the skill development gap between students.  

 A third discrepancy observed between active and semi-active participants 

surrounded the concept of attainment value. Those students who met the 
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recommended physical activity guidelines (Active Students) recognized physical 

activity as an important part of their identities. In contrast, the Semi-Active Students 

did not view themselves as athletic; therefore, engaging in fitness behaviours would 

not align with their self-concept. This distinction provides an area for future research, 

as gaining a more in-depth understanding of the process through which physical 

activity becomes a part of an individual’s identity might enhance fitness levels. Once 

this information has been established, intervention programs could be designed to 

help children and adolescents develop their personal physical activity identities, 

increasing the likelihood of their engaging in fitness behaviours. 

Implications for Practice 

 Parents/guardians, teachers, and coaches should consider the findings from 

this study, as they can influence children’s and adolescents’ expectations and values 

and create environments that foster positive physical activity development. 

 Parents/guardians are encouraged to introduce their children to a variety of 

sports and to engage in the activities with them, as children learn through modelled 

behaviours. It is also suggested that parents and guardians communicate the benefits 

of physical activity to their children for them to recognize the values of physical 

activity. Teachers and coaches might incorporate the ideas from this study into 

physical education classes and practices. For example, teachers and coaches might 

offer their students and players feedback on skill development in a calm and helpful 

manner that supports and encourages students/athletes to improve their skills. 

Additionally, a portion of lessons and practices should be devoted to playing and 

enjoyment. After completing drills and exercises for training purposes, for example, 
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students might benefit from scrimmaging or free play to enhance their intrinsic 

interest in the activity.  

 In regard to environmental influences, there are certain elements that can be 

changed (cultural influences) to enhance physical activity levels, while others are 

embedded within the physical environment and are unable to be modified (contextual 

influences). For those cultural influences that can be changed, social agents, teachers 

and coaches in particular, can begin to intervene by fostering a positive environment 

in which students feel safe to explore their own athletic capabilities. Adolescents’ 

peers can either be a positive or negative influence, depending on the level of 

encouragement they offer. If teachers and coaches notice that peers undermine other 

students’ athletic abilities, they should correct this situation so students are not 

discouraged from engaging in physical activity.  

The information that children and adolescents receive from the environment 

shapes their competence and gender stereotypes. Girls in particular tend to expect 

boys to be more physically capable, reflecting a predominant belief in society. 

Therefore, teachers, coaches, and parents must challenge this stereotype by first 

addressing it with girls and boys and then working to frame students’ gender 

expectations more positively. If girls are made to feel competent and equally capable 

of initiating physical activity, they are more likely to enjoy it, increasing the 

probability of their engaging in fitness behaviours throughout their lives. 

Final Thoughts 

 Working on my thesis has allowed me to gain a more in-depth understanding 

of the different elements that can impact girls’ physical activity levels. I have been 
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able to understand how positive and negative experiences continue to affect women’s 

attitudes and behaviours towards physical activity. As a person who is athletically 

inclined, I have been able to more fully understand the types of situations that can 

influence girls to disengage from physical activity, especially during adolescence. I 

have also learned valuable information from those participants who continue to 

engage in regular physical activity, particularly in team sports. Although I have 

always enjoyed fitness, team sports were rarely of interest to me. Therefore, speaking 

to women who were or currently are involved in competitive sports has given me the 

opportunity to understand the motives for engaging in such activities beyond health 

and enjoyment aspects.  

 In the future, I hope to continue to further my knowledge with respect to 

physical activity and receive employment in a related field. Eventually, I would like 

to work with girls to encourage the development of healthy behaviours and positive 

attitudes towards health and fitness. Once girls begin to develop the confidence and 

ability to initiate their own physical activity involvement, they are more likely to lead 

healthier lifestyles, both physically and psychologically. We as a society must 

recognize the fact that emphasizing ego-oriented forms of competition and 

reinforcing gender stereotypes will put girls at risk for becoming physically inactive. 

Physical inactivity is not only an issue for the individuals affected by it, but also to 

the economy and healthcare system, as numerous health-related illnesses can be 

prevented through physical activity. My goal is to promote and enhance physical 

activity involvement among children and adolescents. The valuable information I 

have gained from my research is my first step towards achieving this goal.  
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LETTER OF INFORMATION & CONSENT FORM 
  

 

 
 

Previous Physical Activity Experiences of Young Adult Females 
 
This research is being conducted by Hannah Burroughs (Master of Education candidate) 
under the supervision of Dr. John Freeman, in the Faculty of Education at Queen’s University 
in Kingston, Ontario. This study has been granted clearance by the General Research Ethics 
Board according to Canadian research ethics principles (http://www.ethics.gc.ca/default.aspx) 
and Queen’s University policies (http://www.queensu.ca/urs/research-ethics).   
 
What is this study about? The purpose of this research is to explore previous physical 
activity experiences of young adult females. In particular, I am interested in how these 
experiences influence current attitudes and behaviours towards physical activity in general.   
 
What is involved to participate in this study? Interviews will be conducted at Queen’s 
University and will last for a maximum of one hour. Your contribution will be recorded with a 
voice-recording device. The focus of the interview will be on your previous physical activity 
experiences and current physical activity levels. There are no known physical, psychological, 
economic, or social risks associated with this study. Information from this study will contribute 
to our understanding of how behaviours and attitudes towards physical activity develop in 
females. This knowledge will inform public health and physical education stakeholders (e.g. 
policy makers, program developer, teachers), although it will have no direct benefit to you. 
 
Is participation voluntary? Yes. You should not feel obliged to answer any questions that 
you find objectionable or that make you feel uncomfortable. You may choose to withdraw 
from the study until December 31, 2016 with no effect on your standing in school. If you wish 
to withdraw, contact Hannah Burroughs by email at 13heb@queensu.ca. If you withdraw, you 
may request removal of all or part of your data from the study. 
 
What will happen to your responses? Your responses will be kept confidential. Only 
Hannah Burroughs and Dr. John Freeman will have access to this information. Your 
confidentiality will be maintained to the extent possible. The interview recording will be 
transcribed. None of the data will contain your name. To protect your identity, a pseudonym 
will replace your name on all data files and in any dissemination of findings. Results from this 
study will be published in my master’s thesis and may be published in professional journals or 
presented at scientific conferences, but any such presentations will maintain individual 
confidentiality. In accordance with the General Research Ethics Board Standard Operating 
Procedures, data will be securely/password protected for a minimum of five years. If data are 
used for secondary analysis they will contain no identifying information. All electronic files will 
be password protected. Paper and audio data will be secured in a locked cabinet.  
 
Will you be compensated for your participation? Yes. You will receive a $25.00 prepaid 
VISA gift card for your time. 
 
What if you have concerns?  Any questions about study participation may be directed to 
Hannah Burroughs at 13heb@queensu.ca or Dr. John Freeman at freemanj@queensu.ca or 
613-533-6000 ext. 77298. Any ethical concerns about the study may be directed to the Chair 
of the General Research Ethics Board at chair.GREB@queensu.ca or 613-533-6081. 
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Thank you for your interest in participating in this research study. 
  
 
Your signature below indicates that you have read this Letter of Information and have 
had any questions answered to your satisfaction. Please keep a copy of this letter for 
your records. 
 
Name: ____________________________  Date:
 ____________________________ 
 
Signature: ____________________________  
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APPENDIX C: DEMOGRAPHICS AND PHYSICAL ACTIVITY 

INVOLVEMENT QUESTIONNAIRE 

 

1. Demographic information:  

a. What is your age?  __________________ 

b. What is your current year of study? 

i. First Year Undergraduate 

ii. Second Year Undergraduate 

iii. Third Year Undergraduate 

iv. Fourth Year or More Undergraduate 

v. B.Ed. student 

vi. Master’s student 

vii. Ph.D. student 

viii. Prefer not to answer 

c. What is your program of study? 

i. Kinesiology and Health Studies 

ii. Education 

d. Have you completed any other degrees/diplomas/programs before your 

current one? 

i. Yes (Please specify) __________________________________ 

ii. No 

iii. Prefer not to answer 
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2. Previous physical activity involvement: 

a. How much did you participate in physical activity during childhood 

and adolescence? Please circle or highlight one of the following 

options: 

i. Less than one hour a week 

ii. Approximately one hour per week 

iii.  Approximately two hours per week 

iv. Approximately three hours per week 

v. Approximately four hours per week 

vi. Approximately five hours per week 

vii. Approximately six hours per week 

viii. Seven or more hours per week 

b. What types of physical activities did you participate in during this 

time? Please circle or highlight all of the options that are applicable to 

you: 

i. Team sports (for example, soccer, volleyball, hockey) 

ii. Individual sports (for example, walking, swimming, skiing) 

iii. Physical education class 

iv. Other (please specify) 

_________________________________________ 

v. I did not participate in physical activity 

vi. Prefer not to answer 
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3. Current physical activity involvement: 

a. How often are you currently physically active? Please circle or 

highlight one of the following options: 

i. Less than one hour per week 

ii. Approximately one hour per week 

iii. Approximately two hours per week 

iv. Approximately three hours per week 

v. Approximately four hours per week 

vi. Five or more hours per week 

b. In what types of activities do you participate? Please circle or highlight 

all of the options that apply to you: 

i. Varsity sports offered at your school 

ii. Recreational sports offered through your school or community 

iii. Intramural sports offered through your school or community 

iv. Individual sports (such as walking/running, biking, going to the 

gym) 

v. Other (please specify) 

_________________________________________ 

vi. I do not participate in physical activity 

vii. Prefer not to answer 
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APPENDIX D: INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 

 

1. What does physical activity mean to you? What are some activities that you 

feel involve physical activity? 

2. What are your current feelings and attitudes towards physical activity? 

a. How much do you participate in physical activity? 

b. What helps your participation? 

c. What limits your participation? 

d. How does your participation vary over the course of the year? 

3. How physically active were you as a child? In what types of activities did you 

participate? Approximately how many times did you engage in physical 

activity per week? 

4. Please describe your feelings and attitudes towards physical activity as a child. 

a. What kinds of activities did you pursue? 

b. How did your involvement change over the course of a year? Across 

the years? 

5. What influenced you to participate in physical activity as a child? What 

hindered you from participating in physical activity as a child? 

6. What role did your physical education class play in how you viewed physical 

activity in general as a child? 

7. Think back to when you were transitioning from childhood to adolescence.  

a. In what types of activities did you participate and how frequently? 
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b. How did your involvement change over the course of a year? Across 

the years? 

8. How did you feel about physical activity during this time? 

9. What factors influenced you to engage in physical activity? What factors 

contributed to your disengagement from physical activity?  

10. Looking back on your physical activity experiences throughout childhood and 

adolescence, how did your gender play a role in your behaviours and attitudes 

towards physical activity? 

11. To what extent do you think your previous experiences in physical education 

class impact you today? 

12. What changes would you make to your physical education classes from 

elementary and secondary school to enhance engagement levels, particularly 

for females? 

13. To what extent do you think your previous physical activity experiences, 

besides those from physical education class, continue to impact you today? 

 


