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Abstract
Physical activity is defined as any bodily movement produced by skeletal muscles that
requires energy expenditure. Lack of regular physical activity at young age able to increase
the risk to get cardiovascular disease, cancer, and osteoporosis later in life. The physical
activity index among Malaysian teens revealed that they were more active than the rest of
the ages at the age of 21. However, at 22 years of age and above, these young people attempt
to decrease their PA, and at this age, most of them are university students. Therefore, the
objective of this study is mainly to examine differences in internal and external attributes
between active and inactive participation in physical activity among female students. A crosssectional study was conducted using convenience sampling technique. Students completed a
questionnaire focusing on the barriers in physical activity. Comparison analysis was then used
to examine the differences in mean scores between active and less active respondents. Both
external and internal barriers in physical activity were found statistically significant difference
in mean scores. External barriers in physical activity were higher values of mean score
compared to internal barriers. Lack of time due to social and family responsibilities was
considered as most important barriers in physical activity. Future research at large scale and
targeting other population are needed in order to help nation achieved SDGs 2030 goal 3 by
improving healthy lifestyle and promote well-being for all at all ages.
Keywords: Physical Activity, University Students, Barriers in Physical Activity
Introduction
Physical activity (PA) is defined as any bodily movement produced by skeletal muscles
that requires energy expenditure including activities undertaken while working, playing,
carrying out household chores, travelling and engaging in recreational pursuits (World Health
Organization, 2018) Lack of PA at young age able to increase the risk to get cardiovascular
disease, cancer, and osteoporosis later in life, overweight and obesity, and increase the
chances of them to be physically inactive during adulthood (Jose et al., 2011; World Health
Organization, 2010). Modernization and hectic everyday life have shifted from the traditional
kind of human being. (Zhao et al., 2007) . In a study from 23 countries, the prevalence of
physical inactivity was 41.4% ranging from 21.9% to 80.6% (Pengpid S. et al., 2015). According
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to Bray and Born (2004), one third of active students in high school became insufficiently
active upon transitioning to university life. Researchers have suggested that the university
students have similar issues of physical inactivity. A survey of the PA index among Malaysian
teens revealed that they were more active than the rest of the ages at the age of 21. However,
at 22 years of age and above, these young people attempt to decrease their PA, and at this
age, most of them are university students (Rajappan et al., 2015). Surveys by university
students and staff suggest a perceived lack of access to desirable places, such as parks and
playgrounds, lack or poor condition of pavements and bike paths, as well as safety, are
concerns and obstacles to people's participation in physical activity (Lian et al, 2016).
Therefore, the aim of this study was to examine differences in internal and external attributes
between active and inactive participation in physical activity among female students.
Literature Review
Physical Activities (PA)
The term PA is the distinction in movements that PA is scheduled, organized, routine
and seeks to enhance or preserve the physical activity elements whilst the word of exercise
relates to tasks that are done at free time, to drive to and from areas that have health
benefits. But both of these have a function to improve people’s health (WHO, 2018). A study
in Asian Social Sciences (2013), which looked at the physical activity index among Malaysian
teenagers, found that at the age of 21, they were more involved than the rest of the
population, however at the age of 22 and above, these young people lowered their PA.
In recent years, it has shown that there are some barriers to PA-approved students
entering university due to lack of PA involvement. According to Saadan et al. (2015), there are
two barriers to participation in the PA, which are internal and external barriers. The internal
barriers were classified into three categories: lack of capacity, lack of motivation, lack of selfefficiency or lack of self-confidence (Oluyinka & Endozo, 2019), while the external barriers are
lack of money, lack of social support and lack of time. External barriers apply to factors outside
the control of the person, while internal barriers are factors that influence the decision of the
person (Korkiakangas et al., 2009)
Internal Attributes
A study by Saleem et al. (2018) showed that students involved in a number of activities
at the respective schools, which is 199 (41.5 per cent) of respondents reported feeling tired
and exhausted as a significant cause of physical inactivity. Due to a busy schedule, they
become short of energy and want to rest instead of doing PA. The research respondents also
decided that they were too stressed and tire to do PA after school hours. Other than that, lack
of motivation also as one of the key mediums that leads people to engage less in PA (Rajappan
et al., 2015). Belanger et al., (2015) has stated that there are many reasons for lack of
motivation. It could have been due to a weak desire, laziness and it could have been due to a
lack of self-esteem. In 2015, Saadan et al. conducted a study that found that adolescent girls
noted that lack of self-efficacy and lack of self-confidence was the main reason and barrier to
PA. As a result, they are concerned about how they look when they exercise because they
lack self-confidence about their ability to perform the PA.
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External Attributes
One of the common external barriers to PA was the lack of resources and facilities
(Justine et al., 2013; Lowe et al., 2019). Creating an active environment in the open space
school or college, forests, parks and playgrounds are positively related to PA levels among
children and adolescents at school and college. Researchers point out that the most serious
problems are not only the declining PA of students, but also the lack of social support to
participate in physical activity. It is a significant and growing problem that students are
currently facing. Parents, teachers, and other key role models are increasingly encouraged to
incorporate PA into the daily lifestyle of students (Lisinskiene & Juskeliene, 2019).
Furthermore, the lack of PA among students is attributed to their busy lives, and studies have
indicated that university students have related physical inactivity problems (Fagaras et al.,
2015). In Japan, for example, the most important potential obstacles that impact factors
influencing PA is lack of time (Ibrahim et al., 2013) . Although lack of time due to conflicting
classes, such as homework or social events may be seen as an intrinsic obstacle to PA
involvement, the assumption that there is not enough time could be attributed to the low
degree of importance with which PA was considered to be linked to certain competing
demands (Vu-Nguyen et al., 2016)
Methodology
Data collection and participants
A convenience sampling technique was employed in this present research. Data has
been obtained through a self-administrated structured survey question online. The
researcher used an established questionnaire from previous study in this study (Oluyinka &
Endozo, 2019). At this stage, there were 28 items under internal and external attributes to be
examined. A questionnaire was produced, asking respondents to rate the attributes that
affect physical activities on a 5-point scale with anchors of “Strongly disagree” to “Strongly
agree”. The three components of internal factors; including lack of energy, lack of motivation
and lack of self-confidence. The other three components of external factors; in which include
lack of resources, lack of social support and lack of time. The overall total of the categories’
scores that are used to figure out the total 28 internal and external barriers. Data was then
collected, and a total of 262 responses were managed to be obtained and were valid for data
analysis purposes.
Data analysis
Descriptive statistic was used to study the obtained data using IBM SPSS version 26.
Frequencies, mean and standard deviation were used to describe the demographic
background of respondents. To ensure goodness of measures, convergent validity and
reliability for the instrument were applied. Both descriptive and inferential statistics were
applied using statistical package for social science software (IBM SPSS version 26.0). Simple
frequencies were used to study the characteristics of respondents. Comparison analysis was
conducted to assess active and non-active students, particularly in internal and external
attributes that affect physical activities.
Findings
Description of the respondents’ profile
Table 1 shows the demographic characteristics of the respondents. Overall, majority
of the respondents were female (72.6%), not married (93.9%) and more than half of the
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respondents were at range between 22 – 24 years old. There were 38.5% from lower level
semester; including Year 1, Year 2 and Year 3; and more than half (61.5%) were upper level
semester; i.e. Year 4 onwards.
Table 1 Demographic profile
No

Variable

1

Age

2

Semester

Total
(n=262)
19 -21
22 -24
>25
1
2
3
4
5
6

53 (20.2)
165 (63)
44 (16.8)
53 (202)
30 (11.5)
16 (6.1)
25 (9.5)
40 (15.3)
98 (37.4)

Active
(n=127;
48.8%)
25
19.7
88
69.3
14
11
25
19.7
19
15
7
5.5
8
6.3
22
17.3
46
36.2

Non-active
(n=135; 51.5%)
28
77
30
28
11
9
17
18
52

20.7
57
22.2
20.7
8.1
6.7
12.6
13.3
38.8

p-value

0.039

0.089

Male students were found more active than female students. Students from range age
between 22 to 24 years were reported had participated actively in regular physical activity
and students were single more active. Students from lower level semester were reported not
active in physical activity, however students from upper level semester were had active
participation.
Data results reported that out of 262 respondents; nearly half of them (48.8%) participated
actively in physical activity and the other half students (50.1%) did not participate in physical
activity. Details of the survey’s findings are shown in Table 2.
Students, who actively participated and less participated in physical activity, had disagreed
and strongly disagreed (n=89; 70.1%) that the exercise was unpleasant and too tiring
activities. However, students; either actively or less participated in physical activity strongly
disagreed and disagreed that they had no energy as much as they could exercise; then
thought of other recreational activities with friends was even more entertaining than
exercise; did not consider exercise to have a positive effect on their health; were concerned
about their appearance when exercising; and did not think about their ability to exercise.
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Table 2
Frequency of Internal and External Attributes towards to Physical Activity Involvement
(N=262)
Active
Less Active
ALL
(n=127)
(n=135)
ITEM
M
SD
M
SD
M
SD
INTERNAL BARRIERS
Q1
Q2

Q3
Q4

Q5
Q6

I have been thinking about exercising is
difficult and too tiring.
I have no energy as much as to be able to
do exercise
Sum of Perceived of Lack of Energy
I have been thinking about other
recreational activities with my friends are
more entertaining than exercise.
I have not been thinking about exercise
has positive effects on my health.
Sum of Perceived of Lack of Motivation
I have been worried about my looks when
I exercise.
I have not been thinking about my ability
to exercise.
Sum of Perceived of Lack of Selfconfidence
EXTERNAL BARRIERS

There is no fitness center that I could get
to.
I have no exercise equipment at home
Q8
that I can use.
Sum of Perceived of Lack of Resources
My family or friends do not encourage me
Q9
to exercise.
My parents give academic success priority
Q10
over exercise.
Sum of Perceived of Lack of Support
I have no leisure time for exercise because
Q11
of my busy lesson schedule.
I have no leisure time for exercise because
Q12
of my social and family responsibilities.
Sum of Perceived of Lack of Time
Note: M = Mean; SD = Standard Deviation
Q7

2.166

0.66

1.976 0.599 2.344

0.668

2.385 0.875 2.149 0.746 2.601

0.931

2.16

0.856

0.819 1.968 0.734 2.341

4.545 1.497 4.118

4.948

1.585

0.819 1.968 0.734 2.341

0.857

1.832 0.902 1.646 0.782 2.007

0.973

3.992 1.414 3.614 1.303 4.348

1.426

2.313

2.149 0.909 2.467

1.22

2.145 0.999 1.976 0.895 2.304

1.067

4.458 1.785 4.126 1.589

1.904

2.16

1.09

1.27

4.77

2.418 0.783 2.113 0.753 2.705 0.7003
2.694 1.151 2.457 1.067 2.918

1.185

2.641 1.223 2.315 1.206 2.945

1.161

5.336 2.132 4.772 2.052 5.867

2.076

1.901 0.981 1.653 0.791 2.133

1.084

2.145 1.062 1.992 1.087 2.289

1.021

4.046 1.919 3.646 1.693 4.422

2.046

2.542 1.143 2.149 1.032 2.911

1.123

2.584 1.127

1.085 3.029

0.977

5.126 2.122 4.259 1.899 5.941

1.999

2.11

Table 2 describes perceived barriers to physical activity of the respondents.
Differences in mean scores of perceived barriers between active respondents and less active
respondents. Less active respondents have higher mean scores in perceived barriers of
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physical activity towards all dimensions of both internal and external barriers. The total mean
score of external barriers was reported to be higher than the mean score of the internal
barriers. Data findings revealed that lack of time was the highest mean value among less
active respondents (M=5.941; SD=1.999); however, lack of resources was the highest mean
value among active respondents (M=4.722; SD=2.052). It was reported that less active
respondents did not have time for physical activity due to their social and family
responsibilities (M=3.029; SD=0.977). Referring to the internal barriers, lack of energy was the
highest mean value among less active respondents (M=4.948; SD=1.585); though, lack of selfconfidence was the highest mean value among active respondents (M=4.126; SD=1.589). It
was reported that less active respondents believed the exercise was a difficult and tiring
activity (M=2.601; SD=0.931).
Table 3 shows the differences in attributes, including internal and external attributes,
between respondents who had active participation in physical activity and less active
participation in physical activity. An independent-samples t-test was conducted to compare
both external and internal attributes between the two groups of respondents: active
participation and less active participation in physical activity.
Table 3 Differences between Active and Non-active Students
M
SE
Variab Ty
M
SD
df
t
p
Differe Differe
le
pe
nce
nce

95% CI
UL

Intern
al
barrie
rs

Extern
al
barrie
rs

1

1.97
6

.599

2

2.34
4

.668

1

2.11
3

.753

Cohen’
sD

LL

26
0

4.68
8

.00
0

-.3681

.0785

-.213
.523

0.580

26
0

6.59
3

.00
0

-.5291

0.898

-.415
.768

0.813

2.70
.700
4
Note: 1 = Active; 2 = Non-active
2

This study results found that there was a statistically significant difference in internal
attributes scores for respondents who active participation in physical activity (M=2.006,
SD=0.619) and less active participation in physical activity (M=1.976, SD=0.599); t(260)=–
4.688, p<0.05. The magnitude of the differences in the means (mean difference=–0.368, 95%
CI: –0.523 to –0.213) has large effect (eta squared = 0.580).
In terms of external attributes, data findings indicate a statistically significant
difference in scores for respondents who had actively participated (M=2.113, SD=0.753) and
less active participated (M=2.696, SD=0.678) in regular physical activity; t(260)=–6.593,
p<0.05. The magnitude of the differences in the means (mean difference=–0.529, 95%CI: –
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0.768 to –0.415) has large effect (eta squared = 0.813). Therefore, these results reveal that
level of attributes certainly influence the participation in physical activity among university
students. On average, when students have positive external and internal attributes, their level
participation in physical activity tend to be improved.
Discussion
Regular physical activity among young people particularly in university student
provides health benefits (Reiner et al., 2013). The present study aimed to examine differences
in internal and external attributes between active and inactive participation in physical
activity among female students. The results indicated that nearly half of the participants at
range age between 22 – 24 years old from upper-level semester were had active participation
in physical activity. The other half of students from lower-level semester were reported not
active in physical activity because they had no energy as much as they could exercise (Saleem
et al., 2018); then thought of other recreational activities with friends was even more
entertaining than exercise; did not consider exercise to have a positive effect on their health;
were concerned about their appearance when exercising; and did not think about their ability
to exercise. This is in accordance with the scientific literature which shows that this
educational modification could suppose important changes in adolescents, especially
psychological and emotional changes (Ullrich-French et al., 2013).
This study findings revealed that both perceived external and internal barriers in
physical activity were statistically significant differences in mean scores between active and
less active respondents. It was shown that perceived external barriers considered as more
important than perceived internal barriers. In terms of external barriers, data findings indicate
a statistically significant difference in scores for respondents who had actively participated
and less active participated in regular physical activity. Lack of time was indicated as most
important barriers among less active female respondents due to their social and family
responsibilities. This result is consistent with Anjali & Sabharwal (2018) result that lack of
time has emerged as a key barrier to involvement in physical activity, along with technologyrelated behaviors, such as peers, parents, and teachers. On the other hand, lack of resources
was the most significant among active respondents. Concerning to the access of facilities or
resources, almost all the female respondents indicated that there has a fitness center that
they can go but they agreed that they do not have any exercise tools at home. These findings
are in accordance with previous study by Flora & Faulkner (2007) . She found that, poor
physical way at existing equipment could lead to a barrier in participation of female in physical
activity.
Referring to the internal barriers, lack of energy was the most significant among less
active respondents; though, lack of self-confidence was indicated as a key barrier among
active respondents. It was reported that less active respondents believed the exercise was a
difficult and tiring activity. According to Ajzen & Madden, (1986), attitudes are affected by
social norms, which then influence intentions and in turn behavior. If the social norm is not
to be physically active and not to enjoy the physical connection of being physically active,
then an individual’s attitude towards physical activity may become more negative, with the
knock-on effect of reduced exercise intention and ultimately behavior.
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Conclusion
In conclusion, this study highlights that barriers of physical activity certainly influence the
participation in physical activity among university students. On average, when students have
positive external and internal attributes, their level participation in physical activity tend to
be improved. This will contribute to a healthy life style among universities students with the
objective of enhancing their well-being and development for the whole life. However, the
study has several limitations. First, the sample was small because the researchers only
targeted on a particular university, namely Universiti Teknologi MARA in Puncak Alam,
Selangor. Next, the study emphasized merely only on three factors for internal and external
barriers, respectively. Despite the limitations, it is recommended that further research should
be carried out at large scale and targeting other population are needed in order to help nation
achieved SDGs 2030 goal 3 by improving healthy lifestyle and promote well-being for all at all
ages.
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