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ABSTRACT 

Youth require recreational activities to enhance their physical and mental health. This study seeks to identify 

the determinants of youth’s recreational behaviour and effects to their body mass index by built environmental 

factors. A pilot study was carried out to determine the physical activity, the sedentary behaviour, accessibility 

and safety of recreational park, and its association with youth body weight index. Respondents comprise of 30 

youth aged between 15 to 16 years, randomly selected from a few secondary schools in Subang Jaya, Selangor. 

Physical activity and sedentary behaviour were measured using the Physical Activity Questionnaire for 

Adolescents (PAQ-A) and the Adolescent Sedentary Activity Questionnaire (ASAQ). Body mass index (BMI) 

on the other hand, was computed by measuring the height and weight of the respondents. Accessibility and 

safety of recreational park were also assessed. The findings reveal that almost half of the respondents have a 

normal BMI, while 33.3% were severely thin and 20.0% were overweight and obese. For physical activity, 

most of the respondents stated that they play futsal on both weekday (60.0%) and weekend (46.7%). For 

sedentary behaviour, watching television is the best choice for respondents to spend their leisure time, about 

100.0% on weekday and 86.7% on weekend. There is a modest relationship between BMI and youth who play 

futsal. Two factors were identified as the reasons for not going to the park which are lack of playing facilities 

and perception of safety and crime.  This study demonstrates the need of youth to be healthy and physically 

active by playing sport at the park as their recreational activities. Support in terms of proximity of the parks 

from their home and the provision of sufficient facilities influence youth’s recreational activities.  

 

Keywords: recreational park, body mass index (BMI), youth physical activity, sedentary behaviour, 

accessibility. 

 

INTRODUCTION 

In this globalization era, global media and Information and Communication Technologies (ICT) have 

advanced and continue to change the world. Youth follow the development of ICT to support their 

daily activity that can help them to grow and develop themselves in such environment. Youth with 

skills of using ICT are interested to learn new things in many ways based on their needs. This situation 
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has increasingly challenged the traditional forms of socialization with family and community (United 

Nation, 2004). 

 

It has been found that 87% of the youth today play internet (Weiss, 2005) representing 21 million 

youth around the world. The 2005 World Youth Report section on youth in civil society reveals that 

ICT is progressively being used as a platform to look up for access to education and occupation 

chances, that promotes efforts to exterminate poverty. Malaysian Youth Index 2011 reveals that the 

media penetration score by youth is 87.1 for 2011. This is slightly higher than the one in 2008 with a 

score of 85.0 and in 2006 with a score of 84.8 (Malaysian Institute for Research in Youth 

Development, 2011). 

 

Youth have many ways of expressing their recreational behaviour, with or without using technology 

(United Nation, 2004). Generally, youth of present days have the freedom to indulge in their hobbies, 

interests or leisure time and rest their busy mind from school work. During the past decade, research 

on how youth spend their leisure time or out-of-school time has expanded significantly. Most of the 

recent studies of youth or student indicate the positive associations between participation in out-of-

school or recreational activities and physical well-being, positive self-development, and interpersonal 

competence (Bartko & Eccles, 2003; Kassing, 2006; Pittman et al., 2003). Recreational activities for 

youth can take in various forms ranging from those that require a great amount of energy to low-

energy activities and depends on factors that are able to attract them to the parks (Loukaitou-Sideris, 

A., & Sideris, A. (2009). Depending on personalities, lifestyles and gender (Llyod et al., 2008), the 

recreational activities offer some respite from mundane routine of daily living can be beneficial for 

physical and mental health.  

 

Recreational behaviour for youth can be classified into physical activity behaviour (active recreation) 

and sedentary behaviour (passive recreation) (Must & Tybor, 2005). Passive recreation involves 

activities such as sitting at a park bench, taking a walk at a riverside, strolling at the beach, watching 

television, or playing online games. On the other hand, active recreation is about participating in 

adventure sports or outdoor games. In Malaysia, leisure time for youth can be divided into three 

categories namely, sports, leisure activities, and clubs and associations. A study carried out by the 

Ministry of Youth and Sports (2012) suggested that badminton and football are the most preferred 

sports among the youth, while sports club is the best choice for youth to participate, and entertainment 

like karaoke, clubbing, watching movies, etc. and recreational activities like picnics, camping, 

travelling, etc. are the most preferred leisure activities among youth in Malaysia. 

 

Engaging in recreational activities is important for youth at this age of their life to fulfil their primary 

recreational needs.  Some of the primary recreational needs which have been identified include the 

need for affection, health, ability to socialize with others, creative ability, fun and enjoyment, sense 

of freedom, sense of humour, new experience and quality of life (Alberta Recreation & Parks, 2010). 

In Malaysia, youth must be motivated to take part in any recreational activities which are usually 

affected  by  their  behavioural  patterns  such  as  preferences  and needs (Lee, 2003) . According to 

Ajzen (1991), youth desire for recreational activities can be related to the theory of planned behaviour. 

This theory highlights the relationship between the positive attitudes toward recreation and the 

societal pressure placed on an individual.  Time investment, effort and energy are required for any 

recreational activities program participation. In addition, internal factors such as injury risk and skill 

levels and external factors such as weather conditions and accessibility have impacts on individuals’ 

choices. Thus, perceived behavioural control is considered as an important variable (Ajzen, 1991).  

 

In another study related to youth recreational activities, Anderson et al. (2008) found that urban youth 

prefers indoor activities due to their laziness of movement and the comfortable atmosphere in a room 
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or indoor environment as compared to outdoor activities that requires a lot of energy, desire and 

strong interest in exercising and friends who also have similar interest in sports. Several other factors 

that cause youth not to play in the park include lack of interest in the activities of the existing parks, 

lack of time in family activities, and concern about safety in the park (Loukaitou-Sideris & Sideris, 

2009).  

 

Obesity or overweight are two weight categories that can be identified by calculating a Body Mass 

Index (BMI).  Over the years, there is an increasing number of youth classified as being overweight 

and obese. According to the National Health and Morbidity Survey 2006 (Institute for Public Health, 

2008), the prevalence of obesity has increased over the past decade, whereby 15% of youths age 12-

19 years old are overweight and 15% are obese. Many studies have been carried out to identify the 

relationship between obesity and overweight with recreational behaviour (Hu et al., 2003; Sallis et 

al., 2012; Sallis & Glanz, 2006; Salmon et al., 2000). Recreational activities which involve physical 

movements may help in controlling obesity, decreasing the risk of disease, boosting the immune 

system, and increasing life expectancy (Schwarzenegger et al., 2005). A study on youth in Canada 

demonstrates that increasing physical activity and reducing sedentary behaviour can help in reducing 

obesity (Goldfield et al., 2007). The Ministry of Health Malaysia (2010) states that one of the causes 

of youth becoming overweight and obese is low physical activity or not exercising at all. Many 

researchers state  that the prevalence of obesity is associated with environmental changes that promote 

indoor activities that do not require much energy (Burdette & Whitaker, 2005; Ewing et al., 2003; 

Frank et al., 2004; Janssen et al., 2005; Ozdemir & Yilmaz, 2008; Wolch et al., 2011). In a study on 

children’s recreational behaviour in the United States, Anderson, et al. (2008) reveal that children 

aged four to eleven who have low level of active play and high screen time fall among older age 

female (9 – 11 years old), non-Hispanic black/ethnicity and have a BMI of z-score ≥95th percentile. 

Therefore, children who have high BMI are at risk for growing up as obese adults. Besides low active 

play and high screen time, environmental factors such as family, school or the surroundings can also 

lead to obesity (Eisenberg et al., 2007; Misra & Khurana, 2008). 

 

Built environment provides support to ensure youth leads healthy active lifestyle through the 

provision of recreational parks or open spaces (Brisbon et al., 2005; Goldfield, et al., 2007; Hinckson 

et al., 2014; Wolch et al., 2011). Past studies indicate the associations between the built environment 

and physical activity behaviours, which in turn impact health outcomes (Lee et al., 2008; Rao et al., 

2010; Roof & Oleru, 2008). The design elements of built environment that can promote physical 

activity include availability, accessibility and safety at recreational parks (Loukaitou-Sideris & 

Sideris, 2009; McCormack et al., 2010).  

 

Availability of recreational parks within 500 meters of residential areas plays an important role in 

promoting physical activity among youth (Maas, et al., 2008).  Previous researchers have focused on 

the link between access to recreation facilities and youth’s physical activity. These studies suggest 

that youth with convenient access to recreational facilities and programs, usually near their homes are 

more active than those without such access (Sallis, et al., 2012). The nearer the parks from their home, 

the higher tendency for them to use recreational facilities in the parks. This will lead to more rigorous   

physical activities (Hoefer et al., 2001). The easy access from homes to the parks and the close 

proximity may incidentally promote walking which is beneficial to health (Giles-Corti et al., 2005; 

Giles-Corti & Donovan, 2002, 2003). This is also supported by Gardsjord et al. (2014) who carried 

out a review on factors that have effect on youth physical activity and one of the issues highlighted is 

accessibility to parks.  

 

Previous studies demonstrate that the design of built environment does promote physical activity 

which positively affects health (Carlson et al., 2012; Giles-Corti & Donovan, 2003). It is also 
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suggested that a 5% increase in neighbourhood walkability is linked to 32.1% more minutes devoted 

to physically active travel and about one-quarter point lower BMI (0.228) (Frank et al., 2006).  A 

study by Rezali et al. (2012) in Kajang District of Selangor State demonstrates a link between 

overweight and obesity among Malaysian youths with physical activity and body image (Rezali et al., 

2012).  This further proves that while obesity is seen as an individual health issue, the setting of the 

environment that we live in may help in mitigating the issues. In this light, the professionals, policy-

makers and decision-makers in the built environment have roles to play in creating a living 

environment that is less conducive to weight gain (Noor et al., 2005).  

 

In sum, the recreational behaviour, obesity and built environment are inter-related. Therefore, this 

study aims to examine additional factors that contribute to the youth recreational behaviour in relation 

to the built environment criteria. This paper is divided into four main sections,  firstly the discussion 

on the background study on the relationship between youth recreational behaviour, obesity and the 

built environment, secondly the methodology of the study, thirdly the results, and finally, discussion 

and conclusion.  

METHODOLOGY 

The pilot study was conducted in a selected secondary school in Subang Jaya, Selangor and its main 

respondents are youth aged fifteen to sixteen years old. Subang Jaya with a population of 708,296 

people, is the third largest city in the state of Selangor after Kajang, 795,522 people and Klang,  

744,062 people (Department of Statistics, 2010). A survey was carried out from January to February 

2013 and it was a cross sectional study. A total of 30 respondents participated in this study. This is 

the only number of students that were able to take part due to time constraint allowed by the school’s 

administrator. 

 

Data collection was based on questionnaire which consisted of multiple sections with regards to 

demographic data, accessibility and barriers to the recreational parks, physical activity level, 

sedentary behaviour level, and body mass index of the respondents. Physical activity and sedentary 

behaviour sections were measured by the Physical Activity Questionnaire for Adolescents (PAQ-A) 

(Rosenberg et al., 2008) and The Adolescent Sedentary Activity Questionnaire (ASAQ)(Hardy et al., 

2007). Height and weight were measured to compute body mass index (BMI). The BMI is calculated 

based on the following formula:  

 

BMI = x kg/ (y M*yM)  

where x=bodyweight in Kg and y= height in meter.  

 

Accessibility and safety of recreational park was also assessed. Permission to do the study was 

obtained from the Ministry of Education Malaysia as well as State Education Department of Selangor. 

The selected school was informed and permission was granted by the respective school’s principal.  

 

The dependent variables include any measure of (overall) recreational activities of various types of 

physical activity behaviours and sedentary behaviour (i.e. sports, recreation, physical education, 

television viewing, reading book, playing game online, etc.). These behaviours are examined within 

a home/family context, school and community and further expressed in terms of duration (in minutes), 

or frequency (times per week), or intensity.  

 

The independent variable were built environmental factors that include walkable and cyclable 

neighbourhoods, mode of transportation to parks i.e. public transit, availability of sport facilities, 

distance of facility from home, barriers to physical activities, safety from the darkness of parks, 

graffiti, vandalism, dirty, noisy, and crime. Accessibility to the food stalls or places were not included. 
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Body mass index as weight status is an outcome of how the built environment factors can affects 

recreational behaviour among youth.  

 

The data was analysed using SPSS Version 18.0 to produce the statistical data on demographic of 

respondent, recreational activity profile, crosstab for selected variables, types of built environment 

factors that can influence recreational activity and obesity in youth. Correlation and relationship data 

from the questionnaire were also carried out. 

RESULTS 

A total of 30 respondents eligible for the study and all of them are from Form 3 students, aged from 

15 years old (86.7%) and 16 years old (13.3%). A total of 56.7% were girls and the other 43.3% boys. 

Majority are Malays (43.3%) while the rest comprise mainly of Chinese (33.3%) and Indian (23.3%), 

which 63.3% are residents of Subang Jaya. Half of the respondents have a normal BMI, while 26.7% 

were severely thin and 20.0% were overweight and 3.3% were obese (Table 1). 

 

Table 1: Sociodemographic characteristic of respondents (n=30) 
Variable Items n % 

Gender Male 13 43.3 

Female  17 56.7 

Age 15 years old 26 86.7 

16 years old 4 13.3 

Ethnicity Malay 13 43.3 

Chinese 10 33.3 

Indian  7 23.3 

Residents Subang Jaya 19 63.3 

Others 11 36.7 

BMI < 18.50 (thin) 8 26.7 

18.50 - 24.99 (normal) 15 50.0 

25.00 - 29.99 (overweight) 6 20.0 

30.00 - 40.00 (obese) 1 3.3 

 

Table 2: Accessibility to the park 
Variables Items n % 

Distance of park from home Less than 0.5 km 19 63.3 

0.5-1 km 6 20.0 

1-2 km 4 13.3 

More than 2 km 1 3.3 

Choices of transportation to 

the park 

Walk 24 80.0 

Bicycle 10 33.3 

Skateboard  1 3.3 

Drive motorized vehicles 4 13.3 

Ride with friends/parent 6 20.0 

Bus/transit 0 0 

 

The information about accessibility to the park is shown in Table 2. Respondents stated that they have 

parks near from their home, less than 0.5km. Most of the respondents walk to the park (80.0%), as 

compared to those who cycle or ride motorized vehicle. 

 

In Subang Jaya, there are several shopping malls, parks and indoor sport centre where youth can hang 

out or play. The study shows that 63.3% of respondents went to the shopping complex such as Sunway 

Pyramid, Subang Parade and Summit and 33.3% went to the nearest park from home. The primary 
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reasons for the respondents to use the park were playing sports (66.7%), followed by meeting friends 

(60.0%) and enjoying the nature or outdoor environment (56.7%).   

 

Table 3 highlights the reasons for the respondents going to the parks. Most of the respondents state 

that they are able to go to the park because they know the location of the park, which is near their 

homes. However, the respondents’ main reason for not going to the parks is due to insufficient 

recreational and sport facilities such as limited access to futsal court, street soccer court, basketball 

court, and skateboard court and football field since these facilities can only accommodate a few 

numbers of players. This is followed by not interested in going and lack of organized activities or 

programs that they can get themselves involved with. 

 

Table 3: Reasons of not going to the park 

No Situation Mean ±SD 

a. Insufficient recreational and sport facilities 3.83 2.183 

b. Not interested 3.47 2.432 

c. Lack of organized activities or programs for youth 3.23 2.300 

d. Do not have time 2.63 1.810 

e. Too many  people at the park 2.37 1.542 

f.  Unavailability of public transport  2.13 2.193 

g. No sidewalks or bicycle lanes 2.03 2.059 

h. Too far 2.00 2.084 

i. Heavy traffic 1.93 1.946 

j. Do not know the location of park 1.77 1.716 

                    *1=strongly disagree, 7= strongly agree 

 

Table 4 summarizes the safety of youth in the park. The findings reveal that respondents feel safe 

from bullying activities but they do not feel safe from crime. Some of them said that they saw robbers 

or gangster. Therefore, most parents do not allow their children to go to the park alone. Moreover, 

the study reveals that the park does not have good lighting. 

 

Table 4: Safety of youth in the park 

No Situation Mean ±SD 

a. It is not safe because of crime (strangers, gangs, drugs, stray animals) 3.20 2.427 

b. It does not have good lighting 2.80 2.235 

c. There are vandalism (e.g. damaged signs, broken bench, etc) 2.60 2.238 

d. Dirty (e.g. noticeable amounts of trash, broken glass, etc) 2.43 2.112 

e. It is near to a main road 2.30 1.915 

f. There are graffiti (e.g. markings or paintings that reduce the visual quality 

of the area) 

1.97 1.810 

g. Noisy (e.g. noticeable sounds that are unpleasant or annoying) 1.67 1.322 

h. I get bullied, teased, harassed 1.43 1.305 

*1=strongly disagree, 7= strongly agree 

 

Table 5 shows the number of respondents that do physical activity in both weekday and weekend by 

gender and by time spent on each physical activity. For physical activity, most of the respondents 

state that they play futsal on both weekdays (60.0%) and weekend (46.7%). Males engage more on 

playing futsal and basketball than females, while females engage more in badminton and jogging. 

The findings also highlight that youth in Subang Jaya spent more time in physical activity on 

weekends as compared to weekdays. 
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Table 5: Physical activity in both weekday and weekend by gender and by time spent 

Time Physical Activities Frequency Gender Time Spent 

n Percent Male Female Mean ±SD 

Weekday Futsal 18 60.0 13 5 4.07 2.490 

 Basketball 15 50.0 6 9 4.57 2.569 

 Badminton 17 56.7 7 10 4.60 2.283 

 Jogging 12 40.0 6 6 5.17 2.379 

Weekend Futsal 14 46.7 12 2 4.70 2.548 

 Basketball 5 16.7 4 1 6.27 1.701 

 Badminton 11 36.7 5 6 5.53 2.097 

 Jogging 9 30.0 2 7 5.83 1.859 

 

The findings on sedentary behaviour in both weekdays and weekends by gender and by time spent 

on each activity are shown in Table 6. For sedentary behaviour, watching television is the top choice 

for respondents to spend their leisure time, about 100.0% on weekdays and 86.7% on weekends. 

Females engage more on sedentary behaviour than males.  

 

Table 6: Sedentary behaviours in both weekday and weekend by gender and by time spent 

Time Sedentary Behaviours Frequency Gender Time Spent 

n Percent Male Female Mean ±SD 

Weekday Playing Computer 24 80.0 10 14 1.20 0.407 

 Watching Television 30 100.0 13 17 1.00 0.000 

 Reading for fun 21 70.0 7 14 1.30 0.466 

 Travelling 7 23.3 3 4 1.77 0.430 

Weekend Playing Computer 22 73.3 8 14 1.27 0.450 

 Watching Television 26 86.7 11 15 1.13 0.346 

 Reading for fun 19 63.3 5 14 1.37 0.490 

 Travelling 21 70.0 9 12 1.30 0.466 

 

Table 7: Correlation between BMI and physical activity 

*. Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed). 

**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 

 

The findings reveal a significant relationships between respondent’s BMI and their physical activity 

as shown in Table 7 where there is a modest relationship between BMI and youth who played futsal. 

The significance level is .009, which indicates moderate associations between playing futsal and BMI 

level. The increase frequency of playing futsal will result in the decrease of BMI.  

 

 

Recreational Activities BMI 
Pearson’s 

R 
Sig. (2-tailed) <18.50 18.50-

24.99 

25.00-

29.99 

30.00-

40.00 

Weekday Basketball 3 8 3 1 -0.172 0.363 

 Futsal 6 5 1 0 0.-439* 0.015 

 Badminton 6 8 3 0 0.261 0.164 

 Jogging 6 8 4 0 0.176 0.353 

Weekend Basketball 2 1 2 0 0.000 1.000 

 Futsal 5 4 0 0 -0.470** 0.009 

 Badminton 4 5 2 0 0.179 0.345 

 Jogging 4 6 3 1 -0.086 0.650 
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DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

Findings from the survey suggest that futsal is the most favoured form of sports among the 

respondents for both weekdays and weekends, as found in a study by the Ministry of Youth and Sports 

Malaysia in 2010.  Another important finding is that, there is a statistically significant relationship 

between respondent’s BMI and their physical activity. The relationship is highly significant and the 

sign is negative, which means that BMI decreases as the physical activity increases and vice versa. 

This shows that when youth are physically active, their BMI is reduced. This will result in reduction 

of overweight and obesity issues (Goldfield, et al., 2007). 

 

In terms of sedentary behaviour, this study demonstrates that youth spent most of their leisure time 

watching television and playing computer. It is more prevalent among females. Youth spent more 

time on both activities during weekdays and weekends. Youth also prefer reading. These activities 

require minimal energy and can lead to overweight and obesity (Anderson, et al., 2008). Thus, 

promoting physical activities needs to be enhanced among female youth.  

 

Results of this study reveal that most of youths have normal BMI (63.3%) and the remaining is either 

too thin (26.7%) or overweight and obese (23.3%). About 63.3% of youth have access to recreational 

parks which are located within 500 meters of their homes and most of them either walk or cycle to 

these parks. However, despite the high accessibility to parks, this study discovered few factors that 

discourage youth from going to the parks such as insufficient recreational and sports facilities, lack 

of interest and lack of activities at the parks.  As mentioned earlier, this study aims to examine 

additional factors that contribute to the youth recreational behaviour in relation to the built 

environment criteria. Therefore, one of the results of this study shows that the provision of sufficient 

recreational and sport facilities at the park that meet youth’s needs and expectation will attract youth 

to go to the parks more frequently. This support the findings from a previous study which found that 

the availability of certain park facilities play an important role in promoting physical activity 

(Atkinson et al., 2005; McCormack, et al., 2010). Recreation facilities for youth are important to 

support physical activities in the park (Moody et al., 2004). In addition, provision of recreational 

facilities within walking distance will lead to improved health quality (Giles-Corti, et al., 2005).  

 

Safety is another issue highlighted in this study. The presence of stray animals, gangs and strangers 

may keep youth away from the parks.   Based on the observations, some parks suffer from inadequate 

lighting. These factors further discourage youth from going to the parks. Therefore, providing suitable 

and sufficient recreational facilities and activities at the parks should be packaged with sufficient 

safety measures (Loukaitou-Sideris & Sideris, 2009; McCormack, et al., 2010).  

 

In conclusion, physical activity among youth also influences youth health. As most of the factors that 

influence physical activity among youth are modifiable factors, it is important that these factors be 

identified and dealt with at the early stage of youth’s life. Youth need to be healthy and physically 

active by playing sport at the park as their recreational activities. Factors such as the proximity of 

parks from their home and the provision of sufficient and suitable facilities affect youth’s recreational 

activities. Thus, the challenge is to understand the relationship between the built environment and 

youth behaviour and then develop models that can predict the environmental conditions that will 

encourage youth to be more physically active. Such models can assist planners in the design and 

management of the built environment so as to promote physical activity by providing diverse 

opportunities for physical activities, ensuring equitable distribution of recreational facilities and 

emphasizing physical activity over other programs. Further studies are required to determine how the 

built environment affects youth recreational activity and obesity so as to improve the development of 

a more suitable and relevance policy to link recreational activity and obesity. 
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