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Physical activity has far-reaching effects 
on long-term disease and overall health. 
It is associated with lower mortality for 

adults of all ages; decreased risk of coronary 
heart disease, colon cancer, and type 2 diabe-
tes; more controlled blood pressure; healthier 
weight; improved mood; reduced depression 
and anxiety; and generally enhanced health-
related quality of life.1  During 2000, physical 
inactivity was estimated to cost Californians 
$13.3 billion.2  Recommended levels of physi-
cal activity vary, but federal guidelines call for 
at least 30 minutes a day of moderate-intensity 
physical activity most days of the week.3

In 2004, the California Department of Health 
Services’ Cancer Prevention and Nutrition 
Section placed questions on the California 
Women’s Health Survey (CWHS) asking 4,372 
women how many days in a usual week and for 
how much time they do moderate or vigorous 
activity such as brisk walking, bicycling, vacu-
uming, gardening, or other activities that cause 
an increase in breathing or heart rate.  Women 
reporting physical activity of at least 30 minutes 
five or more times per week were classified as 
meeting the physical activity recommendation. 
Women were next asked an open-ended 
question about their major barrier to getting 
more exercise.  Demographic data, a six-item 
food insecurity scale, and use of federal food 
assistance programs were also collected.  
Self-reported height and weight were used to 
calculate Body Mass Index (BMI), a measure 
that identifies obesity.  The National Heart, 
Lung, and Blood Institute defines obesity as 
a BMI greater than or equal to 30, overweight 
as a BMI greater than or equal to 25 but less 
than 30, and “underweight” as a BMI less than 
18.5.4

In 2004, 39.7 percent of California women 
reported meeting the physical activity guideline, 

with no differences by educational level or 
poverty-related factors. Physical activity varied 
significantly by race/ethnicity, age group, and 
BMI.5

White women were most likely to meet 
recommendations, at 44.1 percent, fol-
lowed by Hispanic women at 37.4 percent, 
Black/African American women at 34.5 
percent, and Asian/Other women at 29.6 
percent (see graph).

Women who had children younger than 
age 18 in the household were less likely 
to meet the activity recommendations 
(37.8 percent) than women who had no 
children in the household (51.7 percent). 
Women of child-bearing age (aged 18 
to 44) were less likely to meet activity 
recommendations than women aged 45 
and above, 38.2 percent vs. 41.8 percent, 
respectively. 

At 31.7 percent, obese women were 
significantly less likely to achieve recom-
mended physical activity levels than were 
underweight (37.8 percent), healthy weight 
(44.0 percent), and overweight (39.3 
percent) women. 

In unprompted responses, nearly half of 
all women (47.5 percent) reported not 
enough time/too busy or too tired as their 
main barrier to not being more physically 
active.  The only other reasons reported 
by more than 10.0 percent of the women 
were medical conditions (16.4 percent), 
laziness/no reason (12.4 percent), and 
already getting enough exercise (12.3 
percent).  Only four women reported safety 
concerns as their primary issue.  
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Public Health Message: 
Adequate physical activity 
can substantially reduce the 
burden of chronic disease 
and increase healthy years 
lived.  However, for many 
women it is an elusive 
goal.  Public health efforts 
are needed to help women 
better identify and incor-
porate times and places 
in their lives for physical 
activity.



 STATE OF CALIFORNIA HEALTH AND HUMAN SERVICES AGENCY DEPARTMENT OF HEALTH SERVICES
 Arnold Schwarzenegger, Governor Kimberly Belshé, Secretary Sandra Shewry, Director

Women of healthy weight status were twice as likely (17.5 percent) as other women (8.2 
percent) to report already exercising enough, half as likely to cite health conditions (10.4 
percent compared with 21.9 percent), and more likely to report having not enough time/too 
busy or too tired as their major barrier (51.0 percent and 43.7 percent, respectively).
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5 p < 0.05, chi-square test.

•

Achievement of 
Recommended 
Levels of Physical 
Activity Among  
California Women, 
2004

California Department of 
Health Services 
Cancer Prevention and 
Nutrition Section

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

ObeseOver-
weight

Healthy
weight

Under-
weight

Asian/
Other

Black/
African 

American

HispanicWhiteAll
California

Women Who Report 30 Minutes/Day of Physical Activity at Least Five Days/Week, 
California Women’s Health Survey, 2004

39.7
44.1

37.4
34.5

29.6

37.8
44.0

39.3

31.7

Pe
rce

nt

Source: California Women’s Health Survey

Submitted by:  Sharon Sugerman, Barbara MkNelly, and Patrick Mitchell, California Department 
of Health Services, Cancer Prevention and Nutrition Section,  (916) 449-5406,  
Ssugerma@dhs.ca.gov.

For additional copies of CWHS 2003-2004 Data Points please contact the Office of Women’s 
Health:

Download copies at the Office of Women’s Health website  
www.dhs.ca.gov/director/owh  
or contact OWH staff at P.O. Box 997413, MS 0027, Sacramento, CA 95899-7413 or call  
(916) 440-7626.


