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HELPING GIRLS USE PHYSICAL ACTIvITY MONITORING TOOLS
There are practical tools for objectively measuring the actual physical activity engaged in by your program participants. These include direct  
observation by trained observers, and the wearing of small portable devices called pedometers and accelerometers by program participants.  
The most widely utilized and available are pedometers but many researchers prefer accelerometers because they have the ability to continuously 
record physical activity data over user-specified time intervals (e.g., 5s, 15s, 30s, 1min, etc.). They can also estimate the intensity of the physical  
activity (i.e., how hard the user is working). Accelerometers place less burden on program leaders compared to direct observation and provide 
more detailed information (e.g., physical activity intensity) compared to pedometers. Accelerometers are not dependent on self-report and are 
superior to pedometers because they measure the intensity of physical activity as well as frequency. 

Pedometers are useful for measuring stepping activity such as running and walking while accelerometers also measure movement in three  
dimensions like jumping, hopping, skipping, and dancing. However, accelerometers are more expensive than pedometers and direct observation 
equipment and often require external hardware (i.e., computer interface equipment) and software. Researchers have used accelerometers to 
examine physical activity in physical education (Hastie & Trost, 2002; Nilsson et al., 2002) and to validate other physical activity measurement  
tools for assessing physical activity in physical education (Pope et al., 2002). 

Advantages and Challenges of Accelerometers and Pedometers

Advantages
• They are tools for accurate measurement of actual physical activity.

• They monitor change in physical activity that may take place as the result of your program.

• Many funders require that programs demonstrate their effectiveness via pedometers or accelerometers.

• There is evidence that wearing a pedometer or accelerometer motivates children to engage in physical activity more often, longer, and at 
higher intensities. 

Challenges
• There are a number of pedometers and accelerometers available in a wide range of prices and features. You need to choose the one that 

works best with your program.

• Program participants need access to computers to transfer data from the pedometer or accelerometer to the computer.

• Interpretation, collection, and evaluation of the data collected from pedometers requires trained researchers to work with your program. 
Technical issues (e.g., time sampling intervals, intensity cut-points, and data-treatment) and practical challenges (e.g., distribution, rules/ 
protocols, and collection) must be considered before using accelerometers in your program. Establishing standardized pedometer or  
accelerometer data collection procedures among researchers is necessary for collecting valid and comparable measures of physical activity.

• Ensure that your program participants are wearing their pedometers or accelerometers regularly when outside your program, that devices 
are worn properly, and that the batteries are working.

Throughout the sessions and Try @ Home challenges, this icon         denotes places where girls are encouraged to record their physical activity 
using a pedometer or other monitoring tool. 

One such tool referred to throughout the leader guide is Zamzee. Zamzee is an online incentive program that’s powered by real-world physical 
movement. See www.WomensSportsFoundation.org/GGGCurriculum for more information.

  
[Some text above adapted from Using Accelerometers to Measure Physical Activity in Physical Education, Guy C. Le Masurier, Pennsylvania State University, University Park, PA, AAHPERD 
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