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Abstract
Introduction: Physical inactivity or sedentary lifestyle is the 

fourth risk factor for global mortality and one of the main risk factors 
for chronic non communicable diseases. In Europe and worldwide, a 
significant proportion of young people and adults have sedentary or 
low physical activity habits.

Objective: To explore the prevalence, frequency and type of physical 
exercise practiced by adolescent students in Extremadura (Spain) 
between 14 and 21 years of age, as well as the perceived barriers to not 
performing physical exercise.

Methods: Descriptive cross-sectional study. The sample 
was formed by public high school and university students from 
Extremadura in Cáceres, from 14 to 21 years old. On May of 2018, socio 
demographic and questions related to practice of physical exercise data 
were collected. Chi square was used for the qualitative variable, in the 
bivariate analysis.

Results: 56 adolescent students have participated. 74.1% of 
students indicate that they practice physical exercise normally. 
Statistically significant differences were detected between gender and 
exercise practice (p <0.05). 24.1% of the participants chose running, 
12.1% walking, 17.2% go to gym to perform muscle exercises and 
12.1% play football, followed by other sports in smaller proportion. 
Regarding if they have any impediment to perform physical exercise due 
to injury, illness or lack of time, 19% indicated it.

Conclusion: Although most adolescents practice physical exercise, 
with a frequency of at least two or three days a week and the most 
frequent exercises among adolescents are running, walking and going 
to the gym, it is necessary to continue promoting healthy lifestyle habits 
related to the practice of physical exercise, especially in the female 
gender.

Key words: Students; Adolescent; Sports; Exercise; Physical 
Activity; Prevalence.

Introduction
According to the definition of the World Health Organization 

(WHO), physical activity refers to any activity that involves 
body movement produced by the skeletal muscles, with the 
corresponding expenditure of energy. For example, moving to 
school or work, playing, domestic chores, etc. Do not confuse 
the term exercise with physical activity, this is a subcategory of 
physical activity, is structured, is repetitive and aims to improve 
one or more components of the physical state [1, 2].

Physical activity is along with nutrition, an important 
component to adopt a healthy lifestyle [3, 4]. Since practicing 
physical activity on a regular basis of both moderate and intense 
intensity reports important health benefits [1].

In particular, practicing physical activity regularly and at 
adequate levels improves bone, muscle and cardio respiratory 
status, reduces the risk of hypertension, coronary heart disease, 
stroke, diabetes, different types of cancer (such as breast and 
colon cancer) and depression, it is also essential for energy 
balance and weight control [1,5].

The WHO recommends that children and adolescents from 
5 to 17 years old should practice at least 60 minutes a day of 
moderate or intense physical activity. For adolescents and adults 
(between 18 and 64 years old) it is recommended to practice at 
least 75 minutes per week of vigorous intensity physical activity 
or 150 minutes per week of moderate intensity physical activity 
or a combination of both. With more than 300 minutes per 
week, greater health benefits would be obtained. It is advisable 
to perform muscle strengthening activities 2 or more days a 
week exercising large muscle groups. People who do not meet 
these criteria are classified as physically inactive or sedentary 
[1,2and5].

Physical inactivity or sedentary lifestyle is the fourth risk 
factor for global mortality and one of the main risk factors for 
chronic non communicable diseases, such as diabetes, obesity, 
cancer or cardiovascular diseases. Therefore, it is an important 
public health problem [1, 6and7]. In Europe and worldwide, 
according to recent surveys, a significant proportion of young 
people and adults have sedentary or low physical activity habits, 
and therefore do not comply with WHO recommendations [8-10].

These data are of concern in adolescents [11], since it has 
been observed that the behaviour patterns related to physical 
activity in adolescents are associated with those that they will 
later maintain in adulthood [4,12].

In response to this alarming global pandemic [10], WHO has 
suggested monitoring levels of physical activity and implementing 
strategies that can help increase these levels [2]. For this it is 
necessary to take into account a series of determinants or factors 
that influence the practice of exercise, which can be considered 
as barriers, depending on age and gender, and others such as 
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professional or domestic activity, loads academic, smoking habit, 
important vital moment, climatic conditions, among others [3,13-
17].

Therefore, the objective of this study is to describe the 
prevalence of adolescent physical activity, and to explore the 
frequency and type of physical exercise practiced by adolescent 
students in Extremadura (Spain) between 14 and 21 years of 
age, as well as the perceived barriers to not performing physical 
exercise.

Methods
Design: cross-sectional descriptive study. 

Sample: the study population was composed of high school 
and university students from the University of Extremadura 
in Cáceres (Spain), of both sexes between 14 and 21 years old. 
Sampling was not probabilistic for convenience.

Data Collection: On May of 2018, the students responded 
during the class in which the teachers gave their permission. All 
the participants agreed to participate in the study, signing the 
informed consent.

Instruments used: A self-administered questionnaire with five 
questions about the practice of physical exercise with multiple 
answers and two questions about socio demographic data (age 
and gender).

Data Analysis

The statistical package SPSS (version 23.0) was used for the 
statistical analysis. 

The results of the descriptive analysis are represented as 
frequencies and percentages in the case of qualitative variables.

Bivariate analysis was performed by Chi-squared for 
qualitative variables. Cramer’s V was chosen as association 
magnitude. Odds ratios (OR) with 95% confidence intervals (CI) 
were calculated to estimate the associations between gender and 
the realization of physical exercise.

A confidence level of 95% (p <0.05) was accepted for all 
statistical analysis.

Results
A total of 56 students participated by completing the survey. 

69% were women, and the predominant age was 17-21 years 
(86.2%).

74.1% of students indicating that they practice physical 
exercise normally (Figure 1).

Statistically significant differences were detected between 
gender and exercise practice (p <0.05) and where the probability 
of a man practicing physical exercise with respect to the woman 
is 5 times greater (OR =: 5,930, 95% CI [0.8-40.8]). Women in a 
greater proportion do not practice exercise 24.1%, compared to 
1.7% of men.

43.1% of the adolescents practice exercise with a frequency 
of a few days a week followed by the 31% that they practice daily 
(Figure 2). 

Among all the exercise options, 24.1% of the participants 
chose running, 12.1% walking, 17.2% go to gym to perform 
muscle exercises and 12.1% to play football, followed by other 
sports in smaller proportion (Figure 3).

There was a statistically significant difference between the 
exercise frequency and the type of exercise practiced (p = .000), 
with a moderate effect size (V = 0.667).

Among the sports that they would like to practice are paddle 
(15.5%), swimming (15.5%), volleyball (12.1%) and tennis 
(10.3%), followed by other sports in lower percentage (Figure 4).

Regarding if they have any impediment to perform physical 
exercise due to injury, illness or lack of time, 19% indicated it. 

There are no statistically significant differences with respect 
to the performance of physical exercise.

 Figure 1 : Practice of physical exercise frequently among adolescents. 
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 Figure 2 : Frequency of practice of physical exercise frequently among adolescents 

 Figure 3 : Type of physical exercise that adolescents practice

 Figure 4 : Type of physical exercise that teenagers would like to practice
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Discussion
The results obtained in this study with respect to the 

prevalence of physical exercise in adolescents are very similar 
to those obtained in a study conducted in Spain with 372 young 
people from 13 to 25 years old, where almost 70% average practice 
of less three or more times in week exercise [18], compared to 
74% in our study. Another study conducted in Huelva (Spain) 
indicates that 42% of university students practice physical 
activity [19]. Therefore, it stands out that in late adolescence a 
good habit of physical activity is maintained. Although worldwide 
surveys indicate a low level of physical activity practice [1, 2, 6, 
8-10].

It is noteworthy that the female gender practices less physical 
activity, and as indicated by other surveys they have more 
sedentary habits than men [4, 8, 9, 18-20].

As in similar studies carried out in Spain, the type of exercise 
most practiced was running, walking, going to the gym to do 
bodybuilding exercises and play football. Although these studies 
also include other sports such as swimming and basketball [18, 
19]. Football is a sport very practiced by teenagers since it is a 
social phenomenon. 

Practicing team sports involves, as in the case of football, 
combining intense and moderate intensity activities such as 
races, jumps or sprints for 90 minutes [21].

In this work, it has been possible to corroborate that students 
would like to practice team sports such as paddle tennis, 
swimming, volleyball or tennis. This may be because these are 
popular sports practices around the world [21].

In our case, a low proportion of participants indicated that 
they had some impediment or barrier to practice physical exercise 
such as lack of time or injury. Coinciding with the main reasons 
for sports abandonment are school or occupational burdens, lack 
of time and the presence of injury in other studies [18, 22].

Conclusions
In response to the objectives established in this study, it 

should be noted that most adolescents practice physical exercise, 
and with a frequency of at least two or three days a week. The 
female sex is more inactive than the male. The most frequent 
exercises among teenagers are running, walking and going to the 
gym and would like to practice team sports such as paddle tennis, 
swimming, tennis and volleyball.

These findings seem encouraging, but it is necessary to 
continue promoting healthy lifestyle habits related to the practice 
of physical exercise, especially in the female gender.

         The size of the sample, the variables studied not based 
on internationally validated questions and the possibility of 
participation bias in which students who do not practice exercise 
do not want to answer suppose the limitation in the present 
study. Even so, the results of the current cross-sectional study 
contribute to continue research on the specific frequency of more 
methodical physical activity through mobile applications, other 

activities added such as the method of transport to the institute 
or university.
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