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Physical activity and behaviour regulation for taking part in exercise
Introduction
There continues to be a vast amount of research completed into the relationship between physical activity and behaviour regulation in university students. Physical activity is any form of bodily movement produced by skeletal muscles that requires energy expenditure (World Health Organization, 2024.) Alkhawaldeh et al. (2024) states that less than half of the students (48.1%) reported engaging in physical activity, citing reasons such as: lack of time; access to facilities and limited motivation. However, World in Sport (2025) recognises that students benefit more from regular physical activity now as it reduces stress, improves sleep quality, supports optimal cognitive performance as well as overall physical fitness.
Behaviour regulation is the ability to use self-control to behave appropriately, manage emotions and energy in ways to help everyone achieve their goals (Lowry, L. 2014.) Self – regulation is fundamental in physical activity, enabling participants to manage motivation at various levels, without effective self-regulation, athletes risk difficulties in maintaining exercise routines (Latinjak, 2025.)
Self-determination Theory (Deci & Ryan) is a theory of human motivation that suggests that people can become self-determined when their basic needs are fulfilled (Lopez-Garrido, 2023.) SDT proposes that the quality of an individual’s motivations levels determines how regularly they will engage in physical activity. Motivation levels are on a continuum from non-regulation to autonomous, more autonomous regulation leads to longer lasting, intrinsic engagement. According to the self-determination theory, motivation levels are only possible if these 3 basic psychological needs are satisfied. The first need is autonomy – the feeling you’re choosing your behaviour (for example, choosing to go the gym in free time, rather than a compulsory swimming lesson.) Next, is the need of competence – feeling like you can be effective in the activity (for example, only attending a swimming gala to compete in backstroke if you know your technique is correct.) The final psychological need is relatedness – a feeling of connectedness and belonging with others (Weir, 2025.) For example, only going to a 5 aside football match in an evening, if you enjoy the sport and feel comfortable around the people in your team. When these needs are met, individuals feel more motivated, making regular physical activity levels more likely. Autonomous forms of motivation (intrinsic, identified regulation) found a trend with long-term exercise adherence, whereas, controlled forms of motivation (externally driven) regulated short-term behaviour, but not to sustain maintenance overtime (Teixeira et al., 2012.)
Research question, aim and hypothesis:
Aim: To examine the relationship between behavioural regulation to exercise and physical activity level for a group of students from The University of Wales, Trinity Saint David.
Does the amount of physical activity undertaken weekly, influence the type of motivation displayed?
Hypothesis: Students with increased physical activity levels will have higher levels of internal motivation.
Method
This section will provide a brief understanding of the procedure used. The study was completed among 20 university students all enrolled in sports programmes who provided informed consent. To ensure consistency and validity, all research (questionnaire completion, scoring and collation of results) was collected in a single lecture.
Students filled in two paper questionnaires: International Physical Activity Questionnaire – Short Form (IPAQ-SF) and the Behavioural Regulation in Exercise Questionnaire-3 (BREQ-3.) The BREQ-3 assessed everyone’s motivation levels and categorised them into six subscales: amotivation; external regulation; introjected regulation; identified regulation; integrated regulation; intrinsic regulation. The IPAQ-SF was used to calculate weekly physical activity levels across light, moderate and vigorous intensities, these responses were then converted into minutes per week and classified into low, moderate and high activity levels.
Finished questionnaires were then anonymised and scored following issued guidelines. The BREQ-3 scores were averaged out, while IPAQ scores were filled into a table to gather group-activity levels. The results were then combined and finalised into a summary table, which a graph was then formed to represent the findings on the relationship between motivational/behavioural regulation and physical activity levels. The concluded graph highlighted clear trends across activity levels and motivational subscales. 

Results
Table 1: Data showing motivation subscale levels in each activity level.
	Categories
	Low activity level
	Low SD
	Moderate activity level
	Moderate SD
	High activity level
	High SD

	Amotivation
	1.81
	1.45
	0.05
	0.13
	0.25
	0.64

	External Regulation
	2.73
	1.12
	0.36
	0.45
	0.7
	0.98

	Introjected regulation
	2.59
	0.76
	2.28
	1
	2.6
	1.01

	Identified regulation
	2.22
	0.76
	3.26
	0.58
	3.51
	0.47

	Integrated regulation
	1.08
	1.1
	2.71
	1.23
	3.16
	0.77

	Intrinsic regulation
	0.78
	1.08
	3.1
	0.56
	3.29
	0.64





Figure 1: A graph showing the relationship between motivation regulation and physical activity levels.
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As displayed in table 1, students with low activity levels reported the highest scores in amotivation (M=1.81, SD=1.45) and external regulation (M=2.73, SD=1.12), this implies that their physical activity behaviours were largely influenced by controlled forms of motivation. On the other hand, moderate activity students displayed significantly lower amotivation (M=0.05, SD=0.13) and external regulation (M=0.36, SD=0.45), while demonstrating higher levels of identified regulation (M=3.26, SD=0.58,) integrated regulation (M=2.71, SD=1.23) and intrinsic regulation (M=3.10, SD=0.56.)
Students in the high activity level group showed the most autonomous motivation regulations. As reinforced in table 1, scores for identified regulation (M=3.51, SD=0.47,) integrated regulation (M=3.16, SD=0.77,) and intrinsic regulation (M=3.29, SD=0.64,) were the greatest across all subscales. At the same time, amotivation (M=0.25, SD=0.64) and external regulation (M=0.70, SD=0.98) remained low. Across all activity levels, integrated regulation, remained relatively similar with a range of 0.32 (2.28-2.60.) This exemplifies that, feelings of obliging and guilt were not strongly linked to a variety of activity levels. 
Figure 1 visually shows these findings, whilst indicating the controlled forms of motivation (amotivation and external regulation) in low activity students compared to more autonomous forms (identified, integrated, intrinsic) in moderate and high activity level students.


Discussion
The results highlighted above suggest that there is a clear relationship between behavioural regulation and physical activity. Students with low activity reported higher levels of controlled motivation, whereas those in the moderate and high activity level categories showed greater autonomous regulation. This pattern reinforces the self-determination theory continuum where internal motivation is connected to sustained engagement in physical activity. 
However, it is important to remember that this study was a small scale in a small population, therefore could not gather a vast collection of results making it harder to make valid conclusions. In addition, the age gap within the group was very wide, making this research harder to evaluate as it couldn’t be broken down into demographics to see if the motivation levels varied with student age. Penultimately, a limitation within the study was that the responder may have edited their answers to what they thought was appropriate to ‘fit in.’ Finally, as students were required to remember their exercise and physical activity levels over a week without previous knowledge of the questionnaire, they may have struggled to recall details or frequency of their exercise behaviour, risking inaccurate results. 
Having said this, two research studies within the past two years have similar findings to support the research undertaken at UWTSD. Duran-Vinagre et al. (2023) analysed motivational processes in university students and found that identified and intrinsic regulation was positively associated with higher physical activity participation, while lower activity was linked to amotivation and external regulation. Similarly, Havnen et al. (2024) reported that in a study of adults in Norway, BREQ scores for internal motivation were notably increased among physically active individuals compared to inactive groups. This highlights the association between exercise participation and autonomous regulation.
In comparison to these studies, the research just undergone shows a similar trend, students who are more physically active demonstrate a greater use of autonomous forms of motivation, specifically identified and intrinsic. The very slight change within introjected regulation across all levels in this study is good to foreground, as Duran-Vinagre et al. (2023) also analysed that feelings of guilt within motivation were less present than expected. This infers that, while introjected regulation is predicted, it does not vary widely across activity levels. 

Conclusion
When compared, both the current study and prior research reinforce the importance of creating autonomous motivation within university students. Encouraging intrinsic, identified and integrated regulation can help to support engagement in lifelong physical activity, aligning with evidence that the self-determination theory has a crucial role in exercise adherence. Future studies might wish to consider whether similar results will be found if repeated in different regions of the UK.
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