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ABSTRACT

This study investigated the physical activity pattern and level among undergraduates. A total of 100 students
(Male=29, Female=71) from a private university were conveniently chosen for this survey. Type of physical activity
was measured by dichotomous items. Physical activity level (PAL) was measured using Physical Activity Index
(Griffin, 2006). Results showed that most popular physical activity was exercise activities with females dominating
in exercise activities, individual sport, team sport, outdoor leisure, and outdoor challenges as compared to males. In
terms of PAL, majority of the participants was in the need improvement level (55%), with only 9% in the good and
excellent level. Most participants have friends as their exercise partners, about 30% exercised with family members
while about 46% preferred to exercise alone. Even though undergraduates of this study involved in a variety of
physical activity, their physical activity level has left much to be desired.

Keywords: Physical activity level, physical activity pattern, exercise commitment, exercise partner.
INTRODUCTION

Current global estimates suggest that one in four adults and 81 per cent of adolescents do not engage in
sufficient physical activity (Bull et al., 2020). WHO reported that physical activity is the fourth leading
cause of death in the globe with an estimate of about approximately 6% of deaths globally (Sung et al.,
2021) or 3.2 million death cases yearly (Zayed & Elshaer, 2022). Similarly, the Malaysian National
Institute of Health [MNIH] (2020) revealed that a quarter of adult population was physically inactive. The
physical inactivity situation is so serious that it has prompted the World Health Assembly (WHA) to
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approve a new Global Action Plan on Physical Activity (GAPPA) 2018-2030 in 2018, and has adopted a
global target to reduce global levels of physical inactivity in adults and adolescents by 15% by 2030 (Bull
et al., 2020). Thus, it is important to examine physical activity and physical activity behaviour among
undergraduates.

Wee et al. (2022) examined undergraduates’ (n=358) physical activity and reported that most participants
(70.3%) were involved in exercise activity, about 54% in individual sport, and 51% in team sport. In terms
of genders, males were more dominant in all the three activities; ‘exercise activities’ (male: 74.6%, female:
25.4%), ‘individual sports’ (male: 82.4%, female: 17.6%), and ‘team sports’ (male: 84.9%, female:15.1%).
Wee et al. (2021) examined PA of university students and reported their popular and unpopular PA. The
most popular PA were body weight exercises, aerobic exercises, and low impact cardio workout while
most unpopular PA were badminton, basketball and yoga.

According to previous research findings and the Social Ecological Model (SEM), PA participation
behaviour is multifaceted and affected by many factors to varying degrees (Zhang, Thomas, & Weiller,
2015). Previous researchers (example: McLeroy et al., 1988; Wee et al., 2023) have reported that personal
and social environmental factors contributed to behavioural changes in PA participation. Among numerous
reasons for physical inactivity in adolescent include type of PA and social support (Wee et al., 2023). Even
though social support could take several forms, including instrumental support, motivational support, and
modelling support, the two most significant sources of social support originate from family and
friends/peers. Previous research findings shows that encouragement (appraisal support) from parents, and
companionship and tangible support (belonging support and instrumental support) from friends/peers were
both influential and effective respectively (King et al., 2008). In terms of genders, the relationship between
social environment and physical activity is more dominant with males (Amorim et al., 2010). However,
Gruber (2008) revealed that female university undergraduates treasured companionship in PA participation
and PA routine maintenance as compared to male counterparts. In spite of family support being persistently
found to be positively associated to PA in adolescents, the findings on friend/peer social support for PA
remained inconclusive (Dunton, Schneider & Cooper, 2007; Sallis, Prochaska & Taylor, 2000). Irrespective
of above-mentioned evidences, consistent findings were revealed on the significant of friends and parents
supports in encouraging PA participation (Abdelghaffar et al., 2019; Tesler et al, 2019; Wilk et al., 2018).
In fact, lack of parental and friends supports have been reported as barriers to PA participation among
adolescents (Abdelghaffar et al., 2019; Pawlowski, 2014).

METHODS

Participants

A total of 100 participants participated in this study. They were enrolled in a private university located at
Kota Damansara, Selangor, Malaysia. The sample was dominated by females (male: 29.0%, female:
71.0%). In terms of age 38% was 20 years old and below, and 62% was above 20 years old (mean age =
21.4 +2.1 years).

Instrumentation
Type of physical activity was measured by dichotomous items based on five types of physical activities
(exercise activities, outdoor challenges, outdoor leisure, individual sport and team sport).

Physical activity level (PAL) was measured using a 3-items Physical Activity Index [PAI](Griffin, 2006).
The PAL was determined using the total score of PAI. The total PAI score was obtained by multiplying
the intensity by duration and by frequency of exercise.
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Procedure

Approval to conduct this research has been obtained from the University Ethical Committee.
Questionnaires were distributed through the class representatives of every class to source for participants
on campus. They were asked to answer the questionnaire from Section A (Demographic data), Section B
(Type of physical activity involvement), Section C (Physical Activity Index), and Section D (Physical
Activity Adherence Questionnaire) in sequence.

Data collection and analysis

Prior to data collection, all the participants were requested to fill-up the consent forms. The participants
were briefed to ensure that they understood the study purposes and expected outcomes. They were made
aware of voluntary participation, and they could withdraw from the survey at their convenience without
providing any reasons and without fear of any repercussions. They were guaranteed confidentiality of the
data collected and they were provided with contact of the researcher should they require further
clarifications. Descriptive statistics such as frequency, percentages were used to report the demographic
data of gender, age category, type of physical activity, and physical activity level (PAI category) was
determined by multiplying intensity, duration, and frequency. PAL was rated as ‘Excellent’ (PAI score =
100 or more), ‘Good; (PAI score = 60-99), ‘Average’ (PAI score = 40-59), ‘Fair’ (PAI score = 20-39), and
‘Need improvement (PAI score = < 20).

RESULTS
Physical activity of the participants

Figure 1 shows the physical activities involvement of the participants. Almost 76% of the participants were
involved in exercise activities, followed by individual sport (37%), and team sport (23%). When the five
physical activities were scrutinized, females were found to be more involved in all the five physical
activities; exercise activities (female: 71.2%, male: 28.8), outdoor challenges (female: 72.7%, male:
27.3%), outdoor leisure (female: 82.4%, male: 17.6%), individual sport (female: 73.0%, male: 27.0%) and
team sport (female: 65.2%, male: 34.8%).

Physical Activity Involvement
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Figure 1: Physical activity involvement
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Physical Activity Level of the participants

Overall results in Table 1 show that the participants had poor PAL with 55% in the need improvement
category and only 8% in the good and excellent categories. In terms of gender, female had poor PAL in all
categories except the excellent category as compared to PAL of the male counterpart. T-test based on PAI
scores according to gender showed no significant difference in PAL (t=-0.205, p>0.05). This tells us that
there is no statistically significant association between Gender and PAL; that is, both Males (mean =25.07)
and Females (mean = 26.24) performed equally well in PAL.

Table 1: Physical Activity Level for the Sample and According to Gender
Physical Activity Level Category (%)

Gender Need Fair Average Good Excellent
improvement (20-39) (40-59) (60-99) (100 or >) Total (%)
(<20)
Male 19.0 5.0 2.0 1.0 2.0 29.0
Female 36.0 22.0 7.0 4.0 2.0 71.0
Total 55.0 27.0 9.0 5.0 4.0 100

Physical Activity Level according to type of physical activity

Results in Table 2 revealed that more than half of the participants who participated in all the five types of
physical activities had low PAL (Need improvement). Similarly, 30.4% (team sport) to 45.5% (outdoor
challenge) of the participants had fair and average PAL. Less than 10% of the participants who participated
in exercise activities (5.4%) and individual sport (8.1%) had good and excellent PAL. Participants in the
outdoor challenge had the worst PAL, achieving only fair, and need improvement category.

Table 2: Physical activity level category according to type of physical activity
Physical Activity Level Category (%)

Type of PA Need Fair Average Good Excellent
improvement (20-39) (40-59) (60-99) (100 or >) Total (%)
(<20)

Exercise Activity 56.0 29.3 9.3 4.0 1.4 100
Team Sport 69.6 26.1 4.3 0.0 0.0 100
Individual Sport 51.4 351 54 54 2.7 100
Outdoor Leisure 58.8 353 5.9 0.0 0.0 100
Outdoor Challenge 54.5 45.5 0.0 0.0 0.0 100

Partner in physical activity participation

The sample as a whole (Figure 2) showed that majority of the participants preferred to exercise with friends
(60.0%). Forty-six percent of the respondents exercise alone while 30% preferred family members as their
exercise partners.
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Figure 2: Partner in physical activity participation

In terms of gender (Figure 3), females preferred to exercise with friends (44%) as compared to exercising
alone (30%) while male counterparts had similar preferences on friends as partner and exercising alone.
Both genders, in descending order of preference, ranked exercising with friends, exercising alone, and
exercising with family members as their exercise partners. This suggests that social interaction, even with
friends, is highly valued in exercise, followed by solo exercise, and then family-based exercise.

Exercise partner according to gender
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Figure 3: Exercise partner according to gender

Association between PAL and various category of partners

The data presented in Table 3 were based on dichotomous answer (yes or no). The percentages presented
were computed based on the ‘yes’ responses. Results revealed that overall, the participants who exercised
with family members performed better in terms of need improvement, average and good category. Even
though the participants who exercised alone achieved 4.3% in the excellent category, almost 70% of other
participants were placed in the need improvement category.
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Table 3: Association between PAL and various category of partners

Exercise Partners (percent)

PAI Score PAI Category No one Friends Family Members
<20 Need improvement 69.6 55.0 46.7
20-39 Fair 15.2 31.6 30.0
40-59 Average 6.5 6.7 13.3
60-99 Good 43 6.7 10.0
100 or > Excellent 4.3 0.0 0.0

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0
DISCUSSION

Physical activity involvement of the participants.

The findings of this research revealed that undergraduates’ main activity was exercise activity (76%) and
a third of them participated in individual sport (37%). In terms of gender, as compared to the male
counterparts, female undergraduates dominated in all the five physical activity. Female undergraduates
were 5 times more involved in outdoor leisure, 3 times more involved in individual sport and outdoor
challenge, and 2 times more involved in exercise activities and team sport.

The finding on exercise activity participation of this research was supported by Wee et al. (2022) who
reported that 70.3% of undergraduates participated in exercise activity. Similarly, Wee et al. (2023)
revealed that 74% of the participants were involved in exercise activities, followed by individual sport
(37.4%). However, the finding of female dominance on all the five physical activities was contrary to male
dominance in research conducted by Wee et al. (2022, 2023). Likewise, Wee and other researchers (2022)
reported that males were dominant in team (male: 84.9%, female:15.1%). and individual sport (male:
82.4%, female: 17.6%), participation as compared to the findings of this research.

Physical Activity Level of the participants.

The findings of this study revealed that the sample as a whole had poor PAL with more than half in need
improvement category and less than 10% in the good and excellent categories. Analysis of total PAL scores
according to gender revealed that both genders accomplished similar PAL. This result is contrary to the
findings found in Wee et al. (2023) where 20.5% of the participants achieved good and excellent PAL and
only 13% was in the need improvement PAL. Similarly, the result of this study was contrary to a study by
Wee et al. (2021) where it was reported that 20% and 18% were in the good PAL and need improvement
PAL respectively. Earlier study by Elijah and Eric (2012) examined sport science undergraduates’ physical
activity and reported that 28% of them perceived their physical health status to be good and 20% perceived
their health status to be in the poor category. However, Elijah and Eric (2012) support this study in terms
of no gender differences in physical health status/PAL.

Partner in physical activity participation.

The participants of this research ranked PA partner preference as friends (60%), no partner (46%), and
family members (30%) respectively. Both genders demonstrated similar preference for partner in PA
participation. However, females were more dominance in all the three category of PA partner as compared
to males. This supports the notion that females need partners to participate in PA (Gould et al., 1985; Hill,
1987; Ryckman & Hamel, 1992; Sapp & Haubenstricker, 1978).

In a study of university students’ preference of partner in PA, Wee et al. (2023) support friends as the top
ranked partner in PA. On the contrary, Wee et al. (2023) ranked family (27%) higher than no partner (13%).
Similarly, males preferred to exercise alone more than the female counterparts. Numerous previous
Malaysian studies (Azizah, 2004; Ruhaifie, 2008) also examined the influence of social support on PA
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participation. While Ruhaifie (2008) supports friends as the top ranked exercise partner, Azizah (2004)
support family as the utmost partner in exercise participation. In addition, Shafer (2012) in a study of
psychosocial determinants of PA of college students revealed that social support and PA participation was
not significantly correlated for male students but was significantly correlated for female students. Social
support played a significant role in PA participation (Chau, 2007) and it was recognised that social
connectedness consistently impacted majority of individuals who undertook sufficient weekly exercise
(Brown & Nepal 2010).

CONCLUSION

This research has confirmed that PAL is a determinant for exercise behaviour. Social support especially
friend support played a big role in PA participation. However, those participants who exercised with family
members achieved better PAL. The participants that participated in exercise activities, and individual sport
had good PAL. However, there is no significant difference in PAL according to gender.
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