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ABSTRACT

This project takes up the call in biocultural anthropology to develop studies with impact
on applied work in human health. Aiming to understand the global pattern of declining physical
activity among rural adolescents, | argue that the continued exploration of embodiment theory as
a promising direction in biocultural anthropology provides the necessary foundations to prioritize
youth perspectives of their daily activities. | do this first by reviewing the past thirteen years of
anthropological scholarship on physical activity to understand gaps in our current knowledge and
look toward promising research directions. | then take the study of daily activities in youth to
rural highland Ecuador, where I interview 18 care providers regarding their perceptions of youth
in the community as they access their care systems. Here, | find that youth are perceived as both
vulnerable and autonomous, but care leaders prioritize teaching as a mode of providing youth
with autonomy over their entry into care systems including systems that emphasize youth leisure
time and cultural experiences. | then apply the concept of embodiment to examine how youth
voices are heard, how they themselves prioritize their activities, and how they reflect on their

daily activities in terms of preferences and in terms of importance for family and community life.



This reveals how youth are navigating their globalizing world amidst familial and cultural
expectations while maintaining control of their health and wellbeing. Lastly, | show that this
study makes contributions to the biocultural synthesis by expanding on the flexibility of
methods, theoretical foundations, and intentions with which researchers study applied human
health.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION
THE ADVANCEMENT OF BIOCULTURAL ANTHROPOLOGY THROUGH
EMBODIMENT THEORY
Anthropological studies of physical activity span from evolutionary studies of
comparative primate biology to studies of play and learning in rural childhoods. However, only
recently have anthropologists attempted to bring together the biological, i.e. metabolism and
energetics, and cultural, i.e. traditions and households, natures of activity. Furthermore, Hoke
and Schell have made a call to biocultural anthropologists to continue expanding approaches that
take culture seriously and, when possible, generate insights that can be applied to global public
health (2020). This project takes up these calls by looking to understand the global pattern of
declining physical activity among rural adolescents from a biocultural perspective. Currently,
research from the World Health Organization (WHO, 2022b) and others suggests that these
physical activity declines are both rapidly expanding globally and are a threat to current and
future health of global populations (Kim & Kim, 2020; World Health Assembly, 2004). There
remain calls to understand physical activity from youth perspectives and through qualitative and
mixed method research in Latin America (Kline et al., 2017). Youth behaviors are particularly
important as they represent current socioecological conditions in a region and act as a predictor
of future adult behaviors (Reiches, 2019; Sawyer et al., 2012). This study highlights the voices of
adolescents in rural highland Ecuador to explore the use of embodiment theory in not only how
researchers study youth, but also how youth understand and conceptualize themselves in their

ecological and cultural settings.



The biocultural synthesis

In 2020, the American Journal of Human Biology provided a special issue in which
researchers revisited the definition and function of the biocultural synthesis in anthropology.
This synthesis began as a call for biological researchers to better consider culture and the
political economy in their work with Building a New Biocultural Synthesis: Political-Economic
Perspectives on Human Biology (Goodman & Leatherman, 1998), with further led calls to better
address the whole human within their lived experiences (Dressler, 2005; Leonard, 2020). In their
call, Hoke and Schell (2020) place an important emphasis on the flexibility and opportunities
within biocultural work and reflect on this work as an act of “doing” rather than “defining”
biocultural. They write, “Importantly, this allows for greater openness and inclusivity which we
believe will ultimately help the biocultural approach to expand its influence leading to more
effective human biology research” (p. 2). They provide seven key actions of biocultural research:
Biocultural anthropology “1. Examines interactions of evolutionarily derived human biology and
constructed environments and the implications of those interactions for health;” “2. Uses a
dialectical, ecological approach to consider the way that humans and their environments are co-
constructed;” “3. Incorporates an understanding of political economy and history in
considerations of contemporary and past human health and well-being;” “4. Engages seriously
with the concept of culture and thinks creatively about how to operationalize it;” 5. Integrates
methodologies and theory from all four traditional subfields of anthropology;” “6. By focusing
on health and well-being, biocultural anthropology generates practical, applicable insights that
extend the benefit of the work beyond the academe;” “7. Reveals and embraces human

complexity across space and time, avoiding simplistic and deterministic explanations, and



remaining aware of and attuned to the context and limitations of knowledge production” (Hoke
& Schell, 2020, p. 4).

In this project, | engage with three of these seven calls specifically: 1. “Engages seriously
with the concept of culture and thinks creatively about how to operationalize it,” which becomes
clearly invoked in the defining of physical activity and use of methodology within embodiment
theory as further discussed below; 2. “By focusing on health and well-being, biocultural
anthropology generates practical, applicable insights that extend the benefit of work beyond the
academe,” which is best expressed in the introduction and the last chapter of this work as |
review the applied work completed during the process of the research and in consideration of the
results as they will benefit local care organizations; and 3. “Reveals and embraces human
complexity across space and time, avoiding simplistic and deterministic explanations, and
remaining aware and attuned to the context and limitations of knowledge production,” (Hoke &
Schell, 2020, p. 4) which is represented in this dissertation through how research is attuned to the
youth experience of physical activity in rural Ecuador.

Definitions provide a place to begin to understand the biocultural aspects of physical
activity. Table 1.1 provides a series of functional definitions of physical activity as understood
and used in varying contexts. For example, while Ulijaszek (2018) emphasizes the practicality of
physical activity for its applied use in anthropology and other fields, Brewis (2003) understands
physical activity best as activity patterns that are elicited in childhood due to local cultural
expectations. Meanwhile, I suggest that for this study, physical activity is based most importantly
in human expression which may be defined and limited by constructs such as the environment

and culture.



Table 1.1: This table represents some functional definitions of physical activity as they have
been used in various biocultural disciplines. Physical activity is not limited to these definitions,
but understanding a scoping view of how physical activity may be defined and therefore studied,
helps to introduce and understand its practicality as a biocultural study topic in anthropology.

Theoretical
approach(es)

Physical Activity Definitions

From

Kinesiology and Public

Health

any movement of the body that results from
the contraction of skeletal muscles and
requires energy beyond what is needed at
rest

Caspersen, 1985;
National health
interview survey:
Glossary, 2017

Human Biology

“Used ... to try to capture the integration of
complex behaviors associated with human
movement and relate them to measures of
health and illness”

Ulijaszek, 2018, p.
84

Evolutionary
Anthropology

often used synonymously with exercise and
aerobic activity to measure energy
expenditure while describing shifting
lifestyle patterns, energetic responses to
changing environments, or comparative
biology

Reichlen, et al.,
2016; Pontzer, 2015

Biocultural
anthropology

Activities that represent cultural
expectations, especially in childhood, as
children learn to participate in community-
life and the necessary skills, such as herding
or childcare (more generally discussed as
‘activity patterns’ to account for sedentary
activities)

Bock, 2002; Brewis,
2003; Lew-Levy et
al., 2019

As | define it for this
study

a biocultural manifestation of energy use
determined by factors of influence traded
between environmental pressures, societal
values, and individual human expression

2024

Using this definition of physical activity, I include movement and a lack of movement.

Combining both movement and lack of movement is usually termed daily activities, however

overlooking the lack of activity in measures of physical activity may limit how research




understands the values and meanings behind activities. Therefore, this manner of understanding
physical activity can bring new insight into the biocultural synthesis as anthropologists continue
to explore culture in new ways and bring this extension of culture into how anthropologists
understand human complexity in relation to daily behaviors and health. The question then is, to
enact this term as part of the biocultural synthesis, how do | then operationalize this definition
without simple or deterministic results? In this study, I do this using the theory of embodiment.

Embodiment theory

The concept of embodiment from psychological anthropology provides a model by which
to understand how local environments lead to biological change (Csordas, 1990). Embodiment is
a prominent theory in the human and social sciences (Farnell, 2014). This theory suggests
humans and their biology do not just create culture and environment but are also impacted by
culture and environment (Csordas, 1990), suggesting that humans change, interact, and react to
their local culture and environment.

The concept of embodiment has recently been used in anthropological studies of
physical activity. For example, research by McClure (2020) drew on the ideas of embodiment to
identify matches and mismatches between how African American high school girls were
expected to behave based on their environments and others’ perceptions of their behaviors versus
how they identified themselves through sport and athletics. Causes for mismatch ranged from
parental pressures on schooling over sports, peers’ perceptions of girls as being less athletically
competent than boys, and body weight leading to negative stigmatization from peers. All these
factors influenced the girls' daily activities as they tried to appease both external pressures and
their felt self-identities relative to physical activities. McClure (2020) identified this mismatch as

“unembodiment” because they demonstrated how youth may not internalize their embedded



culture or biology when it does not align with their own desires. As such, this theoretic
framework provides the space and creativity necessary to understand the complexities of
physical activity in adolescent lives.

Embodiment as a biocultural model is not new (Conching & Thayer, 2019; Gravlee,
2009) but continues to grow and expand in its use and effectiveness when paired with novel
methods of investigation. | provide a conceptual framework of embodiment in Figure 1.1 to
represent how it is invoked in the present research.

As with the research by McClure (2020), this research works with adolescent populations
to understand how they are adapting to their ever-changing culture amidst urbanization and
globalization. To work with adolescents, the research requires accessible methodology that fits
within the theoretical frame of embodiment. As such, the present work includes interviews with
adults to establish norms regarding the community culture and expectations of youth and focus
groups with youth to understand how they themselves perceive physical activity in their daily

lives. These focus groups are a critical part of a larger methodology named Q-methodology.
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Figure 1.1: This figure provides a visual explanation of how embodiment theory can be
operationalized at various scales to produce novel and expressive results. In this model, | focus
on daily activities as the output that can be discussed, measured, and understood.

0O-methodology and subjectivity

Q-methodology uses a factor analysis technique which allows for the expression of
participant subjectivity by the evaluation of variation in how participants perceive a topic
through a range of possible statements (Brown, 2019; Watts & Stenner, 2012). The study of
subjectivity is important because, as Brown writes, “The term subjectivity refers to the things
that we say—silently to ourselves as in reveries or publicly to others as in conversation—from
our own vantage point, and excluding that which is objective” (2019, p. 565). It is a sense of
personhood on the individual level. Studying this personhood is challenging as humans tend to
filter thoughts through words and actions, but the philosophy behind this methodology is monism

between the mind and body, rather than dualism.



From this perspective, “subjectivity is a behavior or activity and it is activity that is best
understood relative to its impact upon the immediate environment” which creates the behavior
necessary to understand a person’s viewpoint (Watts &Stenner, 2012, p. 26).

Contrary to dualism, monism suggests that

“The objective mode of activity and the related pursuit of objective description is
certainly something that ordinary people do on an everyday basis, but it is more
immediately recognizable as the way in which science normally proceeds. A
scientific focus on subjective mode, and subjective descriptions, is far less
common. This is nonetheless what Q-methodology sets out to achieve. Its studies
are typically concerned with those self-referential aspects of experience that are
grouped in relation to the person or subject, and their own personal biography.”
(Watts & Stenner, 2012, p.30)
As such, one’s actions and expressions can be taken at near face value being
representative of their subjective mindset when elicited appropriately (Brown, 2019).
Subjectivity, therefore, becomes an investigative tool for meaning making in the social
sciences. As reviewed by Spindler and Spindler in 1982, learning theories largely drawn from
psychology are used to understand the passage of culture from adults to offspring. While many
theories and tools to understand this passage have been used through the years, early work by
Hallowell (1945, p. 174) as cited by Spindler and Spindler (1982) suggests that core to these
theories is a relatively simplistic model to understand the act of influence on teaching and
learning culture:
“It is hard to see how culture — an abstract summation of the mode of life of a
people — can exert influence except as it is a definable constituent of the activities
of human individuals in interaction with each other. In the last analysis it is
individuals who respond to and influence one another” (Hallowell, 1945, p. 174,
as cited in Spindler & Spindler, 1982).
Here, researchers can understand culture in its most simplistic action as interaction.

Models have since grown to adapt to not only interaction with each other, but also interaction

with the environment as shown in the use of embodiment theory earlier (Csordas, 1990).



Within this concept of learning, it is also important to understand that Q-methodology
prioritizes variation over consensus (Brown, 2019). In other words, this manner of factor analysis
looks for intergroup variation and allows individuals to stand apart from the group if they do not
fit within a clear boundary. Work in cultural consensus, of course, holds its own value in
biocultural anthropology (Dressler, 2005). However, | find that prioritizing variation is a better
course because the purpose of this research is to examine activities among adolescents who are
learning the world for themselves, learning to express their ideas, and doing all of this amidst
societal, familial, and global pressures. Q-method, as a method that prioritizes finding groups of
likeness and a sense of variation to express subjectivity, has successfully worked with adolescent
participants as a unique way to allow them to express their ever-developing ideas (Lim et al.,
2021; Owens, 2016). This method is discussed in greater detail in Chapter four where it is
operationalized with adolescents.

With this work, | aim to advance the biocultural synthesis in this manner of doing
biocultural anthropology with adolescents in rural Ecuador. This theoretical framework and
methodology aim to best express the adolescents’ lived experiences through the activities of their
daily lives.

Description of the study location

Ecuador places a focus on community health and wellbeing in the Good Living National
Plan from 2013 and the Plan Nacional de Desarrollo established in 2017 (Consejo Nacional de
Planificacion, 2017; Republic of Ecuador National Planning Council, 2013). These are both
based on the sumak kawsay, or good living, movement from Andean indigenous ideology. These
national plans recognize the rights of the community to a safe, healthy, and sustainable life. In

many cities in Ecuador, these rights are often aided through preventative strategies. In the case of



health, physical activity is emphasized in cities through well-lit and accessible park spaces and in
rural regions through soccer and volleyball courts. Ecuador is, therefore, well suited for studies
of physical activity and health that contribute to the country’s human rights-based public policy.
This is particularly relevant to rural regions because they have not yet been the focus of many
activity studies but are likely to benefit in the long term from investment in the local youth
populations (Kline et al., 2017).

This research takes place in Nabon county, Ecuador. Nabon county is a highland area
with a central capital also called Nabon and surrounding rural communities of mestizos and four
autonomous indigenous Quechua communities. In total, Nabdn county has just over 15,000
inhabitants based on the 6™ census (Datos del cantén, n.d.). Approximately 7% of the people live
in the urban center, and the other 93% are dispersed throughout this large county and its many
communities.

Many people live within traditionally agricultural economies and community structures,
but the economies and related culture are shifting as people migrate for diverse occupational and
economic opportunities (Cazar & Astudillo, 2007; Datos del cantén, n.d.; Instituto Nacional de
Estadistica y Censos & Fondo de Poblacion de las Naciones Unidas, 2001). Due to the diversity
of populations both in economic opportunities and cultural identities between mestizos and
indigenous groups between the county center and more rural and dispersed communities, this
county offers a particularly salient place to study adolescent physical activity and health amid
pressures from urbanization and globalization.

Adolescent study participants ranged from 10 to 17 years old, encompassing what the
WHO (2022) defines as early and middle adolescence. Participants were also enrolled in the

public-school in the county’s urban center. Students from various parts of the county would
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come to study in the urban center, thereby providing a diverse sample of lived experiences
among participants. Students were invited to participate through announcements made in each
classroom including the qualifying age groups and letters sent home to parents with a summary
of the study. Adults enrolled in the study for interviews were all associated with local care
organizations that worked with children and adolescents in the county. Adults were enrolled by
snowball sampling, beginning at the health center and moving to the various organizations within
the community as recommended by each interview participant.

Researcher statement

As a blonde-hair, blue-eye, and very pale white woman who was quick to burn to a
lobster red in the mountain sun, | was very quickly marked as an outsider in the rural county of
Ecuador. This, of course, was expected. | had experienced this typical outsider’s experience in
Ecuador and other Latin American countries, having lived and studied in Ecuador, Bolivia, and
Peru in past years. However, what was unexpected for me was how long it took to be recognized
as a semi-permanent member of this community. | expected that being visually distinct would
work in my favor. The same blonde girl in town, nearly every day. However, as | was partnered
with the health center, which had nurses and doctors on one to two-year rural rotations as part of
their licensing to practice in Ecuador, the coming and going of faces was relatively normal. | was
quick to fit into the rural health center community and the university research community in the
city. Being recognized in the town, however, took much longer.

It wasn’t until I adopted a dog that I walked through town daily and started organizing
after school clubs, that | became more known as an individual amongst those in town. In fact,
over a year into my dissertation research, | made a note in my research journal, ‘February 22",

2023: I have become more recognizable now with Mora [my dog]. “The gringa with the little
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black dog.” There’s also a rumor that I’m dating [a friend], so at least 'm becoming a part of the
community.” Becoming part of the community gossip wheel felt like a critical step in my
acceptance in town. As they would say, “Pueblo pequefio, infierno grande ” or “Small town, big
hell” when referring to the gossip that meant no one’s private life stayed private for long. I was
excited to finally join this “infierno grande. ”

At this point, | also became better understood as a researcher and someone who wanted to
work with the youth in town. This was great news for those who wished their kids would learn
more English or those who felt a foreigner’s interest and focus on children was good to ensure
their wellbeing, especially amidst several adolescent and young adult suicides during and
following the pandemic. This further validated the importance of working with adolescents in the
community as they became and remain a population of focus for current and future health and
wellbeing of the community.

While there was always some hesitancy around my being an outsider, | found a
wonderful community of people who consistently showed interest and support in my work as a
researcher, or as someone who created a safe space for their child to play and learn after school.
In the end, many sent me messages as soon as | had returned to the U.S. wondering why they had
not seen me or, more importantly, my dog recently and asking if my move to the U.S. was
permanent or if | would be back. Even my study participants asked that I return for their
graduations from high school over the next few years.

As silly as these anecdotes of my own experience may appear, they in fact make up the
most critical part of my fieldwork and of my analyses. Knowing that | worked with love and

care, that my time was appreciated, that my smile when passing by my usual markets was
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recognized, and that my barky little black dog was just as much a member of the community, if
not more so, puts more meaning into this work than any academic article or accolade could.

I hope this work comes across with this in mind: that, while it aims to contribute to
anthropology and theory, as any good science should, the most important contribution of this
work is for those who contributed. Result dissemination to the community began with meetings
in November and December of 2023 and continued with my bilingual dissertation defense
offered online in 2024.

Layout of the central thesis

In this dissertation, | argue for the continued exploration of embodiment theory as a
promising direction in biocultural anthropology. I do this through five chapters; the first provides
insight into the current state of the biocultural synthesis and discusses embodiment theory as
becoming a promising theory to continue exploring and expanding boundaries of this synthesis.
The second is a scoping review on how anthropologists have studied physical activity in the past
thirteen years. The aim of the scoping review is to develop a clear understanding of what
anthropologists know about the study of physical activity along with future directions for the
study. The third chapter looks to understand adult care provider perspectives of youth autonomy
and/or vulnerabilities in Ecuador. This is done through a grounded analysis of seventeen
interviews completed with adults who work within the public and private care systems of Nabon
County. This chapter concludes with an eye toward the value of using multiple perspectives to
understand physical activity, as it is clear that within this setting, physical activity cannot be
easily untangled from health. The fourth chapter then takes on a view of physical activity and
daily activities from the perspectives of the adolescents as they navigate community culture and

family expectations in their ever-globalizing world. This chapter explores the questions of
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embodiment theory in adolescents, suggesting they are experiencing patterns associated with
globalization and able to embody the expectations of their families and local communities while
maintaining their identities as individuals. In the last chapter, | suggest this research provides an
opportunity to better understand how youth perceive their own worlds, the value of their
activities, and, in turn, allows for greater exploration into the meaning of physical activity as

both a biological and cultural act through the use of embodiment theory.
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CHAPTER 2
LITERATURE REVIEW
ANTHROPOLOGICAL APPROACHES TO THE STUDY OF PHYSICAL ACTIVITY IN

CHILDREN AND ADOLESCENTS: A SCOPING REVIEW"

“Lee, Christina Noelle & Tanner, Susan. To be submitted to the Journal of Human Biology
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Abstract
Obijective: Review of anthropological and interdisciplinary research on physical activity among
children and adolescents over the last ten years; Methods: We conducted a scoping review of
original research articles published in anthropological and related interdisciplinary research on
physical activity among youth that resulted in 136 sources. We coded abstracts for central
research topics, demographic focus of article, and research methods; Results: We identified
seven main research themes and twenty research topics of interest to anthropology in the
included articles, which also revealed a wide range of anthropological research questions and
objectives. Most studies occurred in North America—United States and Canada—, and Europe
(most commonly western European nations, such as England, Germany, and Portugal), and rely
on quantitative methods to approach the topic; Conclusions: There is room for anthropology to
make greater use of a biocultural understanding of physical activity in children and adolescents.
This may be accomplished through various study frameworks, with the most promising being
embodiment theory, along with mixed methods studies which provide both objective and
subjective information on physical activity. This will allow anthropologists to address physical
activity not just as energy and a precursor for health but also as a lived experience for youth.
Introduction

Physical activity is studied with diverse definitions and epistemological frameworks. The
most common definition of physical activity is any movement produced by the skeletal muscle of
the human body (Christenson, 1985, p. 126); however, this definition alone does not represent all
the ways of studying, understanding, and experiencing physical activity. Physical activity may be
assessed as a unit of energy (kilojoules, kJ), estimated by time spent in activity, or understood

subjectively by individual perceptions of their daily routines, exercise practices, and sport
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participation. Understanding physical activity from multiple epistemological perspectives
provides greater insight into human livelihoods and the diversity of lived experiences as physical
activity may occur in many ways: as a form of transportation like walking, as a form of
community engagement like sport team participation, or as a form of daily tasks like cooking or
cleaning. As such, this scoping review explores our current state of knowledge in physical
activity research and related interdisciplinary studies, particularly in the areas of health and
wellbeing and their interlinkages.

Within studies of physical activity as it relates to health, understanding culturally relevant
concepts of physical activity become more important as trends in urbanization often lead to a
decrease in transportation-based or occupation-based physical activity, and concepts of health
become intertwined with physical activity as sport and exercise. Particularly in globalizing and
urbanizing areas, physical activity has become prescriptively linked with health for those whose
lifestyles do not promote sufficient daily physical activity to maintain health (Christiana et al.,
2017; Paez et al., 2024).

To understand these evolving links between physical activity and health, anthropologists
have joined the call to better address physical activity (Leonard, 2001; Malina & Little, 2008;
Moffat, 2010). Within biological anthropology, life history theory provides a framework by
which to understand physical activity as an action limited by energetic resources. The theory
includes physical activity as part of the energetic balance across the domains of growth,
maintenance, and reproduction (Charnov, 2001; Kuzawa, 2007). Within this framework,
energetic balance includes considering how physical activity is related to humans’ adaptations to

ever-changing surroundings and energy needs (Pontzer, 2017; Ocobock 2016).
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Anthropological research has also illustrated the complexity of the interactions between
humans and our environments. Research has demonstrated how activity patterns may be shaped
by subsistence or work obligations (Panter-Brick, 2003; Dufour & Piperata, 2008), life stage
energy needs like lactation (Piperata & Dufour, 2007), or how urban planning and political
forces have rapidly shaped opportunities for activity in growing metropolitan areas (Hills et al.,
2019; Ulijaszek, 2018; Ulijaszek, 2023). For example, Ulijaszek (2018) argues how, in urban
‘smart’ environments, physical activity and by extension, long-term human health is being left
behind as our need for fast-paced, car-adapted, and technology-oriented spaces increases and our
walkability, agricultural space, and daily occupational fitness decreases. This research is largely
directed toward how trends in urbanization relate to changing health and physical activity (as
‘exercise’) needs.

Related approaches situate activity and behavior within the larger social, political,
ecological, and economic landscape, often employing socioecological models. These models
examine how social determinants of health act and interact simultaneously across levels from the
individual, family, community, or nations (Kreiger, 2001). While such studies have been
conducted in diverse populations, providing necessary perspective to human variation, social
determinant models often fail to consider the benefits and resilience of communities and culture
to manage health even through times of great change (Larsson, 2013). Other theories and
framework practices have begun investigating this human ability to manage health and may be
worth continued exploration (i.e. resilience theory) (Barrio, 2016).

Even within anthropology, disciplinary specialization presents challenges to studying the
interplay between individual biology and the broader social, cultural, political, and economic

systems within socioecological models. For example, the cultural nature of activity as sport has
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been most thoroughly researched within the Anthropology of Sport scholarship (Besnier et al.,
2018) and field cases such as the political participation that community activities like soccer
games may require of otherwise invisible community members like immigrant farmworkers in an
agricultural town in the western United States (Santos Gomez, 2017). The anthropology of sport
also reviews how human biology overlaps with ritual and societal expectations of behavior to
create a sport (Besnier et al., 2018; Sands & Sands, 2010).

A promising research direction for untangling biocultural influences on physical activity
and health may be found in the growing scholarship on children and adolescents. This is because
these ages represent critical periods for human development, growth, and social and cultural
learning (Silva et al., 2020; Worthman & Trang, 2018). Thus, childhood and adolescence provide
an opportunity to study how youth behaviors shape and develop into adult behavioral patterns,
health, and wellbeing while they undergo significant biological and cultural maturation
(Brumbach et al., 2009; Worthman, 2019).

Research in anthropology often looks to youth development and behaviors to understand
the relationships between biological and cultural maturation. For example, several researchers
have studied how gender differences in adolescence begin to shape future health as expectations
for youth activities, diets, and biological maturing begins necessitating changes to youth’s energy
balance (the difference between energy intake and energy expended) (Brumbach et al., 2009;
Kramer, 2014; Reiches et al., 2013; Silva et al., 2021). Since behavioral changes between women
and men’s roles develop in middle childhood and are already firm by later childhood (Froehle et
al., 2019; Lancy, 2018; Lew-Levy et al., 2019), many researchers have looked to how
expectations of gendered adolescent work and participation in the household economy begin to

determine how adolescents use their time and energy in their daily life (Gaskins, 2000/2008).
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These insights into human development reveal the interwoven influence of biological
development and sociocultural learning.

Another relevant approach understands physical activity broadly as a practice in daily life
that uses energy and is representative of a kind of cultural and community decision-making
process (Worthman et al., 2019). In this process, individuals, whether consciously or
unconsciously, follow or reject expectations of behavior and learning thereby shaping culture
through action or inaction (Urlacher, 2023; van Amsterdam & Knoppers, 2018).

Late childhood and adolescence, represent important periods to consider how physical
activity represents the intersection of biology with all aspects of the social, cultural, natural, and
built environments. Late childhood and adolescence are important formative periods where
expectations, norms, and systems of value about adult behaviors are established (Brumbach et
al., 2009; Worthman & Trang, 2018). Therefore, late childhood and adolescence are key to
understanding community health (Leonard, 2001; Malina, 2001). In her review “Nutrition,

Activity, and Health in Children”, Darna Dufour (1997) concludes by stating:

“...we do not have a very clear understanding of how social, cultural, and environmental
differences affect the physical activity of children. The assumption seems to have been
that some level (exactly what is unclear) of physical activity in children is biologically
driven and therefore that social, cultural, and environmental differences are not relevant.
It is quite clear, however, that the level of physical activity in children is a biocultural
phenomenon and needs to be approached that way” (p. 561).

The objective of this scoping review is to identify the current state of anthropological
research on physical activity in child and adolescent populations. This builds on current research
trends looking at biocultural perspectives of physical activity in children and adolescents’
developing lives. We present a review of the articles as they relate to key research topics within
physical activity, followed by a review of study demographics and methodology identified across

the published research used in this review. We then review the methodological advancements
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and various epistemological models of physical activity to assess future directions in physical
activity research for anthropology. Through the review, we identify areas worth expanding and
exploring that anthropological approaches can address. Anthropological approaches of high
potential utility include qualitative and mixed methods approaches and expanding work into
various framework and theories, including socioecological frameworks and assemblage theory,
life history and niche construction theory, and embodiment theory.

Methods

The purpose of this scoping review is to understand how physical activity is studied
within the field of anthropology. According to Arksey and O’Malley (2005), the purpose of a
scoping review can include disseminating research findings, identifying the current scope of a
research field, determining if there is a need for systematic review within a set of literature, or
identifying gaps in the research field. We followed the steps outlined by Arskey and O’Malley
(2005) and expanded by Levac and colleagues (2010) for the methodology of this review.

We first identified the objective of the review, which was to examine the scope of
research on physical activity during childhood and adolescence in anthropological research and
related interdisciplinary works. While this review is focused on anthropology and is not
comprehensive of the social sciences, we believe the additional journals provide important
perspectives to how physical activity is understood for anthropologists as well as communicated
in the broader social sciences. In total, we searched the anthropological database, AnthroSource,
which includes journals recognized by the American Anthropological Association, and the
following journals separately as they are not included in AnthroSource: Obesity, Social Science
& Medicine, Health, Current Anthropology, Human Organization, American Journal of Human

Biology, and American Journal of Biological Anthropology. We searched for English language
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research articles published between Jan 2010 — Dec 2023 using the keywords “physical activity”
and “sport” along with “adolescents” and “children.” For this review, children and adolescents
included participants ages 3 to 17. We selected these keywords because broader terms like
“work” and “play” returned largely irrelevant articles referring to work conditions or
psychosocial development.

In total, the search returned 7,691 results through the keyword search with date and
language limitations set in the selected journals and database. We then conducted a title and
abstract scan to limit articles to those that addressed physical activity or sport as any movement
produced by the skeletal muscle of the human body. For example, we excluded research that
traced the political and economic histories of sports or sport teams and symbolism of team
mascots or events such as the Olympics. We further excluded articles describing intervention
methods, reviewing intervention results, review articles (those not presenting cross-sectional,
case, or ethnographic data/studies), book reviews, and articles that did not focus on physical
activity or sport in children or adolescents. We also excluded conference poster abstracts from
the search where they had not been removed by the electronic search specifications.

After the title and abstract review, 136 articles remained. Through the interactive process
of the review, we identified several articles that did not appear in the original search on the topic,
but which contribute directly to the topic and, as such, were included. These articles did not turn
up in key word searches because they identified sedentary behaviors or learning behaviors rather
than using “physical activity” as a key word, though physical activity remained prevalent in
these articles. All articles included in the final review are provided in the appendix.

We used a grounded theory approach, which uses inductive, concept-driven, and

interactive charting processes (Bernard, 2007) to identify relevant code topics, categories, and
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relationships in MAXQDA (2024). The coding structure remained flexible through this process
to continue addressing new concepts as they appeared in the articles. Our final code list included
a breakdown of qualitative, quantitative, and mixed-method studies, descriptions of the study
population including age, ethnicity, and geographic region, and descriptions of study
components, which we refer to as study topics moving forward, including biological measures of
health, socioeconomics, obesity, measures of local geography, etc. We discussed and defined
each code to improve coding reliability across coders. After abstract coding was complete, we
identified the most frequent topics, study populations, and methods using frequency tools in
MAXQDA (2024).
Results

We begin the results with an overview of the main topics identified in the full dataset
reviewing physical activity in childhood and adolescence as presented in Table 2.1. From there,
we look at the demographic representation within the dataset. We review the methods used in

each study and their purpose and utility.

Table 2.2: Topic categories as defined for assessment of study content in MAXQDA (2024).
These definitions are not intended to be comprehensive of the categories themselves, but rather
act as a guide to ensure that coding is performed the same across coders.

Code System >
Study Topics Code Definitions

Biocultural The integration of biology and culture as understood from an
anthropological perspective; includes attention to the physical acts of
movement and social or cultural factors (religion, ethnicity, acts of gender
roles, etc.)
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Bioarchaeology

The study of human remains as they relate to past cultures and experiences.

Evolutionary
human biology

The study of human biology to understand past and future trajectories of
human movement in various contexts such as foraging, i.e., biomechanics.

Exercise,
fitness, physical
activity

Measures of physical fitness often represented as VO2max,
cardiorespiratory fitness, or strength and tested though standardized fitness
assessments.

Sport Includes sport participation, formally or informally organized sport
activities, and discussions of equity in sport.

Sedentary Includes activities that do not require physical activity but consume time in

behaviors daily life, such as work, sedentary transport, or time spent watching TV.

Weight loss The concept that physical activity is critical to weight loss, most often
represented with overweight or obese populations or population
trajectories.

Food, diet, A focus on the nutritional value of foods, food availability, food scarcity, or

nutrition food diversity.

Obesity Determined by BMI, body fat mass, or similar methods that are expected to
determine a level of "fatness" in the population.

Biomarkers Includes anthropometrics, body fat, skeletal morphology, musculature, and

DNA.

Medical health,
disease,
research

A focus on cardiometabolic health, diabetes, health behavior (smoking),
genetics, disease populations, excluding diet and injuries during activity.

Mental health

A focus on the relationship between physical activity and mental health
defined as holistic wellness or the presence of mental illness.

Self-perception

How participants perceive themselves in relation to one of the topics (for
example, physical activity, sport, or obesity) of the study.

Economics Defined as monetary status and inclusive of socioeconomic status
represented by geographically defined populations.
Family A focus on the family setting and relationships including motivation,

environment

household structure, family behaviors, and occupations.

Social
environment

A focus on relationships as identified by school, peer groups, or
neighborhood public spaces.

Built
environment

A focus on elements of the built and developed environment, such as
safety, access to green space, or transportation methods based on built
dependency.
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Natural A focus on the natural environment such as naturally occurring green
environment space, rivers, or other naturally occurring environments.

Age group A focus on how physical activity or other related measures vary by age in
variation children and adolescents.

Gender A focus on how physical activity or other related measures vary by gender
variation in children and adolescents.

Some of this information is visually represented in the word frequency cloud provided in
Figure 2.1. From the word cloud we learn that socioeconomics, environments, and health, all

though a wide variety of terms, are prevalent in this review. For example, many core topics

99 ¢¢ 29 ¢

appear in the word cloud through words like “environment,” “socioeconomic,” “neighborhood,”

29 ¢¢

“family,” “social,” and “medicine,” which then became several of the topic categories as they
appear in Table 2.1, including “Family environment,” “Social environment,” “Natural
environment,” “Economics,” and “Medical health, disease, research.” This cloud reveals

29 ¢¢

common topics of “gender,” “body,” “composition,” “overweight,” “behavior” and “lifestyle.”
These topics then developed into the categories “Gender variation,” “Exercise, fitness, physical
activity,” “Sport,” “Sedentary behaviors,” “Obesity,” and “Weight loss.” Many words associated
with quantitative assessments of physical activity through accelerometry, including “time,”
“level,” and “moderate-to-vigorous,” also appear in the first 100 most frequent words.
“Questionnaire” also occurs, noted 27 times as shown in Table A.1 in the appendix. “Schools,”

99 ¢

“preschoolers,” “rural,” “China,” and “Tibetan” also provide some insight into common
categories in demographics that center studies of children and adolescents around school

populations and comparisons between urban and rural populations globally.
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Figure 2.2: Word Cloud representing word frequencies of top 100 words as they appear in the
titles and abstracts of articles included in the scoping review. (excluding common grammatical
words such as “the, it, and” etc., verbs such as “are, were, 1s,” etc., and common abstract terms
like “methods, results,” etc.). Larger words correspond to higher frequencies of a word identified
across abstracts and titles, and smaller words correspond to lower frequencies.

Research topics

There has been a broad scope of research themes addressed in anthropological and related
social science research focused on physical activity among youth between 2010 and 2023. A
core correlation in these themes include the economic and spatial correlates of physical activity
levels, determined by identifying correlations between the topics “economics,” “social

environment,” and “natural environment” as seen in Table 2.2 (Brewer & Kimbro, 2014; Carroll-
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Scott et al., 2013; Creighton et al., 2012; Elgar et al., 2016; Evans et al., 2012; Kimbro et al.,
2011; Nevill et al., 2016; Noguiera et al., 2013; Oliver et al., 2023; Prados et al., 2023,
Schmengler et al., 2022). For example, Oliver and colleagues (2023) assessed facilitators and
barriers of children’s adventurous play in Britain finding that, regardless of socioeconomics or
geography, parental concern of risk and children’s safety lead to a decrease in adventurous play.
The authors conclude that concerns that limit their children’s play may negatively impact
children’s physical and mental health (Oliver et al., 2023).

In Table 2.2, the most interrelated codes are “social environment” with “family
environment” coded together in 18 separate abstracts. The next most related codes are “built
environment” with “social environment” coded together 16 times. It should also be noted that
“obesity” also related strongly to “biomarkers” at 11, “social environment” at 12, and “family
environment” at 12. We can specifically identify an interrelationship between many of these
topics in Rodrigues and colleagues’ (2018) work as they note that social and family
environments are correlated to physical activity and obesity in childhood, revealing that family
behaviors like parental TV viewing and physical activity behaviors along with socioeconomic
status impact children’s physical activity and sedentary behaviors. Nevill and colleagues (2016)
acknowledged deprivation, measured economically by zip code, as a key factor in obesity and

physical activity in childhood.
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Table 2. 3: This table represented the coding relationship between codes, placed both on the x
and y axes to identify how many times codes overlap in a document across all documents (in this
case, the document coding is set to capture codes within abstracts). The rate of coding
relationships is noted in light blue to vibrant red boxes from least to most inter-related through
coding, respectively. The numbers presented in the colored boxes represent how many times the
topic categories are coded within the same document.

N

FT

5
4
2
2
8

A second important overlap in key topics is how social environments, networks, and peer
groups influence physical activity (Aalsma et al., 2012; Creighton et al., 2011; de la Haye et al.,
2011; do Carmo et al., 2020; Larson et al., 2013; Macdonald-Wallis et al., 2011; Marques et al.,
2014; Pabayo et al., 2011; Quinn et al., 2023; Van Amsterdam & Knoppers, 2018). For example,
Mackdonald-Wallis and colleagues (2011) interpret how friendship networks influenced physical
activity in children from 10 to 11 years old in the United Kingdom. Using network analysis, the
researchers determined that children did tend to cluster in friendship groups of similar physical
activity levels.

Another common theme is the investigation into how norms and values influence activity
levels (Carroll et al., 2021; Chang et al., 2020; Ergler et al., 2013; Froehle et al., 2019; Kidokoro

et al., 2022; Kramer & Greaves, 2011; Mollborn & Modile, 2022; Sayre et al., 2019; Silva et al.,
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2013). For example, physical activities for youth are linked to norms about outdoor activities and
spring in many places that experience seasonal variation, such as Portugal (Silva et al., 2013),
New Zealand (Ergler et al., 2013) and Central China (Chang et al., 2020). Another approach to
considering how norms and values shape physical activity is illustrated by Carroll and colleagues
(2021) discussion of how the cultural significance of sport in New Zealand combined with
discriminatory practices result in a situation where non-able-bodied children are unwelcome in
sporting environments with their peers.

We also find that physical activity in children and adolescents is investigated along with
self-perceptions of body, confidence, and enjoyment in physical activity (Davison & Deane,
2010; Elgar et al., 2016; Huh et al., 2011; Marques et al., 2014; McClure, 2020; Monaghan &
Gabe, 2016; Pate et al., 2022; Ribeiro et al. 2024; Sabiston et al., 2022; van Amsterdam &
Knoppers, 2018). For example, in a study of schoolchildren ages 10-12, Marques and colleagues
explored a range of demographic, social, behavioral, and psychological variables to determine
their relationship to physical activity. They found that a sense of physical and academic
competence both positively correlate to time spent in physical activity for both girls and boys
(Marques et al., 2014).

Meanwhile, many anthropologists look to how cultural expectations of physical activity
for learning impact gender and aging norms for children through adolescents (Hunleth, 2019;
Jirata, 2019; Nogueira et al., 2020; Sayre et al., 2019; Spencer et al., 2019; Tian, 2018). In a
particularly unique example, Hunleth (2019) reviews ethnographic fieldwork with children ages
8 -12 living in households with people with tuberculosis and HIV. In this study, Hunleth

suggests that children, though limited in their abilities to provide care, play in ways that create
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imaginary or even performative care, showing the cultural and social responsibilities children felt
and their value as caregivers in their home environment (2019).

Biomechanical models of physical activity, skill development, and physiological
development are also present, revealing both a modern cross sectional and an evolutionary view
of physical activity as it relates to human development (Drenowatz et al., 2010; Gregoricka, &
Baker, 2023; Kramer & Greaves, 2011; Magalhaes et al., 2022; Miller et al., 2018; Pate et al.,
2022; Pitfield et al., 2019; Xia et al., 2023; Zhang et al., 2022). Pitfield and colleagues (2019)
provide a bioarchaeological perspective of childhood development with skeletal markers of
consistent load bearing in the arms beginning around 7 years old, which aligns with the cultural
expectations of beginning work around this age in medieval times.

Each topic offers its own critical insight into physical activity studies and overlaps among
topics allow us to understand the scope of work from an anthropological perspective. The scope
of the research spans 20 identified topics of interest as presented in Table 2.1 and shown in
relationship in Table 2.2. Unsurprisingly, the demographic and methodological scopes in
research on physical activity follow suite in their breadth.

Demographic and geographic patterns

There are several demographic patterns that emerge in the research from the previous
thirteen years. These range from large multinational, multisite comparative research on physical
activity patterns among schoolchildren (de la Rie et al., 2023; Duncan et al., 2015; Evans et al.,
2012; Jurak et al., 2015; Lee & Lim, 2022; Sori¢ et al., 2015), such as the 38-country cross-
sectional comparison from Europe and North America (Marques et al., 2020), to research that
focuses on a specific location, group or community (Downey, 2016; Froehle et al., 2019; Jirata,
2019; Kramer & Greaves, 2011; Ojiambo et al., 2013; Rivera-Morales et al., 2020). One such

group includes an assessment of active foraging strategies by Brazilian street children by
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Downey (2016). This study reviews how urban landscapes simplify foraging skills for children
who become homeless without adult support well before the age of accepted independent living
in an urban society.

A minority of research focused on only one gender. For example, eight articles focused
only on girls (Bim et al., 2023; Drenowatz et al., 2010; Kramer & Greaves, 2011; Marques et al.,
2016; McClure, 2020; Mota et al., 2011; Pate et al., 2022; Shaban, 2018) and only four articles
focused only on boys (Latt et al., 2016; Pastuszak et al., 2014; Rebeiro et al., 2024; Valente-Dos-
Santos et al., 2015). An additional 21 articles addressed gender variation in physical activity
levels or types of activities (Bondi et al., 2022; Chen & Phipps, 2021; Evans et al., 2018; Froehle
etal., 2019; Jurak et al., 2015; Khatun et al., 2016; Larson et al., 2013; Lee & Lim, 2022;
Lombardo & Otieno, 2021; Martinez-Gomez et al., 2010; Miller et al., 2018; Nogueira et al.,
2020; Rietsch et al., 2013; Rodrigues et al., 2022; Rodrigues et al., 2023; Sabiston et al., 2022;
Silva et al., 2016; van Loon et al., 2014; Venetsanou et al., 2019; Zhang et al., 2022; Zorilla-
Revilla et al., 2022). As an example, Froehle and colleagues demonstrate that a gender-based
division of labor begins among Hadza living within their ethnic communities in middle
childhood and affects how children spend their time in various activities (2019). Other studies
looked at how gender related to sport and exercise participation in youth finding that girls were
more often influenced by their peers with low physical activity levels (Larson et al., 2013) and
less likely to participate in sports or exercise (Rietsch et al., 2013).

Finally, the sample included studies from every continent, but the majority of the
research was focused on North America (especially the Unites States and Canada) and Europe
(particularly Western Europe). This is consistent with the recent reviews by Ramirez Varela and

colleagues (2021) and Aubert and colleagues (2021) showing total physical activity research
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publications are more commonly focused on North America, particularly the United States, and
Europe.

Common methods

Quantitative approaches

Many articles drew heavily on wearable devices that collect multiple measures of
physical activity including step counts or motion in multiple dimensions (accelerometers) to
assess physical activity levels among adolescents. Nineteen articles included an objective
measurement of activity such as an accelerometer or pedometer (Applehans et al., 2022; Bim et
al., 2023; Davison & Deane, 2010; de Souza et al., 2022; de Souza et al., 2023; Fertig et al.,
2022; Katzmarzyk et al., 2015; Kidokoro et al., 2022; Manco et al., 2019; de Lucena Martins et
al., 2021; Muthuri et al., 2015; Pate et al., 2022; Rietsch et al., 2013; Van Loon et al., 2014;
Venetsanou et al., 2019; Williams et al., 2016; Zorrilla-Revilla et al., 2022), and only 9 of these
publications combined objective measures of physical activity (pedometer and accelerometer)
with survey or interview methods of daily activities (Davison & Deane, 2010; Fertig et al., 2022;
Katzmarzyk et al., 2015; de Lucena Martins et al., 2021; Muthuri et al., 2015; Rietsch et al.,
2013; de Souza et al., 2022; de Souza et al., 2023; Venetsanou et al., 2019). For example,
Rietsch and colleagues (2013) found that skeletal robustness was associated with activity levels
captured with pedometers and BMI was associated with subjectively reported TV time. In
Greece, Venetsanou and colleagues (2019) found that pre-school aged children had higher
objectively measured physical activity levels when their parents reported under 1-hour of screen
time for their pre-school children each day.

The fact that few studies combine objective and subjective assessments of physical
activity among adolescents is important because there is scholarship demonstrating that

subjective assessments of physical activity tend to underreport activity, especially activities that
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wearable monitors indicate fall into the moderate to vigorous activity level categories (Leonard,
2003). For example, Muthuri and colleagues (2015) found no associations between direct
measurement of activity and self-reported measures of physical activity and sedentary behavior
overall among Kenyan children, but weak or moderate associations among youth that were
classified as under or normal weight (p.240). Findings like these demonstrate the value of
combining information on both subjective and objective measures of activity.

Several large, national and multinational studies contain expansive assessments of
lifestyle, diet, and activity through surveys and questionnaires to understand the connection
between physical activity, body size, and health outcomes (dos Santos et al., 2023; Katzmarzyk
et al., 2015; Kim & Kim, 2020; Li, 2020; Magalhaes et al., 2022; Marques et al., 2020; Prados et
al., 2023; Rodrigues et al., 2022; Rodrigues et al., 2023; Schmengler et al., 2022; Sharman et al.,
2021; Silva et al., 2021; Venetsanou et al., 2019). For example, Katzmarzyk and colleagues
(2015) use parental reports of TV viewing and accelerometers and survey measurements of diet
to understand behavioral risk factors of obesity among youth in a multi-country study.

Finally, there is a small but interesting theme that uses surveys and questionnaires to
assess the perceptions surrounding activity. Davison and colleagues (2012) evaluated physical
activity and parental support as it relates to social capital in youth. Davison and Deane (2010)
show in their study in the United States that there is little association between parental
expression of encouraging physical activity for weight loss and objectively measured activity
among the girls in their study. These studies point to the need to study both objective and
subjective measures of activity levels as well as considering what activities are viewed positively
or negatively. Research like this has the potential to resituate activity into the social environment

and show how the social and physical environment is embodied through activity.
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Qualitative and mixed methods research

Scholarship that employs qualitative and mixed methods points to an important gap in
understanding how a person’s lived experience informs physical activity (Buliung et al., 2021;
Carroll et al., 2021; de Souza et al., 2022; de Souza et al., 2023; Downey, 2016; Kramer &
Greaves, 2011; McClure, 2020; Mollborn & Modile, 2022; Oliver et al., 2023; Parrish et al.,
2022; Sharman et al., 2021; van Amsterdam & Knoppers, 2018). An example of this is
McClure’s (2020) ethnographic study of how gender, class, and other social identities inform
physicality among African American women and girls. Similarly, Mollborn and Modile (2022)
use interviews to understand how youth understand health “performance” as cultural capital
linking the performance of healthy behaviors to moral worth.

By integrating mixed methods, Kramer and Greaves (2011) combined biological growth
and activity data with ethnographic data from Pumé communities of Venezuela to understand
how girls’ activity levels are impacted by the environmental seasonality and occupational
expectations on women in the communities. Such mixed methods studies provide greater context
for the differences in human physical activity levels and expectations for daily activities in
various environments. Although accomplished in different ways, these studies demonstrate the
value of investigating the tension between the body and society, or the biocultural reality of
physical activity (Kramer & Greaves, 2011; McClure, 2020; Mollborn & Modile, 2022).

Discussion

The main question driving this review is to identify the scope of research in anthropology
that focuses on the study of physical activity among adolescents. In this section, we return to the
results' key findings and review ways in which the field is led forward in two key ways: (1)

research methods, and (2) research models/research frameworks.
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Research Methods

We begin by reviewing what we have learned from methods in physical activity studies
and how methodology may further drive physical activity research forward. Amid increased
attention to wearable biomonitors that allow data collection without face-to-face interactions and
cautions about recall error in survey methods to capture physical activity (Dhurandhar et al.
2015), it is not surprising that there has been an increase in the amount of research that includes
objective measurements of activity. However, it is important to note that combining methods of
data collected with devices along with surveys or interviews is not common over the previous 10
years and data collection by devices and/or surveys has come with a share of critiques as
methods and models cause variation in systematic reviews (Hidding et al., 2018).

This ability to gather large amounts of data on individuals’ daily behaviors can create rich
databases of information and, in turn, new challenges to our handling of data (Savat, 2012). As
data from activity wearables is built into smartphones, watches, and more, there exists a lot of
data on human activity. Not all this data is open or accessible to researchers or the public and
little may be known about much of the data that comes from smartphones or other wearable
technology outside of the selling company. While there are incredible possibilities for such
databases in studying human health, behavior, and variation, this also draws into question new
ethical considerations of data management and biomonitoring (Bauer, 2008; Kukafta, 2019; Sui
et al., 2023). The ability to track and intervene in human behavior with real-time biometric data
suggests a need to constantly reevaluate the use and purposes of these devices and study designs
through practices and frameworks in bioethics.

Future research will also need to turn toward qualitative and mixed-method analyses to
better understand how structural, social, and individual factors hold influence over daily physical

activity behaviors. As physical activity behaviors are actions that children and adolescents may
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choose or be expected to complete, both objective and subjective measures of physical activity
become critical to understand the lived experience of these actions. Since adolescents are also in
the process of determining their own culture and setting expectations for themselves in their
adult lives, their subjective perspectives on daily activities are particularly important to
understand the state of their actions and reactions amidst their cultural and familial expectations,
globalization, and new learned behaviors and experiences unique to their time and place
(Brumbach et al., 2009; Worthman, 2019). As such, qualitative methods such as interviews and
focus groups with children and adolescents and interactive surveys may provide critical
opportunities to understand these subjective perspectives along with objective measures of
activity and health.

Research Models

Interestingly, within anthropological studies, few topics overlap in both physical activity
and cultural connections though it has been argued that the biocultural perspective is a critical
strength to anthropological studies of physical activity and their relationship to lived human
experiences (Dufour, 1997). The research topics identified in the scoping review fit into several
established anthropological models of study, aka research frameworks, for exploring the
biocultural and biosocial nature of activity. These research models include 1. socioecological
framework and assemblage theory (Carroll et al. 2021), 2. life history theory and niche
construction theory (Downey, 2016), and 3. embodiment (McClure 2021).

Socioecological framework and assemblage theory

First, we discuss that research commonly employs socioecological models. Models that
include information about social and ecological contexts are familiar to anthropologists (Huss-
Ashmore, 1985; Ready & Collings, 2020; Stinson et al., 2012; Wiley, 2004) and provide

valuable examples of how physical activity is embedded in social, economic, and ecological
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contexts. For example, Evans and colleagues (2012) determined that neighborhood green space,
less common in economically disadvantaged neighborhoods, linked economic status and obesity
in children because green spaces promoted physical activity. Exemplifying research within the
socioecological model of health and disease, these studies show how environmental factors like
neighborhood economics are critically linked to physical activity levels in youth.

Physical activity research within public and global health is receiving increased attention
as population health research shows globally decreasing physical activity rates and the associated
health concerns (Bauman et al., 2012; WHO, 2020). Within the physical activity scholarship,
particularly in critical medical anthropology and public health approaches, socioecological
models are useful to understand physical activity, health, and wellbeing (Armelagos et al., 2010;
McLeroy et al., 1988).

There are several lines of research that examine the role of environments, including
neighborhood traits, socioeconomic environments, and social networks in youth physical activity
levels. For example, Creighton and colleagues (2011) study how international social networks,
household economic structure, and access to public infrastructure like parks in Mexico relate to
childhood activity levels. Carroll-Scott and colleagues (2013) found that the frequency of
exercise among youth was associated with both their perceptions of their neighborhood and if
their neighborhood had greenspace or playgrounds. These students’ perceptions then correlated
to their BMI status, which further demonstrates the value in studying both individual experiences
along with the social and environmental context of physical activity.

Articles using assemblage theory were unique to the review; assemblage theory is the
idea that health is formed by a series of encounters of relations, events, and affects (Duff, 2014) -

within a socioecological framework. For example, Carroll and colleagues (2021) assess disabled
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youth perspectives on their inclusion or exclusion from sport in New Zealand as they navigate
interpersonal relationships, school, and cultural expectations of disability.

Many of the articles published between 2010-2023 examine how associations between
the built, natural, and social environment create structural barriers or opportunities for physical
activity. This research also illuminates how sedentary behaviors or low physical activity levels
can also be understood as a result of economic, ecological, and political processes that have
consequences for individual biology (Mollborn, & Modile, 2022; Scheper-Hughes & Lock,
1987). Scheper-Hughes and Lock are often credited for the development of the beginnings of
these socioecological approaches with their three bodies approach (Scheper-Hughes & Lock,
1987).

The use of socioecological models and the movement toward assemblage theory in the
realm of health and wellbeing provide critical insight into not only systematic understandings of
physical activity across space and time but also within individual experiences. Other reviews of
physical activity studies outside of anthropology, such as the 2012 review by Bauman and
colleagues, also find that ecological models pointing to economic conditions, social
environments, and built environments are critical to understanding physical activity.

Life history and niche construction theory

As noted in the results of the research topics, many topics within the physical activity
literature in anthropology place precedence on family practices and the impact of those practices
on childhood and adolescent physical activity and health (Table 2.2). Urlacher (2023) points to
the importance of nutritional allocation to children in family settings as children remain
dependent on others to receive sufficient nutrient intake until they learn to provide for
themselves as he explores the current setting of research on energetics in childhood. The learning

process itself, one of learning through practice, requires energetic output. This may be
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understood as embodied capital in children as they invest in their learning for future use and
wellbeing. The setting in which children use their energy also greatly impacts how they allocate
their energy between growth, maintenance of health, development of systems such as the brain,
and physical activity (Kuzawa, 2007; Urlacher & Kramer, 2018; Urlacher et al., 2019).

Within constrained patterns of energy use in children and adolescents, youth must learn
to navigate their environments in ways that best use the resources available. In niche
construction theory, one may argue that the environment itself forces the inhabitants to act
according to resource availability and inhabitants then in turn inhabit and develop the
environment according to their needs, creating a unique space in which humans act upon and are
acted upon by the environment (Fuentes, 2013). For example, Downey (2016) draws on
biocultural approaches and niche construction theory to show that children living independently
on the streets of urban Brazil use the built environment to simplify their foraging strategies.
Downey suggests that the urban environment in fact “evokes” foraging behavior by children as
they navigate a resource-rich environment in which foraging is not based on learned complex
skills, but rather is accessible with relatively little movement within the urban space (p. S58).
From this example, niche construction theory provides a nuanced insight into human adaptations
within constrained environmental settings by showing how physical activity is an adaptive
practice and energy conservation strategy in various environments. Ulijaszek (2018) provides
similar perspective but suggesting that physical activity must be planned and designed within the
landscape with smart technologies to create a new experience in sociality allowing humans to
interact within and through our technologically driven lives. These studies suggest that the
environment in which we live lead to activity or inactivity with human adaptations designed to

gain and conserve energy for biological necessity (Kuzawa, 2007; Urlacher & Kramer, 2018;
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Urlacher et al., 2019). In regions of plenty or poor nutrient sources, this biologically driven
behavior to conserve energy output leads to greater sedentism and, as such, greater health risk
(Downey, 2016; Ulijaszek, 2018)

Embodiment

As physical activity is the physical manifestation of the person's motivations and
intentions, it allows an opportunity to interrogate the middle ground between biology, individual
agency, and the larger social, economic, cultural, and ecological environments. It represents an
example of what Ingold & Palsson consider in their book Biosocial Becomings, where organisms
are not “discrete and pre-formed entities but trajectories of movement and growth” (Ingold,
2013, p. 8) and activity is fundamental to becoming as “the nature with which we are born and
which we develop is thoroughly biosocial, embodied through human activities.” (Palsson, 2013,
p. 24).

Building on this framework, the concept of bodies (Scheper-Hughes and Lock, 1987) and
embodiment (Lock, 2001; Worthman & Kohrt, 2005) also deserve additional attention in the
study of physical activity. Ingold (1996) discusses embodiment as the process of enskillment, or
how humans move, learn, perceive, and interact with the world. An example of enskillment is
understanding how different posture and walking patterns emerge and are reinforced through
learning, locomotion over different landscapes, and how both create and are maintained by
technology like shoes and tools for caring loads (Ingold, 1996).

Illustrating how the body is both the subject and object of culture (Csordas, 1990),
Stephanie McClure (2020) illustrates how intersecting identities related to class, gender, and race
shape how young women in the United States are able (or unable) to achieve their desires to be
physically active and identify as athletes. McClure examines how African American high

schooler girls balance their goals to be physically active with social, financial, and academic and
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family demands and illustrates how these young women’s physical activity levels are not easily
reduced to simple explanatory frameworks. In-depth focal studies provide insight into individual
behavior patterns and the conscientiousness of their actions within their set environment.
However, we still have room to grow in our incorporation of frameworks that develop
localized understandings of physical activity as both biological and cultural in relationship to
health and wellbeing in adolescents. As such, we recommend further exploration into the
frameworks and theories discussed here, particularly, the theory of embodiment with physical
activity as a visible, measurable, conscious, and unconscious marker of local cultural and

ecological landscapes.

Conclusion and implications for future research

In this scoping review, we have found twenty unique topics of interest related to research
in physical activity. Much of the overlap in these topics occurs in family and built environments
revealing that the socioecological conditions of physical activity are core facets to the study in
the past decade. While much of this work occurs in urban center with schoolchildren in Canada,
the United States, and Western Europe, likely due to ease of access of large populations for
quantitative analysis, there are some unique studies that reach beyond these spaces and
populations. Such studies often also bring qualitative or mixed method methods to better
understand the full lived experience of physical activity. Few studies also incorporate cultural
and biological experiences of physical activity to undergo a full biocultural framework, though
anthropology is well positioned for such works.

To move forward with integrative studies of physical activity, anthropology has an
opportunity to bridge research between structures and lived experiences. With strengths in mixed

method research, anthropology is also well-poised to develop innovative studies that combine
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quantitative variables of human biology and health with lived experiences from individuals
whose lives we draw from to better understand the health and conditions of the world. Combined
with innovative theoretical framing that recognizes the importance of socio-ecological spaces
and experiences, anthropology maintains an opportunistic positionality to better address not only
physical activity as health on a global scale but also physical activity as experience and
wellbeing with its diverse interpretations.
Limitations

This study is limited by those resources identified and the journals reviewed. Of course,
there may be other articles of interest to this topic that fell outside the scope of this review or
language limitations of this study. It is also limited to studies published after 2010 and as such,
misses much of the developmental work of the 2000s that allowed for the expansion in physical

activity research within anthropology.
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CHAPTER 3
CARE SYSTEMS AND PHYSICAL ACTIVITY IN RURAL HIGHLAND ECUADOR:

ADULT PERSPECTIVES®
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Abstract
Obijective: This article investigates how adults who work within systems of care perceive the
adolescent and child experience in rural, highland Ecuador. Methods: We review 17 interviews
conducted with 18 community leaders and professionals, all with roles that directly intertwine
with the systems of care set up for children and adolescents in the county. We use a grounded
theory system of inductive reasoning to code interviews for adult perceptions of youth. Results:
We find that adults view youth both as autonomous and vulnerable. By emphasizing topics such
as family care and educational opportunities, the community leaders pointed to the ways that
youth were able to express their own autonomy in daily lives. Common themes of risk and
vulnerability identified in the community included adolescent pregnancy, alcohol use, and a lack
of economic opportunity in the community that leads to adult migration. Adults also suggest a
need to better understand youth and integrate their needs and desires into their care systems.
Conclusion: This research identified a multisectoral system of care aimed at youth that links
hospitals, schools, and civic institutions and illustrates how questions of physical activity and
youth leisure time quickly pivot to include overall discussions about youth health. Adults in
leadership roles in this system of care emphasize that youth are both autonomous and vulnerable
in their participation with the care systems. Meanwhile, they also suggest that for care to be best
directed at youth, they need to include youth in discussions of care needs and acknowledge that
youth bring their own knowledge and experiences to these interactions. This work reveals the
value of including various community voices in the development and planning of care systems as
well as within research to better understand the full context in which both adolescents and adults

live and interact.
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Introduction

This article investigates how adults who work within care systems in a highland region of
rural Ecuador perceive activity and health in children and adolescents. There is a growing body
of scholarship that recognizes the role of formal and informal care and care systems. Within
ideations of care, humans build systems, programs, and create both formal and informal
pathways to care based on our experiences in sociality (Loaiza, 2018). The formal systems of
care are built, distributed, and interact in many ways, with current calls to better address
multisectoral and intersectoral approaches to care (Amri et al., 2022).

Of particular interest in the context of this study, occurring in a rural county of highland
Ecuador, may be the Health in All Policies (HiAP) approach which aims to consider the health
implication of any given policy (Mahabir et al., 2022; Pan American Health Organization, 2017).
This is a multisectoral approach that centers health and wellbeing in any public policy objectives.
This approach stems from the World Health Organization’s (WHO) call for sustainable action
and health equity from a policy approach (2014a). Specifically, the WHO defines this as “an
approach to public policies across sectors that systematically take into account the health
implications of decisions, seeks synergies, and avoids harmful health impacts in order to improve
population health and health equity” (WHO, 2014a, p. 7). For example, the WHO provides a
summary of how this approach may promote health equity by beginning with the problem of air
pollution. To solve the problem of air pollution, there is no one government agency that can act
alone because the problem itself is multisectoral; it involves energy needs and uses in transport,
urban planning, housing regulation, waste management, and industry to name a few of the key
sectors. As such, this policy framework encourages all governmental organizations to work

together for health equity in their policy systems (WHO, 2014b). In Ecuador, this is executed by
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the federal government and coordinated by the Ministry of Social Development to oversee the
Ministries of Health, Labor, Inclusion, Migration, and Housing (Mahabir et al., 2022). This
policy integration is well suited and facilitated for Ecuador because of the ongoing use of an
indigenous belief system known as Sumak Kawsay on both governmental and cultural levels of
practice.

This concept is exemplified by the Ecuadorian policy model of Sumak Kawsay, or “Good
Living.” This policy suggests that all public systems work toward individual and community
wellbeing grounded in the indigenous belief systems that permeate Ecuadorian culture (Altmann,
2017; Caria & Dominguez, 2015; Mahabir et al., 2022). This political system extends from the
2008 constitutional change that fore-fronted indigenous belief systems in Ecuador (Caria &
Dominguez, 2015). While Sumak Kawsay has changed as political parties are voted in and out of
government, the movement and its stance remain critical to understanding the care structure of
Ecuador (Consejo Nacional de Planificacion, 2017; Republic of Ecuador National Planning
Council, 2013). For example, intentionally including public park spaces, river walks, and an
extensive bike lane system in urban planning and any urban development projects illustrates how
centering physical activity and health across sectors has been implemented. The effects of these
urban planning practices that illustrate how Sumak Kawsay has been implemented in Cuenca,
Ecuador are currently being studied (Barros-Gavilanes et al., 2020; Hermida et al., 2017).

In addition to formal care systems, informal care systems exist in households,
communities, and regions. For example, children often begin caring for younger family members
while simultaneously being cared for, blurring the expectations of the known and formalized
systems of care. Hunleth (2019) further recognizes informal care systems in the imaginary and

fantastical concepts of care that children have for their families. For example, in an interactive
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play conducted during a workshop with children from households of people with TB and HIV in
urban Zambia, children took their “father” to the health clinic and hospital. Children would
return home unaccompanied at intervals to retrieve medications, blankets, and other necessities
until the father was cured, though a doctor was never seen in the play (Hunleth, 2019). Such
imaginative care speaks to the informality of systems that keep humanity committed to a culture
of care both within, between, and at times without, the formal systems of care. It also
demonstrates how care is informal social actions intersecting with formal health systems
(Hunleth, 2019).

Children and adolescents hold particularly interesting spaces in these formal and informal
environments as they grow into the expectations of their adulthood and further into their care
systems as needed or prompted (Gaskins, 2000/2008; LeVine & New, 2008). In these spaces,
children are known to have agency even in their own roles of caregiving as they help family and
friends in real and imagined ways as demonstrated by Hunleth’s study in Zambia, as youth take
on care roles in the house and imagine their abilities to care as extending into the imaginative
and fantastical to better care for their families (2019).

. Within youth studies in anthropology, we often identify ways in which youth act with
autonomy to care for themselves, family, and others even in times or spaces of great stress or
vulnerability (Hunleth, 2017; Hunleth, 2019; Taylor & Hickey, 2001; Weisner & Gallimore,
1977/2008; Whiting & Whiting, 1973/2008). For example, Taylor and Hickey reveal how youth
develop their own family structures, community structures, identify aid, and simultaneously fend
for themselves at the United States/Mexico border amidst the legalities and illegalities of the life
and work they face (2001). This lived experience at the border is seen as particularly useful for

the adolescents as they may take work that requires they cross the border; but, if caught, they are
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not held in the United States long, but rather are sent back due to their status as minors, taking
advantage of a system to better fend for themselves (Taylor & Hickey, 2001).

It is still important to recognize though, that children exist in inherently vulnerable
spaces, being under legal age, under the power of others, and without control of their
socioecological environments, where they need informal and formal care themselves (Bluebond-
Langner & Korbin, 2007; Hunleth, 2017; Taylor & Hickey, 2001; Weisner & Gallimore,
1977/2008. As such, in youth studies there has been a push to not only center youth voices but
also place them in the sociopolitical and socioecological settings in which they exist to allow all
critical voices to be heard in systems and practices of care (Bluebond-Langer & Korbin, 2007).

Intersectoral and multisectoral care take the forefront of care strategies in rural
communities. For example, a rural county approximately two hours outside of Cuenca, in the
province of Azuay, systems of care become immediately visible in each community landscape
with park and play spaces for children, health centers of varying sizes according to community
needs, educational systems, and spaces for activities in arts and culture. Beyond the immediately
visible care structures, a wide array of care systems exists in these communities for various
purposes, yet all toward the goal of community wellbeing, or Sumak Kawsay. These spaces are
dedicated to ensuring that children and adolescents are aware of their formal and sometimes even
informal care opportunities. As such, we investigate how adult leaders in the local care systems
understand youth culture, health, and physical activity. From interviews with these leaders, we
see how physical activity and health are immediately and intimately connected within the

community culture and lived experiences of youth in this county.
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Methods

This research Nabon county, Ecuador has just over 15,000 inhabitants and is the
economically poorest county in the Azuay Province (Datos del canton, n.d.). Approximately 7%
of the people live in the urban center, and the other 93% are dispersed throughout many
communities in the geographically large and highly dispersed county. The public school system
in the urban system serves youth living in the county center and many students who commute
from their rural communities. There are also four rural communities with their own public
schools and four indigenous communities each with their own elementary schools and a
combined high school. There is a main health center in the urban center of the county that
provides basic primary care, family care, psychology, dentistry, various therapies, a birthing
center, and a 24-hour emergency room. Additionally, there are six other health centers dispersed
through the rural areas which regularly provide primary care and dentistry and also receive
regular visits from family doctors and phycologists (GEOSalud, n.d.).

In this paper, we review 17 interviews conducted with 18 community leaders and
professionals, all with roles that directly intertwine with the systems of care set up for children
and adolescents in the county. Two professionals working for the same care team chose to be
interviewed together. Of these 17 interviews, only one represented a private institution while the
rest represented various roles in public care institutions. Pseudonyms are used to represent
speakers, and the public care institutions and teams are not named to maintain anonymity.

In these interviews, the lead researcher prompted participants to reflect on their
experience with children and adolescents in the present community. The goal of these reflections
was to understand how representatives of the systems of care view their relationships with youth

and understand their perspectives of children and adolescents in the community. Semi-structured
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interviews were conducted with a question guide for the interviewer, but the care professionals
were encouraged to stray from the question or topic if they felt there was something more
pressing to be discussed from their unique perspective. Interviews lasted from 15 to 45 minutes
each.

The interviews were transcribed, cleaned, and coded using MAXQDA (2024) according
to a grounded theory system of inductive reasoning (Bernard, 2007) in which we began with a
core code — adult perspectives of youth — and allowed the coding structure to grow organically
from this code. Interviews prompted further investigation into other topics, such as youth as
autonomous, youth as vulnerable, and youth as contributors with their own knowledge and
experiences. We also developed a second set of core codes for community systems of care. Each
of the two main topics of “perspectives of youth” and “systems of care” are not mutually
exclusive in the coding structure. More than one code may be used for any section of
transcription to best represent the intent and perspective of the interviewed community leader.
Further, rather than identifying the formal systems of care in the community by their names, we
provide their often-overlapping intents. This is done to better protect the anonymity of those
interviewed in a small community. While this article primarily addresses adult perspectives of
youth, it should be noted that the shared coding structure with systems of care offered critical

insights to the results (Table 3.1).
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Table 3.1: Coding system for transcribed interviews. The table includes two core groups: 1. how
youth are perceived by adults and 2. elements of the lived experience that take focus in the
interview.

1. Youth as vulnerable | 2. Youth as 3. Youth as
autonomous contributors with
their own
A. Adult perspectives knowledge and
of youth experiences
1. Teaching 2. Community 3. Leisure time
participation
4. Human rights 5. Culture
Results

Adult perspectives of youth

Immediately notable within the transcriptions' coding structure is that adults view youth
both as autonomous and vulnerable. Both codes co-occur in five of the 17 interviews. In four of
the 17 interviews, adults view youth as contributing with their own experience and knowledge
while still being vulnerable to their environmental or social conditions. In another four of the 17
interviews, youth are viewed as vulnerable, autonomous in their decision-making, and as
bringing their own knowledge and experiences. While in two interviews youth are viewed both
as autonomous and as bringing their own knowledge and experience, in one interview youth are
noted as autonomous, and in one they are noted only as vulnerable.

Youth as vulnerable

A noted example in three interviews, care leaders talk with joy about when youth are
taught to create “life plans” (a common public health practice to help youth consider the steps
they may take toward a future they are proud of and dream of). In these life plans, youth are

noted as dreaming of being soccer players, teachers, doctors, or mayors. Some dream of
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migrating to the city or another country. A care leader, Lucia, clearly expressed that this
opportunity to dream of their possibilities is always met with joy and encouragement from care
leaders, who then discuss what a life plan for a future soccer player may look like. For example,
José spoke with a student creating their life plan with their professional goal to be a doctor. José
suggested that a doctor may consider graduating high school and going to university in a city
before getting married and having children. Jose felt it important to explicitly discuss this with
this youth because rates of adolescent pregnancies are fairly high in the county. He noted that if
the student can plan their professional career first, they will still accomplish their dreams of
becoming a professional and having a family, but it is important to consider not just what the
dream is, but how we may reach it.

When speaking to the new challenges and vulnerabilities that adolescents face with
globalization, including social media, online bullying, and navigating a life filled with modern

technologies, one care leader says

“Ahora bien, si nosotros nos limitamos a decir en mis tiempos eso no pasaba ...
pues ahi estamos limitando el ... desarrollo ... de ellos [jovenes] mismos no?
Entonces yo creo que aqui es algo que es fundamental, es el activar mucho mas la
participacion ciudadana de los chicos, la participacién activa en todos los
espacios que les involucren y saber qué es lo que necesitan.” -Rafaela

(Now, if we limit ourselves to saying in my time that didn't happen... then we are
limiting the... development... of [youth] themselves, right? So I think that here is
something that is fundamental, it is to activate much more the citizen participation

of the children, the active participation in all the spaces that involve them and
knowing what they need. -Rafaela)

While care leaders are extremely open to the autonomy and experience of youth
themselves, they still recognize that it is a time of social and cultural risks and work to mitigate
the risks through promotion and prevention activities. Common themes of risk identified in

community included adolescent pregnancy, alcohol use, and migration of parents causing the
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disintegration of the nuclear family and core familial care structures for youth. Recalling the risk
of migration to the nuclear family structure, Andres specifically notes that he finds himself
acting as a father figure to many youths whose parents have migrated to cities or other countries
for work and economic opportunity that they were unable to find in their community. This often
leaves the children with aunts, uncles, and grandparents. As such, care leaders in formal systems
also take on informal care roles toward youth.

Youth as autonomous

Empathy is central to both formal and informal care systems. In interviews, care leaders
clearly express empathy as noted above, and they speak of the empathy of children and
adolescents align with rural cultural norms of Sumak Kawsay and care for the common well-

being in their communities (Altmann, 2017; Caria & Dominguez, 2015; Hunleth, 2017).

“Ya puedo observar que en realidad los nifios, nifias y adolescentes son un poco
mas sociables, entre ellos, son un poco mas empaticos, comparten, piensan en el
bienestar comun y no en el bienestar individual. ” -Daniela

(I can already observe that in reality children and adolescents are a little more
sociable, among themselves, they are a little more empathetic, they share, they
think about the common well-being and not about individual well-being. -
Daniela)

This sense of community and empathy expressed by children and adolescents suggests
that adolescents can autonomously express care in the informal care systems of the region. Their
purpose is the informal care system cannot be understated, though less prevalent in this set of
interviews, we have seen this autonomous act of empathy and care in action many times.

This sense of autonomy over their behaviors may also be thought of as something
learned, particularly in the formal care system. In the quote below, Camila expresses how youth

are taught to use and express their human rights with respect for others.
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“Por ejemplo, tienes derecho a la educacion, es un derecho irrenunciable.
Entonces tu responsabilidad ante el derecho que tu tienes es asistir a clases con
regularidad, poner atencion. ... O por ejemplo, tienes derecho a expresar tu
opinién? Obviamente si, pero tu responsabilidad es hacerlo de forma asertiva
para que las demés personas también te entiendan, sin gritar, sin violentar a las
demadas personas.” -Camila

(For example, you have the right to education.; it is an inalienable right. So, your
responsibility before the right that you have is to attend classes regularly, pay
attention. ... Or for example, do you have the right to express your opinion?
Obviously yes, but your responsibility is to do it assertively so that other people
also understand you, without shouting, without violating other people. -Camila)

This teaching practice is meant to ensure that, while children and adolescents understand
their basic rights, they also understand that they need to act autonomously to ensure those rights
are being met and be prepared to speak out appropriately when not. The act of teaching itself
recognizes that youth are vulnerable but aims to provide them with autonomy through education.

Similar to the importance of teaching children and adolescence about their rights to an
education, another care leader points to the autonomy that many students take when they choose
to continue their education in a semi-presential manner; students may continue their schooling
through high school on weekends and dedicate their weekdays to family businesses. This system
requires that students put in more schoolwork and family/household work outside of the
structured school day and use their one or two school days a week to take responsibility for their
learning. This care leader suggests that the students themselves often take responsibility for this

decision, choosing to continue their education while working rather than dropping from school.

“... los jovenes ... que estudian en el sistema semipresencial ... ellos mismo
trabajan para ... solventar sus gastos, les hace que ellos maduren mds pronto,
gue sean mas responsables. Hay casos, por ejemplo, de incumplimiento de tareas,
de desercion escolar, ... no hay. Entonces ahi en verdad, en el sistema a
distancia, ... se evidencia esta parte que los chicos maduran mas pronto asumen
mas la responsabilidad y si es que estan en el sistema eh semipresencial, es
porque sienten la necesidad de ... estudiar, de salir adelante.” -Catarina
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(... young people... who study in the semi-presential system... they themselves
work to... cover their expenses, it makes them mature sooner, more responsible.
There are no cases, for example, of noncompliance with homework, school
dropouts .... So there in truth, in the distance system, ... this part is evident that
the children mature sooner, they assume more responsibility and if they are in the
semi-presential system, it is because they feel the need to ... study, to get ahead. -
Catarina)

Lastly, Maria expressed her hopes and desires for the autonomy of youth as they express
their culture and identity. She shares that the strength of autonomy in identity is something she
believes youth have inherently due to their ancestral background as rural peoples and indigenous
Americans.

“De decir tengo una identidad propia de la que me siento orgulloso y ... que a
pesar de que he tenido influencia externa, no me desecho de eso. O sea, sigo
manteniendo eso y no ha sido ahora. Ha sido cientos de afios de aguantar, de
resistir, eh, fuerzas externas. Creo que esa fortaleza tiene también los
adolescentes. Si, la misma energia, el mismo impetu que tienen ... de seguir les ...
puede hacer lograr.” -Maria

(To say, I have my own identity that | am proud of and that. And even though |
have had outside influence, | don't get rid of it. | mean, I still maintain that, and it
hasn't been now. It's been hundreds of years of enduring, resisting, uh, external
forces. | think that teenagers also have that strength. Yes, the same energy, the
same impetus that they have to follow can make them achieve. -Maria)

This strength and belief in youth’s own sentiment and power of identity reveals a strong
link to ancestral culture. The autonomy of youth to maintain a sense of identity even with outside

influences is considered critical to their participation in community culture.

Youth as contributors with their own knowledge and experiences

Adults often point to a need to better understand youth and integrate their needs and
desires into their care systems. This point is particularly apparent in moments discussing youth
physical activity and sports. While adults may have begun providing sport instruction to meet
their own goals, they ended up following the lead of the youth participants, which caused the

program to flourish.
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“La meta era ... Era al principio un aspecto muy técnico de un programa de
entrenamiento muy sofisticado que se llama Error cero, basado en varias técnicas
de medicidn y evaluaciones para tratar de conseguir a traves del del
entrenamiento, que los nifios mejoren basado en calificaciones como cualquier
programa. Pero a medida que avanzd el proyecto, pues nos dimos cuenta que los
muchachos primero gque no estaban preparados para recibir un ... sistema o un
programa de ese tipo. ... Y segundo, porque la intencion de los muchachos no era
el progreso deportivo como tal, sino era disfrutar del momento de entrenamiento
y jugar futbol, que era lo que le gustaba. Si. Entonces tuvimos que cambiar la
metodologia del entrenamiento para que esto funcione. ... Era jugar. Si. Entonces
miramos un poquito la pagina de la metodologia y nos pusimos en la metodologia
global del fiithol basado en la parte lidica.” - Andres

(The goal was ... It was at first a very technical aspect of a very sophisticated
training program called Zero Error, based on various measurement and evaluation
techniques to try to achieve, through training, that the children improve based on
ratings like any program. But as the project progressed, we realized that the boys
were not prepared to receive a system or program of that type. ... And second,
because the boys' intention was not sporting progress as such, but rather to enjoy
the moment of training and playing soccer, which was what they liked. Yes. So,
we had to change the training methodology to make this work. ... It was playing.
Yes. Then we looked at the methodology page a little and we looked at the global
methodology of soccer based on the recreational part. -Andres)

Similarly, in other environments beyond the soccer field, adults adapted to youth
preferences in physical activity and leisure time opportunities, offering modern Latin dance
alongside traditional dance classes and creating competitions in schools based on students’

favorite sports rather than those most nationally or globally recognized.

In referring to the importance of learning from adolescents who offer their own
knowledge and experiences, Maria nicely sums up her vision of the spirit of adolescence and

how adults may continue to learn from this spirit in the community.

“Primerito, los adultos creo que a veces también debemos aprender un poco de la
alegria, del desenfado, o sea, un poco ... de vivir el dia a dia tambien, ... no estar
tan preocupados sobre el futuro. También nos hace falta. A veces creo que la
alegriay ... un poco la energia que tienen para vivir, puede servir a nosotros.
Deberiamos retomar ... el hacer las cosas con tanta pasion, o sea, enamorarse,
amar con tanta pasion, meterse de cabeza, a veces sin miedo a los riesgos. Nos
hace falta, no? A veces nosotros somos muy cuidadosos. No es que no quiero
porque estoy pesando todos los riesgos y no me arriesgo y me quedo asi, en una
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zona de confort ... Creo que eso nos falta. O sea, deberiamos aprender de ellos y
decir si, vaya suerte o muerte, voy a hacer tal cosa.” -Maria

(First of all, adults, | think that sometimes we should also learn a little about joy,
about carefreeness, that is, a little about... living day to day as well ... not being so
worried about the future. We also need it. Sometimes 1 think that the joy and... a
little bit of the energy that they have to live, it can be useful to us. We should get
back to...doing things with so much passion, that is, falling in love, loving with so
much passion, diving in headfirst, sometimes without fear of the risks. We need fit,
right? Sometimes we are very careful. It's not that | don't want to because I'm
weighing all the risks and I don't take risks and | stay like this, in a comfort zone...
| think we're missing that. In other words, we should learn from them and say yes,
come luck or death, I'm going to do such a thing. - Maria)

This acknowledgment of youth’s spirit for life and their willingness to take risks, while it
may contrast with the vulnerabilities they face, provides them with opportunities to be fearless in

their day-to-day, something Maria suggests we may all benefit from.

Discussion

In this article, we investigated how adults who work within systems of care perceive both
the autonomy and vulnerabilities of children and adolescents in a highland region of rural
Ecuador. The analysis of these interviews suggests that while youth are navigating new global
challenges, care systems are available to them to learn their own sense of community, self, and
wellbeing. Adults in these care systems feel strongly that the ability to teach youth in the
community about potential risks, vulnerabilities, and their rights and responsibilities as citizens
will help them to navigate their choices and challenges. In teaching youth, they both recognize
their vulnerabilities and encourage their autonomy by providing them with the information
necessary to access their care systems. This parallels the work seen in Taylor and Hickey’s work
Tunnel Kids, as children and adolescents access care by learning the pathways they can take

relying on those who afford them access to these pathways in a border town in Mexico (2001).
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Care leaders in the local Ecuadorian community also strongly encourage the autonomy of
youth and the development of better communication between youth and adults to better address
youth needs and desires so that care systems may better provide for them from youths’
perspectives. This is particularly clear when looking at how sport and leisure time activities are
offered and to what purpose they are offered in rural Ecuador. Both Hunleth (2017) and
Mattingly (2008) express the ways in which communication from youth can improve and invoke
care strategies. Mattingly uses the example of bringing in pop culture references specific to
children’s worlds, in this case Disney characters, to communicate care needs and processes in
difficult care spaces (2008). Meanwhile, Hunleth brings forward the importance of children’s
imaginative spaces as critical to their care settings (2017; 2019).

These results also align with goals to better engage children in research, and we can
consider how research models and methods for working with children could benefit formal care
systems in their intent for horizontal communication and equity in care systems (Hunleth, 2011;
Hunleth et al., 2022). In Ecuador, participants describe the ways they interact and teach children
about their care systems through workshops, games, and art. We participated in one of these art
days in which youth painted their self-portraits and wrote in their sense of core value to their
community. We also led several workshops on the topic of life planning, allowing youth to
dream of their future possibilities and identify sources of support within the community that may
help them access those futures. Core to these interactions is the “meaning making” that revolves
around youth understandings of care on their own terms and within their own life and practice
(Hunleth, 2011). Hunleth discusses how particular research methods, such as focus groups, allow
children to act as researchers on the topic rather than just subjects (2011). Similarly, the activities

related to youth’s access to care are meant to place them in control of their lived experience and
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relate their own needs to the provided care pathways. While this emphasis on youth as actors in
the process is clearly being enacted in practice, Hunleth and colleagues suggest that there is still
a substantial gap in meaningful youth interactions when it comes to research in this topic (2022).

As youth face vulnerabilities, the training and support offered in their communities
should aid in their development into their adult roles as community members. Research also
suggests that the development of social care through one’s own autonomy is a pathway by which
they join in the sociality of life (Loaiza, 2018). Many interviewed participants expressed their
hope at the further professionalization of youth in the county, so any professional position from
teaching to government posts may be held by local residents in the future. This expression of
hope in the younger generation also suggests a faith in youth’s ability to navigate between their
experiences with globalization and their identities in rural Ecuador.

Conclusion and implications for future research

In this article, we reviewed how adults perceive youth as both autonomous and
vulnerable in the systems of care in rural highland Ecuador. We also discussed how adults aim to
better communicate with youth to acknowledge that they bring their own knowledge and
experiences to every interaction, from their political representation to their use of free time.

Youth in these care systems are taught to develop a sense of purpose, identity, and
autonomy along with an ability to know their rights and express their needs. The allowance for
youth to dream through “life projects” and consider how they may reach their goals is intended
to instill a sense of autonomy while mitigating risks and vulnerabilities that youth are bound to
face.

Further, researchers continue to recommend greater incorporation of youth not just in

care practice but in research practices, providing them with the role of ‘researcher’ into the topics
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of interest rather than passive participants (Hunleth et al., 2022). As such, anthropology and
studies in care should take greater note of youth’s own perspectives to understand their
perceptions of the formal and informal care in their lived experiences.
Limitations

As this study occurred in a relatively small portion of a large and rurally dispersed
county, we cannot suggest that this data is representative of how adults perceive youth in care
systems across the county or beyond. Rather, it offers initial insight into the world of formal and
informal care in rural highland Ecuador in a concentrated area. Though many of the care workers
interviewed work well beyond the rural center, the sheer dispersion of the population in the

county makes it difficult to generalize experiences.
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CHAPTER 4
YOUTH IN A GLOBALIZING CULTURE: MAKING SPACES FOR THEMSELVES AND
INVOLVEMENT IN ACTIVITIES AMIDST EXPECTATIONS, TRADITION, AND

CHANGE"

“Lee, Christina Noelle. To be submitted to Youth and Society.
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Abstract
Obijective: The goal of this study is to describe how youth embody their familial expectations,
personal desires, and learned culture through their daily physical activities in rural highland
Ecuador. Methods: Adolescents who participated in this research were 10 to 17 years olds
enrolled in a public school. Focus groups and interviews about common daily activities were
conducted with adults and youth. Q-method, a type of factor analysis, was used to look for
groups that reflect the diversity of adolescent perceptions about important activities in their daily
lives. Here, youth ranked twenty-five activities according to the questions: “What are your
favorite activities?” and “What activities that you do are most important or your family or
community?” Results: Focus groups revealed that youth participate in a wide variety of daily
activities and consider their physical activities to be related to more than sport or exercise, but
also consider many of their activities and responsibilities in the home as physical activities. The
first survey question “What are your favorite activities?”” revealed highly individualized results
that did not separate into groups. The second survey question “What activities that you do are
most important or your family or community?” split into four clear groups: 1. emphasis on
family and household responsibilities; 2. emphasis on culturally significant community events; 3.
emphasis on studying in school to help the future economy of the family; 4. emphasis on cultural
traditions but lack of emphasis activities in the family suggesting a greater priority on the
community than the family when responding to the prompt. Conclusion: Youth in this population
can both embody their cultural roles and expectations while maintaining health and expressing
individuality. Future research should continue to emphasize methods that prioritize youths’ own

perspectives.
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Introduction

Globalization creates pressure on people and communities to hybridize their own culture
with global influences along with the expansion of access to global cultures through media,
consumerism, and social movements. This presents new challenges to community traditions but
also offers opportunities for transformation (Harry, 2023). Research on declining daily activity
patterns among adolescents often cites trends in globalization, such as more sedentary
occupations and transportation methods, that ultimately may lead to poor cardiometabolic
outcomes through the lifespan (Hallal et al., 2012; Howe et al., 2018; Leonard, 2001). Research
also suggests that this decrease in activity during childhood, particularly in time in play, is
detrimental to both physical and mental health (Gray, 2011; Worthman, 2019). Health trends in
adolescence, like rising obesity and decreasing age at menarche, suggest that youth are currently
experiencing a global social, environment, and economic transition due to these transformational
trends in globalization and urbanization, such as transport, occupation, and household changes
with the introduction of new technologies (Urlacher et al., 2019; Urlacher, 2023; Worthman &
Trang, 2018).

Although some decrease in physical activity during adolescence is expected because of
global trends in motorized transportation, modes of schooling and occupations, and new
technologies (Gaskins, 2000/2008; Lancy, 2018), the current global trend in activity behaviors
reveals a greater decrease in activity than is beneficial to adolescent health (Kline et al., 2017;
Reiches, 2019). Studies reveal entangled relationships among factors associated with
globalization and urbanization, such as motorized transportation, access to TV or internet, lack of

access to safe play space, and increased time in sedentary activities like school (do Carmo et al.,
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2020; McMurray et al., 2000; Rivera-Morales et al., 2020; Rodrigues et al., 2018; Ulijaszek,
2023; Urlacher & Kramer, 2018).

In adolescence, youth can establish patterns that may continue into their adult lives,
especially because adult occupations and lifestyles are also increasingly sedentary (Hallal et al.,
2012; Uijaszek, 2018; Winpenny et al., 2020). Because adolescence is an important transitional
stage from childhood into adulthood, additional research on how youth understand and practice
daily activities, balancing their goals with family and community obligations, and experience
globalization may have implications for providing context to global declines in activity levels
(Worthman et al., 2019). In order to understand these changing patterns and behaviors, research
on adolescent preferences in activity behaviors is needed, along with their experienced
environmental, social, and familial pressures, and peer group cultures.

Mental health among adolescents is a rising concern alongside the consequences of
sedentism, while research suggests that there is a link between a youth’s ability to enact their
activity preferences and improved mental health (Gray, 2011; Worthman et al., 2019). However,
many factors have been shown to influence how youth develop preferences around daily
activities, such as parental expectations, household socioeconomic status, or access to technology
and park space (Bauman et al., 2012; do Carmo et al., 2020).

Calls to study the lived experience of adolescents in the changing global landscape are
prevalent in biocultural anthropology (Worthman & Trang, 2018; Worthman et al., 2019), and
researchers still need new models and frameworks that advance our biocultural interpretations of
health and wellbeing in urbanizing and globalizing contexts (Ulijaszek, 2018). So far, in
anthropology, researchers understand the general pattern and range of variation in the biological

life course through puberty (Ellison et al., 2012; Reiches et al., 2013; Reiches, 2019; Worthman
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et al., 2019) and cultural life course through expectations of household and economic
contribution in adolescence (Brumbach et al., 2009; LeVine & New, 2008).

Embodiment, or the idea that local cultures and environments become embedded in
peoples’ bodies, is a valuable tool to study physical activity. The concept of embodiment
originated in psychology and moved through various subfields of anthropology in recent decades
(Bourdieu, 1979; Csordas, 1990; Gravlee, 2009; Krieger, 2005; Krieger & Davey Smith, 2004;
Mascia-Lees, 2011; McClure, 2020). This theory follows closely the practice of anthropological
theory as understood by Geertz as noted in his essays of how individuals act as both self-
reflective and expressive with others within their own cultural and environmental experiences
(Geertz, 1973; Geertz, 1983). Embodiment suggests that youth live through and interpret their
physical, social, and cultural environments and, in turn, their environments are expressed in their
daily practices. In other words, daily activities can encompass cultural norms, globalizing
changes, and people’s own independent desires. Thus, embodiment can be used to understand
how individuals experience their own bodies’, decision-making, and cultural practices.
Particularly in adolescence, embodiment provides a way to study how decision-making takes on
a critical role in adolescent culture, meaning-making, and future behavioral patterns.

Studies of daily activities, including physical activities, present an opportunity to
understand the experience of embodiment in youth populations by studying not just their own
perceptions, but also their daily behaviors. Therefore, the goal of this research is to describe how
youth embody their familial expectations, personal desires, and learned culture through their

daily activities to address their sense of embodiment within their local environment.
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Methods

This research takes place in Nabon county, Ecuador, a highland area with a central capital
also called Nabon. In total, Nabon county has just over 15,000 inhabitants based on the 6™
census (Datos del cantén, n.d.). Approximately 7% of the people live in the urban center, and the
other 93% are dispersed throughout rural communities in this large county.

Many people in this county continue to live within traditionally agricultural economies,
such as cattle production and large land crops such as corn, and community structures, such as
extended families living together and working in the same business; however, the economies and
related culture are shifting as people migrate for diverse occupational and economic
opportunities (Cazar & Astudillo, 2007; Datos del canton, n.d.; Instituto Nacional de Estadistica
y Censos & Fondo de Poblacion de las Naciones Unidas, 2001). Adolescent study participants
ranged from 10 to 17 years old, encompassing what the World Health Organization (2022a)
defines as early and middle adolescence. Participants were also enrolled in the public school in
the county’s urban center. While some youth who participated in this research lived in Nabon
city, others also came to the urban center for school during the week but lived in the rural
communities of Nabon county. Students were invited to participate in this research through
classroom announcements and letters sent home to parents with a summary of the study.

This study relies on a sorting survey method known as Q-method. Q-method, based in
inductive reasoning, is both a research framework and analytic method that brings forward the
science of subjectivity. The goal is to operationalize individual and subjective behaviors into
group norms and meaning-making concepts (Brown, 2019; Robbins & Krueger, 2000; Watts &
Stenner, 2012). In this study, Q-method is used to look for groups that reflect the diversity of

adolescent perceptions and experiences within their community. The visual and interactive

66



nature of the Q-sort also makes this method particularly appropriate for work in younger
populations to assess subjective values/preferences of activities and behaviors even when they
may be difficult to vocalize (Owens, 2016).

This methodology first requires a concourse (a nearly infinite set of values and opinions of
a topic) to be narrowed into a Q-sample. After a narrowed list of relevant items (Q-sample) is
established, individuals participate in a sorting activity (Q-sort) asking them to identify if they
agree or disagree with the statements from the Q-sample. The Q-sort activity consists of
participants placing items from the Q-sample into a bell-shaped curve of spaces in accordance with
strong agreement (+4) to strong disagreement (-4) (Brown, 2019). The Q-sort used in this study
along with the Q-sample is provided in Figure 4.1. In sum, the Q-sort provides a ranking system,
or a forced distribution survey, by which groups may then be identified in their likeness or
difference of agreement and/or disagreement based on factor analysis (Watts & Stenner, 2012).

The concourse should be developed from a wide array of related methods, such as related
articles, focus groups, discussion, literature, or whatever may prove most relevant to the intended
question being asked of participants (Brown, 2019). In this case, | developed the concourse
through 10 months of participant observation in the community, interviews with adults (Chapter
3), and, most importantly, from focus groups with adolescents from 10 to 17 years old, both girls
and boys.

Participant observation is the process of interacting or participating in the daily life of the
study participants as a member of their community to the researcher's capability (Bernard, 2007).
In this study, this meant that I lived in the urban center area, volunteering at adolescent focused
activities at the school and in the health center and attending community events. | also completed

intentional walk studies throughout the community and timed observations in the center square
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to record the patterns, norms, mobility, and common activities of children, adolescents, and
adults in visible and public spaces. These observations aided in identifying key activities
included in the concourse.

Four focus groups were performed. One focus group included three adolescent girls from
13 to 17 years old, another included three adolescent boys from 13 to 17 years old. The last two
included six girls and two boys 10 to 12 years old; these two focus groups required mixing
genders in the same focus group due to difficulties in scheduling with the younger participants.
Initial focus groups along with activities identified in participant observation created a concourse
of 80 individual activities. | then developed the Q-sample using activity groupings quickly
identifiable in the concourse. For example, | placed all organized sports into one category, caring
for people (siblings, cousins, or neighbors) as another category, and caring for the agrarian
household (caring for animals) as another category. Sample statements were selected based on
the frequency they were mentioned in focus groups, interviews, or observed within the
community. | then performed a thematic analysis to ensure a wide array of activities were
included, paying attention to activities that may not have been frequently mentioned but were
necessary to represent the social context of community, family, leisure time, and responsibilities.
The final Q-sample (Figure 4.1) had 25 activities that were representative of daily life for
students 10-17 years old.

The Q-sorting activity asked youth to organize the items from the Q-sample according to
their agreement with the questions 1. “What are your favorite activities?” and 2. “What activities
that you do are most important to your family or community?” Ten youth completed this activity.
To identify youth’s subjective understandings of their physical activity as it related to their

familial and community expectations or their own desires, the Q-sort was directed by two
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independent questions, both with the same Q-sample of statements. Since the Q-sample included
only daily activities, students were encouraged to think of this as a ranking of their favorite
activities or to add the statement “I like ...” or “I contribute by ...” to each Q-statement so they
fall along the axis of most agree (+4) and most disagree (-4). The explanation of the ranking
system depended largely on the age and stage in school of each individual student. Upon
completing each survey, | reviewed the statements with the student and asked prompting
questions both to ensure the student understood the Q-sort activity well and to add a deep-dive
investigation into several of the activities that students either hesitated to rank or were quick to
rank in the Q-sort.

After the completion of the Q-sorts, factor analysis was done with a free online tool
designed for Q-sorts called Ken-Q Analysis (Banasick, 2023). Each set of Q-sorts was analyzed
independently as they responded to different prompts. The grouping of subjects by their
subjectivity within each of the prompts is determined by their significance on the loading points
of particular statements, thereby creating groups (Brown, 2019; Robbins & Krueger, 2000; Watts
& Stenner, 2012).

After the Q-sorts are analyzed by factor analysis, best practice would not be just the
researcher, but also the participants themselves, who review the results to determine if they in
agreement with the researcher’s interpretation of the groupings (i.e. what makes them a group
based on the results of the analysis). The Q-sorts were analyzed with a principal component
analysis to identify the appropriate number of factors for the Q-sorts (Robbins & Krueger, 2000;
Watts & Stenner, 2012). While identifying factors that fall above 1 in the eigenvalue acts as a
gold standard to identifying the appropriate number of factors, this is not always possible

depending on the Q-sort. In this case, in the first survey question, four factors fall above a value
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of one in eigenvalue, yet three of the factors are bipolar, suggesting that their similarities are best
identified by their differences. This suggests that the first question elicited highly individual
results and that groups are not the best way to understand the response to the question in this
survey. The second survey question had four factors above one in eigenvalue, and using these
four factors provided a clear split in the groups that could be assessed by their group similarities.
This is further discussed in the results.

Following the Q-sort analysis, a subgroup of seven of the original participants met to discuss

the results.
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Worst/ Neutral Best/
Least Most
-4 -3 -2 -1 0 1 2 3 4
1. Dance/ 2. Jog/ Run 3. Videogames | 4. Partiesand | 5. Visit with 6. Traditional
Traditional events in friends or games
dance the family partners
7. Gotothe | 8.Ridea 9. Gotothe 10. Partiesand | 11. Watch 12. Work in
pool/ bicycle, nearest city events in television/ the
Swim roller skates, the town Watch a business or
or movie job with
skateboard the family
13. Participate | 14. Wash plates [15. Sing 16. Sports: 17. Tend to the | 18. Eat with
in mingas* soccer, animals the family
volleyball,
indoor
soccer,
basketball
19. Goto 20. Study in the |21. Work in 22. Cook 23.Goona 24. Draw/
church elementary the fields small trip Paint/
mass or high planting, to visit a Color
school cutting place or
plants, etc. people
25. Take care
of siblings,
cousins,
nieces and
nephews,
or
neighbors

*Mingas are traditional gatherings where a community works together to better an aspect of the

community, such as help plow fields, create a park, or maintain water lines. These usually occur
on Saturdays and are often accompanied by Pampamesas, where everyone brings food and drink
to share, often traditional foods and drinks.

Figure 4.1: The forced distribution table presented here is the same as that presented to survey
participants. This was presented on a large poster board with cards that could be moved into any
open spot to match the participant’s ranking. The spots with lines are not open for cards to be
placed. The 25 activity statements included in the Q-sample is provided below the table. The
cards were shuffled before each question. The statements and table were provided in Spanish but
are presented here in English.
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Results

The results are presented in the order that they were identified through the process of
operationalizing Q-methodology. First, | review how the concourse was identified through
discussions with the study participants and narrowed into the Q-sample through analysis of focus
groups, interviews, and observations. Next, | review the survey results of the two questions
asked, in the same order they were asked to the study participants. Lastly, | discuss the
implications of the survey results as | understood them and as the adolescents understood them in
the second focus group.

Concourse exploration

As mentioned in the methods, concourse exploration began with participant observation
in which | observed several categories of daily activities of youth in the community while 1
conducted walking studies and volunteering within the community. Core categories of my
observations included family activities, youth responsibilities with family and neighbors, leisure
activities, and community activities in which adolescents were not always immediately visible,
though families were present. | found these categories appropriate for youth participation in
sports and other extracurricular activities, visiting with friends between classes or in the town
square, youth caring for family members and businesses, and how they did or did not participate
in community festivals and events.

These notes from participant observation were particularly important to understand how
youth used and occupied public spaces for their own purpose and activities. Some spaces were

clearly used as intended, such as soccer fields or basketball courts. The town square, however,
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held space for a myriad of activities including caring for siblings, gossiping with friends, meeting
romantic partners, and socializing with family members.

Another activity that emerged as important in observations, interviews, and focus groups
was community events. These included mingas (events where families would volunteer with
their local community to accomplish some work for the common good such as fixing water lines
or prepping agricultural fields), which were often followed by pampamesas (community wide
social gatherings centered around the sharing of traditional foods and drinks). Youth noted that
these events included, at times, prioritizing the community over school attendance or drinking
alcohol with family and adult community members. The time away from school and participation
in adult activities such as drinking were noted as critical to community culture and values as
adolescents move into adulthood and societal roles, but the adult community leaders (Chapter 3)
also identified aspects of these activities like missing school or drinking alcohol as a risk to
youth health and wellbeing.

Focus groups provided greater specifics to how adolescents understand their daily
activities in relationship to their time, energy, individuality, family, and community. What is
important to note during these focus groups is that | always started with two questions about
physical activity: “what is it?”” and “why is it important?”” All focus groups were quick to note
that physical activity is represented by sports and exercise and is important to cardiovascular and
muscular health. When they would speak more personally of their own activities though, this
understanding of physical activity would quickly shift to the ability to destress and distract with a
large variety of activities and keep their health in balance.

0Q-Sample Determination

As noted above, the Q-sample was determined by a frequency analysis of the activities

listed in focus groups with youth, key points discussed in interviews with adults, and notes from
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participant observation. | then performed a thematic analysis to ensure the activities represented
the population socially with the categories of community, family, leisure time, and
responsibilities. A few activities, though not high in frequency, were kept from focus group
discussions due to youth’s emphasis on their importance for local culture, examples being

mingas and traditional games.

Q-sort results

What are your favorite activities?

The “What are your favorite activities” prompt revealed a wide range of “most” and
“least” favorite activities among the sample of youth indicating individualized results. When
divided into groups using principal component analysis, the groups became bipolar, grouped by
significant differences rather than similarities, and many groups included only one participant.
As such, the principal component analysis failed to identify factors that grouped participants, but
rather revealed that these results are best discussed as being unique to each individual’s
preferences. Individuals most often identify their favorite activities as those that provide them
with time to destress. Examples of the diversity of these activities include videogames, caring for
animals, painting, visiting new places, cooking, playing sports, etc. Interestingly, studying in
school remained nearly neutral in most participants’ Q-sorts. The least favorite activities
similarly showed extreme variation from participating in church mass, playing videogames,
visiting with friends, and washing plates.

What activities that you do are most important or your family or community?

There was more agreement around “What activities that you do are most important or
your family or community?”. Factor analysis found that the variation in how youth sorted
activities in response to this prompt split into four factors. The first factor contained a group of

four youth who emphasized important activities as those related to family and household
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responsibilities, such as caring for siblings, cousins, nephews, nieces, and neighbors (this
presented as a distinguishing statement for this group), cooking, washing plates (this presented as
a highly distinguishing statement for this group), eating with the family, and working in the
family business. These youth also ranked leisure time activities (watching TV or movies) as less

important to family and community (Figure 4.2). This group had mixed ages and genders.

Composite Q Sort for Factor 1

| 4 3 2 4 0 1 2 3 4
| >
Ver la Pasear con Andar en bici, Juegos Fiestas/Eventos Atender a los Comer con la Cocinar Cuidar a los
television/Ver amigos/pareja patines, tradicionales del pueblo animales famnilia hermanaos,
una pelicula patineta primos,
sobrinos,
Vecinos
=y
Videojuegos Irala Ir a paseo Deportes: Participar en Trabajar en la Lavar los
piscina/Nadar futbol, basket, mingas empresa o platos
indor, volley trabajo de la
familia
Pintar/Dibujar Cantar Fiestas/eventos Estudiar en el Sembrar,
de la familia colegioo la cortar, hierba,
escuela cosechar
Baile/Danza Trotar/correr Ir a la misa
Ira Cuenca
Legend

* Distinguishing statement at P< 0.05
** Distinguishing statement at P< 0.01
» Z-score for the statement is higher than in all other factors

< Z-score for the statement is lower than in all other factors

Figure 4.2: This figure is a composite Q-sort of participants that sorted into factor one. It reveals
several key statements and their placement on the board to help identify how these individuals
are grouped together through similar subjective statements.
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Factor two contained two participants who prioritized community-oriented events that are
also likely to be culturally significant, such as parties, events in the town, church mass, and
traditional games. Interestingly though, participating in mingas ranked as a distinguishing
statement but on the low end of the board, suggesting that this was not an identifying statement
for how they participate in the community. Also representative of the low end of the board is
visiting Cuenca, the nearby capital of the province, which was often referred to as an activity
inaccessible to those without excess money (Figure 4.3). Similar to factor one, the participants
included in this factor represent both genders (girl and boy) and one early adolescent (10 to 12

years old) as well as one middle adolescent (13 to 17 years old).
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Composite Q Sort for Factor 2

-2 =1 0 1 2 3 4
P _
erla Participar en Deportes: Sembrar, Ir a la misa Juegos Fiestas/Eventos
television/Ver mingas futbol, basket, cortar, hierba, tradicionales del pueblo
una pelicula indor, volley cosechar
=
Cuidar a los Lavar los Atender a los Trotarf/correr Estudiar en el Fiestas/eventos
hermanos, platos animales colegio o la de la familia
primos, escuela
sobrinos,
vecinos
Cantar Trabajar en la Pasear con Pintar/Dibujar Comer con la
empresa o amigos/pareja familia
trabajo de la
familia
Cocinar Irala Andar en bici,
piscina/Nadar patines,
patineta

Ir a paseo

Legend

* Distinguishing statement at P< 0.05
** Distinguishing statement at P< 0.01
» Z-score for the statement is higher than in all other factors

<4 Z-score for the statement is lower than in all other factors

Figure 4.3: This figure is a composite Q-sort of participants that sorted into factor two. It reveals
several key statements and their placement on the board to help identify how these individuals
are grouped together through similar subjective statements.

Factor three included three participants. This composite Q sort suggests that identifying
factors of this group includes studying in school as very important for the family and community
(Figure 4.4). Participants often discussed the importance of studying to help the family
economically in the future. Meanwhile, a distinguishing statement of disagreement is that

playing videogames or participating in town events and parties are important to how they
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contribute to the family or community. Working in the family business and going to church mass
also rank highly in this factor though the placement of these statements is not significant.
Interestingly, both genders are represented in this factor but only middle adolescents (13 -17

years old).
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Composite Q Sort for Factor 3

| -4 3 2 1 0 1 2 3 4
iR | “»
Videojuegos Pintar/Dibujar Andar en bici, Irala Juegos Pasear con Deportes: Trabajar en la Estudiar en el
patines, piscina/Nadar tradicionales amigos/pareja futbol, basket, empresa o colegioo la
patineta indor, volley trabajo de la escuela
familia
Cantar Lavar los Trotar/correr Comer con la Verla Cuidar a los Ir a la misa
platos familia television/\Ver hermanos,
una pelicula primos,
sobrinos,
vecinos
=«
Fiestas/Eventos Cocinar Fiestas/eventos Atender a los Participar en
del pueblo de la familia animales mingas
Ir a Cuenca Baile/Danza Ir a paseo
|
Sembrar,
cortar, hierba,
cosechar
Legend

* Distinguishing statement at P< 0.05

** Distinguishing statement at P< 0.01

» Z-score for the statement is higher than in all other factors

< Z-score for the statement is lower than in all other factors

Figure 4.4: This figure is a composite Q-sort of participants that sorted into factor three. It
reveals several key statements and their placement on the board to help identify how these
individuals are grouped together through similar subjective statements.

Lastly, though factor four included only one participant. Like the second group, this

youth ranked their participation in family events and parties as important to family and

community. Also, they ranked dance (traditional dance) as important to their family or

community. When asked about dance, they responded that it was important for cultural
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traditions. Interestingly, this group represents the highest ranking for participating in mingas
(Figure 4.5), suggesting this youth may have placed a greater priority on the community than the

family when responding to the prompt.

Composite Q Sort for Factor 4

| -4 3 2 -1 0 1 2 3 4
R g =
Trotar/correr Comer con la Pasear con Pintar/Dibujar Cantar Fiestas/Eventos Ir a la misa Baile/Danza Fiestas/eventos
familia amigos/pareja del pueblo de la familia
Lavar los Ir a paseo Irala Andar en bici, Atender a los Cocinar Participar en
platos piscina/Nadar patines, animales mingas
patineta
Deportes: Trabajar en la Verla Estudiar en el Sembrar,
futbol, basket, empresa o television/\Ver colegio o la cortar, hierba,
indor, volley trabajo de la una pelicula escuela cosechar
familia
Videojuegos Ira Cuenca Juegos
tradicionales

Cuidar a los
hermanos,
primos,
sobrinos,
vecinos

Legend

* Distinguishing statement at P< 0.05
** Distinguishing statement at P< 0.01
» Z-score for the statement is higher than in all other factors

< Z-score for the statement is lower than in all other factors

Figure 4.5: This figure is a composite Q-sort of the participant that sorted into factor four. It
reveals several key statements and their placement on the board to help identify how this
individual differed from the other factor groupings.
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Follow-Up Focus Group

The final focus groups revealed several additional themes related to the lack of gender-
based patterns in the Q-sort activity, the holistic nature of health and physical activity, and the
role of local culture in youth’s lives. First, the fact that gender and age were not important
grouping variables in the Q-sort activity led to a discussion of the role of gender in the
community. The youth participating responded that they do not find gender roles to be a
determinant factor of their activities and responsibilities. Rather, they reported that they felt they
could express themselves in both their preferred activities and family responsibilities without
taking on a ‘gendered’ role. They also suggested that their experience might contrast with rural
communities where gender roles may remain strict, but they feel that their family units
emphasize working together in whatever manner is necessary to support each other (i.e. men can
cook, and woman can work in the business as needed without it standing out as a taboo).

Health and wellbeing were also core themes of our discussion. When discussing the
activities that they enjoy, specifically being in a rural community, they pointed to the fact that
they get fresh air, a great diversity of food, and incredible landscapes. They also suggest that
simple tasks outside the house, like taking care of the animals, is how they destress and distract
themselves from any stress or problems they may face at home or school.

Adolescent participants understood culture as language, clothing, and food, which they
lamented possibly losing, but also as an identity and set of values. These values included
solidarity, respect, justice, and honesty, which could continue even if other traditions and

practices are lost. This shares agreement in the Q-sorts of those who suggest that their
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participation in church mass, town events and parties, traditional dances, and mingas are all
important to how they contribute to their community. While they suggest that they do feel
pressure to change and adapt with globalization, they do not want to lose their sense of identity
and culture. One participant specifically responded to a prompt about how we can maintain

culture by saying “Yo la llevo la cultura en mi corazon” (I carry the culture in my heart).

Discussion

The results presented above reveal several key findings related to physical activity in this
population, globalization, and embodiment amidst cultural change. Through observation,
interviews, and focus groups, along with the survey and follow-up focus group discussion, |
believe this study presents a critical work in Q-methodology, aiding in revealing its possible uses
for youth populations globally.

The first finding, that youth in this sample felt they could express their individual
preferences related to activities, has implications for understanding how youth are able to
embody their goals and preferences. The lack of intra-group similarities did not seem to
negatively impact their sense of place in the community because they did form groups around the
many ways youth felt they contributed to their family and community. Interestingly, this finding
differs from research using similar methods focused on African American high-school girls in
the U.S. South (McClure, 2020). In this research, the girls faced a sense of “unembodiment” as
they could not match their own sense of self to others’ expectations (McClure, 2020). This
speaks to the importance of further cross-cultural examination of how and what leads to youth
being able to embody (or not) their preferences about physical activity.

The results also suggest that youth in this sample can express their individual preferences

while also embodying their cultural roles and expectations. This dual practice may be related to
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the ways that youth here are experiencing globalization (Harry, 2023). This idea, that
globalization can lead to flexibility, comes from research by Joe Harry (2023) that suggests that
peoples are able to discern and implement those elements of globalization that they find
attractive through global media or consumer culture while maintaining their own sense of rural
identify (2023). Here, youth in this sample may express wellbeing through their ability to
embody their roles and expectations while contributing to their family and community and while
maintaining their health by managing stress and remaining active. In this sample, it is possible
that the embodiment of their local culture and values provides them with space to be active in
their daily activities whether through sport or caring for livestock.

Interestingly, unlike many other studies in anthropology (Froehle et al., 2019; Gaskins,
2000/2008; Lew-Levy et al., 2019; Rogoff et al., 1975/2008; Wenger 1989/2008) the adolescents
in this group did not present any taboo in crossing potential gender roles, such as women and
girls maintaining the household and men and boys maintaining economic roles outside the
household. While many rural studies reveal strong gender roles and associated play and games
with those roles, these participants suggested that their parents did not participate in the idea of
household or community gender roles but rather emphasized everyone’s ability to help in their
own way. They suggested their parents shared household and economic roles and participated in
both roles as needed. If one person showed preference for a household role, such as cooking,
they could take on that role regardless of age or gender.

Further, the fact that youth of all ages consistently linked physical activity to “destressing
and distracting” could be interpreted as a nod to mental health. However, for these students, the
focus group discussions suggested this appeared to be much more all-encompassing of their own

health, family health and relationships, the importance of escapism and sociality. For example,
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the activities noted in this category ranged from singing, dancing, taking care of family animals
and livestock, playing videogames, talking with friends on the cellphone, and trips with family to
visit and learn about other parts of the county and their natural features. Youth also noted
traditional activities and games as important to include because of their cultural significance.
This is better situated in the traditional systems and understanding of health and wellness of the
Andes known as Sumak Kawsay (often translated to Good Living) which emphasizes harmonious
relationships with people and the earth (Altmann, 2017; Caria & Dominguez, 2015).

Finally, this research demonstrates the value of including the voices, perspectives, and
values of youth in research on physical activity. To better address the biological and cultural
changes youth are experiencing amid globalization, researchers need to employ a biocultural
framework to understand how globalization and urbanization impact daily behaviors in youth
populations. By studying the lived experiences of youth through their behaviors, researchers will
be better able to address how social change impacts youth lives.

Conclusion and implications for future research

Based on this study, embodiment theory provides a strong grounding to understand youth
perspectives and lived experiences amidst globalizing change when paired with methods that
explicitly study subjectivity. In this community, these participants can embody their sense of
culture and responsibility while maintaining their health, wellbeing, and individuality as
adolescents in an ever-globalizing world. Seeing their daily activities as a time to destress and
distract from stressful environments or situations is emphasized across genders and ages in this
study. Their activities also encompass cultural values of respect, honesty, solidarity, and justice

as they identify their activities to be important to their family and community. This also presents
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in clear alignment with local concepts of wellbeing as one’s wellbeing is greatly impacted by
harmony with oneself, one’s family, community, and the earth (Altmann, 2017).

Greater theorization and incorporation of methods that provide insight to intra-group
subjectivity may be the best way forward to understand and address adolescent health needs
globally (McClure, 2020). As researchers have known for a while, a global problem such as
physical activity or decreasing physical activity does not promote a single solution, but rather
needs to be grounded in local concepts of culture, identity, and care (Kline et al., 2017).
Embodiment theory and inclusive methodologies that allow youth perspectives to take the
forefront of not just data but also analysis of that data can provide rich information that research
otherwise may not recognize through quantitative or adult-focused methods alone.

Limitations

As often occurs in human research with youth, not all youth wanted to participate in all
aspects of the research. As such, not all who participated in the focus groups participated in the
survey. This sample of adolescents also represents a highly motivated group of individuals with
equally motivated caretakers who provided consent for the children to participate in the study
after school, often interfering with their usual schedules and responsibilities. While this may
limit the generalizability of the results, it does not limit the evidence that including youth
perspectives in research on physical activity will provide unique insights into questions about

globalization and declining physical activity levels.

85



CHAPTER 5

CONCLUSION

Summary of findings

This research contributes to calls to better understand global declines in physical activity
among youth. In the first chapter, I discussed calls to understand physical activity from
qualitative and mixed method perspectives in Latin America. Specifically, | argued that my
research addresses three of the critical components of biocultural research that Hoke and Schell
outlined in their recent synthesis (2020). This research 1. “Engages seriously with the concept of
culture and thinks creatively about how to operationalize it” as | have done with physical
activity; 2. “By focusing on health and well-being, biocultural anthropology generates practical,
applicable insights that extend the benefit of work beyond the academe” as | have shown in
Chapter 3 and further expanded in the implications below; and 3. “Reveals and embraces human
complexity across space and time, avoiding simplistic and deterministic explanations, and
remaining aware and attuned to the context and limitations of knowledge production” as | have
done by including both adults and youth within the community in the study and researching and
conducting participant observation in Ecuador for about two years to better grasp the local
context, and resolved in my recommendations for future studies on the topic of physical activity
(Hoke & Schell, 2020, p. 4).

In Chapter 2, | determined that the anthropological literature on physical activity in youth
populations draws heavily on quantitative measures of activity through surveys and wearable

devices particularly in North America and Europe. Anthropology draws on multiple theoretical
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lenses for physical activity studies includingl. socioecological frameworks and assemblage
theory (Carroll et al. 2021), 2. life history theory and niche construction theory (Downey, 2016;
Fuentes, 2013), and 3. embodiment (Ingold, 2013; McClure, 2020). Each theoretical framing
provides a unique and valid approach to study physical activity. The literature review in Chapter
2 demonstrated a lack of qualitative or mixed methods research, also indicating a significant gap
in our understanding of how physical activity relates to subjective experiences. For example,
rather than understanding physical activity through numbers related to caloric expenditure or
energetic efforts, physical activity may also be understood as cultural transmission (Spindler &
Spindler, 1982) and a subjective practice in values (Brown, 2019). As such, greater investigation
with qualitative and mixed methods work continues to be critical to expand our biocultural
understanding of physical activity.

Chapter 3 explored how community leaders working with youth understood youth’s
participation in their care systems. | showed that while adults recognize youth’s vulnerabilities,
they also focus on how education allows youth to achieve autonomy in their care while
remaining supported by community structures. Simultaneously, adult leaders in these care
systems regularly said they look for greater opportunities to include youth in the conversations
regarding needs and planning within their community. Within Ecuador, as a nation that
prioritizes the practice of “Health in All Policies” (Mahabir et al., 2022; Pan American Health
Organization, 2017), the idea of ensuring that all community structures prioritize health and
wellbeing is critical. This research illustrated how this concept is exemplified as access to care
systems in youth meant more than just health centers and schools, but also included cultural and

religious institutions that felt that youth health was a top priority in their work.
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In Chapter 4, | presented youth as they understood their own patterns and values within
their daily physical activity practices. These practices allow a place for youth to feel connected
not only to their communities, but also to themselves as they refer to their activities as necessary
for their wellbeing. The use of embodiment theory here suggests that youth can embody their
individual needs and identities as they may be shifting away from traditional community
structures with greater access to global information through social media and other sources.
Meanwhile, they are still able to embody their sense of culture, community, and family
responsibility by recognizing these activities as a critical piece of what keeps them well. For
example, participants recognized that their household responsibilities were critical not only to
how they supported their families but also to their own health and wellbeing. Some participants
prioritized their participation in community cultural events, identifying their participation as
meaningful for how they contribute to their own community. These results draw on Andean and
Kichwa concepts of wellbeing, Sumak Kawsay, that emphasize harmony within the family,

community, and connection with the earth (Altmann, 2017).

Implications

This dissertation holds two core implications for anthropology and public health. First,
studying youth experiences from multiple perspectives provides a way to understand how youth
embody their personal, familial, and cultural values. Second, studying physical activity from
multiple perspectives and with mixed methods provides a broader understanding of physical
activity and its direct relationship to health in the community.

Chapter 2 illustrates the gap present in how anthropology studies physical activity from a
biocultural perspective. Most research relies on either only quantitative or qualitative measures

of physical activity, when in reality, this research argues physical activity is best understood as a
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biocultural experience. As such, studies using mixed methodologies have a better opportunity of
capturing the lived experiences that create physical activity. Few studies also use qualitative
methods to look beyond cultural norms of physical activity, such as acts of learning gender roles
through play and games (Lew-Levy et al., 2019; Tian, 2018), into the subjective experience of
physical activity amongst individuals within a group.

The only known study included in the sample to take a mixed method approach to
physical activity is McClure’s (2020) research with African American high school girls. This
research examines how the girl’s perceptions of their sport identities as they do or do not align
with others’ perceptions and expectations of their behavior. McClure (2020) introduces the term
“unembodiment” to explain how the girls are not able to achieve their stated goal and values. In
contrast, my research looks beyond sport into the activities of daily life to understand the
subjective experience of youth in rural Ecuador. In this context, | found that youth are able to
align their activities with their values and others’ perceptions.

As these studies are held in different locations and with different populations but with the
same theoretical framework and with methods that allow a sense of priority to be given to
subjectivity, it is interesting that the results present with very different conclusions, going so far
as to require a new term from McClure to describe the results as an experience of
“unembodiment” (2020).

There may be several explanations as to why this variation occurs. First, the difference in
parental expectations of sport and education between youth in the United States, being highly
structured, and youth in Ecuador, being highly flexible within my study participants could
certainly account for this difference. Next, the differences of defining an identity through sport

versus through daily activities presents two different manners of understanding how youth
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embody their various identities. Sport develops stricter boundaries to identity, where physical
and daily activities may encompass both individual passions like sport and practices in the
household like tending to animals, both of which one could consider as important to their
subjective experience, as | show in Chapter 4.

Even in studies of subjective experience, there is a highly qualitative expectation in the
research methodology. For example, Mollborn and Modile (2022) use interviews to understand
how youth understand health as cultural capital linking the performance of healthy behaviors to
moral worth. However, a relatively unexplored strength of biocultural anthropology is the
combination of qualitative and quantitative measures to explore both human experience and
human biology. This also presents a further opportunity to explore human variation. For
example, in McClure’s study (2020) and my own, we use qualitative and mixed methods to
understand subjectivity. However, if we were to pair these methods with accelerometry or
indirect calorimetry, we may further explore how human biology relates to the lived experience
and as such develop stronger models by which to understand human variation as a core tenant of
biocultural research (Hoke & Schell, 2020). The start of such studies may be seen in Kramer and
Greaves work with Pume girls as they use both quantitative measures of growth and physical
activity along with ethnography to understand the experience of girls within the local
environment on energy use (2011).

Second, this work serves as an example of how including diverse methods and voices in
research can impact how researchers understand youth and physical activity. The majority of
research on physical activity in youth draw on methods such as surveys or objective assessments
of activity levels with wearable monitors as noted in Chapter 2 with nineteen unique studies

opting to use wearables (Applehans et al., 2022; Bim et al., 2023; Davison & Deane, 2010; de
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Souza et al., 2022; de Souza et al., 2023; Fertig et al., 2022; Katzmarzyk et al., 2015; Kidokoro
et al., 2022; Manco et al., 2019; de Lucena Martins et al., 2021; Muthuri et al., 2015; Pate et al.,
2022; Rietsch et al., 2013; Van Loon et al., 2014; Venetsanou et al., 2019; Williams et al., 2016;
Zorrilla-Revilla et al., 2022). There were also several global studies of variation in physical
activity. For example, Marques and colleagues provide a 38-country comparison from Europe
and North America with surveys to understand composite health in school children (2020).

In contrast, this work combines ideas about physical activity from both adults and youth
through interviews, focus groups, and surveys. This holistic approach to understand adult and
youth perspectives impacted the results of the research. This is consistent with other scholarship
that compares adult and youth perspectives on care. For example, Hunleth (2017) notes that
adults explain their decisions to allow a few family members to migrate with children to a nearby
city by suggesting that the city will provide greater educational opportunities. However, children
note that their migration is necessary to care for their family members, and the children see
themselves as primary caregivers to those who migrate to the city for more consistent healthcare
access (Hunleth, 2017).

In fact, a core finding of my work is that research on physical activity, when given the
space and opportunity to emphasize local voices, quickly transforms into research that
encompasses all concepts of health. Adults working in care systems would point not only to
physical activity, but also to the importance of leisure time activities to protect youth from
sociocultural vulnerabilities that are common in the region, such as early pregnancy or
alcoholism. Adults also note that youth need to be included in the decision-making and planning
that occurs when preparing programming to aid in their care through local formal and informal

systems (Chapter 3). Meanwhile, youth are quick to acknowledge that not just physical activities,
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but also daily activities, such as caring for farm animals or helping in the household, are critical
to their own wellbeing, to destress and distract (Chapter 4). As such, realigning physical activity
research with health and wellbeing is a good way to continue work across disciplines and ensure
practical applications of work. The WHO (2022b) defines physical activity as merely a facet of a
network that encompasses health as a concept and an experience.

These understandings may be a result of the study location as Ecuador emphasizes a
Health in All Policies approach to governance and policy. This suggests that with any policy
made in any sector, health should be at the forefront of concern and benefit (Pan American
Health Organization, 2017; World Health Organization, 2014a). This also aligns with the local
Sumak Kawsay or Good Living practices that were integrated into the 2008 constitution and have
since been a part of national planning with each new presidential term (Mahabir et al., 2022).
This emphasis stems from indigenous beliefs of wellbeing as a sense of harmony with oneself,
one’s family and community, and with the earth (Caria & Dominguez, 2015; Mahabir et al.,
2022).

Overall, from this study, I identify an advantage in working with a variety of community
members to gain multiple perspectives of a single concept. In this case, physical activity holds
meaning for many facets of health and wellbeing, care systems in the region, and youth’s own
perspectives of their daily lives and health as they relate to community culture, family
expectations, and individual values. These seemingly disparate groups are united through the
perspective of Sumak Kawsay or Good Living, allowing youth to embody their sense of self and

sense of place in their families and communities.
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Strengths

To engage seriously and creatively with the concept of culture (Hoke & Schell, 2020, p.
4), | used physical activity as a biocultural experience that can be subjectively understood and
even measured. | operationalized the theory of embodiment to understand youth’s own lived
experiences. The project also drives forward the theory of embodiment by using it to understand
how local environment and the ways that youth navigate their time, energy, and expectation
translate into physical activity and other daily behaviors.

By understanding youths’ lived experiences from their own perspectives and experiences
of embodiment, this study reveals a new way to allow youth to guide the research as active rather
than passive participants (Hunleth et al., 2022). This was done through a mixed methods research
design, incorporating interviews, participant observation, focus groups, and a forced distribution
survey (Q-methodology). Critical to the methods was the sharing of results with youth in a final
focus group to understand how they perceived the results in comparison to how | perceived the
results, giving preference to youth perceptions (Chapter 4). This also supports the research that
suggests that Q-methodology is an effective method to study youth subjectivity (Owens, 2016).

Turning back to developing work that goes beyond the academe, this two-year research,
provided me with an exceptional opportunity in participation with the health center, human rights
committee, and other university projects to continue educating on topics of health and wellbeing
within adolescents. | held art, English, and sport clubs at the local schools in which the students
and | learned and practiced skills that interested the students, while I also developed several
presentations and workshops for the adolescent healthcare team. Lastly, | teamed with tourism
and the health center to organize hikes to local archaeological sites with local youth to learn

more about their local history and nature paths.
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Limitations

There is no doubt that beginning this research at the tail end of a pandemic was not an
ideal start. At the beginning of my time in Ecuador, many were distrustful of public spaces,
masks were required outside of the home, and schools had not returned to in-person classes. This
meant that | was slow to get to know the community and to be known in the community. | spent
much of my time with the health center’s adolescent team, preparing presentations and
workshops for an unknown future date when classes would be in-person again. I also conducted
house visits with medical teams to understand the standard of living, occupational practices, and
expansiveness of this rural county. Unfortunately, this timing also meant that my study was slow
to gain local approval, and | could not recruit enough participants to effectively conduct
accelerometry to measure energy use in the adolescents, which would have brought an
interesting quantitative element to the study.

Further limitations occurred most simply at the familial level. Since many adolescents
had roles to fulfill in their families, they could not participate in my study after school hours. As
school hours are crucial to education, | did not intrude on that learning time with my study. This
meant that those available to participate in my study had some flexibility in their household roles
and often had supportive parental and legal figures who allowed them that flexibility.

My sample also did not include those adolescents who did not attend school or weren’t
motivated to participate in research on physical activity. While youth who didn’t participate were
often curious about my job and ongoing activities, they maintained their status as “outsiders”
choosing not to participate rather vocally. This meant that the sample was skewed toward those
adolescents who were highly motivated. This does mean that the results are not generalizable

across all youth in the area, but instead provide insight into a motivated youth sample.
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Conclusion

This study reveals the knowledge researchers gain by emphasizing flexibility and
innovation in biocultural research. Understanding the embodied experience of youth, with their
opportunities and risks as they are understood both by adults and youth themselves, provides
necessary insight into how researchers move forward in research and practice. Revealing how
youth can navigate between their cultural and familial expectations and globalizing influences
suggests that they can and do create a space for themselves and their wellbeing. This use of
subjectivity in research with youth will remain important through continued exploration into

physical activity patterns and decreases globally.
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