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Understanding Physical Activity Awareness in Nutritional Science Students 
 

Abstract 
 

Introduction- Nutritional science students are taught within their curriculum the national 
recommendation for weekly moderate-vigorous physical activity. The objective of this study 
was to understand the awareness of the national physical activity recommendation for 
moderate-vigorous exercise (150 min/week), where most nutrition students obtain their 
recommendations, and if their awareness and knowledge affected their behaviors.  
 
Methods- Using 10-question survey, 331 introductory level nutritional science students and 89 
upper division nutritional science students were asked an array of questions. The questions 
involved demographic questions, how often they exercise, how many servings of fruits and 
vegetables they eat a day, if they knew the weekly physical activity recommendation, and 
where they have required most of their physical activity knowledge from.  
 
Results- Of total student responses, 70.9% (n=295) responded that they did not know the 
physical activity recommendation, leaving 29.1% (n=121) saying that they did. Of the 121 who 
responded saying that they did know the recommendation, 18% of these students (n=22) knew 
the recommendation exactly, with an additional 36 students over estimating the 
recommendation. It was seen that males exercised significantly more often than females (p 
<.001). Additionally, looking at ethnicity as a factor, it was seen that African Americans 
exercised significantly less than whites (p=.02). There was a significant positive association 
between the amount of people who exercised and whether they knew the recommendation 
(p=.0031). A positive association was seen between the amount of people who exercised and 
whether or not they had the recommendation correct (p=.0041). 
 
Conclusion-Nutritional science students who are not exercising often do not know the physical 
activity recommendation, despite being taught in their curriculum. Students are obtaining their 
knowledge from a vast variety of sources, but there is still a need for widespread awareness of 
the national recommendation.  
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Introduction 

 Nutritional science students are taught a variety of lessons throughout their 

undergraduate careers. One of these lessons is the importance of physical activity in the 

prevention of disease. Understanding whether or not they retain what they learn in their 

classes can be helpful when considering the importance of nutrition education, and the need to 

emphasize physical activity guidelines. 

 

Physical Activity Recommendation and Awareness 

 This study aimed at understanding if nutritional science students knew the national 

physical activity recommendation of weekly moderate to vigorous exercise and whether or not 

this awareness affects behaviors. One hundred and fifty minutes of moderate-vigorous exercise 

per week is outlined as the recommendation set forth by the 2008 Physical Activity Guidelines 

for Americans.1 A study performed in 2009 wanted to see how many Americans were aware of 

the physical activity recommendation a year after the recommendation was released. This 

study found that of the 4281 Americans surveyed, only 36.1% of these people were aware that 

there was a government physical activity guideline, and less than 1% knew what the moderate-

vigorous physical activity recommendation was. 2 This study showed the minimal awareness of 

Americans when it comes to physical activity recommendations and the necessity to better 

communicate the recommendation to Americans. A Canadian study similarly looked to evaluate 

1586 Canadian citizens on their awareness of the 2011 Canadian Physical Activity Guidelines for 

Adults.3,4 Of all who were surveyed 12.9% revealed that they were aware of the guideline, and 

55% self-reported meeting the guideline of greater than or equal to 150 minutes of moderate 
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to vigorous exercise per week.4 This study is unique in that it showed that despite the fact that 

awareness was so low, half of participants were still unknowingly meeting the weekly guideline. 

The authors of this study agreed that with awareness being so low, there is a need to 

reconsider how the guideline is being presented to its citizens.  

 

Physical Activity and Disease 

 Several studies have shown that physical activity can have a positive impact on health. 

As a society, it is important to work towards trying to eradicate preventable diseases, and as an 

individual, this can be done by becoming more aware of the proper physical activity that we 

should be obtaining. A study performed in Queensland, Australia, a large Australian state with 

the same moderate-vigorous exercise recommendation as America, surveyed 1289 participants 

to see if there was any association between those who regularly follow the recommendation, 

and prevalence of obesity, diabetes, arthritis, bone disease, and depression and anxiety. Of the 

participants, 42% reported that they followed the 30 minutes a day (5 days a week) of 

moderate-vigorous exercise guideline. These participants showed decrease prevalence of 

obesity, diabetes, arthritis, bone disease, and depression and anxiety.5 By being aware of the 

physical activity recommendation, these citizens were able to develop positive behaviors that 

helped decrease the likelihood of several preventable diseases.  

 It was hypothesized that because nutrition students are taught within their curriculum 

the moderate-vigorous physical activity guideline and physical activity’s importance on health 

that these students should present high percentages of awareness. It was also hypothesized 

that those who are aware of the recommendation will meet the weekly recommendation. This 
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hypothesis was deduced due to the implications that nutritional science students are 

concerned with their overall heath and the overall health of society as many of these students 

would like to be a health professional after they graduate. 

 

Methods 

Participants 

Nutritional science students enrolled in NSC 308 Nutrition and Metabolism or NSC 170 

Introduction to Human Nutrition, were asked to voluntarily participate in the survey 

administered during class. The professors of these courses were contacted and asked for 

permission to administer the surveys during class time. Students were read an oral consent 

form before taking the survey. The surveys were collected from September 2017 to October 

2017.  

Survey 

Surveys were administered to 420 undergraduate students. The survey (Appendix 1) 

consisted of 10 questions, with the first 5 questions asking demographics such as age, gender, 

ethnicity, year in college, and living situation. Questions 6 and 7 asked daily consumption of 

fruit and vegetable servings.  Questions 8-10, were used to determine total weekly physical 

activity, if students knew the physical activity recommendation, and where they obtained most 

of their physical activity knowledge from. Surveys were then numbered once completely, in the 

event that they needed to be referred to throughout analysis. All data was anonymously 

obtained from completed surveys and typed into an excel document, where they were analyzed 

with statistical testing.  
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Results 

Demographics of students 

The surveys were collected from 89 students who were taking NSC 308, and 331 

students who were enrolled in NSC 170. The average age of participants was 19.3 years old, 

with a median value of 19 years old. The genders of these participants were as follows: female 

(n= 304, 72.4%), male (n= 115, 27.4%) and other (n=1, 0.2%). Results of ethnicities were as 

follows: White (n=233, 55.5%), Hispanic (n=11, 23.8%), Asian (n=36, 8.6%), Other (n=29, 6.9%), 

Black (n=19, 4.5%), and Native American (n=3, 0.7%). Of those who selected “Other” for 

ethnicity, 24 participants (88.9%) stated they were a combination of 2 or more ethnicities, 3 

participants (11.1%) stated they were Arab and/or Middle Eastern and the other 2 participants 

did not state their ethnicities. The majority of participants were freshmen (n=238, 56.8%), 

followed by sophomores (n= 74, 17.7%), juniors (n=69, 16.5%), and seniors (n=38, 9.1%) (Table 

1). With regards to the participants’ living situations, the majority of them lived in dorms 

(n=193, 46%), followed by apartments (n=162, 38.6%), with parents (n=60, 14.3%), and other 

situations (n=5, 1.2%) (Table 1). Of the five who chose “other” as their living situation, four 

(80%) stated they lived in Greek housing (n= 3 [sorority], n=1 [fraternity]) while one (20%) was a 

homeowner. (Table 1).  

Participant Grade Level Participant Living Situation Types 

Freshman 238 (56.8%) Living in dorms 193 (46%) 

Sophomore 74 (17.7%) Living in apartments 162 (38.6%) 

Junior 69 (16.5%) Living with parents 60 (14.3%) 
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Senior 38 (9.1%) Other living 

situations  

 

5 (1.2%) 

**Four out of the five 

(80%) lived in Greek 

housing; one out of 

the five (20%) was a 

home owner 

Table 1: Demographic data (grade level and living situation) of participants.  

Males exercised significantly more frequent than females (p<0.001), although the 

overwhelming majority of respondents were female (72.4%).  Majority of participants were 

white (55.5%) with the second largest proportion of respondents were Hispanic (23.8%).  

African Americans exercised significantly less than whites (p=0.02). Data revealed that of the 

students who responded to question 8 (How often per week do you exercise at a moderate-

intensity for at least 30 minutes or longer?), 70.9% (No) revealed that they did not know the 

recommendation, leaving 29.1% (yes) of respondents saying that they did know the 

recommendation.  Figure 1 shows a graphical representation of this distribution.  
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Figure 1: Total number of responses for “yes or no” in regard to knowing the physical activity 
recommendation. (*4 students left this question blank) 

 

Of those that answered that they did know the recommendation, 18.18% correctly 

knew the recommendation. The second largest percentage of respondents at 14.88% 

overestimated the physical activity recommendation to be 420 minutes per week.  

 

Activity Level and Knowing Recommendation 

Data revealed that there is a significant positive association between the amount of 

people who exercised and whether or not they knew the recommendation (p=.0031). The 

distribution of how frequent respondents said they exercise per week are shown in Figure 2. 

Three students indicated that they exercised 6-7 times per week, and two students did not 

provide a response.  
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Figure 2: Student weekly frequency in participation of moderate-vigorous exercise for at least 
30 minutes or longer (*3 students marked 6-7 and 2 left question blank) 
 
Knowing Recommendation and Where Information was Obtained 

Of all five possible responses (family members, experts at gyms, social media, online 

magazines, other), the majority of respondents said that they obtained their exercise 

recommendations from family (60.7%, n=255). For the 135 respondents who said that they 

obtained their recommendations from the free response “other” source, the joint most 

common responses were coaches (n=25) and friends (n=20). The next most frequent response 

was sports (n=16). When checking the correlation between knowing the recommendation and 

the different places that knowledge/skills was obtained there were found to be no significant 

correlations between any of the sources and whether or not respondents knew the physical 

activity recommendation.  
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Discussion 

 This survey revealed that there was a significant association between students who said 

they know the physical activity recommendation and are meeting their weekly physical activity 

requirement, and some were even exceeding the minimum of 150 minutes. Although the study 

was unable to give significant results in regard to a common source where most students obtain 

most of their physical activity knowledge, it was able to show that awareness can lead to 

positive behaviors. The drastic percentage difference between those that know and did not 

know the physical activity recommendation, further leads to questioning how the 

recommendation is communicated to students. There seems to be a drastic miscommunication 

to not only students but society as well.  There does not prove to be one prominent source than 

the others when it comes to where these students are obtaining their physical activity 

knowledge from. Surprisingly, although males made up the minority of the gender (27.4%), they 

exercised the most. Platforms targeting females may be effective in closing this gap between 

female and male students.   

Future Implications 

This study scratches at the surface of the importance of physical activity awareness. 

Further studies need to focus on more effective ways to communicate this information to 

students in schools and other members of society. This proves to not be only be a problem in 

America but worldwide, leading to the belief that the current presentation of the guidelines is 

hindering the guidelines ability to promote positive behaviors and work towards eradicating 

preventable diseases.  
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Appendix 

Nutritional Research Survey 
 

1. What is your age? 
 

2. What is your gender? 
a. Female  b. Male 

 
3. What is your ethnicity? 

a. White 
b. Hispanic or Latino 
c. Black or African American 
d. Native American or American Indian 
e. Asian / Pacific Islander 
f. Other: ______________ 

  
4. What is your academic status within your major? 

a. Freshman 
b. Sophomore 
c. Junior 
d. Senior 

 
5. Which of the following best describes your living situation? 

a. Dorm  
b. Apartment, house, condo, etc. 
c. With parents/relatives/spouse 
d. Other (please specify): ___________________ 

 
 

Use the table below to help you answer questions 6 and 7.  
6. How many servings of vegetables do you consume per day? Circle a value below.  

0 1 2 3 4 5+ 
 

7.  How many servings of fruit do you consume per day? Circle a value below.  
0 1 2 3 4 5+ 

Serving Size Examples 
 

Vegetables Fruit 
1 cup, chopped 1 cup, chopped 

1 fruit (orange, apple) 
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8. How often per week do you exercise at a moderate-intensity for at least 30 minutes or 
longer? (The talk test is a simple way to measure relative intensity. In general, if you're 
doing moderate-intensity activity you can talk, but not sing, during the activity.) 
 
0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
 

9. Do you know the weekly recommendation for moderate-intensity exercise for healthy 
Americans?  If so provide, your answer. 

a. Yes ________________________________________  
b.   No 

 
10. Where have you acquired most, if not all, of your physical activity knowledge/skills? 

Select all that apply. 
a. Family members (i.e. parents/grandparents, sister/brother) 
b. Experts at gym, health club, etc. 
c. Social media (such as Facebook, mobile apps) 
d. Online magazines 
e. Other (please specify): ____________________ 

 


