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ABSTRACT

Physical inactivity is a global public health issue. This study aimed to determine whether ethnic
identity was associated with physical activity levels among Black female college students age 18
years and older attending two Historically Black Colleges and Universities in the Washington, DC,
metropolitan area. Of the 302 students surveyed, 54.88% identified as African American, 24.58%
identified as Black, 12.12% identified as African, and 8.42% identified as other. Eighty percent of the
students were between the ages of 18 and 23 years. Ethnic identity was measured by using the
Multigroup Ethnic Identity Measure, whereas physical activity level was measured using the
International Physical Activity Questionnaire—Short Form. The study found that ethnic identity was
positively associated with self-reported physical activity levels (Spearman: 0.1489; 0.0103). All
subjects had high ethnic identity scores as African, African American, and Black female college
students and were physically active; however, the physical activity levels was categorized as low.
Among these three ethnic identities, there was no significant difference between metabolic-equivalent
physical activity levels (Kruskal-Wallis: 4.86, 2; 0.0879). In conclusion, these findings imply that
cultural identity matters among African, African American, and Black females and may influence
physical activity participation, but not necessarily change the level of physical activity.
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INTRODUCTION

Physical activity is one main
lifestyle behaviors that can improve one’s
overall health. The Office of Disease
Prevention and Health Promotion stated,
"Americans should be regularly physically
active to improve overall health and fitness
and decrease health risk." 4*!

According to the Centers for
Disease Control and Prevention, adults
need 150 minutes of moderate physical
activity per week and at least 2 days per

week of muscle strength training. Some
researchers have also discovered that
participating in physical activity may
influence academic achievement. ?! Only
52% of all adults in the United States met
the 2008 Physical Activity Guidelines for
Americans. ! The Centers for Disease
Control and Prevention reported that more
Whites (22.8%) met the physical activity
guidelines as compared to 17.3% of
Blacks. &
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The Centers for Disease Control
and Prevention also found that younger
individuals and those with a higher
educational background tended to meet the
physical activity guidelines compared to
those with lower educational backgrounds.
%1 Researchers have also found that
younger adults tend to meet the weekly
guidelines if they were physically active in
their childhood. Driskell, Goebel, and Kim
found that fitness and physical activity
levels are more likely to decrease during
the transition to college, and fitness and
physical activity levels are less likely to
Egr;i)rove, as college students grow older.

An estimated 81% to 85% of adults
continue the same physical activity
patterns that they demonstrated during
their final year of college. 5!

Other than age and educational
background, race (ethnicity) has been
shown to be another demographic factor
influencing physical activity. According to
the Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention, only 41% of African
Americans reported being moderately
active, i.e., physical activity for 150
minutes. ®  This reported rate is
approximately 10% lower than the
reported rate for White Americans. ©
Among Black females, only 36% reported
meeting the recommended 150 minutes per
week, which is the lowest rate among any
gender and race. ©® In addition to the low
physical activity levels reported by Blacks,
Black females have the highest prevalence
of obesity. Blacks show a higher
prevalence of chronic disease that may be
associated with physical inactivity.

Ethnic identity and culture play
important roles in an individual’s daily
health decisions. A meta-analysis
conducted by Smith and Silva in 2011
found a positive association between one’s
well-being and ethnic identity. Previous
studies revealed that physical activity
levels are different among several ethnic
groups such as  Whites, African
Americans, Hispanics, and Asians; it is

unclear whether there is an association
between physical activity levels and Black
identity.

The aims of this study were to
determine whether ethnic identity impacts
physical activity levels among Black,
African American, and African female
students. The study also examined whether
high affirmation and belonging to three
ethnic groups (Black, African American,
or African) were associated with a higher
physical activity level. In particular, this
study aimed to examine the association
between ethnic identity and physical
activity levels among African, African
American, and Black female college
students attending two Historically Black
Colleges and Universities.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

The participants in this study were
female students enrolled at two
Historically  Black  Colleges  and
Universities located in the Washington,
DC, metropolitan area. Sampled were a
total of 306 students’ ages 18 years and
older. Data were collected during the lunch
and dinners hours at student union centers
located on both campuses. Participants
were informed that participation was
voluntary and that responses would be
confidential. Participants received
refreshments  for ~ completing  the
questionnaire. The institutional review
board of Loma Linda University approved
the study.

Participants were asked to provide
their demographic characteristics such as
ethnic identity, age, years in college,
marital status, number of children, type of
housing, parental educational background,
financial aid status, and status as a college
athlete. The International Physical Activity
Questionnaire—Short Form (IPAQ-SF) was
used to assess the physical activity levels
among Black female college students. This
self-reported questionnaire consisted of a
7-item scale with items assessing
respondents’ physical activity level in the
previous seven days. Participants
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responded to each question by placing a
time value or checking "don’t know/not
sure" as a response. All of the responses
were continuous numbers using hours and
minutes. The IPAQ-SF reported reliability
and validity as r = .8 and r = .3. [*¥

Jean S. Phinney developed the
Multigroup  Ethnic  Identity Measure
(MEIM) in 1992. ™ The MEIM was
used to assess the ethnic identity search,
affirmation, and belonging to self-reported
cultural/ethnic identity. Cultural identity
was operationalized by the use of the
MEIM scale. The affirmation and
belonging subscale in the MEIM examines
the good feelings, attachment, and level of
pride associated with one’s ethnicity. The
ethnic identity exploration  (search)
subscale assesses one’s behavior with
being involved with their ethnic group. !
Participants completed the 12-item
questionnaire by responding on a 4-point
Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly
disagree) to 4 (strongly agree). The
questionnaire attempted to identify ethnic
identity search, affirmation, belonging, and
commitment. Five questions assessed
ethnic identity search, and seven questions
assessed the affirmation, belonging, or
commitment items. The preferred scoring
method is to use the mean of the item
scores, i.e., the mean of the 12 items for an
overall score, and, if desired, the mean of
the 5 items for search and the 7 items for
affirmation. ™! A significantly high mean
defines the person as having high cultural
identification. The scale was scored based
on the total number, which is the mean.
The higher the score means, the higher the
cultural identification. 12!
Statistical Methods

For data analysis, SPSS version
22.0 was used. Descriptive analyses were
used to determine the frequency and mean
of all demographic variables. The sample
size of 306 was decreased because nine
participants were excluded from the study
for not identifying themselves as African,
African American, or Black. One
participant was excluded because of an

extremely  high  physical  activity
metabolic-equivalent (MET) score,
decreasing the sample size to 296. For the
mean score of MEIM, those in the race
category of "other" were excluded,
including the outlier, for a total of 25
participants. The “other” category was
created for those who did not identify
themselves as Black, African, or African
American. The total number for this
statistical analysis was 271. The physical
activity level was calculated using the
IPAQ-SF, which assessed moderate to
vigorous intensity physical activity, time
spent sitting, time spent walking, and total
physical activity during the previous 7
days. Physical activity time in hours was
converted to minutes to calculate MET
minutes. According to the IPAQ scoring
protocols, the following equation was used
to find the physical activity levels of each
participant. Total MET minutes for 7 days
was computed by summing walking,
moderate, and vigorous MET
minutes/week scores. Participants’ sitting
time was converted to minutes. %3 To
calculate walking MET minutes/week, the
following equation was used: 3.3 X
walking x walking days. To calculate
moderate physical activity level, the
following equation was used: 4.0 x
moderate-intensity minutes x moderate
days. To obtain the number of participants
who participated in vigorous physical
activity, the following equation was used:
8.0 x vigorous-intensity activity minutes x
vigorous-intensity days. Last, to compute
total physical activity MET, the following
equation was used: the sum of walking +
moderate + vigorous MET minutes/week
scores. 1043

The MEIM scale is scored based
on the mean. The highest score possible is
a 48, and the lowest score possible is 12.
(11 Five out of 12 items on the MEIM
questionnaire assessed ethnic identity
exploration (search). The ethnic identity
search factor explores the meaning and
implication of one’s ethnic group. Seven
out of 12 items on the MEIM
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quultla]stionnaire assess ethnic commitment.

Pearson correlation coefficients
were calculated to examine the relation
between low activity, moderate activity,
vigorous activity, total MET, and ethnic
identity measure. To determine whether
ethnic identity was associated with
physical activity levels the means of both
questionnaires were compared using
Spearman’s correlation. To establish
whether the affirmation and belonging
variables of the MEIM were associated
with self-reported physical activity levels
among Black female college students,
Kruskal-Wallis testing was performed. The
Spearman test was used to determine
whether exploration was associated with
physical activity levels among the sample
population. To assess whether African,
African American, or Black female

Table #1. Descriptive Statistics

students had a higher level of physical
activity, Kruskal-Wallis test and analysis
of variance (ANOVA) were used.

RESULTS

The demographic characteristics of
the sample revealed that 55% of female
college student identified themselves as
African American, 25% as Black, 12% as
African, and 8% as other. Approximately
80% of the participants were between the
ages of 18 and 23 years, whereas 8% were
24 to 30 years old and 13% were 30 years
and older. The data indicated that 31% of
the students were currently college
freshmen. The majority of the participants
were single (86%). Sixty-nine percent of
the students received some type of federal
student aid, and 69% currently lived on
campus (see Tablel).

Variables Categories  Frequency Percent Variables Categories Frequency Percent
Ethnic Identifiers African 36 12.12 Number of Children None 260 87.54
African Ameri 163 54.88 1to3 35 11.78
Black 73 24.58 4to 6 1 0.34
Other 25 8.42 Greater than 6 1 0.34
Age 18-23 238 80.41 Live on Campus Yes 206 69.59
24-29 21 7.09 No 91 30.74
30 and over 37 12.5
Living Situation Live with Husband 20 6.73
Year in College  1styear 92 31.19 Live with Parents or Family Members 23 7.74
2nd year 65 22.03 Live Alone 49 16.5
3rd year 56 18.98 Live with Other Adults 16 5.39
4th year 69  23.39 Live with College Roommate 189 63.64
5th year 13 4.41
Financial Aid Yes 215 7239
Marital Status ~ Married 25 8.42 No 82 2761
Divorced 4 1.35 First Generation College Yes 85  28.62
Separated 2 0.67 No 212 71.38
Widowed 3 1.01 Student Athlete Yes 14 4.73
Single 263 88.55 No 282  95.27

Sixty-four percent of the female
students did not participate in any vigorous
physical activity. Only 46.6% reported
participating in some type of moderate
physical activity weekly. When the
physical activity scores were broken down
into categories, 57.4% of participants were
categorized as participating in low
physical activity, 12.2% as participating in
moderate physical activity, and 30.4% as
participating in vigorous physical activity
weekly (see Table 2). In addition, 75% of
the participants in the study reported that

they had walked for at least 10 minutes in
the past 7 days (see Table 3).

Responses  to  the MEIM
questionnaire  and  IPAQ-SF  were
compared. The mean, median, and
standard deviation for the variables of
interest are shown in Table 5. The mean
cultural identity score had a significant
positive association with median self-
reported physical activity total score
(Spearman: 0.1489; 0.0103) (Table 5).
Results showed no significant difference
between the MET levels of physical
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activity and the mean cultural identity
score (Kruskal-Wallis: 4.2557, 2: 0.1191).
There was a significant  positive
association between mean scores of
affirmation and belonging and median
self-reported physical activity MET scores
(Spearman: 0.1146; 0.0489) (Table 5).
There was no significant difference,
however, between the MET levels of self-
reported physical activity and scores of
affirmation and belonging (Kruskal-
Wallis: 2.6698, 2: 0.2632). The mean
scores of exploration were positively
associated with median self-reported
physical activity MET scores (Spearman:
0.1412; 0.0151) (Table 5). There was no
significant difference between the MET
levels of self-reported physical activity and
mean scores of ethnic identity search
(exploration) (Kruskal-Wallis: 4.16513, 2:
0.0977). At least one group (Blacks) had a
different mean MEIM (Frequency: 4.91,
259; p = 0.0081). Using post hoc
Bonferroni and Scheffé demonstrated that
Blacks have a significantly higher MEIM
score than do Africans and African
Americans. The R? was very low (0.035)
indicating that only 3.5% of the variation

in MEIM score is accounted for by ethnic
identity, with a mean difference of 0.2633.
The Tukey analysis also confirmed that
Blacks have a higher MEIM score than do
Africans, by a mean difference of 0.22067.
Overall, there was a significant difference
in ethnic identity within MEIM scores
among the three ethnic groups (Kruskal-
Wallis: 10.3714, 2; 0.0056) (Table 4).
There was no significant difference in
MET levels physical activity levels among
the ethnic groups (Kruskal-Wallis: 4.86, 2;
0.0879).

Table 2: Descriptive Statistics of Physical Activity Levels

Physical Activity | Frequency | Percent
Low 170 57.43
Moderate 36 12.16
Vigorous 90 30.4

Table 3: Descriptive Statistics of Participants’ Time Spent
Walking in the Past 7 Days

Walking Minutes | Frequency | Percentage
0-30 96 324
31-60 46 15.5
61-90 7 2.3
91-120 26 8.8
121-150 0 0
151-180 17 5.7
181- 29 9.8
Total N 221 74.5
Missing Total 75 25.5
296 100%

Table 4: Ethnic identifiers and total mean of the Multi-group Ethnic Identity Measurement Scale

MEIM score Estimate | SE t-value | P-Value
Mean (SD)
Intercept 3.317 0.0532 | 62.3 <0.0001
Black 3.5377 (0.4211) | 0.2207 0.0927 | 2.38 0.0179
African 3.2754 (0.4486) | -0.0417 0.0641 | -0.65 0.5162
African American | 3.3170 (0.4839)

ANOVA: Overall Model P-value = 0.0081

African American

as reference group

Bold indicates significance

Table 5: Spearman Correlation Matrix of MEIM Scale and Subscale and Self-Reported Physical Activity Level

Measure Self-Reported Physical | Cultural Affirmation of | Exploration
Activity Levels Identity Score Belonging
Self-Reported Physical Activity | 1 0.1489 (0.0151) 0.1146 (0.0489) 0.1412 (0.0151)
Levels
Cultural Identity Score 1 0.8848 (<0.0001) | 0.9252 (<0.0001)
Affirmation of Belonging 1 0.6506 (<0.0001)
Exploration 1
*p < 0.05. **p < 0.0001.
DISCUSSION activity levels among Black females.
This study revealed that the Furthermore, studies have shown that

majority of Africans, African Americans,
and Blacks female college students had a
low prevalence of participating in physical
activity. This is supported by previous
studies that have reported low physical

physical activity tends to decline among
females starting during their adolescent
years. #! |n addition, those who did
participate in physical activity reported
activity levels that are categorized as low
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physical activity. Participants who did not
meet the standard guidelines of being
physically active for 150 minutes per week
may put themselves at risk for obesity and
other chronic diseases later in life. As a
result of the low levels of physical activity
reported by participants, this risk may
remain unchanged if health educators do
not target this population in a culturally
sensitive manner.

The present study demonstrated
that cultural identity was positively
associated with physical activity among
African, African American, and Black
female college students attending two
Historically  Black  Colleges  and
Universities. There was no significant
difference between the three ethnic
identities associated with low, moderate,
or high levels of physical activity. The
participants who identified themselves as
Black had a slightly higher MEIM score,
but did not tend to participate in physical
activity any more than did the Blacks or
African Americans. This finding is
consistent with studies by previous
researchers who have found that race and
cultural identity are associated with obese
and sedentary lifestyles. [ On the basis of
the results of this study; participants had a
positive ethnic identity. The scores might
be fairly high given that the participants
attended a Historically Black College and
University; these students usually have a
stronger sense of cultural identity than
Black female students who attend
predominatel White  colleges and
universities. 72

This study demonstrated that
financial aid status, living on campus, and
or being a first-generation college student
did not significantly impact Black female
college students’ physical activity levels.
The results from this study disagreed with
previous studies; a 2011 survey of 150
Black female students found that those
who lived on campus were more likely to
participate in physical activity. *® In the
present study, there was no significant
correlation  between  participation in

physical activity and living on campus.
This may be because most colleges and
universities do not require students to
participate in physical education. 2%

The strength of this study is that it
is one of the few conducted among
African, African American, and Black
female college students attending two
Historically  Black  Colleges  and
Universities. Limitations of this study are
that it was conducted only among females
and had a small sample size. Another
limitation is that all data collected were
self-reported; participants may have
responded falsely to create socially
desirable responses.

CONCLUSION

One of the results of this study
concurs with previous literature showing
that African, African American, and Black
females do not regularly participate in
physical activity. Physical activity levels
among African, African American, and
Black female college students continue to
decline. The findings of this study indicate
that there was no clear difference between
these ethnic groups and physical activity
levels. The prevalence of low physical
activity level was demonstrated across the
ethnic groups of Black, African American,
and African. With these low levels, public
health educators need to gain a better
understanding of why this lifestyle practice
continues to be a challenge among this
population. This study aimed to examine
whether cultural (ethnic) identity was
associated with physical activity among
African, African American, and Black
female college students. Results suggest
that a higher ethnic identity means that an
individual is more likely to be physically
active. Even though the students were
physically active, they did not meet the
recommended guidelines. Healthy Campus
2020 reported that 48% of the students
currently met the federal guidelines for
aerobic physical activity. ¥ The Healthy
Campus 2020 physical activity objective is
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to increase the percentage of student’s
aerobic physical activity to 53.5%.

Future researchers may want to
consider adding more questions regarding
the type of physical activity and leisure
time activities. To have an accurate report
on physical activity levels, future
researchers should consider incorporating
pedometer use and using the American
Time Use Survey instead of the IPAQ-SF.
By doing so, researchers could gain a
better insight into how students spend their
time and learn what they are doing besides
being physically active. Future researchers
may consider observing fitness facilities to
demonstrate frequency of use and what
physical activities are taking place. By
analyzing the usage of fitness facilities on
college campuses, institutions could
improve their health messages and target
more students. The improvement of
facilities might promote more physical
activity  participation among college
students.

The findings from this study
indicate that the rate of physical activity
participation among African, African
American, and Black young women could
possibly increase if health educators
increase  their  cultural  affirmation,
belonging, and commitment to their ethnic
group. Participants in this survey had high
affirmation, belonging, and commitment
and the majority participated in some form
of physical activity even if it was low
according to the US physical activity
guidelines. Researchers have demonstrated
that having a physically active lifestyle can
help reduce mortality and morbidity risk.
[ This study recommends that culturally
centered physical activity interventions are
needed that can incorporate self-pride and
motivation in college students’
participation in physical activity on a
regular basis. Developing physical activity
and fitness interventions for this
vulnerable population may help them
initiate a long-term lifestyle change.
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