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Abstract

Purpose. Investigate environmental factors influencing the use of recreational facilities for physical
activity by urban African-American adolescents.

Design. Qualitative in-depth interviews and direct observation.
Setting. Two public high schools and 24 public recreational fadlities in Baltimore, Maryland.
Partiâpants. Forty-eight African-American adolescents aged 14 to 18 years.
Methods. Data from 48 in-depth interviews and 26 observations were coded using NVivo software and

analyzed using the constant comparative method.
Results. Facility use is influenced by characteristics of the physical, sodal, organizational, and

economic environments. Adolescents are attracted to loiu-cost, well-maintained fadlities that offer preferred
activities and that are v/ithin close proximity to home. Adolescents with limited access to fadlities use
alternative play spaces, like the streets or vacant lots, where they risk injury from falling or being hit by
a car. They are drawn to fadlities where they find active adolescents, and they avoid those where young
people are engaged in drug or gang activity. Concerns about facility safety largely determine use,
particularly for adolescent girls.

Conclusion. Previous research points to the importance of increasingfadlity availability as a means of
promoting physical activity, particularly in minority communities in which availability is
disproportionately limited. This study shows that, while availability is important, additional fadlity
characteristics should be considered when using environmental change to promote fadlity use for physical
activity. (AmJ Health Promot 2008;23[l]:43-50.)
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PURPOSE

Regular physical activity is associated
with multiple health benefits, includ-

ing improved mental health and de-
creased risk of cardiovascular disease,
hypertension, and diabetes.' Despite
this, only 36% of high school students
meet the current recommended levels

of physical activity. African-American
adolescents have disproportionately
low levels of physical activity, with only
29.5% meeting the recommendations
in 2005 compared with 38.7% of white
and 32.9% of Hispanic adolescents.^
This highlights the importance of
efforts to increase physical acti\'ity
among African-American youth.

Previously, research examining de-
terminants of physical activity focused
largely on psychosocial and demo-
graphic factors. In the past decade,
there has been a growing interest in
identifying characteristics of the phys-
ical environment that impact physical
activity. Research on this topic is in-
formed by the écologie perspective in
which physical activity behavior is
viewed in the context of multiple
influences. Furthermore, physical ac-
tivity is thought to be influenced by the
behavioral setting in which it occurs.'*''
One of the most relevant physical
activity settings is the recreational
facility.

Researchers have investigated the
association between availability of rec-
reational facilities and physical activity
using both objective and perceived
measures of availability. Typically, ol)-
jective measures assess the ntimber of
facilities within a deflned distance
from home. These studies have identi-
fied positive associations between fa-
cility availability and physical activity
among adults.'^^ This association has
also been observed in youth,^"" al-
though there are contradictory sttid-
ies.'"^'^ Various approaches have been
used to measure perceived availability.
Studies in adults show positive associa-
tions between perceived availability
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and physical activity.'•*""" The findings
in youth are less clear, as two studies
have found an association and two
have not,'̂ "'"̂ " Overall, the majority of
studies in both adults and youth
suggests that increased facility avail-
ability is associated with increased
physical activity.

Researchers have also examined the
distribution of facilities, revealing that
availability varies by neighborhood
racial/ethnic composition. An exami-
nation of communities throughout the
United States found fewer physical
activity settings in communities with
higher percentages of African-American
residents.^'"^^ A second study exam-
ined this issue in adolescents'" and
found that census block groups with
higher proportions of minorities were
less likely to have facilities. Further-
more, reduced availability was associ-
ated with decreased physical activity
and increased overweight. These
studies suggest that differential avail-
ability of facilities may help to explain
racial/ethnic disparities in physical
activity.

Based on the evidence for an asso-
ciation between facility availability and
physical activity as well as the unequal
distribution of facilities, it appears that
increasing facility availability in minor-
ity communities may be a successful
physical activity promotion strategy.
This approach, however, may fail if we
do not account for factors beyond
availability that impact facility use, such
as quality or cost. Research identifying
facility characteristics that impact use is
limited, especially for minority youth,
who are underrepresented in the re-
search literature on the environment
and physical activity,̂ ''- '̂' It is important
to identify characteristics that are
relevant to minority youth because
they may experience their environ-
ments differently as a result of age and
cultural differences, A qualitative ap-
proach to this topic is most appropri-
ate because it allows for an in-depth
understanding of subjective responses
to the environment.^*

The purpose of this study was to
qualitatively investigate environmental
factors influencing the use of recrea-
tional facilities for physical activity
among African-American adolescents.
We sought to answer the following
questions: (1) Does the physical envi-

ronment impact facility use? If so, what
characteristics of the physical environ-
ment are important? (2) Are there
social factors that impact the use of
facilities? (3) What additional environ-
mental characteristics influence facility
use?

METHODS

This was a cross-sectional qualitative
study. Data were collected through in-
depth interviews with adolescents and
direct observation of recreational fa-
cilities. The use of two data collection
methods permitted us to gain different
perspectives, allowing for a broader
view of recreational facilities as physical
activity settings. This data triangulation
is one means of enhancing the quality
of qualitative research,^®

Setting
The study area included the city of

Baltimore, Maryland, According to the
2006 U,S, census, Baltimore has a pop-
ulation of 631,366, 65% of which is
African-American, 32% white, 1,9%
Asian, 2,2% Hispanic or Latino, and
0,3% American Indian, In 2004 the
median household income in Balti-
more was $29,792," There are ap-
proximately 420 parks and 64 recrea-
tion centers in Baltimore City. Forty-six
of the recreation centers are managed
by the Department of Recreation and
Parks and 18, called Police Athletic
Leagues (PAL), are managed by the
police department.

The study presented here is a sub-
component of the Baltimore Active
Living Teens Study (BALTS), BALTS
participants were recruited from class-
rooms within two magnet high schools.
One school focuses on math and
engineering, and its student body is
70% African-American, Twenty-five
percent of students receive free school
lunch, and 10% receive reduced school
lunch,^^ The other school has a liberal
arts focus, and the student body is 84%
African-American, Thirty-two percent
of students receive free school lunch,
and 11% receive reduced school

Participants
BALTS participants were recruited

by phone to participate in in-depth
interviews. To obtain a variety of
perspectives, we used criterion sam-

pling in which participants are selected
based on specific characteristics,'"' We
used a list with each participant's age,
gender, and phone number to recruit
male and female students of varying
ages. Students were eligible to partici-
pate if they self-identified as African-
American. Of the 69 African-American
students we contacted, 48 completed
interviews, 4 were not interested, and
17 had time conflicts. Interviews were
conducted after the participant had
read and signed an assent form.
Participants received a $10 incentive
upon completion of the interview.

Data Collection
The interviews took place after

school at the study schools, A trained
interviewer used a field guide to
address two main topics, neighbor-
hoods and recreational facilities. Par-
ticipants were asked to (1) describe
their neighborhoods and identify
neighborhood characteristics that in-
fluence their physical activities and (2)
describe their experiences using rec-
reational facilities. Table 1 lists the
questions that provided the structtire
for each interview. Each question was
followed with probes used to gain
a complete understanding of the issues
raised by each participant. The in-
terview tapes were transcribed, and the
text was reviewed by the interviewer for
accuracy.

Twenty-six direct observations were
conducted at 24 public recreational
facilities in Baltimore City. Observa-
tions were conducted at only four
recreation centers due to limitations
imposed by facility directors. Twenty-
two observations were conducted at 20
parks. A map was used to select at least
one large and one smaller neighbor-
hood park in the northern, central,
and southern portions of the city.
Twelve of the park observations were
conducted on weekdays after school
hours, and 10 were conducted on the
weekend at different times of day.

The observer, a graduate student with
extensive experience conducting ob-
servations in community settings, was
trained to use a scripting format with
detailed notes taken for 1 to 3 hours at
each facility. Details were recorded
about each person seen at the facility,
including the time observed, approxi-
mate age, gender, and race/ethnicity.
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Table 1

In-Depth Interview Field Guide Questions

Topic Questions

Neighborhood

Facility users

Facility nonusers

Other facilities

How would you describe your neighborhood?
What characteristics of your neighborhood influence physical activity?

Can you describe the parks/recreation centers that you go to?
Can you explain why you choose to go to these parks/recreation centers in particular?
What is it that you like about these parks/recreation centers?
Is there anything that you don't like about these parks/recreation centers?
Think about the last time you went to a park/recreation center. Can you describe this experience to me?
Is there anything they could do to make parks/recreation centers more attractive to people your age?

Have you ever used parks/recreation centers for physical activity?
Could you tell me about this experience?
Is there anything that you like about parks/recreation centers?
Is there anything that you dislike about parks/recreation centers?
What changes would have to be made to parks/recreation centers for you to use them?
Is there anything they could do to make parks/recreation centers more attractive to people your age?

Are there any places you go for physical activity that we haven't talked about?
Can you explain why you choose to go to that place?
What is it that you like about it?
Is there anything that you don't like about it?

and the activity taking place. Finally, the
observer recorded detailed information
about the facility, such as activities
available, size, and conditions.

Publicly available information about
city park and recreation programs, as
well as relevant newspaper and Inter-
net clippings, were collected through-
out the study. A total of 74 documents
were reviewed. Fifty-eight of these
came from the Baltimore City Depart-
ment of Recreation and Parks web site
and included descriptions of city facil-
ities, program guides for activities
offered at these facilities, and reports
documenting the department's opera-
tions. The remaining documents in-
cluded articles and flyers from various
sources, including web sites, local
newspapers, and facilities.

Analysis Strategies
A grounded theory approach was

used. This involves identifying con-
cepts that emerge from the data and
linking these concepts into theories,'"
In-depth interviews and observational
data were entered into NVivo qualita-
tive software,'"^ The principal investi-
gator systematically coded the
documents according to categories
evident in the data. The coded data
were then pooled together and com-
pared to identify major and minor
themes. Emerging themes were con-

tinually tested against the data with
attention paid to variations, Triangu-
lation of data occurred at this time, as
the coded data from interviews and
observations were pooled together and
compared to identify emerging themes
and examine discrepancies. True to
the iterative nature of qualitative re-
search, analysis was conducted three
different times during the study, after
which the field guides were modified
to allow for further exploration of
emerging themes. Upon reaching sat-
uration, no more interviews were con-
ducted. After the final iteration, mem-
ber validation was conducted during
which preliminary results were pre-
sented to participants for feedback on
the accuracy of the findings. Seven
male and female participants of vary-
ing ages who had expressed interest in
continued participation were given
short paragraphs summarizing each of
the main themes, and they provided
written feedback on the accuracy of
each theme. This information was
checked against the results. In no cases
did the feedback contradict the results,
but it was used to clarify and provide
further examples,

RESULTS

Forty-eight African-American adoles-
cents, including 24 young women and

24 young men, participated. Twenty-five
percent (n = 12) of the participants
were in 9th grade, 29% (n = 14) were in
10th grade, 15% (n = 7) were in 11th
grade, and 31% (n = 15) were in 12th
grade. Seventy-one percent (n = 34) of
participants reported using parks, and
29% (n = 14) did not. Fifty-four percent
(n = 26) reported using recreation
centers, and 46% (n = 22) did not.

Our analysis revealed four broad
categories of themes that summarize
the environmental characteristics im-
pacting facility use by urban African-
American adolescents in Baltimore
City. These include the physical, social,
organizational, and economic envir-
onments. They are described in detail
below and outlined in Table 2.

Physical Environment

Facility Design. Participants explained
that the design of recreational facilities
often does not meet the needs of
adolescents. Most small neighborhood
parks are designed for young children
and do not have the facilities that attract
adolescents, who prefer sports facilities,
such as basketball courts, tennis courts,
swimming pools, open fields, and
tracks. As one participant said.

When you're tired on the slide, you go to
the swings. You get tired on the swings, you
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Table 2

Physical, Social, Organizational, and Economic Environmental Characteristics Impacting Facility Use for Physical Activity

Physical Environment

Design

Proximity

Maintenance

Social Environment

Gender differences

Safety

Familiarity

Organizational Environment

Activities

Hours of operation

Economic Environment

Neighborhood facilities often do not meet adolescents' activity needs
Adolescents prefer parks and recreation centers that offer sports facilities
Proximity to home impacts facility use
Alternative play spaces, including streets and vacant lots, are used in neighborhoods with limited facilities
Maintenance issues deter adolescents
Poor facility maintenance increases injury risk

Young men go to basketball courts looking for camaraderie and competition
Young women rarely go to outdoor facilities alone and often report negative experiences with people at these facilities
Indoor facilities provide positive social settings for young men and women
The safety of outdoor facilities impacts use
Park monitoring attracts people to certain facilities
Safety concerns are minimal at indoor facilities
Familiarity with people and the surrounding neighborhood makes adolescents feel comfortable and safe at outdoor and

indoor facilities

Public recreation centers offer limited organized activities for older adolescents
Adolescents prefer recreation centers that offer sports leagues, exercise machines, and weight lifting facilities
Hours of operation can limit use by adolescents

Cost of facility membership and activity participation is prohibitively expensive for many adolescents

do the little monkey bars. But, when you get
tired of that, what you do? You're just there!
I mean, if there's something you can do for
a long period of time that holds your
interest, like basketball courts, (girl, age
16 years)

This interest in athletic facilities was
supported by observations indicating
that adolescents had a greater pres-
ence at parks that offer more athletic
facilities.

Participants identified more specific
park design issues. Young men pre-
ferred basketball facilities with multi-
ple courts allowing many people to
play simultaneously. Functional bath-
room facilities and water fountains are
important to all youth because they
enable park use for extended periods
of time.

Participants often compared the
design of public recreation centers
to the YMCA. Interview and observa-
tional data revealed that most
public centers are small, offering a
single-court basketball gym and a
few additional rooms. The YMCA,
in contrast, has a large gym and
swimming pool among other
facilities. As described by this young
woman, the YMCA is seen as offering
more opportunities for physical
activity.

The rec, it's really small so it only has
enough space for certain things and the Y,
they'll have enough space for tennis courts
and they have a basketball court and
exercise rooms. The recs usually don't have
any equipment to exercise with...it's kind
of limited what you can do there. But the Y
has more opportunities to kind of do
whatever you want, (girl, age 17 years)

Facility Availability. Proximity to home
is a major factor determining which
facilities participants use. Due to
transportation limitations, facilities
that are within walking distance are
preferred. This was true for partici-
pants of all ages, as only two older
participants had access to cars. This
participant described the challenge of
fmding transportation to facilities.

Getting transportation can be difficult,
especially if you have to catch the bus.
Sometimes you might not have money for
the bus and your parent can't take you all
the time, (boy, age 17 years)

Some participants do not have
places for physical activity in their
neighborhoods. Others have limited
options and find that fields and courts
are often occupied. As a result, young
men often use the streets or vacant
lots, which puts them at risk of getting
hit by a car or cut if they fall.

At my old neighborhood, we used the street
to play football since there was no football
field...and it was dangerous because any
cars passing by could have hit us. (boy, age
17 years)

Maintenance. Many participants ex-
plained that outdoor facilities are not
adequately maintained, although some
disagreed. This lack of agreement
reflects inconsistent maintenance of
facilities throughout the city, which was
corroborated by observational data
showing that approximately half of the
facilities were poorly maintained and
half were decently or well maintained.
Adolescents, particularly young men,
identified several park maintenance
issues. Problems with basketball facili-
ties include cracks in the courts,
missing nets, inoperable lights, and
glass, trash, and leaves on the courts.
Problems with fields include uneven
ground, lack of grass, and the presence
of glass, rocks, and syringes. Some
young men clean facilities before using
them. This is not for aesthetic purposes
but rather to prevent injuries. This
participant explained how mainte-
nance problems prevent facility use.

You fall down and you scratch yourself.
There's a lot of glass. And basically they
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don't really keep up this park,,,you'll go
there and there'll be like a syringe on the
ground. Or you'll have a broken bottle and
most of the time you'll have to have
somebody clean up and walk the entire
field before you can do anything. And it's
really more trouble than it's worth, (boy,
age 15 years)

While young women expressed sim-
ilar concerns about poor maintenance,
they also explained that they are
attracted to parks with flowers and
trees.

The maintenance of indoor facilities
is also important. Public recreation
centers were often described as old and
needing repair. For basketball players,
issues with uneven or slippery gym
floors make them unpopular places to
play. These problems do not exist at
the YMCA, which attracts people with
its new facilities and equipment.

Social Environment

Gender Differences. Recreational facili-
ties were described by both male and
female adolescents as places where
they can meet people and have fun.
There are, however, gender differences
when it comes to the social environ-
ment at outdoor facilities. Young men
are drawn to facilities where they can
find camaraderie and competition.
They were typically observed playing
basketball in large groups. Although
young men often arrived at facilities
alone, they immediately sought out
their peers on the basketball courts.
This participant explained what he
likes about playing at a particular
basketball court.

Everybody is always there. It's always the
same people there, I know people. You see
someone else and they speak to you. It's
about the competition,,,We have a lot of
good games and it's fim with your friends,
(boy, age 15 years)

Everyone generally gets along on the
courts, despite occasional situations in
which the competition gets carried
away or players do not "see eye to eye."
Some young men, however, avoid
courts with loitering and people who
"start trouble," Others do not use the
courts in their neighborhoods because
they have been "taken over" by drug
dealers or gang members. This young
man was typical of those who did not
use facilities. He explained how the

social environment at the court pre-
vents use.

I don't want to go try to play basketball
when there's like a group of people sitting
there and not doing anything but like
smoking and drinking and stuff. So that's
kind of like the deterrent for me to go to
the basketball court by myself, I might go if
there's like more than one person but I still
wouldn't feel right, (boy, age 18 years)

Observational data revealed the im-
portance of the social environment on
the courts. Young men arriving alone
would either stay to play, stay to watch,
or leave depending on how they were
received by players and bystanders.

In contrast to young men, young
women never described going to out-
door facilities to join other young
women in competitive unstructured
sports. They explained that neighbor-
hood sports facilides are dominated by
young men. This sentiment was con-
firmed by observations of basketball
facilities that revealed that young
woman players are often ignored by
young men. Although there are ex-
ceptions, most young women have no
interest in playing with the young men.

The observational data revealed that
young women are seen at outdoor
facilities much less frequently than
young men. They typically accompa-
nied young children or engaged in
social activities like walking and talking
with friends or watching young men
play basketball. Young women rarely
reported going to outdoor facilities
alone. They were more likely to report
problems with people at parks and
share stories of disrespectful people,
harassment, and fights.

Different parks that you go to, it is like
gangster stuff there and certain stuff you
can wear, certain stuff you can do. They like
try to fight you,,, you do certain stuff that
people don't like, they kind of approach
you in a disrespectful way and they say they
want to fight you, (girl, age 14 years)

Indoor facilities provide a positive
social environment for young men and
women. Public recreation centers were
often seen as unpopular places be-
cause they cater to young children.
This was particularly true for older
adolescents and adolescents who do
not use recreation centers. The YMCA,
on the other hand, is a very popular
facility. This young woman explained

why she prefers the social environment
at the YMCA.

It's always people like younger people at
a rec center. And it's more like adults and
teenagers at the Y,,,And by me being 16,
I'm just about being with people my age,
(girl, age 16 years)

Safety Concerns. Safety is a major de-
terminant of facility use, especially for
outdoor facilities. Participants men-
tioned various crimes that take place in
parks, including robbery, sexual as-
sault, drug dealing, murder, and van-
dalism. Witnessing such events or
hearing about them secondhand con-
tributes to perceptions of park safety
and influences park use. Young women
were most concerned about sexual
assault or someone who "pops out" to
"snatch" them. Young men related
stories of drug dealers taking over
basketball courts or contributing to
violence in the surrounding areas.
They expressed concern about getting
caught up in drug activity. This young
man described the impact of drug
dealers.

The park 1 was talking about,,, there's a lot
of drug activity. And you don't want to
come up on the wrong thing and end up
involved in something you don't want to be
involved in or something like that. So, you
know, you have to make sure you're careful
about where you go, (boy, age 15 years)

There are exceptions to this, howev-
er, as some young men are not
bothered by drug activity. This young
man described a court he uses in his
high-crime neighborhood.

They [the courts] are pretty safe. Everybody
is around there so I mean you can't do too
much in the daylight with everybody watch-
ing so not much is going to happen, (boy,
age 15 years)

Park monitoring contributes to per-
ceptions of park safety. Participants,
particularly young women, described
safe parks as having "security" that
checks the park regularly for illegal
activity. Informal monitoring by nearby
residents also makes parks feel safer.
Both young men and women preferred
using parks near their homes or
friends' homes because this offers
a sense of security. Concerns about
safety were often mentioned in re-
lationship to parks with secluded paths
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and river areas where drowning and
sexual assault can occur.

I don't think it's really safe at all because we
don't have police monitoring and stuff like
that, and there's a wooded area so anybody
could just pull you into the woods and do
anything because it's not really a lot of
people around, (girl, age 16 years)

Safety is less of a concern at indoor
facilities. Participants described mea-
sures taken to ensure safety, including
monitoring at the facility entrance,
cameras, and presence of adult super-
visors and/or security guards. Some
participants expressed concern about
the safety of the area surrounding
indoor facilities, which can make them
difficult to access on foot.

Familiarity. Participants who use facili-
ties choose ones that are familiar to
them. At outdoor facilities, knowing
people and the surrounding neigh-
borhood offers a sense of safety. At
indoor facilities, familiarity with staff
and patrons attracts adolescents. Rec-
reation center users often know the
people working there and, as a result,
feel safe, receive special treatment, and
feel comfortable being themselves.
Many young women who do not use
recreation centers explained that a lack
of familiarity prevents use. As this
young woman explained, marketing
would make them more accessible.

Maybe if they had open houses... like
a couple of days or if they can afford it for
even a week, of just having people come in
and put up flyers saying join our rec
center... Recognition has a lot to do with
it because a lot of people don't know what's
out there, (girl, age 16 years)

Observational data revealed that
parks and recreation centers are often
poorly marked and difficult to locate,
suggesting that a lack of familiarity may
partially result from these environ-
mental barriers.

Organizational Environment

Age-appropriate Actizdties. Many partici-
pants, particularly young women, felt
that the organized activities offered at
public facilities are limited and, upon
reaching high school, they are ex-
pected to find activities through school
or another venue. Three participants,
two of whom were younger, disagreed.
This reflects facility differences in the

programs offered. These differences
were revealed through the examina-
tion of documents on public programs,
showing that the majority of sports
programs are for youth age 14 years
and under, although some facilities
offer more activities for high school
youth than others. A report on the PAL
centers found that activities for older
youth are limited.''^ Participants ex-
pressed disappointment at these lim-
itations because recreation centers are
seen as an important means of pre-
venting youth from getting involved in
illegal activity.

Participants explained that they
would have more interest in public
facilities if they provided more recrea-
tion leagues, allowing them to engage
in team sports without the time com-
mitment and skill level required to
participate on school teams. Young
women were interested in female-
oriented activities, like volleyball or
tennis, rather than the commonly
offered basketball and football. Weight
lifting facilities and exercise machines
would also attract adolescents who, as
described by this young woman, are
increasingly concerned about their
appearance.

I've never been to a rec center that had
a workout center. That's something that we
would be interested in...cause a lot of
teenagers my age are like really worried
about their weight and the boys want to be
fit and muscular and the girls want to be
trim, (girl, age 17 years)

In contrast to the public recreation
centers, adolescents were excited
about the wide range of activities
offered at the YMCA. The weight
training and workout opportunities
were particularly popular.

Hours of Operation. Many participants
explained that their park use is limited
because facilities often lack lights and
close at dusk. Lights would increase
park safety and allow them to continue
using basketball facilities past dark.
Observational data confirmed this in-
terest, as young men were seen using
basketball facilities past dark despite
poor lighting. Recreation center hours
vary by facility, but some of the older
participants reported that the hours do
not meet their needs. This was partic-
ularly true for public facilities that
close early or limit use by adolescents

to certain days of the week or a short
period of time in the evening. Adoles-
cents preferred facilities with flexible
hours of operation.

Economic Environment
Cost is an important issue for ado-

lescents who are often limited finan-
cially. This issue was most often raised
by participants who do not use facili-
ties. A membership to the YMCA and
other private facilities is prohibitively
expensive for many participants. There
were fewer problems with the cost of
public recreation centers, although
some felt that the cost of joining
a recreation center league is too high.

CONCLUSION

This study, to our knowledge, is the
first in-depth qualitative assessment of
environmental characteristics that im-
pact the use of recreational facilities for
physical activity among African-Ameri-
can adolescents. The results indicated
that there are several dimensions of the
environment that impact facility use,
including physical, social, organization-
al, and economic environments.

The importance of the physical
environment was demonstrated by our
findings that adolescents use parks and
recreation centers that offer preferred
facilities, are well maintained, and are
close to their homes. Several previous
studies have shown an association
between facility availability and physi-
cal activity.^""'"'* In addition to tiiis,
we found that adolescents with limited
access to neighborhood facilities ptit
themselves at risk of injury by using the
streets and vacant lots for activities.
Facility maintenance concerns, such as
the presence of glass, needles, and
other objects, also contributes to injury
risk and deters use. These findings
highlight the importance of providing
youth with well-maintained neighbor-
hood facilities that offer preferred
activities.

The social environment also plays an
important role, as participants pre-
ferred safe facilities where they can
find active peers. The relevance of
peers is supported by previous research
showing that adolescents are more
active if their peers participate in
physical activity.'''•'̂ ''~'̂ ' This study adds
to our knowledge of peer influences by
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demonstrating their impact on facility
use. The importance of facility safety,
particularly for adolescent females, is
stipported by research showing an
association between crime and physical
activity.™'̂ '' Research on facility safety,
however, is limited. This study contri-
butes to our understanding of how
safety impacts facility use by identifying
specific characteristics, such as moni-
toring and proximity to homes, that
impact perceived facility safety.

The findings also revealed organiza-
tional and economic factors that im-
pact facility use. Adolescents often
perceived that facilities fail to meet
their needs because they lack activities
that adolescents prefer, provide orga-
nized activities geared toward younger
children, and limit the hours when
older adolescents can tise the facility.
The cost of participation, particularly
at teen-oriented facilities like the
YMCA, is prohibitively expensive for
many adolescents. These concerns are
supported by two qualitative studies,
one involving adolescents in Oakland,
California, who reported that recrea-
tion centers lack teen-oriented pro-
grams and are too expensive'*" and
a second involving adolescents in
Toronto who identified high facility
cost as a barrier to physical activity.'"''^
This highlights the importance of
considering the activity needs of older
adolescents who have outgrown activi-
ties that are attractive to younger
children yet are unable to access age-
appropriate facilities due to financial
and transportation limitations.

There are many strengths of this
study. For one, the qualitative ap-
proach allowed for an in-depth assess-
ment of adolescents' responses to their
environments, enhancing our under-
standing of their experiences and
perceptions. Understanding percep-
tions of the environment is important,
considering that they may be just as
predictive of physical activity as objec-
tive environmental measures.'*'' Sec-
ond, techniques were used to enhance
data quality, incltiding member valida-
tion and data triangulation. Through
member validation, we confirmed and
clarified our results. Data triangulation
allowed for the comparison of inter-
view and observational data. The ob-
ser\'ations served to corroborate much
of the interview data as well as facilitate

a deeper understanding of facilities
and how they are used by adolescents.
Third, this study adds to the literature
on the environment and physical ac-
tivity by involving urban African-Amer-
ican adolescents, a population that is at
high risk of inactivity and obesity yet is
underrepresented in the research lit-
erature.'''•'''''

There are some limitations to this
study. First, we did not obtain the
perspective of parents, recreational
facility staff, and others who would
contribute to our understanding of the
topic. Second, the observational data
were limited by seasonal issues. Data
were collected in the fall, but facility
usé is likely to vary throughout the
year. Third, the transferability of the
findings may be limited due to the
selection of participants from magnet
schools, which draw students with
higher test scores than the larger
public school population. We know
that students attending the study
schools are somewhat better off than
their peers at other public schools,
56% of whom receive free or reduced
school lunch compared with 43% and
35% at the two study schools.'*'' All
participants came from city neighbor-
hoods, however, and are exposed to
many of the same environmental
characteristics as their peers who at-
tend other city schools.

There are important research impli-
cations of this study. For one, we
identified several perceived facility
characteristics that impact their use,
many of which had not been previously
identified. These characteristics can
now be tested quantitatively. Future
research should build on this study by
qtiantitatively assessing the relative
importance of the perceived environ-
mental characteristics identified here
to both facility use and physical activity.
Furthermore, objective measures of
recreational facilities can incorporate
facility characteristics identified in this
study.

These findings have important prac-
tical implications as well. Increasing
the availability of facilities in minority
neighborhoods is an important physi-
cal activity promotion strategy. Con-
sideration should be given, however, to
the potential for existing facilities to
provide supportive physical activity
settings for young people. Several

improvements to existing facilities
would encourage facility use, including
(1) addressing safety concerns throtigh
increased park monitoring, (2) pro-
viding facilities and programs that are
attractive to people of all ages, (3)
minimizing the costs of activity partic-
ipation for adolescents, and (4) im-
proving facility maintenance through
city- and community-based park clean-
tip efforts. These modifications would
attract young people and create the
lively social environment they desire.
Improving the quality and availability
of facilities in underserved communi-
ties may be an effective strategy for
increasing physical activity and de-
creasing overweight.

SO WHAT? Implications for Health
Promotion Practitioners and
Researchers

This study suggests that the tise of
recreational facilities by urban
African-American youth may be
influenced by characteristics of the
physical, social, organizational, and
economic environments.
Adolescents prefer facilities with the
following characteristics: low cost,
good maintenance, availability of
preferred activities, close to home,
safe, and the presence of active peers.

Based on these findings, practi-
tioners should consider several
strategies to increase facility use for
physical activity in urban African-
American communities, including
increasing facility availability, ad-
dressing safety concerns, providing
activity programs and facilities for
people of all ages, minimizing costs
associated with facility use, and
improving facility maintenance.

This study identified several per-
ceived facility characteristics that
should be quantitatively explored in
future studies to assess their associa-
tions with facility use and physical
activity. Furthermore, the facility
characteristics identified in this study
can inform the development of
objective measures of facility quality.
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