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Objectives. In this review of qualitative data from the Cross-Cultural Activity Participation
Study (CAPS), we synthesize the major findings of studies designed to identify minority
women’s perceptions of physical activity.

Methods. We interviewed 30 African American and 26 American Indian women with
constant comparison techniques. We analyzed the data with a coding system devel-
oped from the data.

Results. The women led active, busy lives. Most perceived physical activity as being
good for them, identified constraints to time and space for physical activity, and wanted
social support for physical activity. Sociocultural issues also were related to physical
activity.

Conclusions. Both personal and cultural values influenced the women’s physical ac-
tivity behaviors. (Am J Public Health. 2003;93:313–317)

cal devices (e.g., Caltrac energy expenditure
measurement equipment, pedometers).15 In
addition, 56 women participated in in-depth
qualitative interviews. This qualitative compo-
nent was included as part of the larger study
to obtain additional information about the
psychosocial context and sociocultural mean-
ings of physical activity and leisure.16

The purpose of this article is to retrospec-
tively summarize and synthesize the broad
findings discussed in more detail in other
publications16–21 related to the CAPS qualita-
tive data. As researchers, we were not neces-
sarily concerned with drawing conclusions,
but rather with discovering perspectives that
could shed light on the physical activity atti-
tudes, behaviors, and experiences of these
women. The data collection, analyses, and re-
porting of the qualitative findings, as well as
the development and validation of quantita-
tive measurement instruments, raised meth-
odological issues and theoretical concerns for
future research.

METHODS

One challenge in examining how race, eth-
nicity, and culture relate to physical activity
behavior was that no consistent definitions
existed for the variables of race, ethnicity, cul-
ture, socioculture, and minority. We defined
race as a group of people who share certain
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Limited leisure research exists on minorities1,2

and particularly women of color.3,4 Research-
ers in leisure studies1,5–8 and in physical, ac-
tivity, and exercise areas9–12 have begun to
examine activity participation among ethnic
groups more extensively than in the past. Yet,
researchers and practitioners are only begin-
ning to uncover the complexities and the so-
ciocultural contexts that may affect involve-
ment in, attitudes toward, and commitment to
active lifestyles.

Research from the Centers for Disease
Control and Prevention shows that fewer
than 30% of minority women in the United
States obtain moderate activity in amounts
sufficient to derive health benefits.13 More
than half of all women lead sedentary lives,
and among women of color this percentage is
even higher. Being at risk for premature
death, some chronic diseases, and obesity is
associated with physical inactivity. Therefore,
it is important to understand physical activity
patterns and how they occur so that effective
interventions might be devised and encour-
aged.14 If behavioral changes, health improve-
ment, and an enhanced quality of life are to
be achieved, researchers must understand
how individuals perceive physical activities.

Because of the dearth of information about
women of color and their health needs, the
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention
funded several projects in the 1990s to exam-
ine minority racial groups and their physical
activity involvement. One project was initi-
ated through the Prevention Research Center
of the University of South Carolina School of
Public Health. The Cross-Cultural Activity
Participation Study (CAPS) was designed to
measure the physical activity habits in a sam-
ple of African American and American Indian
women and to develop and validate a set of
surveys to measure moderate physical activ-
ity. Part of the study was focused on measur-
ing physical activity patterns through surveys,
daily physical activity records, and mechani-

physical characteristics. Ethnicity referred to a
group’s customs, language, or social views re-
lated to the country of origin. Culture and so-
cioculture referred to the customary beliefs
and social forms of a racial, religious, or social
group. The sociocultural environment of a
group also related to why some activities
were unique to the group and some might be
considered taboo. Evidence indicates that Af-
rican Americans and American Indians have
a higher incidence of cardiovascular disease
than European Americans, and no biological
link has been found to explain the data.13

Therefore, race and ethnicity, with their soci-
ocultural implications, seem to be plausible
indicators of whether and how an individual
engages in physical activity.

We were also aware of problems with the
language and definitions concerning physical
activity issues. Physical activity was defined
broadly. Although the primary focus of the
CAPS project was physical activity that might
occur in all aspects of daily life, we were also
interested in the relationship between percep-
tion of free time and involvement in activity.
Exercise was defined as a subset of physical
activity consisting of planned, structured,
repetitive bodily movement done to improve
or maintain 1 or more components of physi-
cal fitness. We wanted participants to ac-
knowledge physical activity in its broadest
definition, including any type of movement
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TABLE 1—Demographics of Women Interviewed, by Race

African American (n = 30) American Indian (n = 26)

Mean age in years (SD) 57 (11) 56 (12)

Age group, %

40–49 y 30 33

50–59 y 27 33

60–69 y 27 20

70–79 y 17 3

80–89 y . . . 10

Marital status, %

Married 50 47

Widowed 27 20

Single/divorced 20 33

Have responsibility for grandchild, % 37 50

Mean no. of people in household (SD) 2.5 (1.3) 4 (2.3)

Mean no. of bedrooms (SD) 3.2 (0.9) 2.7 (1.1)

Mean years of education (SD) 15.5 (3.8) 14.5 (4.4)

Average hours worked for pay per week (SD) 46.0 (26.7) 51.0 (34.0)

Annual income, %

< $11 999 30 30

$12 000–$15 999 7 10

$16 000–$24 999 10 27

$25 000–$34 999 17 10

> $35 000 27 23

Note. Percentages do not always total 100 owing to rounding and missing data.

and not just structured exercise. Leisure was
conceptually defined as a context in which
physical activity might be undertaken during
free time, resulting in fun and enjoyment.

All participants in the CAPS project were
recruited purposively (see previous studies for
a complete summary of the methods used for
data collection and analyses17–19). A total of
30 African American women and 26 Ameri-
can Indian women (half Pueblo, half Navajo)
participated in the interviews. A summary of
the characteristics of the women interviewed
is included in Table 1.

We designed a semistructured interview
guide approach to encourage women to talk
about their lives and how they perceived the
relative importance of physical activity. Data
analyses for the in-depth interviews were con-
ducted with constant comparison techniques.
A coding system was established as the inter-
views were undertaken. We used NUD*IST 4
(QSR International, Melbourne, Australia) to
categorize data with numerous codes that
could then be retrieved and integrated later

in the analyses. We selected quotations and
examples by the researchers to illustrate the
emerging themes.

RESULTS

The purpose of the qualitative data compo-
nent of the CAPS project was to obtain infor-
mation about the psychosocial context and
sociocultural meanings of physical activity for
older African American and American Indian
women. Many of the women in this study
shared certain motivations and constraints
with cohort members by virtue of being born
at about the same time and sharing a cultural
background. Yet each life was punctuated in
diverse ways by idiosyncratic events and per-
sonal experiences. Details of the interpreta-
tions briefly described below can be found
elsewhere.16–21

Physical Activity Values
Most of the women interviewed believed

that physical activity was important for physi-

cal and mental health reasons. Despite this at-
titude, many of the women indicated that
they were not physically active on a regular
basis.16–20 Problems arose from some of the
women’s misconceptions about the definitions
of physical activity, although the in-depth in-
terviews helped the women understand how
the researchers defined and described physi-
cal activity and leisure. Still, although the re-
searchers sought to define their terms
broadly, the women most commonly associ-
ated exercise and structured activities with
the concept of physical activity. An American
Indian woman summarized this interpretation
best when she answered, “I hardly do any
physical activity. The only thing I can think of
is walking.”18

Both the African American and American
Indian women associated being physically ac-
tive with feeling good, being with others,
being and feeling healthy, and experiencing
spiritual and psychological benefits.19 For ex-
ample, one African American woman stated,
“I think that for me to be truly happy or satis-
fied, I’m going to have to be physically ac-
tive.” An American Indian woman described
the spiritual benefits of activity by saying, “I
love being outside. Mostly I love taking walks.
I love the quietness with that.”

Constraints
Because their attitudes toward physical ac-

tivity were generally positive and because
many of the women indicated that they
would like to be physically active, it appeared
that constraints or barriers were preventing
some of the women from being as physically
active as they wanted.18 A constraint is com-
monly defined as anything that inhibits a per-
son’s ability to participate in activities, to
spend more time doing so, to take advantage
of opportunities, or to achieve a desired level
of satisfaction.4 The constraints to physical in-
volvement that many of these women de-
scribed included a range of perceptions, ex-
cuses, and problems encountered in finding
time and space for engaging in physical activ-
ity. Lack of time was one of the biggest prob-
lems for all the women.3,23,24 Underlying the
lack of time, however, were a myriad of other
issues that influenced time. One African
American woman vocalized this issue when
she said, “I talk about lack of time, et cetera,
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but you know, time is the sort of thing you
can make available when you want.”18

The women cited several other perceived
barriers to active physical involvement, in-
cluding job demands, physical tiredness, phys-
ical illnesses and ailments, expectations and
needs of the family and others in the commu-
nity, economic constraints, major life changes
or traumas, safety issues, weather and envi-
ronment, the hassle of personal care (e.g.,
showering, keeping hair looking good), and a
lack of facilities and opportunities. For exam-
ple, an African American woman said, “I have
to be careful what time I go walking, you
know, ’cause I don’t care what time of day it
is, it’s still dangerous, everywhere.”

Perceiving that positive outcomes ensued
from being physically active did not necessar-
ily mitigate constraints. Many of the women
we interviewed, however, were at least con-
templating the value of physical activity in
their lives. They seemed to understand the
health message regarding the value of physi-
cal activity, but many of them had not yet
taken the next step of regularly engaging in a
physical activity they enjoyed. Yet the women
seemed to be generally open to the possibili-
ties of physical activity despite the constraints
they perceived and encountered in reality.

Social Support
Social networks are the structural and in-

teractional aspects of a support system, such
as the number and type of network members
and the frequency and intensity of those in-
teractions. Social support in the CAPS project
referred to the functional or behavioral as-
pects of the network, including the types of
support received and given as they pertained,
in this case, to physical activity. Although the
amount and type of social support for physi-
cal activity varied, the majority of the women
who undertook physical activity found em-
powerment through social networks.

The lives of people of color in US society
generally are associated with close family ties
and community affiliations. Social networks in
the form of family and community connec-
tions existed and were important elements in
the lives of most of these women. The
amount and type of social support for physi-
cal activity varied among the women inter-
viewed. The majority described social net-

works that offered positive support in the
form of emotional support, companionship,
reciprocity, or help in problem solving. Our
analysis, as well as research by others, shows
how the “ethic of care” results in both an en-
hancement and a constraint to physical activ-
ity.3,25 (An ethic of care refers to relationships
with others in which women sometimes care
more about the needs of others [e.g., spouse,
children] than their own needs.) Always put-
ting others first can constrain the time avail-
able for physical activity. On the other hand,
having other people in one’s life can provide
partners for physical activity.

The women’s social networks, particularly
those related to the family, changed over time
because of factors such as children growing
up, grandchildren coming into their lives, care
responsibilities for family members, and each
woman’s own assessment of her needs for
physical and mental health. Friendship and
community networks tended to be more sta-
ble over time. Although social networks were
not essential for every woman we inter-
viewed, the vast majority found personal em-
powerment or a greater sense of control over
their lives through those networks. Social net-
works were also a means of finding compan-
ions for physical activities (e.g., playing with
children, walking with family members and
friends).

Sedentary But Busy
As we listened to the African American

and American Indian women talk about their
lives, we noted the vast number of activities
in which they were involved. These women
may be defined as “sedentary” by physical ac-
tivity standards, but they were certainly
busy.20 Most of the women in this study
noted a clear differentiation between the
weekend and the weekday as evidenced by
the different activities—mostly pertaining to
paid work—in their lives.

The women in this study could be divided
into two typologies by the way they describe
their typical weekdays. The first type saw
their weekdays as usually “routine”; they had
no problem indicating how their time was
structured. The second type was the “it de-
pends” group. These women suggested that
every day was different, and their activities
depended on what the particular day held.

Except for a handful of women who walked
consistently or attended an aerobics class,
most of the “it depends” women we inter-
viewed did not describe a regular plan for
physical activity, largely because they often
did not know what their days might hold. Al-
most all the women described a variety of
household tasks (i.e., fixing meals) that had to
be done regardless of whether they organized
their days with a perception of “routine” or “it
depends.” Many of the women felt that their
weekdays were much too busy.

Describing weekends was more complex
for many of the women. Although some rou-
tines were evident on the weekends, such as
doing laundry, fixing family meals, and going
to church, the weekends generally provided a
greater perception of variety than the week-
days. The weekends also seemed to be less
stressful, with fewer perceived demands. Two
primary undertakings emerged in the data re-
garding the weekend: getting “caught up” and
“relaxing.” A number of women saw these un-
dertakings as occurring in tandem. The for-
mer (getting “caught up”) was often a prereq-
uisite for the latter (“relaxing”). Although the
time seemed to be more flexible on the week-
end than during the week, physical activity
for the most part was not a planned aspect of
the weekend. The older women in this study
were physically sedentary (as the statistics
proclaim and as their stories confirmed), but
they were generally busy.

Sociocultural Concerns
The major focus of the CAPS project was

to ascertain whether African American and
American Indian women perceived physical
activity in ways that previous measures with a
Eurocentric bias had failed to uncover. Deter-
mining how race, ethnicity, culture, and mi-
nority status affected being physically active
was not easy to discern.19 Some women re-
sponded that their racial or ethnic back-
ground did not matter. Others, however,
indicated that they could identify some
sociocultural factors as being linked to their
physical activity. These perspectives related to
history, marginality, and cultural pride. For
example, the past history of oppression
seemed to have an impact on the adults of
today and their physical activity involvement,
particularly in free time. One African Ameri-



American Journal of Public Health | February 2003, Vol 93, No. 2316 | Research and Practice | Peer Reviewed | Henderson and Ainsworth

 RESEARCH AND PRACTICE 

can woman said that as a child she was active
but she did not feel she ever knew adults
who included involvement in physical activity
as leisure, because they were working all the
time.

Sociocultural influences related to margin-
ality were generally seen as negative. For sev-
eral American Indian women, marginality re-
lated to the lack of recreation facilities
available and the amount of work for pay
that had to be done. Marginality was men-
tioned more often among the American In-
dian women in this study, whereas African
American women were more likely to men-
tion history. Several American Indian women
described how important physical activity was
to them culturally, especially in the form of
traditions and ceremonies, but how much
their lives had changed as a result of their as-
similation into the urban culture and the loss
of some of their traditions. The African Amer-
ican women in this study generally did not
identify anything in their culture that related
to physical activity besides a history of physi-
cal work. The consistency and yet ambiguity
of some of the differing perceptions held by
these women of color underlined the intersec-
tion of personal and cultural values and the
need to examine both their environment and
their behavior.

Enjoyment as Reflected in Walking
Walking is an accessible activity that is

readily available to most able-bodied people.
In the quantitative portion of the CAPS proj-
ect, walking was noted as an important physi-
cal activity undertaken by a range of women
of different ages and from different economic
backgrounds and family situations.15 In our
analysis, we were interested in walking as a
physical activity regardless of why or where it
was done.18

The descriptive analysis that emerged
from these walking data related to 3 dimen-
sions: the context of walking, the conditions
that enable walking, and constraints to walk-
ing more or achieving greater satisfaction
with walking as a physical activity. The con-
text of walking included dimensions of work-
related walking, walking as necessity, walking
for health, and walking for pleasure. The
physiological value of the movement itself
was the same across the contexts, but the

psychological motivations and implications
varied.

Four subthemes emerged that were helpful
in explaining how walking might be enabled:
adaptability and availability (women could
perform some form of walking virtually any-
where), social and/or solitary dimensions,
identification with cultural traditions, and per-
ceptions that walking was “not really exercise”
(as exercise is often construed). Four salient
constraints to walking were seasons and
weather, safety, being physically and/or emo-
tionally tired, and not having walking part-
ners. Therefore, although its adaptability and
availability made walking a great activity, the
seasons and weather also sometimes served
as a constraint.

Walking was an important activity in the
lives of many of the African American and
American Indian women because of the avail-
able contexts, the conditions that enabled it to
happen, and the negotiability of many of the
constraints. As many of these women stated,
walking had value because it was “not really
exercise.” This reflection seemed to relate to
the idea that choice was involved in where,
how, and with whom walking was under-
taken. Choice was also involved regarding the
intensity of the activity. Related to these in-
trinsic motivations was the underlying atti-
tude that walking was enjoyable when these
women perceived the activity to involve
choices.

CONCLUSIONS

These findings provide some descriptive
information about the lives of African
American and American Indian women and
their physical activity. In some cases, the ex-
periences of African American and Ameri-
can Indian women were similar; in other sit-
uations, ethnic as well as individual
differences were evident. Each of the
emerging conclusions had numerous impli-
cations for encouraging physical activity
among these women. Many of the specific
recommendations are given in the papers
cited in Results,16–21 and a complete discus-
sion of all possible applications is outside
the scope of this paper. However, these
qualitative data begin to provide some in-
sight about physical activity patterns.18

As indicated in our findings, the women in
this study had difficulty talking about the in-
fluence of their racial identity on their in-
volvement in physical activity. We felt a
tension between our desire to extract inter-
pretations from the women and our asking
them to speak on a highly personal and com-
plex matter. Our data showed that race might
serve both positive and negative functions
within and between social groups. The prob-
lems with isolating race or cultural identity
also related to the reality that all people have
multiple identities concerning sex, age, class,
race, religion, disability, sexuality, and a vari-
ety of factors that determine who an individ-
ual is. Thus, determining and measuring how
race matters continues to be a challenge, but
it is one that public health and physical activ-
ity researchers cannot ignore.

The ideas about physical activity con-
tributed by the interviewees strongly reflected
their personal identities. In our study, we
were increasingly aware of how the women’s
personal and cultural values intersected.
These women’s stories were also punctuated
by idiosyncratic events and personal experi-
ences.26 The results of the CAPS project sug-
gested that individual behavioral choices
seemed to be influenced by a combination of
personal, cultural, and environmental factors.

This idea also pointed to the need to exam-
ine social and ecological perspectives of how
personal, interpersonal, environmental, insti-
tutional, and policy indictors may influence
people’s behaviors.27 Researchers and educa-
tors will need to expand cultural and individ-
ual perspectives if the multiple dimensions of
behavior are to be understood. West28 of-
fered that researchers might need to go be-
yond simple explanations to understand how
environment and behavior are inseparable
and how institutions and values go hand in
hand. More research is needed to determine
how these personal and cultural value sys-
tems affect behavior.

The challenge for future research lies in
asking questions in a meaningful way and
considering the complexity of the answers.21

If behavioral changes, health improvement,
and an enhanced quality of life are to be
achieved, researchers must continue to try to
ascertain the perceptions that people hold
about their lives and discover the most valid
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ways to examine the meanings that individu-
als and groups attach to their lives and the
role physical activity plays in them.
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