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When exercise equals happiness,  
women are more apt to move
Finding an activity they love, rather than worrying about the intensity of their workout, may 
help women stick with the exercise habit.

A University of Michigan study looked at how women’s beliefs about happiness and success relate to their 
expectations about exercise. It found that viewing exercise as a way to renew and reenergize may motivate 
women to make it a regular part of their routine.

“A new understanding of what really motivates women might make an enormous difference in their ability 
to successfully incorporate physical activity into their daily routine – and have fun doing it,” said Michelle 
Segar, an author of the study and director of the University of Michigan’s Sport, Health, and Activity Research and Policy Center. 

Women may develop a negative attitude about exercise because they go too hard, too fast. They start a vigorous program, end up dread-
ing it, drop out, and then repeat the cycle a few months later.

The pattern continues because women may be exercising for the wrong reasons, according to the study funded by the National Cancer 
Institute and published in the journal BMC Public Health.

The study found that women want to decompress and relax during their leisure time. However, a view that exercise must be vigorous 
may derail the physical activity routines of women who are inactive.

“We’ve all been socialized to exercise and be physically active for the last 30 years,” Segar said. “The traditional recommendation we’ve 
learned to believe is that we should exercise at a high intensity for at least 30 minutes, for the purpose of losing weight or improving our 
health. Even though there are newer recommendations that permit lower intensity activity in shorter durations, most people don’t know 
or even believe it.”

Women who are inactive typically believe that exercise needs to be intense and feel pressured to lose weight. They associate success with 
achieving goals, yet may be setting exercise goals that are unattainable.

This approach may thwart their motivation to exercise because it conflicts with what women feel makes them happy and successful. The 
findings from the study, conducted by Segar and several co-researchers, found that women associate feelings of happiness and success 
with:

• Connecting with and helping others be happy and successful.

• Being relaxed and free of pressures during their leisure time.

• Accomplishing goals of many sorts (from grocery shopping to career goals).
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“The direct conflict between what these low-active women believe they should be doing when they exercise, 
and their desire to decompress and renew themselves during leisure time, demotivates them,” Segar said. 
“Their beliefs about what exercise should consist of and their past negative experiences about what it feels 
like actually prevents them from successfully adopting and sustaining physically active lives.”

Women who were categorized as high active had more positive feelings about exercise. In order to frame exercise as something to look 
forward to, women can look at exercise as a way to:

• connect with others,

• feel good, and

• renew and reenergize.

“We need to re-educate women so they can move in ways that will renew instead of exhaust them, and more effectively get the message 
across that any movement is better than nothing,” Segar said. “To increase motivation to be physically active, we need to help women to 
want to exercise instead of feeling like they should do it.”

Move more: Physical activity tips
Looking for ways to increase your physical activity? Consider these tips:

• Regularly walk with a friend – or a group of friends.

• Join a running club for camaraderie during your workout.

• Take an afternoon bike ride with your family.

• Try a new class at your local gym.

• Join the office softball team or volleyball team.

• Take the family on regular hikes at a local nature center.

• Schedule a weekly tennis match with a friend.

• Check out local pickleball leagues.

• Take a dance class.
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Additional Resources
Physical Activity Basics

This website from the United States Department of Agriculture outlines how much physical activity is needed and looks at how many 
calories are burned by various activities.

https://www.choosemyplate.gov/physical-activity-basics

Status Report for Step It Up!

This report from the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention shows how communities around the country are encouraging people to 
walk more.

https://www.cdc.gov/physicalactivity/walking/call-to-action/pdf/status-report.pdf

https://www.cdc.gov/physicalactivity/walking/call-to-action/pdf/status-report.pdf



