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ABSTRACT

Engagement in physical activity has been demonstrated by various studies 
as one of the ways to curb the prevalence of chronic disease that is related to 
deaths globally. Knowledge of how socio-demographic factors do influence 
physical activity can have a significant social and economic impact, both 
in the economic and family context. Thus, this article reviewed the existing 
literature on the nexus between socio-demographic factors and engagement 
in physical activity. Almost all evidences from the studies indicate that 
men tend to participate more frequently in physical activities than women. 
Individuals with higher educational and income background, the unmarried 
and the younger ones have high probability of engaging in physical activity.  
Identifying some of the socio-cultural factors that impede engagement of 
women in physical activities in most developing countries is recommended 
as it is a step towards enabling women to inculcate the habit of regular 
participation in physical activities. Besides, by improving an individual’s 
education one can enhance knowledge on the relevance of physical activity 
on health and human wellbeing. 
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INTRODUCTION

Physical activity is defined as “any body movement produced by 
skeletal muscle that results in energy expenditure” (Caspersen, Powell, 
& Christenson, 1985, p. 126) and includes a variety of activities, such 
as walking, exercising, swimming, and dancing (Koohsari et al., 2013). 
Physical activity can generally be categorized into several domains: 
recreation, employment, transportation, and household activities. This is 
becoming part and parcel of life in most developed nations due to its positive 
impact on Health-Related Quality of Life (HRQoL). Besides, physical 
activity can be undertaken within several domains of an individual’s life, 
with work, travel and leisure-time. However, urbanisation and increasing 
dependence on motor vehicles have led to a reduction in the amount of 
physical activity (Shoham. et al., 2015). Thus, promoting physical activity 
has become a global priority in public health (Beaglehole et al., 2011; World 
Health Organization, 2010; Koohsari et al., 2013). Engaging in moderate and 
vigorous physical activity is linked to better respiratory and immune system 
function, lower body fat, lower cholesterol levels, greater sensitivity to 
insulin which is related to lower risk of diabetes and cardiovascular diseases 
(WHO, 2014). Physical activity equally influences mental health, increases 
self-esteem and reduces depressive symptoms (Shepard & Brawley, 2007). 
According to WHO (2015) physical inactivity is the fourth leading risk 
factor for worldwide mortality, leading to about 3.2 million deaths globally. 
In addition, it lacks physical activity and unhealthy dietary habits among 
the population, and has  been identified as one of the main contributors  to 
global burden of chronic diseases (Cheng & Holder, 2001).

In Malaysia, nearly two-third (71%) of all deaths in the country are 
chronic diseases related (WHO, 2010). In order to address this sharp rise, 
the government has increased the medical expenditure (Cheah, 2011; Lian 
et al., 2016). The reduction in body energy expenditure, which is attributed 
to low physical activity level, has also led to increase in the number of 
people living with obesity (Herna´ndez and Ramos-Iba´n˜ez, 2009). 
According to the authors, majority of the people appear to have opted for 
less active lifestyles such as motorized transport, trains, sub-ways, and use 
of mechanized equipment to perform domestic and occupational tasks that 
was hitherto done manually. It is a fact that physical activity is a major 
component of a balanced lifestyle, which enhances mental and physical 
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health and provides opportunities for social cohesion and integration (Social 
Report, 2010).  Ragheb and Beard (1982) argued  that one’s willingness to 
engage in physical activities are predicated on attitude. If attitude towards 
physical activities is high, the tendency to participate will be high.  

Additionally, research on physical activities has been increasingly 
focussed on the influence of physical environment and neighbourhood 
setting on individual’s health and happiness (Hedayati et al., 2020). 
However, many studies have identified socio-demographic factors such 
as age, sex, income and education too do correlate with physical activity 
behaviour.  This paper therefore, aims at reviewing existing literature on 
the influence of socio-demographic attributes have on physical activity.  

METHODOLOGY

The literature review is categorized into socio-demographic themes. It 
covered studies conducted in both developed and developing nations.   

LITERATURE REVIEW

Socio Demographic Attributes

Behavioural theories associate physical activity influence with multiple 
factors including intrapersonal (demography and psychology), interpersonal 
(social support), environmental (distance to the facilities), and policy (laws 
and regulations) (Vancampfort et. al., 2019). This is equally evident that 
socio-demographic characteristics play an important role in determining 
the rate of physical activity involvement among citizens. The influence of 
socio-demographic attributes on physical activities especially in Western 
countries have been examined in detail in existing literature (Lechner, 2009; 
Eberth & Smith, 2010). The following subsections, discuss six most notable 
socio-demographic factors that influence physical activities. 
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Gender

Many researchers have analysed the relationship between physical 
activity and gender across the various age brackets. The World Health 
Organization (2010) reported that physical activities level was lower among 
girls than boys. Other studies have equally found that males have a higher 
propensity or more likely to participate in physical activities compared 
with females (Barr et al., 2020; Rosseli et. Al., 2020; Cheah, 2011. In a 
study on the influence of socio-demographic factors on physical activity 
participation in a sample of adults in Penang, Malaysia, Cheah (2011) 
reported that gender was positively related with the  likelihood of frequent 
participation in physical activity. Specifically, it was   reported in the study  
that males participated in physical activity more frequently than females.  
Similarly, in a study in Ghana by Asiamah (2016) it was reported that 
females engaged less in physical activities possibly due to their domestic 
roles, relative weakness, unfavourable pregnancy conditions and childbirth. 
In Africa and some other developing countries, women are saddled   with a 
lot of domestic works and  the responsibilities of raising children, thus  they 
have  little  or no time  to  engage  in  physical activities. However, Brown 
and Roberts (2011) found that females are less likely to engage in physical 
activities if they have children under the age five or older children. Steptoe 
et al. (1997) in their study found that gender differences were prevalent, 
with males more likely to engage in physical activities than females. In 
contrast to the earlier reported findings, a study by Muzindutsi  (2016) on  
the effect  of  socio-demographic  factors  on  physical  activity  among 
undergraduate  students  in South  Africa, reported  there was no  significant  
difference  in leisure  attitude (participation in physical activity) among  male 
and  female  students. However, in  their  study  in  Mexico, Herna´ndez 
and Ramos-Iba´n˜ez (2009), they reported that  Mexican  women  tend  
to  spend  more time  in  moderate-intensity physical activities (ie those  
physical  activities   that  require less rigour physical activity and  energy),  
while   men  engage  in  more vigorous  activities. The authors noted that 
the differences recorded between the genders in physical activities vary 
accordingly  to other attributes such as age, economic status and size of 
town. For example, women in rural areas  were less active than men in 
physical activities, whereas women in urban centres were more active than 
men. This  result may be linked to gender roles. Men in rural areas are 
mainly engaged in agricultural occupations, while women spend most of 
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the time on household chores and other agricultural tasks that   require less 
physical effort.  On  the contrary, in urban centres, men are employed in 
commerce and service sectors, while women perform the household tasks 
(Livingstone et.al. 2001).

Age

The effect of age on physical activity has also been established by 
studies conducted in both the developed and developing world. Macie et. 
al. (2017) examined socio-demographic factors, level of physical activity 
and health-related quality of life in adults from Sao Paulo Brazil. The 
study found that increasing age impacts negatively on physical activities 
in both sexes.  Macie et. al. (2017) further argued that the association that 
exists between the increasing age and low participation in physical activity 
can be explained by the fact that advancement in age is accompanied 
with difficulties in locomotion, handling of instruments, maintenance and 
adaptation of postures in various tasks of daily life. Ageing also reduces 
engagement in physical activities because it is linked with conditions of 
being married with more responsibilities, and susceptible to chronic diseases 
(Asiamah, 2016).  A study by Roselli et. al. (2020) found that physical 
activity levels decreases during old age, with sedentary lifestyle dominating 
the rest of life. This finding supports earlier study by Herna´ndez and Ramos-
Iba´n˜ez, (2009) who opined that increased age is associated with a lower 
probability of engaging in physical activity. On the contrary, Cheah (2011) 
reported that age is positively associated with likelihood of engaging in 
physical activity frequently.  According to Cheah, the older people tend to 
possess greater knowledge on health benefits accruing from participation 
in physical activity, thus their propensity to frequently engage in it. In a 
study on co-occurrence of chronic disease risk factors among immigrants in 
Australia, Sarich et al., (2015) found that middle age and older East Asian 
immigrants (majority of whom are Chinese) to Australia, participate less 
in physical activities than non-migrants (Australians). However, in their 
country of origin, Chinese older adults   exhibit much higher levels of 
physical activities than older Australians (Barnett, 2016). The variations 
in the level of participation have been adduced in part to better efficient 
and better accessibility to public transport and destinations in Chinese than 
Australian cities (Boakye-Dankwa, 2019; Barnett, 2016). Some studies 
have also reported that the age group that participate in regular physical 
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activities is between 40-49 (Bell and Stephenson, 2014; Eagleman, 2013).

Income

There are an increasing empirical literature examining the association 
between economic resources and physical activity. Dolman and Lewis 
(2010), in their study on the impact of Socio-Economic Position (SEP) in 
sport participation among South Australian youth. They found that those 
with low SEP identified more barriers to participate than those with higher 
SEP. These barriers include high cost of access, transport availability, safety 
and limited access to facilities. Herna´ndez and Ramos-Iba´n˜ez (2009), in 
their study found that adults with very low socio-economic status dedicated 
more time to walking than their counterparts in medium and high socio-
economic status. They further explained however, that no linear pattern of 
frequency or relationship was identified on moderate and intense physical 
activities based on socio-economic groupings. 

Other studies have equally established the nexus between income and 
engagement in physical activity. For example, Asiamah (2016) reported 
that a significant relationship exists between income and engagement in 
physical activities. In this study, engagement in physical activity decreases 
with increasing income.  According to Asiamah (2016), people with higher 
income are busier spending more time dedicated to their work, which 
likely resulted to their inability to engage in physical activity. Besides, 
Brown and Roberts (2011) in their study on the economic determinants 
for engagement in physical activity, reported that residing in areas with 
higher income disparities has a negative impact on participation in physical 
activities. Other studies have found a positive association between income 
and participation in physical activities (e.g. Farrell & Shields 2002; Lechner 
2009; Cheah 2011). The authors opined that higher income group in the 
society are more enlighten, educated and can afford the time and resources 
that may be needed, thus the propensity to engage in physical activities is 
higher. In high income (Crespo, et.al, 1999; Varo et.al 2003), and medium 
income (Monteiro et.al 2003; Salles-Costa et.al, 2003) nations, studies have 
consistently shown that individuals with higher socio-economic status have 
a greater propensity of engaging in recreational activities. Cerin and Leslie 
(2008) noted that residents in lower-income housing areas with higher 
socio-economic positions (typically measured by education, employment, 
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and income) are more likely to participate in physical activities).

Occupation

The type of work an individual do may directly or indirectly affect 
participation in physical activities. Some people by virtue of the nature of 
their work, may in one way or the other be participating in physical activity. 
This is common with people who are engaged unskilled labour such as 
mailmen, and street sweepers/cleaners to name a few. In their study on 
socio-demographic  factors  that  influence  physical  activities  in  Mexican 
adults, Herna´ndez and Ramos-Iba´n˜ez (2009), found  that those  engaged  
in  agricultural  and  fishing  related occupations  spent  most  time  walking 
,  followed  by  those carrying out manual or  domestic  work. They noted 
that vigorous-intensity physical activity was  engaged more often and 
for longer duration by those who are engaged in agricultural and fishing 
related occupations. In a study by Asiamah (2016), employment category 
was reported as one of the predictors of engagement in physical activity.  
It was also reported in the study that people with alternative employment 
were less likely to engage in physical activity. This condition increases 
the working hours of an individual. The sector in which an individual 
works determines involvement in physical activities. Physical activity 
was found to be the lowest among individuals working in private sector, 
while those working in public/government organizations had higher levels 
of participation. The reason for higher level of physical activities among 
public/government employees is because the government support work-
related physical activities. They explained that workers in private sector 
in Ghana work under strict supervision, rigorous and stricter monitoring 
than their counterparts in public sector. Thus, they have little or no time to 
engage in physical activities. Other studies have equally showed that the 
sector in which an individual works influences the level of engagement 
in physical activities (e.g. Oliveira-Brochado et al., 2010; Sale, Guppy, 
& El-Sayed, 2000). However, Dembe et al. (2005) noted that individuals 
whose jobs are sedentary in nature with more working hours, do not have 
the opportunity to engage in physical activities. In another study, Barr et al., 
(2020) found that self-employed individuals were more likely to participate 
in physical activities compared with public and private employees, while 
the unemployed had low level of participation.
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 senior (second etc.) student, decreases the chances of participation in 
physical activities). The senior students may have more leisure time (physical 
activities) because of their familiarity with the campus environment and 
have thus developed strategies for managing their studies. Individuals with 
tertiary education have a higher probability of engaging in physical activities 
more frequently than those with lower educational qualification (Cheah, 
2011). Those with higher educational qualification may be more aware of 
the health and social benefits of physical activities and thus are motivated 
to spend their leisure-time in physical activities, particularly if their work 
is sedentary (Barr et al., 2020; Mielke G.I. et al., 2015; Burton N. et al., 
2003). On the contrary, other studies showed that increased is education 
is associated with reduced overall physical activities (Malambo P. et al., 
2016; Assah F. et al., 2015). 

Marital Status

Past studies have shown mixed results on the association between 
marital status and physical activities (Rapp & Schneider, 2013). A study 
by Pettee et. al., (2006) found that married men engage in more physical 
exercise compared to their single counterparts. Married individuals have 
higher propensity to take part in physical activities frequently (Humphreys 
and Ruseski, 2007). However, a number of studies have reported contrary 
outcome, showing a marked decrease in physical activity after marriage 
for both men (Rapp & Schneider, 2013; Eng et. al., 2005; Nomaguchi and 
Bianchi, 2004), and women (Rapp & Schneider, 2013; Nomaguchi and 
Bianchi, 2004; Salmon et. al., 2000). Similarly, it is also observed that the 
unmarried are better engaged in physical activities compared with those 
who are married (Asiamah 2016). Majority of unmarried persons are 
younger, had a smaller number of dependents and more time to spend on 
leisure and recreation (Oliveira-Brochado et al. 2010).  According to Cheah 
(2011), household commitments often borne by married individuals could 
pose a restriction to frequently engage in leisure-time physical activities. 
Additionally, Rapp and Schneider (2013) concluded in their study that 
couples with young children tend to have their physical activity reduced 
as well. 
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Table 1. Summary Review of Other Related Findings
Author Title of paper Reported findings
Pinna & Murrau, 2018 Age Factor and Pedestrian Speed on 

Sidewalks
Age was found 
significantly 
influenced physical 
activity 

Hand & Howrey, 2019 Associations Among Neighborhood 
Characteristics,
Mobility Limitation, and Social 
Participation in Late Life

Age was found to 
have  influenced 
participation in 
physical activities

Mandic, Hopkins, et 
al., 2020

Differences in parental perceptions 
of walking and cycling to high school 
according to distance

Age, and 
occupation as 
predictors

Adkins et al., 2019 Differences in social and physical 
dimensions of perceived walkability in 
Mexican American and non-hispanic 
white walking environments in Tucson, 
Arizona

Race influenced 
participation in 
physical activity

Gdańska et al., 2020 Effect of 12-Week Interventions 
Involving Nordic Walking Exercise and 
a Modified Diet on the Anthropometric 
Parameters and Blood Lipid Profiles in 
Overweight and Obese Ex-Coal Miners

Race and age are 
predictors

Efrossini D Patsou1
George T Alexias1
Fotios G 
Anagnostopoulos1
Michalis V 
Karamouzis2 , 2020
Leandro Fornias 
Machado de Rezende   
et.al 2014

Physical activity and socio-demographic 
variables related to global health, 
quality of life, and psychological 
factors in breast cancer survivors 
Sociodemographic and behavioral 
factors associated with physical activity 
in Brazilian adolescents

Income, and 
education identified 
as predictors

La¨mmle,. Etal. 2012 Socio-demographic correlates of 
physical activity and physical fitness in 
German children and adolescents

Age, social 
economic status 
of parents 
were significant 
predictors

(Source: Author)

CONCLUSION 

Constantly engaging in physical activities has a plethora of health benefits 
including risk reduction of premature death (WHO, 2009; 2018). Physical 
activity is a vital component of any health promotion program and thus 
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citizens, should be encouraged by the government to engage in physical 
activities. Previous research indicated that changing lifestyles and dietary 
habits among citizens with various socio-economic background has 
contributed to increasing health consequences. This calls for serious 
interventions aimed at improving physical activity participation among 
the population. The review of existing literature done so far, shows that 
socio-demographic attributes of individuals have a strong influence on 
their engagement in physical activities. Among the socio-demographic 
attributes identified in the existing literature are gender, income, age, 
occupation, educational qualification and marital status. Majority of the 
studies consistently found that men have a greater probability of engaging 
in physical activities. In addition, income was found to positively affect 
participation in physical activities. Individuals with higher educational 
background are most likely to participate in physical activities. This could 
be attributed to their level of knowledge and awareness on health benefits 
inherent in physical activity. Some of the studies reported contradictory 
results on the effect of some socio-demographic attributes have on physical 
activities. This could be attributed to the setting (i.e. nation where the study 
was conducted, location whether rural or urban etc.). Other mediating factors 
could also influence the effect of socio-demographic attributes on physical 
activities.  Exemplify the contribution of the study
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