
Motives for taking part in exercise 

 

Aim:  To undertake a comparison of the behavioural regulation to exercise 
between two groups of male and female students (at least 20 participants 
within each group) from the School of Sport, Health and Outdoor 
Education.  

 

Introduction  

Despite the well documented physical and psychological benefits of planned activity and 

exercise (Pribis, 2010), nearly all age groups in the United Kingdom have activity levels 

below government recommendations (Haskell et al., 2007). Activity patterns laid down by 

students during time at college have been shown to predict patterns in adulthood - inactivity 

in adolescents often leads to a more sedentary lifestyle in later years. Worryingly, student 

fitness has been on the decline for the past decade (Buckworth and Nigg, 2004). 

Understanding individuals’ motivation, or lack of it, to exercise may be useful in explaining 

why there is low adherence to exercise and physical activity (Keating, 2005).  

Motivation is defined as a combination of internal and external factors that drive behaviour 

towards achieving a goal. Exercise motivation may be influenced by several factors, and not 

just the desire or willingness to complete a task (Vansteenkiste et al. 2006). Self-

Determination Theory (SDT) (Deci and Ryan, 1985; Ryan and Deci, 2000) identifies key 

factors of intrinsic and extrinsic motivation.  According to SDT, intrinsic motivation to 

participate in exercise is driven from within the individual (Deci and Ryan, 1985). For 

example, individuals may be motivated to exercise by the enjoyment gained from the activity, 

the desire to participate in group activities and to socialise, or by a sense of personal 

accomplishment. Extrinsic motivation is influenced by external factors such as praise and 

acceptance, rewards, or recognition by others of an individual’s success or physical 

appearance (Deci and Ryan, 1985; Ryan and Deci, 2000). A fundamental principle of SDT is 

an assumed continuum of regulation from amotivation, through extrinsic motivation and into 

intrinsic motivation (Deci and Ryan, 2002).  The widely used Behavioural Regulation in 

Exercise Questionnaire (BREQ-3), measures SDT’s continuum of motivation and 

behavioural regulation in exercise psychology research (Mullan, Markland and Ingledew, 

1997). The BREQ-3 measures the following factors: Amotivation is non-regulation – an 
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individual has no intention to take action; extrinsic motivation is measured by external 

regulation – an individual finds a task uninteresting, but performs it for external reward or to 

avoid criticism by others; introjected regulation – an individual finds a task uninteresting, but 

performs it for internal reward such as a sense of pride or to avoid self-criticism; identified 

regulation – an individual finds a task  uninteresting, but understands its importance and 

benefits; integrated regulation – an individual finds a task uninteresting, but performs it and 

values its purpose and is personally committed to take action to achieve a desired outcome; 

finally, intrinsic motivation – an individual finds the task interesting and performs for the 

inherent enjoyment and satisfaction gained from it (Markland and Tobin, 2004). 

Teixeira et al. (2012) demonstrate that self-determination motivation, especially intrinsic and 

identified regulation, are associated with participation and prolonged adherence of exercise 

programmes. However, there is conflicting evidence in relation to male and female 

motivational differences. Duncan et al. (2010) found similar patterns of motivation regulation 

in men and women, while a study by (Daily and Duda, 2006) indicated that women 

demonstrate higher introjected regulation for exercise than men. Given the inconsistent 

evidence that gender may play a role in determining whether individuals are driven by 

intrinsic or extrinsic motivation to participate in exercise, this study aims to compare 

motivation in male and female students. Based on existing literature demonstrating few 

gender differences, it is hypothesised that both men and women will score similarly on the 

BREQ-3 measures of motivation. 

 

Method 

Design 

Motivation to exercise was assessed using the BREQ-3 questionnaire to compare the mean 

scores for male and female participants. 

Participants 

The study group were undergraduate students from the university’s School of Sport, Health 

and Outdoor Education, N= 23, 11 men, with a mean age of 26.5 years (M=26.45, SD=9.95) 

and 12 women with a mean age of 33.3 years (M=33.33, SD 13.71). The age range was 20 to 

65 years.  
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Materials 

• Behavioural Regulation in Exercise Questionnaire (BREQ-3)  

• Behavioural Regulation in Exercise multidimensional scoring scale 

Procedure  

All individuals were told of the purpose of the questionnaire, that all data collected would be 

shared among the module group, and that all questionnaires would be anonymous and 

destroyed after use. It was confirmed that all participating students understood the protocol 

and consented to take part. The BREQ-3 questionnaire for exercise motivation was 

distributed to participants, and the questionnaires were completed in the presence of the 

researcher. The collecting of data was restricted to one week, and the data was centrally 

collated. The BREQ-3 scoring scale was used to determine the mean scores for each 

motivation category and the standard deviation was calculated for each sub-section.  

 

Results 

Mean and standard deviation calculations were recorded for the six motivation categories in 

the BREQ-3 questionnaire. Female students scored higher for introjected regulation (M=1,83, 

SD=1.18) than male students (M=3.09, SD=1.03), and females (M=3.19, SD=0.97) scored 

higher for intrinsic regulation than male students (M=2.70, SD=0.99). Scores for all factors are 

shown in Table 1.  

 

 
 

BREQ-3 Motivation 
Scores 

 Women 
(n=12) 

Men 
(n=11) 

 M SD M SD 
Amotivation  0.17 0.4 0.32 0.43 

External Regulation  0.63 0.79 0.52 0.69 
Introjected Regulation  1.83 1.18 1.48 1.03 

Identified Regulation  3.17 0.75 3.09 0.88 
Integrated Regulation  2.94 1.16 2.23 1.01 

Intrinsic Regulation  3.19 0.97 2.70 0.99 
 

Table 1. Mean and standard deviation for BREQ-3 Motivation scores for male and female 
students. 
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The results presented in Figure 2 below indicate that scores were very similar for males and 

female students for external regulation and identified regulation. Female students displayed 

higher motivation in external, introjection, identified, integrated and intrinsic regulation, while 

male students scored higher for amotivation. 

 

 

 

 

Discussion 

The aim of this study was to determine if male and female students differ in their motivation 

to participate in planned exercise. Female students had higher scores for introjected 

regulation, integrated regulation, and both intrinsic and external regulation. Scores for 

identified regulation were very similar, while men had higher scores than women for 

amotivation. These results indicate that men and women differ in their motivation to exercise, 

and so the hypothesis that gender differences would not be present was not supported. 

Female students recorded higher levels of intrinsic motivation, which is associated with 

participation in and longer adherence to exercise programmes (Ryan et al. 1997), is contrary 

to current research, which suggests that men demonstrate higher intrinsic motivation for 

exercise (Egli et al. 2011). One explanation for higher intrinsic scores among men may be 

their participation in team sports and team-based activities (Kilpatrick et al. 2005), while 

opportunities for female participation in competitive team sports does not appear to be as well 

0.00

0.50

1.00

1.50

2.00

2.50

3.00

3.50

4.00

Amotivation External
Regulation

Introjected
Regulation

Identified
Regulation

Integrated
Regulation

Intrinsic
regulation

BREQ-3 MEAN DATA MALE AND FEMALE

Women

Men

Br
eq

-3
sc

or
in

gs
ca

le

Figure 2. BREQ-3 motivation: Mean scores for male and female students. 
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promoted, or available, as is the case for men (Pate et al. 2000). Among this sport and 

exercise-oriented student population, these differences may not exist to the same extent as in 

the general population, resulting in unusually high intrinsic regulation scores for women. The 

results from extrinsic motivation factors confirm current literature, indicating that women are 

more motivated by external and introjected regulation than men (Teixeira et al. (2012). 

Amotivation was very low, as might be expected, from sport and health students and 

represents an insignificant response (Yli-Piipari et al. 2009).  

Factors which may have influenced these findings include the sample population. 

Consideration should be given to the fact that this relatively small cohort comprised of 

university students from within the Sport Health and Outdoor Education School, and as such 

may be predisposed to taking part in and understanding the benefits of exercise. Therefore, in 

the absence of wider literature that identifies clear gender differences in SDT motivational 

regulation in the general population, generalisations towards less active and general 

population groups should be made with caution (Friederichs et al. 2015). A further limitation 

is that this study offered no definition to the term exercise, and participants may therefore 

have differed in their understandings of levels and types of exercise when completing the 

questionnaire. 

The implications of these findings indicate that when designing interventions and 

programmes, targeting different regulation factors could be beneficial in promoting exercise 

adherence (Silva et al. 2008). However, as the extrinsic regulation sub-groups were the 

primary motivation observed in this study, examination of these factors would be valuable in 

understanding potential barriers to exercise participation. Current literature indicates that 

activity programmes are started and driven by identified and integrated regulation (Patrick 

and Geoffrey, 2012), and as adherence to exercise continues, individuals may develop 

intrinsic motivation as the health benefits and improved performances manifest themselves 

(Scully et al. 2018). Affording individuals, the opportunity to experience different forms of 

planned activity or exercise, be proactive in their selection of preferred activity and to 

develop a desire to participate, may stimulate intrinsic motivation. Individuals who 

demonstrate external and introjected regulation may have low "self-confidence", "self-

efficacy" and low "perceived ability” (Fox and Corbin, 1989). To engage this group a 

personal approach may be required, including educational, physical and psychological 

support. Women show higher scores in this sub-section, and to increase their participation in 
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physical activity, these perceived barriers should therefore be addressed (Brunet and 

Sabiston; 2009).  

It is clear from the available literature that although gender differences may play a role in 

motivation to exercise, individual perceptions also appear to drive the motivation regulations 

(Deci and Ryan, 1987).  It may be necessary to redefine planned activity and exercise and 

encourage activities that form part of an individual’s daily life, to promote and develop 

intrinsic motivation arising from the enjoyment, satisfaction and feeling of well-being gained 

from living a more active life, for both men and women. 

 

Word count 1595 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Commented [A28]: Brief summary of the study.  

Commented [A29]: Word count within + or – 10% or 
allocated amount.  



References 

Brunet, J. and Sabiston, C, (2009) ‘Social physique anxiety and physical activity: A self-
determination theory perspective’, Psychology of Sport and Exercise, 10 (1), pp.329–335. 

Buckworth, J. and Nigg, C, (2004) ‘Physical Activity Exercise, and Sedentary Behaviour in 
College Students’, Journal of American College Health, 53 (1), p. 28. 

Daley, A. and Duda, J, (2006) ‘Self-determination, stage of readiness to change for exercise, 
and frequency of physical activity in young people’, European Journal of Sport Science, 6 
(1), pp. 231–243. 

Deci, E. and Ryan, R, (1987) ‘The support of autonomy and the control of behavior’, Journal 
of Personality and Social Psychology, 53 (6), pp.1024-1037. 

Deci, E. and Ryan, R, (1985) ‘Intrinsic motivation and self-determination in human 
behaviour’, New York: Plenum Press. doi.org/10.1007/978-1-4899-2271-7 

Duncan, L., Hall, C., Wilson, P. and Jenny, O, (2010) ‘Exercise motivation: A cross-sectional 
analysis examining its relationships with frequency, intensity, and duration of exercise’, 
International Journal of Behavioural Nutrition and Physical Activity, 7(7)  
doi.org/10.1186/1479-5868-7-7. 

Egli, T., Bland, H., Melton, B. and Czech, D, (2011) ‘Influence of Age, Sex, and Race on 
College Students Exercise Motivation of Physical Activity’, Journal of American College 
Health, 59 (5), pp. 399-406. 

Friederichs, S., Bolman, C., Oenema, A. and Lechner, (2015) ‘Profiling physical activity 
motivation based on self-determination theory a cluster analysis approach’, BMC Psychology, 
3 (1), p. 1. 

Fox, K. and Corbin, C, (1989) ‘The Physical Self-Perception Profile: Development and 
Preliminary Validation’, The Journal of Sport and Exercise Psychology, 11 (4), pp. 408-430. 

Haskell, W., Lee, I., Pate, R., Powell, K., Blair, S., Franklin, B. and Bauman, A, (2007) 
‘Physical Activity and Public Health: Updated Recommendation for Adults from the 
American College of Sports Medicine and the American Heart Association’, Circulation. 116 
(9), pp. 1423-1434. 

Keating D; Guan, J., Piñero J., Bridges, D. (2005) ‘A Meta-Analysis of College Students' 
Physical Activity Behaviours’. Journal of American College Health, 54 (2), p. 116. 

Kilpatrick, M., Hebert, E and Bartholomew, J. (2005) ’College Students' Motivation for 
Physical Activity: ‘Differentiating Men's and Women's Motives for Sport Participation and 
exercise’, Journal of American College Health, 54 (2), pp. 87-94. 

Markland, D. and Tobin, V, (2004) ‘A Modification to the Behavioural Regulation in 
Exercise Questionnaire to Include an Assessment of Amotivation’, The Journal of Sport and 
Exercise Psychology, 26 (2), pp. 191-196. 

Pate, R., Trost, S., Levin, S. and Dowda, M, (2000) ‘Sports Participation and Health-Related 
Behaviors Among US Youth’, Jamma. 154 (9), pp 904-911. 

Commented [A30]: References following the UWTSD 
referencing guide.  

https://doi.org/10.1186/1479-5868-7-7


 

Patrick, H. and Geoffrey, C, (2012) ‘Current literature indicates that activity programmes are 
started and driven by identified and integrated regulation’, International Journal of 
Behavioral Nutrition and Physical Activity, 9 (18), doi: 10.1186/1479-5868-9-18. 

Pribis, P., Burtnack, C., McKenzie, S and Thayer, J, (2010) ‘Trends in Body Fat, Body Mass 
Index and Physical Fitness among Male and Female College Students’. Nutrients. 2 (10), pp. 
1075-1085. 

Ryan, R. and Deci, E, (2000) ‘Intrinsic and Extrinsic Motivations: Classic Definitions and 
New Directions’, Contemporary Educational Psychology, 25 (1), pp. 54-67. 

Ryan, R., Fredrick, C., Lepes, D., Rubio N. and Sheldon, K, (1997) ‘Intrinsic Motivation and 
Exercise Adherence’, International Journal of Sport Psychology, 28 (1), pp. 335-354. 

Scully, D., Kremer, J., Meade, M., Graham, R. and Dudgeon, K (2018). ‘Physical exercise 
and psychological well-being: a critical review’. British Journal of Sports Medicine, 32 (2), 
pp. 111-120. 

Silva, M., Markland, D., Minderico, C., Vieira, P., Castro, M., Coutinho, C., Santos, T., 
Matos, M., Sardinha, L. and Teixeira, P, (2008) ‘A randomized controlled trial to evaluate 
self-determination theory for exercise adherence and weight control: rationale and 
intervention description’, BMC Public Health, 8 (234), doi: 10.1186/1471-2458-8-234. 

Teixeira, P. J., Carraca, E., Markland, D., Silva, M. and Ryan, R, (2012) ‘Exercise, physical 
activity, and self-determination theory’, A systematic review. International Journal of 
Behavioral Nutrition and Physical Activity, 9 (78), doi.org/10.1186/1479-5868-9-78. 

Vansteenkiste, M., Lens, W. and Deci, E. (2006) ‘Intrinsic versus extrinsic goal contents in 
self-determination theory: Another look at the quality of academic motivation’, Educational 
psychologist, 41(1), pp. 19-31. 

Yli-Piipari, S., Watt, A., Jaakkola, T., Liukkonen, J and Nurm, J. (2009) ‘Relationships 
between Physical Education Students Motivational Profiles, Enjoyment, State Anxiety, and 
Self-Reported Physical Activity’. Journal of Sports Science and Medicine. 8 (3), pp. 327–
336. 

 

https://doi.org/10.1186/1479-5868-9-78

	Motives for taking part in exercise
	Aim:  To undertake a comparison of the behavioural regulation to exercise between two groups of male and female students (at least 20 participants within each group) from the School of Sport, Health and Outdoor Education.
	Results
	Discussion
	The aim of this study was to determine if male and female students differ in their motivation to participate in planned exercise. Female students had higher scores for introjected regulation, integrated regulation, and both intrinsic and external regu...
	Female students recorded higher levels of intrinsic motivation, which is associated with participation in and longer adherence to exercise programmes (Ryan et al. 1997), is contrary to current research, which suggests that men demonstrate higher intri...
	Figure 2. BREQ-3 motivation: Mean scores for male and female students.
	Factors which may have influenced these findings include the sample population. Consideration should be given to the fact that this relatively small cohort comprised of university students from within the Sport Health and Outdoor Education School, and...
	The implications of these findings indicate that when designing interventions and programmes, targeting different regulation factors could be beneficial in promoting exercise adherence (Silva et al. 2008). However, as the extrinsic regulation sub-grou...
	It is clear from the available literature that although gender differences may play a role in motivation to exercise, individual perceptions also appear to drive the motivation regulations (Deci and Ryan, 1987).  It may be necessary to redefine planne...
	Word count 1595
	References

