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his study examines the specific

incentives and barriers that

working women experience in
incorporating reqular physical activity into
their lives. Additionally, this research
explores the role of the workplace In
encouraging a physically active lifestyle
for its women employees.

This research was conducted in
collaboration with CIGNA Corporation.
CIGNA is committed to improving the
health of its employees and offers an
on-site fitness center at its corporate
headquarters in Philadelphia, Penn~
sylvania, Despite creative programming
and numerous promotions, the fitness
center is underutilized, especially by
CIGNA's female employees. Due to the
discrepancy between the number of male
and female employees who use the
fitness center, CIGNA commissioned
Melpomene Institute to explore the
incentives and barriers affecting women's
motivation {o become and remain
physically active, especially factors
specific to the workplace.

Our results suggest specific barriers
and incentives that CIGNA and other
corporations may need to consider if they
hope to increase physical activity
participation among women employees.

Review of the Literature

In July 1996, the U. S. Department of
Health and Human Services released a
landmark report, the first by the Surgeon
General to address the topic of physical
activity and health (1). As the report
outlined, reqular physical activity confers
a number of health gains, ranging from
lowered risk of coronary heart disease to
improved mental health. In addition to
this report, experimental studies docu-
ment that physical activity and exercise
help with other health-related factors,
including blood lipid profile (2) and a
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greater sense of well-being {3).

Recommendations for physical
activity in Healthy People 2000 (4] are to
“increase to at Ieast 30% the proportion of
people aged six and older who engage
regularly, preferably daily, in light to
moderate physical activity for at least 30
minutes per day.” Despite the chvious
benefits to be gained from physical acti-
vity, current data indicate that only 22%
of adults participate in regular physical
activity (). In addition, almost haif of
those wheo initiate an exercise program
quit within three to six months (6).

To understand why substantial
numbers of Americans are unwilling or
unable to participate in regular physical
activity, it is important to examine the
barriers and incentives they experience
when attempting to exercise. It is fre-
quently argued that women encounter
more barriers to involvement in physical
activity than do men. According to the
Surgeon General’s report, only about 20%
of women participate in reqular, sustained
physical activity five or more times per
week for 30 minutes or more (7},

Research has documented that such
practical barriers as lack of time {8) and
inconvenient exercise locations (9} are
frequently mentioned by both men and
women as reasons for failure to exercise.

In an attempt to eliminate at least
one barrier, some corporations have
initiated health promotion programs and
provided work-site exercise facilities for
their employees’ use. Because it is
convenient, the work site has been
suggested as a prime setting to promote
physical activity. With an established
conduit of communication, as well as
oceasions to develop corporate norms of
behaviaor (10), the work site has the
potential to be the best place to encour-
age the adoption of physical activity.
Interest by companies in developing and

supporting work-site health promotion
programs has been elevated by the belief
that programs can directly benefit organ-
izations in such ways as improvements
in self-concept for employeaes, reduced
absenteeism, above-average job perfor-
mance and reduced health care and
disability costs {11-15}.

Method Design
An eight-page questinonnaire was devised
by Melpomene researchers and the staif
at CIGNA's Working Well Fitness Center.
The questionnaire included questons on
ingentives and barriers to physical activity
and investigated issues specific to
physical actvity in the workplace. The
questions were adapted irom two pre-
vious Melpomene studies on mativation:
one with a sample of older women in
1995 (16) who were part of an osteopo-
rosis study and one with working women
at the Minnesota Department of Health in
1996. The staff of CIGNAs Working Well
facility collaborated with Melpomene
researchers to refine the gquestions and
tailor them to the CIGNA workplace.
Comrrelations between selected items
and other criteria {e.g., results were con-
sistent with the literature on stages of
change and barriers to physical activity)
support construct validity on this instru-
ment, Questionnaires were sent by com-
pany mail on June 30, 1987, followed by
a posteard reminder on July 15. Partici-
pants wete assured that their responses
were both confidential and anonymous,
and a final follow-up letter and question-
naire were sent on Tuly 28, 1997,

Sample

Potential respondents were selected from
the total female employee population of
1,406 at the CIGNA Philadelphia site. The
sample was randomly selected by
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computer within each division to obtain
a proportionate number from each of 13
company divisions, and questionnaires
were sent to 750 female employees aged
35 or older. Three hundred ninety-three
{52.4%) were returned, The average age
of respondents was 44.8 years.

Since the respondents were similar
in age and racial mix to the overall female
employee population at CIGNA, this
percentage (52.4%j indicates that the
results may be applicable to CIGNA's
general population of female employees
33 and older. Some respondents chose
not to answer every question; different
numbers on the tables reflect that fact,

Analysis

To understand the impact of incentives
and bamiers to exercise, respondents
were classified according to the number
of days per week they exercise. Groups
consisted of those who were: active less
than cne time per week {not physically
active), active one to two times per week,
active three times per week and active
four or more times per week, The Pearson
chi-square statistic, an appropriate statis-
tical test for nominal data, was used to
determine the relationship between each
incentive or harrier among activity levels.

Limitations

While these findings are valuable for this
work site, they may not be generalizable
to all wark settings or demographic
composites. While the respondents were
similar in age and racial mix to CIGNA's
overall female employee population, this
study is limited hy its rate of response,
so these findings may not represent em-
ployees who chose not to respond.

The measures for incentives and
barriers were single-item measures,
which may limit their reliability, and the
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yes/no nature of the questions makes
these items vulnerable to acquiescence
bias. Despite these limitations, this study
effectively captures differences between
waorking women at different levels of
physical activity.

Results

Physical Activity Patterns
Based on the number of times per week
they were active, the women in this
sample described themselves as follows:

Active less than once a week 23.4%
Active one to two times per week 22.1%
Active three times per week 27.2%
Active four or more times per wesk 26.7%

Respondents were asked to list the
three activities they participated in most
often. Table 1 depicts those activities.
Note: because respondents were asked to
list three activities, percentages add up to
more than 100%.

Expected Positive Benefits of
Regular Physical Activity
Table 2 (page 24} illustrates expected
positive benefits ar incentives to be

physically active by level of activity. The
expectations most often reported were
physical or health improvements and
improved body image. Physical or health
improvements included cardiovascular
fitness, improved muscle tane, ongoing
good health, weight loss and weight
maintenance.

The most significant differences
between activity levels were the
expectation that physical activity would
be fun or enjoyable and the expectation of
enhanced psycholagical or spiritual well-
being. Women whao were more active
were more likely to expect those benefits
of physical activity. Another significant
difference between activity levels is that
women who were less active were more
likely to expect weight loss as a result of
physical activity, while women who were
more active expected to maintain their
weight as a result of physical activity,

Obstacles to Physical Activity
The women in this sample were asked
what made it difficult for them to be
active on a regular basis. Table 3 (page
28) lustrates these barriers to reqular
physical activity by activity level. The
most often reported obstacles were lack of
time due to family,
lack of time due to

work and lack of

discipline,
This table

shows that there

are many signifi-
cant differences
between levels of

physical activity,

with women who

were less active

reporting ohstacles

in greater numbers.

In addition, the
women who were
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Incentives and Barriers

to Physical Activity

most active were significantly more likely
to report no obstacles to physical activity.
Some of the most significant differ
ences between levels were motivational,
inciuding lack of discipline, lack of inter-
est, lack of motivation and being too
tired/low energy. In addition, issues re-
lating to confidence in a physical activity
setiing were significantly different among
groups. For example, lack of physical
activity skill or experience and feeling
gelf-conscious in a physical activity
setting were reported significantly more
often by women who were less active.
Barriers that were not significantly
different between activity levels included
lack of encouragement, lack of an exercise
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partner, lack of money, weight issues and
weather.

Barriers to Physical Activity .
Specific to Work ‘

CIGNA women employees were also
asked about barriers to physical activity
that were specific to work. Their
responsaes are shown in Table 4 (page
26). Lack of time in the workday was
reported most often by women in all
categories. This is consistent with
reported barriers in general (not related to
waork), in which lack of ime due to work
was reported by a high percentage in all
the categories.

Respondents’ concern about their
appearance after exercising was the
second most reported obstacle to being
physically actve at wark. For many
women, this represents logistical
problems invelving showetring, changing
and finding the time to get back to work.

Table 4 also jllustrates that confi-
dence issues present an obstacle to
women who are less active. Feeling self-
tonscious exercising in frant of co-
waorkers and younger or more fit parti-
cipants and lack of confidence in their
abilities presented barriers to heing
physically active in the workplace.

Not significantly different between
the levels of activity were cost of
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