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Introduction
Understanding what motivates people to engage in physical activity is crucial for helping them maintain their health, particularly for university students who often face unique challenges related to exercise. Motivation is a key factor in why some people maintain regular exercise while others do not. Self-Determination Theory (SDT) is a well-known framework that explains different types of motivation (Deci and Ryan, 2000). According to SDT, motivation can range from not being motivated at all (amotivation) to being motivated by external factors (external motivation) to being motivated by personal reasons or enjoyment (intrinsic motivation) (Mullan, Markland, and Ingledew, 1997).
This idea of motivation as a scale—from less to more self-driven—has been supported by many studies. People often show more than one type of motivation at the same time, but those motivated by personal values or enjoyment are more likely to stick with exercise (Mullan, Markland, and Ingledew, 1997; Markland and Tobin, 2004). Types of motivation for exercise include external (doing it for rewards or pressure), introjected (doing it to avoid guilt), identified (seeing exercise as important), integrated (seeing it as part of who they are), and intrinsic (doing it for fun or satisfaction) (Markland and Tobin, 2004).
Research shows that people who are more active tend to have higher levels of intrinsic or identified motivation, whereas those who are less active are often less motivated or rely more on external pressures (Teixeira et al., 2012). For example, enjoying exercise or seeing its benefits helps people keep going, while doing it just because of pressure from others makes it harder to continue (Ryan et al., 1997).
Motivation can also be different for different groups of people. University students often have extra challenges, like busy schedules and changes in lifestyle, which can affect their motivation to exercise (Bray and Born, 2004). Studies have found that students who enjoy exercise or value its benefits are more likely to be active (Kilpatrick, Hebert and Bartholomew, 2005). Other things like age, gender, and past experience with exercise can also make a difference. For example, older people or those who have exercised before are usually more self-motivated (Ingledew and Markland, 2008).
Tools like the Behavioural Regulation in Exercise Questionnaire (BREQ-3) help measure different types of motivation and have shown that being more self-motivated leads to better exercise habits (Markland and Tobin, 2004). Because of this, it is recommended that exercise programmes help people find enjoyment and personal meaning in physical activity, especially for students who may face extra barriers.
In summary, research highlights that being motivated by personal reasons and enjoyment is important for regular exercise in all groups. Understanding these differences can help create better strategies to encourage physical activity. This study looks at how motivation relates to physical activity levels in university students, aiming to help improve health promotion in this group.

Methods
The study involved 56 undergraduate students from the University of Wales Trinity Saint David. According to the International Physical Activity Questionnaire – Short Form (IPAQ-SF) scoring guidelines, 16 participants were classified as having low physical activity levels, 20 as moderate, and 20 as high. Participants included both male and female students; however, a detailed gender breakdown was not recorded.
Data were collected using two validated self-report measures. The Behavioural Regulation in Exercise Questionnaire-3 (BREQ-3) was used to assess six forms of behavioural regulation: amotivation, external, introjected, identified, integrated, and intrinsic motivation. Physical activity was measured using the IPAQ-SF, which required participants to report the frequency and duration of vigorous and moderate activity, walking and sedentary behaviour over the previous seven days. The IPAQ-SF classifies individuals into low, moderate or high activity categories based on standardised scoring criteria. Both questionnaires were administered in person, and responses were collected anonymously. The study employed a cross-sectional, correlational design to examine the relationship between behavioural regulation and physical activity levels among university students.
Results 
Table 1 presents the mean scores and standard deviations for each form of behavioural regulation across the three physical activity groups. Clear differences were observed between groups, particularly for the autonomous forms of motivation.
Table 1. Mean (SD) behavioural regulation scores across physical activity groups
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Motivation scores across the three activity groups are presented in Figure 1, which illustrates apparent differences in both controlled and autonomous motivation.







Figure 1. Motivation scores across activity groups
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The descriptive statistics (means and standard deviations) for each motivation type across the three physical activity groups are presented in Figure 1. These results reveal a clear pattern of motivational differences across the groups.. Students classified in the low-activity group reported the highest levels of amotivation (M = 1.81) and external regulation (M = 2.73). These scores are lower among moderate-activity students (amotivation M = 0.05; external regulation M = 0.36) and high-activity students (amotivation M = 0.25; external regulation M = 0.70). This pattern indicates that controlled motivation was more prominent among individuals with lower levels of physical activity.
Introjected regulation was moderately high across all three groups, ranging narrowly between 2.28 and 2.60, with the high-activity group reporting the highest mean score. Although differences were smaller than in other regulation types, this indicates that some level of internal pressure or obligation to exercise was common across participants.
The largest variation was observed in the autonomous motivation categories. Identified regulation increased steadily from the low-activity group (M = 2.22) to the moderate (M = 3.26) and high-activity groups (M = 3.51). A similar pattern was found for integrated regulation, with means rising from 1.08 in the low-activity group to 2.71 and 3.16 in the moderate and high groups, respectively. Intrinsic motivation showed the same trend, with the lowest levels in the low-activity group (M = 0.78) and much higher values in the moderate (M = 3.10) and high groups (M = 3.29).
Overall, the descriptive results indicate that higher physical activity levels are associated with greater autonomous motivation, while lower activity levels correspond with higher amotivation and external regulation.



Summary
The study's results showed apparent differences in behavioural regulation across the three physical activity groups. Students in the low-activity group reported the highest levels of amotivation and external regulation; however, those in the moderate- and high-activity groups displayed much stronger autonomous motivation, including identified, integrated, and intrinsic regulation.
These findings are similar to those reported by Craike et al. (2016), who found that more self-determined forms of motivation were positively associated with physical activity in adolescent females. Their study also showed the importance of perceived competence in shaping motivation and activity levels. Although competence was not measured in the present study, the higher autonomous motivation among the more active students may reflect similar confidence-related factors. Craike et al. also noted that intrinsic motivation was stronger among older adolescents, supporting the idea that motivation becomes more internalised with experience, which aligns with the patterns observed here.
The present findings also correspond with the results of Sibley, Hancock and Bergman (2013), who found that intrinsic motivation predicted better aerobic fitness among university students, while introjected regulation was associated with higher body fat. This distinction reflects the broader SDT framework, where autonomous motivation is linked with better behavioural and health outcomes compared with controlled motivation. In the current study, the more active groups showed stronger autonomous motivation, whereas the low-activity group displayed higher controlled motivation and amotivation, matching the patterns described in Sibley et al.’s work.
These patterns show that the Self-Determination Theory (SDT), which proposes that autonomous motivation is more likely to support regular and sustained engagement in physical activity, whereas controlled forms of motivation and amotivation tend to be associated with lower participation.
The particularly low intrinsic motivation in the low-activity group, compared with the much higher intrinsic scores in the moderate and high groups, suggests that enjoyment and interest may be important factors differentiating students who engage more frequently in physical activity. The steady increase in identified and integrated regulation from low to high activity levels also indicates greater internalisation of physical activity values among more active students. Although introjected regulation was moderately high across all groups, its highest score in the high-activity group suggests that internal pressures, such as guilt or obligation, may coexist with more autonomous motives.
These findings have practical implications for those aiming to increase physical activity among students. Strategies should focus on supporting autonomous motivation by promoting enjoyable experiences, offering meaningful choices, and helping individuals build competence and confidence. Exercise psychologists, physical activity instructors, and educators can play an essential role in creating autonomy-supportive environments that encourage students to internalise their reasons for being active. Such approaches may help shift individuals from controlled to more autonomous forms of motivation, thereby supporting more sustainable participation in physical activity.
In summary, the present study supports the predictions of SDT. It aligns with previous research by demonstrating that higher physical activity levels are associated with greater autonomous motivation, while lower activity levels are characterised by controlled motivation and amotivation. Encouraging more internalised forms of motivation may be necessary to improve participation and promote long-term engagement in physical activity. This is consistent with findings from Sevil et al. (2016), who also using the BREQ-3 and IPAQ reported that university students with higher activity levels demonstrated greater identified, integrated and intrinsic regulation. Similarly, Ingledew and Markland (2008) found that autonomous forms of motivation were strongest among more active students, supporting the patterns observed in the present study.
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