Exploring the relationship between behavioural regulation and physical activity levels among students on the Carmarthen campus




Student Name
ID
Institutional
Course
Professor Name








Introduction
The behavioural regulation of physical activity is critical to address the public health problem of physical inactivity, which is associated with chronic, cardiovascular, metabolic, and musculoskeletal diseases (Sáez et al., 2021). The underlying motives that drive exercise behaviour are conceptualized within Self Determination Theory (SDT) and constitute behavioural regulation (Arbour-Nicitopoulos et al., 2022). Intensive and frequent levels of physical activity are referred to as physical activity levels that range from low to high; moderate to high physical activity is associated with health benefits, including reducing the risk of chronic illness and improving mental health and cardiovascular fitness. Despite these, sedentary behaviour is still widespread since 41 percent of the population, or 60% of women over 15, perform no physical leisure activity (Casimiro-Andújar et al., 2023). Only 24% of university students participate in physical activity daily, 42% do so once weekly, and this percentage decreases for more frequent activity (Casimiro-Andújar et al., 2023).
The motivation for physical activity is vastly different among people and often correlates to activity levels. More active individuals are motivated by intrinsic motivation, which is enjoyment and inherent satisfaction, as opposed to individuals who are less active that have higher amotivation (a lack of intent to act) (Sevil et al., 2016; Bandhu et al., 20224; Arbour-Nicitopoulos et al., 2022). For example, Sevil et al. (2016) reported that higher physical activity among university students is more intrinsically regulated than students who are less physically active and tend to be more externally regulated, being controlled by external pressures and rewards. These results are consistent with our sub-theory of SDT, Organismic Integration Theory (OIT), which describes an extrinsic motivation continuum from external regulation (behavioral performance to avoid punishment or gain reward) to more autonomous forms such as introjection, identification, and integration (Ryan & Deci, 2019). Whether a behaviour is autonomous is a question about how much of an extrinsic motive has been internalized, with more internalization leading to more sustained engagement.
Developmental, environmental, and social factors specific to university students influences motivation for physical activity within the context of the university student (Casimiro-Andújar et al., 2023). However, some students are motivated by intrinsic factors, such as health or fitness, while others will be extrinsically motivated by factors like academic demands or social pressure (Sáez et al., 2021). Havnen et al. (2024) used the BREQ to demonstrate that university students report a combination of motivational regulations, with moderately active to highly active groups indicating more integration and identification than sedentary peers. One of the barriers, however, is the absence of property, time constraints, lack of motivation for others, and lack of access to training facilities, disproportionately affecting the low-activity groups.
While research on motivation and physical activity is growing, there remains much to understand about the complex relationship between behavioural regulation and activity levels in specific populations, such as university students (Gidney et al., 2024). Furthermore, the majority of the research focuses on the big picture, with relatively little attention paid to practical interventions specifically designed for different activity levels (Sáez et al., 2021; Havnen et al., 2024). By using data from a sample of participants from the Institute of Management and Health, which was collected using the BREQ-3 and the IPAQ, the current report identifies gaps that could be targeted by enhancing strategies to promote physical activity among this demographic. In this report, we investigate the relationship between behavioural regulation and physical activity levels among University of Wales, Trinity Saint David students. It seeks to explore how specific motivational regulations are related to different levels of activity based on data obtained with BREQ-3 and IPAQ. This research adds to the literature on motivation and physical activity by adding practical insights on how to motivate university students to be healthier.
Methods
A cross-sectional design was used in this study to investigate exercise behavior regulation in Group 1, consisting of fourteen participants who were deemed to have low activity status based on the International Physical Activity Questionnaire (IPAQ). The dataset was pre-collected from undergraduate students aged 18 – 64 from the Carmarthen campus of the Institute of Management and Health. Motivational subtypes of amotivation, external regulation, introjected regulation, identified regulation, integrated regulation, and intrinsic regulation were measured using data on behavioral regulation using the Behavioural Regulation Exercise Questionnaire – 3 (BREQ-3). IPAQ was utilized to assess physical activity levels, and participants were categorized as low, moderate, or high, depending on the intensity and duration of activity.
	Table 1: Mean and Standard Deviation of Motivational Subtypes for Group 1

	Motivational Subtype
	Mean
	Standard Deviation (SD)

	Amotivation
	1.68
	1.49

	External Regulation
	2.61
	1.13

	Introjected Regulation
	2.59
	0.78

	Identified Regulation
	2.29
	0.79

	Integrated Regulation
	1.23
	1.23

	Intrinsic Regulation
	1.04
	1.38



Means and standard deviations were calculated to summarize the motivational subtypes. The mean scores for each motivational subtype in Group 1 are represented in Table 1. Results showed low intrinsic motivation (mean = 1.04, SD = 1.38) and relatively higher dependence on external regulation (mean = 2.61, SD = 1.13). Finally, ethical guidelines were continuously followed, including the informed consent of all participants obtained, and data was anonymised to conceal identity. During all of the data collection and analysis, the data collection and analysis were approved and adhered to institutional ethical standards.
Results
The dataset for Group 1 included 14 participants of undergraduate students with low activity levels, based on the International Physical Activity Questionnaire (IPAQ). Descriptive means (means and standard deviations) were calculated to analyze the results and see patterns of motivational tendencies. Figure 1 summarizes the mean scores and standard deviations of the motivational subtypes. The dominant motivational subtype was the external regulation (Mean = 2.61, SD = 1.13), which is related to reliance on external incentives or pressures to be physically active (Sánchez-Herrera et al., 2022). The next dominant subtype was introjected regulation, with a mean score of 2.59 (SD = 0.78), showing some internal pressure, such as guilt or obligation. A moderate level of personal value recognition in exercise was identified (mean = 2.29, SD = 0.79), while integrated regulation (mean = 1.23, SD = 1.23) and intrinsic regulation (mean = 1.04, SD = 1.38) were very low, indicating a limited autonomous motivation.

Figure 1: The results for each motivational subtype (Author’s creation)
Findings imply a profile of motivation to exercise characterized by weak internalization of actual exercise behaviors within the low-activity group. The highest score of external regulation signals implicit external regulation – that is, it explicitly relies on external factors instead of intrinsic interest or enjoyment (Sánchez-Herrera et al., 2022). However, the low levels of integrated and intrinsic regulation reflect a disconnection between exercise behavior and personal identity and may reduce sustained engagement in physical activity (Gidney et al., 2024). However, this pattern suggests that strategies focused on strengthening intrinsic motivation and more autonomous forms of regulation in this group are needed (Gidney et al., 2024; Havnen et al., 2024).
Analysis
[bookmark: _GoBack]This report sought to understand motivational regulation in low-activity students and align the findings to Self Determination Theory (SDT) and Organismic Integration Theory (OIT). These frameworks define motivation as a continuum extended from amotivation to intrinsic and then extrinsic to varying degrees of extrinsic motivation. This study aimed to provide insight into the psychological mechanisms behind low activity levels by looking at the motivational subtypes.
In this group, external regulation (mean = 2.61, SD = 1.13) and introjected regulation (mean = 2.59, SD = 0.78) both significantly dominated, with significantly lower scores for intrinsic (mean = 1.04, SD = 1.38) and integrated regulation (mean = 1.23, SD = 1.23). These findings are consistent with OIT’s view of external regulation as a more controlled form of motivation mediated by external rewards or the avoidance of punishment. Low integration and low intrinsic motivation are observed, along with this limited internalization, which suggests the absence of autonomy and relatedness, the central tenets of SDT (Manninen et al., 2022). Ryan and Deci (2019) argue that autonomy and relatedness are critical to developing self-determined motivation. Still, these results suggest that those with low activity may not have supportive environments to develop these psychological needs.
Previous research has found similar trends. Sevil et al. (2016) noted that most university students with low activity levels apply higher external regulation scores than their peers with higher activity levels. Sánchez-Herrera et al. (2022) also stated that intrinsic motivators, such as personal satisfaction, are essential for sustained activity, although rarely developed in sedentary populations. Similarly, the results mirror Havnen et al. (2024), for whom external motivators are the strongest when physical activity is thought of as a task rather than a fun activity. However, Discrepancies are present when comparing these results to studies like Casimiro-Andújar et al. (2023) that found increased identified and integrated motivation through structured interventions, such as service-learning programs.
These motivational patterns have behavioral implications, as findings indicate that when low activity students engage in physical activity, they are on external regulation and lack adherence. However, low levels of intrinsic and integrated regulation suggest no internalized value for exercise, making long-term behavior change less likely. However, environmental factors may exacerbate these trends, such as when students have limited access to campus facilities or insufficient peer support (Gidney et al., 2024). Strategies designed to promote internalization, such as autonomy-supportive interventions, goal-setting workshops, and peer mentorship programs, may have helped induce identified and intrinsic motivations. These approaches are consistent with Bandhu et al. (2024) recommendation that behavior change is sustained through autonomy, competence, and relatedness. 
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