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 ABSTRACT 

Exercise motivations for undergraduate college students vary for 

numerous reasons. Regardless of those reasons, it is important for 

higher education administrators to understand these motivations to 

provide opportunities that increase exercise behavior. 

Undergraduate students attending a Hispanic-serving Institution 

(HSI) in a metro area in the northeast region of the United States 

were administered the Exercise Motivations Inventory-2 (EMI-2) (N 

= 140) to ascertain their motivations to engage in physical activity 

(PA), particularly to compare the differences between traditional 

(TS) and non-traditional (NTS) college students. Three variations 

(i.e., age, children, and employment status) were used to compare 

the different motivations to engage in PA. NTS over 25 years old or 

having children scored significantly higher on the physical and 

psychological health-related motivations (e.g., ill-health avoidance, 

positive health, stress management, and revitalization). TS scored 

significantly higher on social-related motivations (e.g., affiliation 

and competition). There was no significant difference in motivation 

to engage in PA between students’ employment status. Results 

highlight different motivations to engage in PA between TS and 

NTS. This article presents tailored interventions for specific student 

cohorts to promote an increase in PA participation at HSI. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The physical, psychological, and social benefits of physical activity (PA) are well 

documented (Amatriain-Fernandez et al., 2020; Chan et al., 2019; Whitehead & Blaxton, 2017). 

Despite the numerous benefits of PA, there is an alarming level of physical inactivity among 

college students in the United States, particularly among minority students (American College 

Health Association, 2020; Arredondo et al., 2016; Kwan et al., 2012; Ogden et al., 2014). 

According to the American College Health Association-National College Health Assessment 

(ACHA-NCHA) III (2020), an annual assessment that measures overall college student health 

behavior at a national level, 57% of college students do not meet the United States Department 

of Health and Human Services (2018) recommendations for moderately intense PA (e.g., brisk 

walk or dancing), 150 to 300 minutes per week, and 63% of college students do not meet the 

recommendations from the same organization for vigorously intense PA (e.g., running or 

swimming), 75 to 150 minutes per week. However, among the twenty-two higher education 

institutions that participated in the ACHA-NCHA III (2020), only two were minority-serving 

institutions. Furthermore, PA among older college students is also quite low (Leung et al., 2016; 

Linder et al., 2018;). There is limited research measuring motivations to engage in PA among 

undergraduate students enrolled at Hispanic-serving institutions (HSIs), which enroll a higher 

number of Black, Indigenous, and People of Color (BIPOC). Understanding the differing 

motivations for PA between traditional students (TSs) and non-traditional students (NTSs), 

particularly at HSIs, will enable higher education administrators to create tailored interventions 

that effectively address the needs of both groups. 

Literature Review 

College Student Characteristics  

The defining characteristics of NTSs have been a source of discussion for years. However, 

scholars generally agree that age is the most utilized method in distinguishing between a TS 

and NTS. A TS is within the age range of 18 years to 24 years old compared to an NTS who is 

25 years old and older (Bennett et al., 2007). Other characteristics of a NTS is someone who 

works 40 hours or more per week and may have children or other dependents (Center for 

Postsecondary and Economic Success, 2015; National Center for Education Statistics, 2020). 

There are also differences between HSIs and other colleges and universities in addition to 

existing health disparities. Students attending an HSI do not fit the profile captured by TSs 

(Espinosa et al., 2019) and could be largely identified as NTSs. For the purposes of this study, 

we considered an NTS to meet at least one of these criteria: 25 years old and older; works a 

full-time job; and/or has children. 

In addition to the lack of assessment measuring PA among students attending HSIs, 

significant health disparities exist among BIPOC adults. BIPOC individuals over the age of 18 

years and older have a high likelihood of being obese, developing type II diabetes, having low 

levels of PA, and having high levels of sedentary behaviors (Coleman & Gonzalez, 2001; Ryan 

et al., 2011; Webb & Smith, 2011). PA has been found to play a crucial role in reducing the 

impact of health disparities, therefore, understanding the different motivations to PA would 

increase interest in healthy behaviors. 

Exercise Motivations 

Promoting PA on college campuses begins with understanding motivations behind it 

(Buckworth et al., 2007). There exists a considerable body of literature on PA motivations 

among TS (Egli et al., 2011; Kilpatrick et al., 2005; Lauderdale et al., 2015; Pauline, 2013), but 

PA motivations identified among TSs may not be applicable across wider age ranges, as past 

studies have reported differences in motivations between age groups. Kilpatrick et al. (2005) 
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found that undergraduate students with a mean age of 22 years, are motivated by body health-

related and body-related motivations such as appearance, weight management, and strength and 

endurance to engage in PA. Although Kilpatrick et al., 2005 measured exercise motivations 

among college students, the researchers compared exercise motivations to sport participation, 

only investigating the differences by gender, as opposed to the differences in exercise 

motivations between TSs and NTSs at an HSI, and a majority of their participants identified as 

Caucasian. Bastos et al. (2006) also found that younger participants rated motivations such as 

health and fitness as of lower importance than older adults, however, their study was based in 

Brazil rather than the United States. Younger individuals tend to engage in PA for more 

extrinsic reasons (e.g., body image and impressing others), while intrinsic reasons (e.g., 

flexibility and feeling rejuvenated), tend to be the motivating factor later in life (Bastos et al., 

2006; Beck et al., 2010; Strong et al., 2006). Brunet and Sabiston (2011) explored the 

differences in motivation to engage in PA among three age groups: (1) 18-24 years old, (2) 25-

44 years old, and (3) 45-64 years old. They found that both intrinsic and extrinsic motivations 

to engage in PA tended to decrease with age, conversely leading to a decline in PA throughout 

the span of adulthood (Brunet & Sabiston, 2011). Although motivation to engage in PA 

decreased with age in Brunet & Sabiston (2011), the 25-44 age group and 45-64 age group 

indicated intrinsic motivations rather than the extrinsic motivations observed in the 18-24 age 

group. The researchers also did not conduct their study at an HSI and only investigated exercise 

motivation among age groups. Similarly, researchers found that TSs are motivated by 

challenge, social recognition, affiliation, competition, appearance, and nimbleness (Kulavic et 

al., 2013). These studies investigated motivations to engage in PA among undergraduate college 

students, but none of them were conducted at an HSI. Although motivation to engage in PA can 

vary by age, other variations exist such as motivations to engage in PA for parents. The results 

indicate that motivation to engage in PA can vary throughout adulthood due to aging, changing 

lifestyles, goals, and health concerns (Miller & Iris, 2002). 

Dozier et al. (2020) investigated the frequency of PA of individuals with children. The 

researchers have found that only 57% of the parents in the study met the PA guidelines for 

Americans (Dozier et al., 2020; U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 2018). Only 

42% of the participants in the study conducted by Dozier et al. (2020) were from racial/ethnic 

minority groups (Dozier et al., 2020). Another study investigated the relationship in PA among 

Hispanic parents and their children and found that the parents experienced a significant lack of 

vigorous PA (Ruiz et al., 2011). Finally, a sample of parents (N = 458) in a study conducted by 

Hamilton et al. (2012) averaged only 30 minutes of at least moderate-intensity PA for 3 days 

per week, which is much lower than the current PA guidelines (Hamilton et al., 2012). Further 

research is needed that investigates motivations to engage in PA in Hispanic parents, 

particularly those who are also attending college. 

Vandelanotte et al. (2015) investigated the influence of occupational indicators, such as 

full-time and part-time work, on PA levels, with full-time being more than 35 hours per week 

and part-time being less than 35 hours per week. The researchers found that part-time 

employees were more likely to report low PA compared to full-time employees (Vandelanotte 

et al., 2015). Van Domelen et al. (2011) analyzed cross-sectional data from the National Health 

and Nutrition Examination Survey (NHANES), which is a national survey that collects data on 

individual health behaviors such as nutrition and PA. They found that full-time, male workers 

were more likely to report higher PA than part-time and unemployed, male workers. In contrast, 

full-time, female workers were more likely to report lower PA that part-time and unemployed, 

female workers (Van Domelen et al., 2011). Unfortunately, Vandelanotte et al. (2015) did not 

specify if the participants in their study were currently enrolled as students at a higher education 

institution nor did they provide the ethnic and racial background of their sample. Furthermore, 

Van Domelen et al. (2011) also did not indicate if any participants in their study were currently 
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enrolled as students at a higher education institution, and 70% of their sample reported that they 

were Caucasian. 

To our knowledge, the only research that investigates the various motives to engage in 

PA among NTSs investigates those differences between TSs and NTSs (Kulavic et al., 2013). 

They found that there are significant differences in motivations between the two groups, 

including challenge, social recognition, affiliation, competition, health pressure, ill health 

avoidance, appearance, and nimbleness. However, the criterion used to distinguish TSs from 

NTSs was based solely on age, which may not be sufficient to reflect the NTS, and their study 

was not conducted at an HSI. Additionally, 58% of participants in the Kulavic et al. (2013) 

study was Caucasian, whereas this study focuses on NTSs enrolled at an HSI. Therefore, to 

overcome this gap, this research incorporates three criteria to describe a NTS: (1) 25 years of 

age and older, (2) work 40 hours or more per week, and (3) have children. Although we describe 

three criteria to describe NTSs, participants were considered an NTS if they met at least one of 

those criteria. 

The purpose of this study is to investigate the different motivations to engage in PA 

between TSs and NTSs attending an HSI to better understand and recommend interventions to 

address the lack of PA among these groups. To achieve the above goals, our research questions 

(RQ) and alternative hypotheses (H) are proposed: (RQ1) Are there differences in motivations 

to engage in PA between college students enrolled at an HSI who meet all three criteria for 

being a TS, and students who meet at least one criteria of being a NTS, (H1) There will be a 

difference in PA motivations between students enrolled at an HSI who meet criteria for being 

a TS, and students who meet at least one criteria of being a NTS; (RQ2) Are there differences 

in motivations to engage in PA between college students enrolled at an HSI under 25 years old 

and those 25 years and over? (H2) There will be a difference in PA motivations between 

students enrolled at an HSI under 25, and students 25 years and older; (RQ3) Are there 

differences in motivations to engage in PA between college students enrolled at an HSI who 

work 39 hours or less per week and those who work 40 hours or more per week? (H3) There 

will be a difference in PA motivations between students enrolled at an HSI who work 39 hours 

or less per week, and students who work 40 hours or more per week; and (RQ 4) Are there 

differences in motivations to engage in PA between students enrolled at an HSI that have 

children and those that do not have children? (H4) There will be a difference in PA motivations 

between students enrolled at an HSI who have children, and students who do not have children. 

METHOD 

This study used a cross-sectional design to assess differences between current TSs and 

NTSs at a single campus. The research study took place at a public, four-year degree-awarding 

institution in a metro area in the Northeastern region of the United States in February 2020. The 

college is an HSI with a population of approximately 14,000 undergraduate students with 

approximately 93% of students identifying as a student of color (Hispanic=55.07%, Black or 

African American=27.21%; White=7.24%, Asian=6.32%; other international=2.73%; multi-

ethnic=1.04%; and Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander=0.20%).  

Participants 

An estimated 44% of the undergraduate students at the college are considered NTSs 

according to their age. Upon approval from the institutional review board, participants were 

recruited through the college’s undergraduate student listserv, in which the principal 

investigator is the administrator of. The listserv included the entirety of the undergraduate 

student population. One email was sent through the listserv. In the recruitment email, 

participants received a link to the online survey and were informed that participation was 

voluntary and confidential. There were 172 (1%) responses to the survey. After eliminating 
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incomplete responses along with those participants who did not meet the research criteria, the 

sample consisted of 140 participants. A simple random sampling technique was used in order 

to reduce selection bias and to ensure that every undergraduate student had an equal chance to 

be selected for the study (Blankenship, 2010). Inclusion criteria were as follows: (a) 

undergraduate students, (b) enrolled full-time, (c) self-report regularly participating in PA at 

least once per week. 

Measures 

Participants were asked to complete a researcher developed demographic questionnaire 

to capture information (categorically) on age, sex, race, employment status, family status, and 

self-perceived health. Although this study focused on age, children, and employment (the most 

common demographic differences between a TS and NTS), the other demographic variables 

provide a complete picture of the sample. Participants were asked if they were 18-24 years old 

or if they were 25 years old or older. Participants were asked which gender they most identify 

choosing from female, male, transgender female, transgender male, gender-variant/non-

comforming, or prefer not to answer. Employment status included being employed full-time 

(40+ hours per week), employed part-time (39 hours per week or less), unemployed, retired, or 

disabled (cannot work). Participants were asked if they were married, widowed, divorced, 

separated, or never married; and whether or not they had children. The self-perceived health 

question asked, “In general, would you say that your health is…” in which participants selected 

“Excellent,” “Very Good,” “Good,” “Fair,” or “Poor.” 

The Exercise Motivations Inventory-2 (EMI-2) was used to measure motivation to 

engagement in PA (Markland & Ingledew, 1997). The EMI-2 instrument was validated by 

Markland and Ingledew (1997) and showed support for the factor structure by gender. Markland 

and Ingledew (1997) concluded that the EMI-2 is factorially valid for assessing exercise 

motivations in adult males and females. The EMI-2 has also been used to assess exercise 

motivations among other populations, including undergraduate college students. Kilpatrick et 

al. (2005) administered the EMI-2 to investigate motivations to engage in PA in a sample of 

233 undergraduate students, of which 81% of the sample was Caucasian, 12% was African 

American, and 3% was Hispanic. Additionally, Kim and Cho (2022) validated the EMI-2 

among a similar population of 325 college students, however, data regarding race and ethnicity 

was not collected. The EMI-2 contains 51 statements related to exercise motivation. Participants 

were asked to rank how true each statement was for them personally on a six-point Likert scale 

ranging from 0 (not true for me) to 5 (very true for me). The inventory contains 14 subscales: 

affiliation, appearance, challenge, competition, enjoyment, health pressures, ill-health 

avoidance, nimbleness, positive health, revitalization, social recognition, strength and 

endurance, stress management, and weight management. Three to four of the 51 items are 

included in each subscale and averaged to find the score of each. The subscales can also be 

categorized into themes: Body-related Motives (appearance and weight management), Health 

Motives (health pressures, ill-health avoidance, and positive health), Interpersonal Motives 

(affiliation, competition, and social recognition), Fitness Motives (nimbleness and 

strength/endurance), and Psychological Motives (enjoyment, challenge, revitalization, and 

stress management). See Markland and Ingledew (1997) for further information regarding the 

EMI-2 and its subscales.   

Data Analysis 

Statistical analyses were performed using IBM SPSS Statistics (Version 25). Descriptive 

statistics were calculated for age, gender, race, relationship status, employment status, and self-

perceived health. Demographics were compared between students ages 18-24, and students 25 

and older using a chi squared goodness of fit test. Using the age variable for TS (n=86) and 

NTS (n=54), a G*Power analysis (0.82) indicated the commonly desired threshold of 0.80 was 
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achieved for the desired sample size (n=140) (Faul et al., 2007). Cronback’s alpha coefficient 

(α) was high for the EMI-2 (0.79) and its subscales (0.81), indicating high internal consistency. 

Hypothesis testing was completed using a Mann-Whitney U Test to compare each of the 14 

motivation subscales between groups of students (i.e. TS vs NTS, age, employment status, 

children). Additionally, a Mann-Whitney U test was subsequently conducted to compare PA 

motivation for various demographic factors (i.e., gender and race). The Mann-Whitney U test 

was chosen because we were assessing distribution of motivation subscales between two 

independent groups and our data showed significant skewness and kurtosis (Agresti & Finlay, 

2014). 

FINDINGS 

Demographic Profile  

The current study sampled 140 participants. The ratio of TSs and NTSs closely reflected 

the make-up of the institution where the study took place, with 86 students 18-24 years old, 

(61%) and 54 students ages 25 years old or older, (39%). The sample consisted of 41 male 

students (29.3%), 99 female students (70.7%), and zero transgender or gender non-conforming 

students (0%). Participant characteristics including race, relationship status, and perceived 

health are further summarized in Table 1.0 below. Overall, 77(55%) participants met the criteria 

for being TS, and 63(45%) met at least one criterion for being a NTS. It is worth noting that 

only four participants met all three criteria (25 years or older, employed full-time, and having 

a child) for being a NTS.  

When comparing demographic data between the TS and NTS groups, apart from the 

demographic criteria used to define the groups, not surprisingly, the only significant difference 

in demographics was marital status (p = .025), indicating that the younger group was more 

likely to be single.   

Table 1. 

Participant Demographics and Characteristics (n=140) 

Variables Factor Total Sample (%) TS (%) NTS (%) 

*Age 
18-24 years old 86 (61.4) 77 (100) 9 (14.3) 

25 years old and older 54 (38.6) 0 (0.0) 54 (85.7) 

Gender 
Male 41 (29.3) 21 (27.3) 20 (31.7) 

Female 99 (70.7) 56 (72.7) 43 (68.3) 

Race 

Hispanic or Latino or 

Spanish Origin 

67 (47.9) 38 (49.4) 29 (46.0) 

American Indian or Alaskan 

Native 

1 (0.7) 0 (0.0) 1 (1.6) 

Asian 15 (10.7) 10 (13.0) 5 (7.9) 

Native Hawaiian or other 

Pacific Islander 

1 (0.7) 0 (0.0) 1 (1.6) 

Black or African American 31 (22.1) 13 (16.9) 18 (28.6) 

White 15 (10.7) 11 (14.3) 4 (6.3) 
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Two or more races 6 (4.3) 3 (3.9) 3 (4.8) 

Non-resident alien (of any 

race or ethnicity) 

1 (0.8) 0 (0.0) 1 (1.6) 

Race and Ethnicity 

Unknown 

3 (2.1) 2 (2.6) 1 (1.6) 

*Relationship 

Status 

Married 14 (10.0) 3 (3.9) 11 (17.5) 

Divorced 1 (0.7) 0 (0.0) 1 (1.6) 

Separated 3 (2.1) 1 (1.3) 2 (3.2) 

Never Married 122 (87.1) 73 (94.8) 49 (77.8) 

*Child Status 
Have Children 25 (17.9) 0 (0.0) 25 (39.7) 

Do not have Children 115 (82.1) 77 (100) 38 (60.3) 

*Employment 

Status 

Employed Full-time 21 (15) 0 (0.0) 21 (33.3) 

Employed Part-time 55 (39.3) 37 (48.1) 18 (28.6) 

Unemployed 62 (44.3) 40 (51.9) 22 (34.9) 

Disabled, cannot work 2 (1.4) 0 (0.0) 2 (3.2) 

Ability Status 

Individuals with a disability 8 (5.7) 4 (5.2) 4 (6.3) 

Individuals without a 

disability 

132 (94.3) 73 (94.8) 59 (93.7) 

Health Status 

Excellent 20 (14.3) 10 (13.0) 10 (15.9) 

Very Good 55 (39.3) 35 (45.5) 20 (31.7) 

Good 50 (35.7) 23 (29.9) 27 (42.9) 

Fair 12 (8.6) 8 (10.4) 4 (6.3) 

Poor 3 (2.1) 2 (3.2) 1 (1.3) 

*Indicates significant difference between TS and NTS groups 

Variations in Motivation Between TS and NTS 

H1 predicts there will be a difference in PA motivations between students enrolled at 

an HSI who meet criteria for being a TS, and students who meet at least one criterion of being 

a NTS. A Mann-Whitney U Test was conducted to examine the differences in PA motivations 

between participants who met criteria for being a TS (n=77) and those who did not (n=63). 

NTS were significantly more likely to be motivated by health pressure (p = .013), ill health 

avoidance (p = .004), nimbleness (p = .031), and revitalization (p = .030) than their TS peers. 

Variations in Motivation Between Ages 

H2 states there will be a difference in PA motivations between students enrolled at an 

HSI under 25, and students 25 years and older. A Mann-Whitney U test was conducted 

comparing the motivations for PA between students ages 18-24, and students 25 and older. A 

significant difference between the groups was found for several subscales indicating that older 

students were more likely than younger students to be motivated by stress management (p = 
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.006), health pressure (p = .011), ill-health avoidance (p = .001), positive health (p = .039), and 

revitalization (p = .005). Older students were also more likely to be motivated to engage in PA 

because of nimbleness than younger students. 

Variations in Motivations Based on Employment Status 

 H3 states there will be a difference in PA motivations between students enrolled at an 

HSI who work 39 hours or less per week, and students who work 40 hours or more per week. 

A Mann-Whitney U test was conducted comparing the motivations for PA between students 

who worked 40 hours or more and students who worked 39 hours or less. There were no 

significant differences between these groups and the null hypothesis was retained.  

Variations Between Students With and Without Children  

H4 states there will be a difference in PA motivations between students enrolled at an 

HSI who have children, and students who do not have children. A Mann-Whitney U test was 

conducted comparing the motivations for PA between students with children and students 

without children. Significant differences were found between students with children and those 

without children in relation to affiliation (p = .027), ill-health avoidance (p = .030), positive 

health (p = .005), and stress management (p = .024) and strength (p = .040). These results 

indicate that students without children were motivated to engage in PA because of affiliation 

more so than those students with children. Conversely, students with children were more likely 

to be motivated to engage in PA because of ill-health avoidance, positive health, strength, and 

stress management.  

Additional Findings  

Overall, the motivations common to NTS (apart from employment) were health-related 

outcomes (i.e. ill-health avoidance and positive health). Interestingly, those with children 

identified specific physical abilities (i.e. nimbleness and strength) as motivations. Lastly, while 

the purpose of this study was to evaluate differences between TS and NTS enrolled at an HSI, 

it is worth noting that there were significant differences based on gender indicating that females 

were more likely to be motivated to engage in PA by positive health (p = .024) and weight 

management (p = .020). There were no significant differences in motivation between 

race/ethnic groups. 

DISCUSSION  

 

This study fills a significant gap in the literature by investigating PA motivations among 

NTSs at an HSI, a context that has been largely overlooked in previous research. Additionally, 

it expands the understanding of how different NTS criteria, such as age, employment status, 

and parenthood, impact PA motivations. Results from this study revealed different motivations 

to engage in PA between TSs and NTSs enrolled at an HSI. These findings confirm previous 

research that investigated the motivations to engage in PA in TSs (Egli et al., 2011; Kilpatrick 

et al., 2005; Lauderdale et al., 2015; Pauline, 2013). However, several significant differences 

of the 14 subscales were found in this study for NTSs. The first research question and 

hypothesis was: (RQ1) Are there differences in motivations to engage in PA between college 

students enrolled at an HSI who meet all three criteria for being a TS, and students who meet 

at least one criteria of being a NTS, (H1) There will be a difference in PA motivations between 

students enrolled at an HSI who meet criteria for being a TS, and students who meet at least 

one criteria of being a NTS. There were also differences found based on how a NTS was 

defined. For example, NTSs who were over the age of 25 were found to have significant 

differences from TSs in motivation subscales, but there was not a significant difference in those 

same subscales for those with children compared to those without. Those undergraduate 
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students who met at least one of the research criteria as an NTS were generally motivated for 

health-related reasons compared to undergraduate students compared to a TS. This study 

further fills in gaps in the research that exist among both NTSs and at HSIs by the following 

variables (i.e., age, employment, children). 

Age 

The second research question and hypothesis was: (RQ2) Are there differences in 

motivations to engage in PA between college students enrolled at an HSI under 25 years old 

and those 25 years and over? (H2) There will be a difference in PA motivations between 

students enrolled at an HSI under 25, and students 25 years and older. There was a significant 

difference in the exercise motivations subscales of ill-health avoidance, stress management, 

health pressures revitalization, positive health, and nimbleness between undergraduate students 

enrolled at an HSI that were under 25 years old and those that were over 25 years of age. The 

significant differences in health-related motivations between students over 25 and those under 

25 align with Bastos et al. (2006), who found similar trends in health concerns increasing with 

age. However, our findings extend these results by showing that NTSs at an HSI are also more 

motivated by psychological factors such as stress management and revitalization, which were 

not emphasized in Bastos et al. (2006). Kilpatrick et al. (2005) found that TSs that were under 

the age of 25 were also motivated by the body health-related and body-related subscales of 

appearance, weight management, and strength and endurance. However, students that reported 

they were 25 years old and older in this study scored significantly higher on health motives 

such as ill-health avoidance, health pressures, positive health, and stress management subscales 

than TSs at the HSI. Both the ill-health avoidance and the health pressures subscales refer to 

motivating factors such as reducing the risks of heart disease, diabetes, obesity, cancer, and 

depression. The health pressures subscale involves a motivation to engage in PA to mitigate an 

existing injury, illness, or other health condition of which they are at risk. NTSs in this study 

appeared to be motivated to engage in PA for other health-related reasons. Although these 

findings are consistent with those of Kulavic et al. (2013) who also found that NTSs scored 

significantly higher on the health pressure and ill-health avoidance subscales, this study also 

found that NTSs that were over the age of 25 at an HSI scored higher on the psychological 

subscales.  

NTSs in this study who attend an HSI scored significantly higher on the psychological 

motives subscales of stress management and revitalization. Those students that were older 

recognized that PA served as an avenue to manage their stress, which occurs frequently in 

college students due to the rigors of balancing academic life, work, family, relationships, and 

finances. Not only did NTSs engage in PA as a way to alleviate stress, but they were also more 

motivated than TSs on the revitalization subscale. NTSs tended to engage in PA as a way to 

feel more energetic. The findings in this study are consistent with previous research that 

indicated motivations to engage in PA decrease as someone ages and they also shift to focus 

on health-related reasons due to aging and changing lifestyles (Beck et al., 2010; Brunet & 

Sabiston, 2011; Strong et al., 2006). 

The findings in this study show that undergraduate students over the age of 25 years old 

are motivated to engage in PA for both health-related reasons and psychological reasons. These 

students are not only concerned with their physical and mental health; they are aware that PA 

has a positive effect on them both. These findings may be vital to higher education 

administrators that are responsible for developing health promotion, mental health, PA, and 

recreation interventions to their students, particularly at an HSI with a high number of students 

over the age of 25. This study sheds light on motivation to PA among college students (both 

TS and NTS) at an HIS as the other studies that the findings were compared to were either not 

conducted at an HSI or a majority of their sample was Caucasian. The findings also demonstrate 

the need for higher education administrators and departments to collaborate in implementing 
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their services by taking a holistic approach to promoting mental and physical health to students 

of all ages on their campus. 

Employment 

 The third research question and hypothesis was: (RQ3) Are there differences in 

motivations to engage in PA between college students enrolled at an HSI who work 39 hours 

or less per week and those who work 40 hours or more per week? (H3) There will be a 

difference in PA motivations between students enrolled at an HSI who work 39 hours or less 

per week, and students who work 40 hours or more per week. While Kavetsos (2011) and Van 

Domelen et al. (2011) suggested that employment status influences PA levels, our study found 

no significant difference in PA motivation between students working less than 40 hours and 

those working more. This discrepancy might be due to the unique stressors and time constraints 

faced by college students, particularly those at an HSI. However, the previous research studies 

conducted by Kavetsos (2011) and Van Domelen et al. (2011) also did not indicate a difference 

in the amount of hours worked per week and how it impacts motivation to engage in PA in 

undergraduate students, particularly at an HSI.  

Children 

 The fourth research question and hypothesis was: (RQ 4) Are there differences in 

motivations to engage in PA between students enrolled at an HSI that have children and those 

that do not have children? (H4) There will be a difference in PA motivations between students 

enrolled at an HSI who have children, and students who do not have children.Health motives 

such as ill-health avoidance and positive health in this study tended to be more important to 

undergraduate students that had children, compared to those that did not. It appears that the 

motivation to avoid illness and injury and to stay healthy, is important to those college students 

who are parents. Consistent with findings in previous research (Naisseh et al., 2015), 

individuals with children in this study tended to be motivated to PA due to health concerns. 

NTSs’, those with children, motivation to engage in PA also differed significantly in the 

interpersonal motives of the competition and affiliation subscales. Competition and affiliation 

were less important to those students with children. Findings in this study were inconsistent 

with the previous research by Emm-Collison et al. (2019) and Solomon-Moore et al. (2017) 

who found parents who put personal value on PA (i.e., socialization and challenge) are highly 

motivated and also engaged in higher levels of the activity. However, the previous research did 

not identify those parents as college students, and they may have less time to engage in PA due 

to balancing school, work, and parenting. These findings would be beneficial to health, fitness, 

recreation, and sports professionals in developing and implementing group sport-related 

activities to undergraduate students who attend an HSI and have children to provide them a 

social outlet. 

Those students with children in this study also reported higher scores in the 

psychological subscale of stress management. Again, PA may serve as a mitigator of stress for 

those students who were parents. These findings are consistent with previous studies 

investigating motivational factors to PA in individuals with children (Emm-Collison et al., 

2019; Naisseh et al., 2015; Solomon-Moore et al., 2017); however, participants in these studies 

were not identified as undergraduate college students. The findings in this study will help health 

and fitness professionals in understanding the psychological motivations of undergraduate 

students at an HSI with children to engage in PA. These students understand that PA serves as 

a stress reliever and should have access to these opportunities that meet their needs. The 

findings also point to the need for further research to compare motivations to engage in PA in 

undergraduate college students with children. 
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Health promotion on college campuses may be especially important for institutions that 

serve underrepresented populations, such as HSIs (Yoon et al., 2020). Departments that are 

responsible for health promotion and PA on their campuses would benefit from understanding 

the differences in motivations to engage in PA between TSs and NTSs. However, there is also 

limited research regarding the impact of health promotion at HSIs, particularly to address 

physical inactivity. It has been suggested that higher education institutions have the 

responsibility to address the increasing rates of physical inactivity among students in order to 

reduce their correlated health risks (Pauline, 2013). 

Conclusion 

 Physical inactivity continues to rise in the United States, especially on college 

campuses, with detrimental health consequences. The current findings suggest that 

undergraduate students have various motivations to engage in PA that can better inform 

administrators in higher education when making policy decisions pertaining to the health and 

well-being opportunities on their campus, especially at an HSI. Understanding that motivations 

to engage in PA are different between TSs and NTSs can help them to increase the level of PA 

and to provide opportunities specific to the needs of all their students. 

Limitations 

Some limitations existed in this study that could be addressed in the future. The first 

limitation is the low response rate that was received. A significantly higher sample would 

provide greater power in the statistical analysis. The amount of PA was not assessed in this 

study, therefore, future research measuring if specific motivational factors contribute to an 

increase in PA would provide additional insight for the adoption of specific interventions to 

address physical inactivity in NTS. Also, this study was conducted at a single institution as 

there are a lack of studies that investigate PA at HSIs, therefore, conducting a more 

comprehensive study, including various HSIs across the United States would provide more 

generalizable data. Lastly, data collection for this study occurred in February 2020, prior to the 

COVID-19 pandemic. Future investigations into the motivations and barriers to PA would 

inform this line of research, particularly among BIPOC undergraduate students attending a HSI. 
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