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Executive Summary 

In this paper ‘Identifying gaps in recreational fitness among out-of-province first year 
female students at UBC’, first year female students living in Orchard Commons were studied to 
identify barriers that this minority face in accessing recreation programs at the University of 
British Columbia (UBC). The investigation into this population was important to recognize the 
effects that transitioning from high school to university had on the health of these students. The 
magnitude of this transition is affected by whether the student has moved away from home or 
was previously living in British Columbia. In this period of susceptibility, the university has a 
direct role in influencing the students balance between health and fitness, social life and 
academia. Results were collected through a survey which compared students coming from 
British Columbia to those who have come from outside British Columbia. The survey focused on 
investigating the effect the transition to university had on physical activity decline through the 
identification of barriers to physical activity.  General trends from the results showed a shift in 
grades from mostly A’s to mostly B’s from high school to university in both students from 
British Columbia and students from outside British Columbia, however out-of-province students 
reported a greater decline. The majority of students from both groups felt that a lack of physical 
activity had a negative impact on grades and mental health. The main barriers associated with 
lack of physical activity for students from British Columbia were a lack of time and a fear of 
judgment. For students outside of British Columbia, the main barriers identified were, again, a 
lack of time and also a lack of people to participate with. Results also showed that a large 
majority of students from both groups that did not currently have a gym membership would 
purchase a membership, if a women’s only gym were to open. Recommendations to increase 
physical activity levels for first year Orchard Commons Residents from both inside and outside 
British Columbia include restructuring and introducing new short high intensity classes, holding 
classes in the Orchard Commons block, female only gyms and framing physical activity as a way 
to meet new people. 
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Introduction 

Physical activity is one of the primary determinants of health in university and college 
students. Studies have shown a significant negative relationship between physical activity and 
perceived stress among students (Nguyen-Michel et al, 2006). Those who partake in regular 
physical activity have proven to exhibit better concentration and memory during performance of 
tasks and have also provided evidence for greater academic achievement (Taras, 2005; Trudeau 
& Shepard, 2008). Moreover, physical activity has been proven to be effective in preventing 
cardiovascular disease, hypertension, diabetes, obesity and improving mental health (Warburton 
et al, 2006). The effects of physical activity on health become especially relevant among first 
year university students who undergo a transition from high school. For most students, the start 
of university marks a serious socio-emotional adjustment (Larose & Boivin, 1998). During this 
transition of at least six months, students spend time trying to build a social support network, 
find comfort and security without their parents and guardians in residence, take on new 
responsibilities of cooking, cleaning and personal organization (Larose & Boivin, 1998). They 
must also strive to meet their academic expectations that were more easily achievable/predictable 
in high school (Compas et al, 1986; Larose & Boivin, 1998). For those who have moved far 
away from home, these adaptations weigh heavy on the student’s balance between health and 
fitness, social life and academia.  

In addition to various determinants of health, there are also determinants of physical 
activity participation. The determinants of physical activity participation in school populations 
varies among a wide range of factors that are not only under the control of students themselves, 
but foremost by the institutions (Tuso, 2015). The determinants of a student’s overall fitness and 
recreation involvement are impacted by how their own identity fits in with the majority of the 
student population (Tuso, 2015). Students differ from one another in many categories including 
but not limited to race, ethnicity, gender, distance from home, previous and current 
extracurricular or sport involvement, major, sociability and living proximity. Each of these 
factors are what make physical activity on a university campus more accessible to some students 
compared to others.  

Institutions, like the University of British Columbia (UBC), have the responsibility to 
identify these differences among their student minority groups in order to identify the elements 
that are serving as barriers to student participation in recreation. Examples of potential barriers 
could include cost of involvement, discomfort in performing in front of others, lack of time, poor 
awareness of available activities, no one to attend events with, level of competitiveness, worry 
about one’s ability, distance of travel to activities and/or lack of interest (Allison et al., 1999). 
UBC Recreation has committed to improving its access to activities by focusing on three topics; 
gender identity and expression, ability and accessibility, as well as race, culture and ethnic 
diversity (The University of British Columbia, 2017). However, there are still gaps in what has 
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been targeted and what has actually shown positive change; not only within UBC Recreation, but 
also within UBC varsity athletics and through the eyes of the general participating and non-
participating UBC student body (Bourgeois et al, 2015). For example, UBC students have found 
a lack of cultural diversity in varsity sports teams and at the administrative level (Bourgeois et al, 
2015). Other students have done research to find that woman’s motivation for participation in 
physical activity on campus is hindered by their perception of fun, desire to gain a body type and 
quality of the facilities available (Christina et al, 2016). Interestingly, more perceived barriers 
have been reported to exist for females compared to males (Allison et al., 1999). 
 

In order to study these barriers we have chosen to target first year female students 
residing in Orchard Commons Residence at UBC. We designed a survey that was focused to 
compare students coming from BC to students coming to university from outside of BC to study 
whether distance travelled from home and the different adjustments students must make have an 
effect on their perceived barriers. We compiled results that gave insight to the effects of 
university on physical activity decline among females, by attempting to identify their barriers to 
fitness. We further investigated the effects of physical activity on student’s academics and 
mental health. Ultimately these findings have given insight to measures that can be taken at UBC 
to better the well-being of its community by improving access to recreation for first year females 
students  in Orchard Commons Residence.  

 
Methods 

We created a survey that targeted first year, female students living in Orchard commons. 
Orchard commons houses mainly international and non-BC residents which is the population we 
aimed to target, as they face numerous and more challenging barriers than those students who 
live in BC. Some of these barriers include, loss of social support networks, unaware of fitness 
facilities, living away from family, dealing with university stress along with preparing meals. 

 
We decided to create this survey in order to get a high quantity of responses,  while 

sacrificing the quality of responses. We kept the survey short in order to get the best responses 
and keep the students engaged throughout the survey in regard to their answers. The survey 
questions were pertaining to first year life as well as overall wellbeing, academics, physical and 
mental health. Although the survey enabled us to collect a large sample size we were not able to 
get high quality responses as were not asking interview like questions, that would have allowed 
for more self-opinion. This also limited the accuracy and honesty of the responses. We collected 
data from Orchard commons café, study rooms located in the common building in orchard 
commons, outside behind the building, as well as posting the survey online on the separate 
Orchard Commons house Facebook groups. We wanted to get as many people as possible 
therefore we moved around the building instead of staying in one spot and posted online. Posting 
online provided a limitation that those who completed the survey were not actually first years, 
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nor were they female. Although we tried to combat that by having written that as a qualification 
to fill out the survey. 

 
When approaching female students in person, we first asked them questions that allowed 

us to determine if they were eligible to fill out our survey. These two questions were, if they 
were residents of Orchard Commons and if they were in first year. If they are qualified, we then 
proceeded to ask them whether they would fill out a survey we had to do for a research project in 
KIN 464. 

 
The survey questions looked at several different factors. Firstly, the survey asked whether 

the female student was from BC, outside of BC, or outside of Canada. We asked this to 
determine whether there was a difference between those who live in BC and those who are not 
living in BC. Furthermore, we looked at two main factors of the student’s life which were high 
school life and life attending UBC.  We had this division to allow us to be able to compare and 
contrast results from high school to post-secondary life. Within these divisions we asked how 
their fitness levels and grades were in high school compared to at UBC. Also, in order to 
determine how well UBC rec was promoting events and leagues we asked the students whether 
they had heard of certain UBC rec events. We gave them a list of example events and they either 
choose yes, they have heard of these events or no, they have not. We also asked if the students 
were on a current meal plan, this helped us determine if they had further barriers such as, time 
constraints and further expenses. If the student was on a meal plan, this could mean they have 
financial constraints but possibly less of a time constraint. On the other hand, if the student was 
not on a meal plan they would have to cook their food, meaning they had time constraints, but 
they may have less of a financial burden. Furthermore, we had asked the participants whether or 
not their grades were affected by a lack of physical activity. We did this in order to assess how 
important it is for us, as a UBC community, to initiate new activities and promote new events. 
Also, we asked whether or not a lack of physical activity had an effect on the participants mental 
health and grades. One of the most important questions we asked the female participants was the 
type of barrier they face with their participation in physical activity. This is important since it 
allows us to understand what the main barriers are in order to address them and try to find 
various solutions. The last question we asked was whether or not the participants would purchase 
a membership for a women’s gym. The simple idea behind this question was whether or not the 
participants felt comfortable in an environment with both males and females, this would help us 
determine if there was a need for a women’s gym, or a specific time for women only at the gym. 
Overall, we collected 51 samples of females in first year from Orchard Commons. We then 
collected the data and began to organize it based on those that lived outside of BC and those that 
lived in BC. When we created our graphs, we used percentages instead of total number of people 
that completed the survey in order to get accurate values to compare and contrast. Also, all of the 
graphs we made were comparing the results from those outside of BC and those within BC. We 
graphed average high school grades compared to average grades in first year at UBC. 
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Furthermore, we graphed the different barriers that were faced between those participants who 
were outside of BC and those were lived inside BC. We also graphed what percent of 
participants had heard of UBC’s free week, as well as what percent of participants knew of 
and/or participated in UBC rec events. As well, we graphed what facilities were used, by again 
comparing between those within BC and those outside of BC. Lastly, we graphed if participants 
would, would not or possibly would purchase a women’s only gym membership. 

 
Results 
 

Analysis was done on responses from 51 first year, female Orchard Commons residents. 
Responses from students from BC (n=19) were compared against those of students who came to 
UBC from outside of BC (n=32). In order to normalize the data from each group so that 
comparison could be made on the same graph, responses were tallied and converted to 
percentages of total responses. Percentages are compared within each response group. We 
observed both sets of students to have mostly A’s prior to entering university (Figure 1). 
Students from BC were on average scoring slightly higher than those from within BC. When 
comparing the student’s grades against their first year grades at UBC, both sets of students went 
from scoring mostly A’s to mostly B’s (Figure 2). A few students from BC also reported scoring 
A’s, C’s and F’s, whereas a lot of those from outside of the province also reported scoring C’s 
and some D’s. We asked students to report on how they thought physical activity was impacting 
their grades (Figure 3). The majority of students from both in and outside of BC reported that a 
lack of physical activity was having a negative impact on their grades. Between 10 and 30%  
responded that it either had a positive impact, had no impact, or that they did not experience a 
lack of physical activity for it to have any affect. Similarly, we asked whether or not a lack of 
physical activity was having a negative impact on student’s mental health (Figure 4). Majority of 
student from inside and outside of BC responded that, yes, it was. However, this negative impact 
on mental health appears to be affecting students from inside BC more (74%) than those who 
have come to UBC from outside the province (61%). Moreover, we asked students what their 
perceived barriers to physical activity at first year females residing in Orchard Commons are 
(Figure 5). Results were very similar between both sets of students, with 40% and 32% of 
respondents from inside and outside of BC, respectively, expressing that a lack of time was their 
biggest barrier to physical activity. For those from BC, this was followed by a fear of judgement, 
no transportation, facilities being too far away, no one to participate with, facilities being too 
expensive and not having any interest in going. For those from outside of BC, no time was 
followed by no one to participate with, fear of judgement, no transportation, facilities being too 
expensive, facilities being too far and not having any interest.  
 

In comparing student awareness and participation in UBC Recreation’s events and/or 
leagues, we found trends among both groups of students from inside and outside of BC, in that 
majority have been aware but did not participate, followed by being aware and participating 



IDENTIFYING GAPS IN RECREATION 
8 

 8 

(Figure 6). Both of these responses were slightly greater from students coming from outside of 
BC. Of those responding from BC, 17% were not aware of UBC Recreation’s events compared 
to 13% from those responding from outside of BC. A similar question was asked to gather 
information on participation in UBC Recreation’s “Free Week” events (Figure 7). Of the 
students from BC, only 5% responded that they had participated, compared to 90% who 
responded that they did not participated but had wanted to, and another 5% who responded that 
they did not participate and had no interest in participating. Of the students from outside of BC, 
26% responded that they had participated, compared to 52% who responded that they had not, 
but wanted to, and 25% who did not participate and had no interest in participating.  
 

In comparison of facility use across campus, we observed equal use (4%) of the Orchard 
Commons Residence Gym from students from inside and outside of BC (Figure 8). 35% and 
24%  of students from inside and outside of BC respectively responded to using the Student 
Recreation Centre (SRC) and the Birdcoop Fitness Centre. Both the Aquatic Centre and the 
Doug Mitchell Thunderbird Sports Centre had a higher percentage of student from outside the 
province respond using the facility. Use of the tennis bubble (5%) was only reported by students 
from outside of BC.  
 

Furthermore, of the respondents from each group of students, 89% of those from inside 
BC and 97% of students from outside of BC responded that they were on a meal plan (Figure 9). 
We next asked student if they would purchase a “women’s only” gym membership if one were 
offered (Figure 10). Of the students responding from each group 45% of those from inside BC 
and 23% of those from outside of BC responded “yes”. Of those responding from outside of BC, 
more would “maybe” consider buying one than not consider it at all.  
 

Lastly, we compared the common activity types that these students participated in prior to 
coming to UBC and over their past year at UBC. Participation was tallied rather than converted 
to percentages because Among respondents from BC, the most popular participation type was as 
a sports team member with 17 individuals taking part in high school (Figure 11). This dropped to 
only 4 individuals participating in first year of university. The second most popular activity was 
doing an “at home workout” such as running. Of the respondents, the same number of 
individuals (14) participated in university as did in high school. There were 2 responders who 
went from participating in an activity type in high school to having no participation in university. 
Nonetheless, of the respondents from outside of BC, an “at home workout” was most popular 
with 23 respondents showing participation in high school (Figure 12). This number decreased to 
18 in first year. Similar to the results from those who were from BC, there was an increase from 
1 to 4 responses to non participation. Ultimately, both Figures shows a trend of decreasing 
participation across activity types from students who cam to UBC from inside and outside of the 
province.  
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Discussion 
 

Our goal of this study was to analyze our survey results and determine the gaps and 
barriers in physical activity levels of first year female UBC students living in Orchard Commons, 
to provide ideas for UBC Athletics & Recreation to “close” these gaps. In our study, we 
examined two different groups of females living in Orchard Commons: those from British 
Columbia and those from outside of British Columbia. Despite there being some differences 
regarding the physical activity levels when comparing these two groups, both groups shared 
many common trends. 

 
With regards to academic standing, there was a significant decrease in self-reported letter 

grades when transitioning from high school to UBC in both groups. Figure 3 shows that about 
half of both BC residents and non-BC residents believed that a lack of physical activity has had a 
negative impact on their grades. Furthermore, Figure 4 shows that 74% of the BC residents and 
61% of the outside-of-province residents reported that a lack of physical activity has had a 
negative impact on their mental health. Studies have shown increased levels of stress amongst 
university students was mainly attributed to lower than expected grades (Bedewy & Gabriel, 
2015) and research has shown that physical activity could positively impact both their mental 
health and their academic achievement (Coe, Pivarnik, Womack, Reeves & Malina, 2006). These 
two statistics suggest that a lack of physical activity is negatively impacting a first-year female 
Orchard Commons residents’ overall university experience. 

 
Furthermore, both groups reported a significant decrease in all but one (at home 

workouts/running outside) form of physical activity since attending UBC, especially in sport 
teams’ participation. The most reported barrier to physical activity from both groups was a lack 
of time (Figure 5). Research has shown that students spend a significant amount of time studying 
to improve academic achievement, which otherwise could have been spent being physically 
active (Deliens, Deforche, De Bourdeaudhuij, & Clarys, 2015). Educating students about the 
academic benefits of being physically active could be a solution to overcoming this barrier. A 
barrier that affected non-BC residents over twice as much as BC residents (18.5% to 9%) was a 
lack of individuals to participate in physical activity with. This is important as people are more 
likely to participate in physical activity with friends and when they view it as a social event 
(Schneider & Kummert, 2016). Framing physical activity in a way that promotes meeting new 
people could potentially be a way to attract more individuals to participate. 

 
Overall, it seemed that most students were aware of the events and leagues that UBC 

Athletics & Recreation had to offer. However, about half of those surveyed from both groups 
residents did not participate in any of them (Figure 6). Additionally, almost all of the BC 
residents and about half of the non-BC residents reported that they did not participate in UBC 
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Recreation’s Free Week, but that they had wanted to (see Figure 7), which could potentially be 
attributed to the previously mentioned barriers (lack of time and people to participate with). This 
suggests that UBC Athletics & Recreation is doing a good job of implementing their health 
promoting activities, but that their objective of getting students to participate in them is lacking.  

 
The Birdcoop and the Student Recreation Centre were the most frequented recreation 

facilities for BC residents, (both approximately 35%), whereas the out-of-province students most 
frequented facility was the Aquatic Centre (27%). In addition, non-BC residents participated in 
dance during high school almost twice as much (9% to 5%) in comparison to BC residents. This 
displays a difference in the type of physical activity that these individuals would be most likely 
to participate in, suggesting that the best way to reach the non-BC resident students would be 
through aquatic and dance-based activities. 

 
Some challenges that we faced while conducting this study were possible dishonesty and 

irrelevant or duplicated data. The accuracy of responses plays a large part in the validity of our 
results and findings (Horn, Feng, Li, Pesce, 2001). The accuracy of the answers is dependent on 
the honesty of the participant and their ability to know the answers to the questions. To reduce 
and possibly eliminate dishonest answers the survey was made anonymous, but there was still no 
certain way for us to determine if the answers were 100% honest. Furthermore, students often 
filled out the surveys in amongst their peer groups, which could have affected the way they 
answered the survey questions. Due to the survey being posted on various social media 
platforms, it could have been quite possible that someone who dismissed the criteria and did not 
fit our description filled out the survey anyways, which would skew our results. Along similar 
lines, participants may have filled out the survey more than once, and we would have no way of 
knowing, which once again could skew our results. 

  
A limitation of our study was having a small sample size. Having a greater number of 

participants would aid in improving the validity of our results through a larger sample size. A 
larger sample size is a better representative of the population, limiting the influence of outliers or 
extreme observations (Horn, Feng, Li, Pesce, 2001). For future research, a draw where one 
participant receives some sort of incentive/prize might influence the number of participants that 
fill out the survey. Another limitation is that we mainly targeted students eating in the cafeteria 
around dinnertime so there could be extraneous variables that skewed our results, such as the 
personalities of people that eat in the cafeteria, the time that people eat, the fact that people who 
work out may eat more (or less), etc. Another limitation was that the individuals who 
administered the  surveys were students, which limited the amount of time they are available to 
collect data. 

  
The most reported barrier to participation in physical activity in both of our groups was a 

lack of time, which is something many post-secondary students often face (Deliens, Deforche, 
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De Bourdeaudhuij, & Clarys, 2015). Promoting physical activity in such a way that frames it to 
improve academic attainment could be a way to combat this barrier in the entire student 
population. The findings from this research suggest that some of the issues that first year female 
UBC students living in Orchard Commons face stem from social isolation, as their second largest 
barrier to physical activity was a lack of people to participate with. This is something that not 
only affects female students, as many male out-of-province students face similar barriers (Wu, 
Garza & Guzman, 2015). Building social connections through physical activity could be a way to 
overcome this barrier for many groups.  

Ultimately, little difference was observed between the perceived barriers of students from 
the province and from out-of-the-province. Nonetheless the study provided valuable evidence 
and insight towards (1) an existance of a decline in physical activity among this female 
population coming from high school, (2) a negative effect on this population’s health and grades 
during their first year of university, (3) the existing barriers these females are facing that should 
be targeted in the near future, and (4), potential recommendations and steps forward that can be 
taken to minimize these barriers for students of this population.  

Recommendations 

Recommendations to increase physical activity levels for first year female Orchard 
Commons Residents from both within and outside BC include introducing new short high 
intensity interval (HIIT) classes, holding classes in the Orchard Commons gym, and 
implementing female only gyms or female-only sections of pre-existing gyms. As our study 
identified that the majority of students believed that a lack of physical activity had a negative 
impact on their grades as well as mental health, exercised focused interventions were the basis 
for recommendations. 

The most reported barrier of having no time to participate in physical activity could be 
overcome through 30-minute HIIT classes, which can be equally as beneficial for students health 
in a shorter amount of time. Time could also be reduced further through holding exercise classes 
at the residence. This links in with eliminating transportation as a barrier which is important as 
11.4% of students from inside and 12.3% of students from outside BC identified transport as a 
barrier for exercise (Figure 5). 

To reverse the dramatic decrease of students participating in sports teams specifically 
since high school, implementing residence or house-based teams in intramural leagues might 
encourage residents to participate by helping to alleviate the barrier of having no one to 
participate in physical activity with.  Furthermore, increasing promotion for intramural leagues in 
residents made up of primarily international students could foster a social network amongst these 
students.  
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The introduction of female only gyms or female-only sections to gyms could help to 
eliminate fear of judgment. This has been recommended as 45.5%% of the BC residents and 
23.1% of non-BC residents who do not currently own a gym membership, said they would 
purchase a membership if a woman’s only gym opened (27.3% of the BC residents and 45.2% of 
non-BC residents said maybe) (Figure 10). 
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Appendices 
Survey:  
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Figures/Graphs: 

Figure 1. Representation of of average reported high school grades of first year female Orchard 
residents at UBC. Responses are compared between students who are from BC and those who 
are from outside of BC.  

Figure 2. Representation of of average reported first year university grades of first year female 
Orchard residents at UBC. Responses are compared between students who are from BC and 
those who are from outside of BC.  
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Figure 3. Representation of first year female Orchard resident’s opinions regarding the impact 
of a lack of physical activity on their grades. Responses are compared between students who 
are from BC and those who are from outside of BC.  

Figure 4. Representation of first year female Orchard resident’s opinions regarding the impact 
of a lack of physical activity on their health. Responses are compared between students who 
are from BC and those who are from outside of BC.  
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Figure 5. Representation of first year female Orchard resident’s opinions regarding their 
perceived barriers to a lack of physical activity. Responses are compared between students 
who are from BC and those who are from outside of BC.  

Figure 6. Representation of first year female Orchard resident’s awareness and participation in 
UBC Recreation’s events and leagues. Responses are compared between students who are 
from BC and those who are from outside of BC.  
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Figure 7. Representation of first year female Orchard resident’s participation and desire to 
participate in UBC Recreation’s ‘Free Weeks’. Responses are compared between students who 
are from BC and those who are from outside of BC.  

Figure 8. Representation of first year female Orchard resident’s use of UBC facilities for 
recreation. Responses are compared between students who are from BC and those who are 
from outside of BC.  
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Figure 9. Representation of the number of first year female Orchard resident respondents who 
are on a meal plan. Responses are compared between students who are from BC and those 
who are from outside of BC.  

Figure 10. Representation of first year female Orchard resident’s likelihood of purchasing a 
“women’s only” gym membership if it were offered. Responses are compared between students 
who are from BC and those who are from outside of BC.  
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Figure 11. Representation of first year female Orchard resident’s activity-type participation prior 
to coming to UBC (in high school) and in their first year of UBC. All data represented is from 
students who are from BC.  

Figure 12. Representation of first year female Orchard resident’s activity-type participation prior 
to coming to UBC (in high school) and in their first year of UBC. All data represented is from 
students who are from outside of BC.  




