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Abstract Most Canadian older adults do not meet physical

activity recommendations. Researchers have investigated

participation barriers and facilitators, with little considera-

tion given to how specific factors influence activity partici-

pation for older adults. The purpose of this study was to

identify unique factors that influence older adults’ activity

selection and to determine in which type of setting they are

preferred. Using a two-phase methodology, identification of

25 factors affecting participation was followed by 45 older

adults ranking the factors within four categories of activities:

individual unstructured, group unstructured, individual

structured, and group structured. Phase 1 analysis ranked

each factor within each category. Further analysis found that

there was a statistical difference between categories, indi-

cating that older adults found different factors important,

depending on the category of physical activity in question.

This led to phase 2 analyses which identified three levels of

factor groupings including the following factors: level A:

fun, satisfaction, commitment, and energize; level B: safety,

learning, awareness, internal motivation, and productive;

and level C: meaningful contribution, intensity, and moti-

vation. Additionally, some factors which were not identified

in all categories were identified as unique to certain cate-

gories. These included creativity, hobbies, meaningful con-

tribution, spiritual, competence, interaction casual, regularly

scheduled, competition, self-efficacy physical, and team.

This information can be used by individuals as well as pro-

gram providers to nurture these factors within physical

activity programs, which may lead to increased participation

in this age cohort.
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Although the exact mechanisms of decreased physical

activity participation in older adults are unknown,

researchers suggest this may be due to changes in preferred

physical activities as individuals’ age. For example, people

may transition from activities characterized by high

intensity and competition as young adults, to activities that

revolve around social relationships and enjoyment later in

life as fitness levels change (King et al. 1998). Addition-

ally, there is evidence that the meaning of exercise and

reasons for engagement in exercise change as individuals’

age (O’Brien Cousins 1996).

In an attempt to understand physical activity changes

during older adulthood, researchers have focused on iden-

tifying barriers and facilitators to exercise participation

(Bethancourt et al. 2014). In their study, Bethancourt et al.

(2014) found that for older adults, barriers to physical

activity participation included poor health, lack of profes-

sional guidance, and inadequate dissemination of infor-

mation on available programs. They identified several

facilitators of exercise participation including motivation to
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maintain physical and mental health and access to stimu-

lating and accessible physical activity programs. This

research was based on earlier research by Stiggelbout et al.

(2008) who suggested that three groups of factors affect

structured physical activity participation in older adults.

These factors are personal (i.e., age, sex, socioeconomic

status), social/cultural (i.e., social support of family and

friends, influence of physician), and environmental (i.e.,

access to physical activity, travel time).

Specific to the older adult population, Schutzer and

Graves (2004) identified additional barriers and facilitators

that need to be considered. These additional barriers

included health (i.e., pain, disease), knowledge (lack of

understanding, awareness), and childhood exercise (i.e.,

physical activity experiences as a child). Additional facil-

itators include self-efficacy, prompts (i.e., informational

mailings, telephone consultation), music, and demograph-

ics (i.e., age, sex, race, past history). As a whole, the lit-

erature surrounding facilitators and barriers helps us

understand why individuals of all ages participate, or do

not participate, in physical activity. Although barriers and

facilitators are important factors related to participation in

physical activity, they alone do not fully explain partici-

pation. A significant amount of additional information

comes from behavior change theories, which help us to

further understand physical activity participation or non-

participation. Bauman et al. (2002) completed an in-depth

review of theories and models used to identify the psy-

chological, cognitive, social, and emotional variables that

influence physical activity participation across the lifespan.

The authors concluded that the main theories used in

physical activity research are the Health Belief Model

(Janz and Becker 1984), the Theory of Planned Behaviour

(Godin 1993), Social Cognitive Theory (Bandura 1986),

and the Trans-theoretical Model (Prochaska and Di Cle-

mente 1982). In their review, Bauman et al. (2002) sum-

marized the research by outlining the different

determinants of physical activity associated with partici-

pation across the lifespan. Additionally, they tallied the

determinants and related them to the theories mentioned

above to determine which theory best explained the cor-

relates most often associated with physical activity. Inter-

estingly, of the determinants which were included within a

specific theory, only 25 % matched with the Health Belief

Model, 67 % aligned with the Theory of Planned Beha-

viour, 70 % followed Social Cognitive Theory, but 100 %

of the determinants fit within the Trans-theoretical Model

(Bauman et al. 2002). However, fifteen determinants were

not associated with any one theory but were linked with

physical activity. Although the Trans-theoretical Model

may be best suited to explain participation, no single theory

captures the entire spectrum of influences on physical

activity participation. To this effect, Bauman et al. (2002)

suggested that ‘‘Perhaps progress at the current stage of

understanding would best be served by a continued appli-

cation of existing theories supplemented by creative

thinking to evaluate influencing variables that are outside

of current theories’’ (p. 12). This conclusion is directly

related to the work of Bandura (2004) who proposed that a

number of ‘‘other factors’’ related to physical activity

participation exist. Bandura (2004) stipulated that while

such factors may not be identified to date, they are relevant

to our understanding of physical activity participation in

older adults and should be explored.

However, focusing solely on behavior change theories

does not provide the complete picture about motives for

participation in physical activity. Additional elements need

to be considered to fully understand physical activity par-

ticipation. One such element is the enjoyment gained from

participating in the activity. Dacey et al. (2008) posited that

in older adults, enjoyment is extremely important and is one

of the greatest predictors of sustained physical activity as

individuals’ age. Within the physical activity context,

enjoyment can be defined as a positive emotional response to

participating in an activity characterized by generalized

feelings of pleasure, liking, and fun (Scanlan et al. 1993).

Yet, the construct of enjoyment runs deeper than simply

doing something because it is fun. Fun plays a complex role

in participation, and little is known about the development of

enjoyment in physical activity in older adults (Mullen et al.

2011). Although enjoyment can predict participation in

physical activity (Henderson et al. 2012), other researchers

(Ruby et al. 2011) demonstrated that individuals may not

participate because they fail to fully appreciate the enjoy-

ment that can be gained. The difference between actual and

expected enjoyment is an important distinction given that

expected enjoyment can increase exercise intentions (Ruby

et al. 2011). To test this hypothesis, Ruby et al. 2011 sought

to quantify various aspects of enjoyment by having 279

participants predict how much they would enjoy an

upcoming physical activity session, and by asking about

enjoyment after finishing a session. When asked about how

they would enjoy the physical activity as a whole, many

focused on beginning the exercise, which lowered the per-

ception of enjoyment due to the perceived physical stress of

initiating the activity from a rested state. However, when the

focus spanned the entire activity segment (beginning, mid-

dle, and end), individuals had a much higher rating of

enjoyment. Overall, it was found that the largest barrier to

enjoyment was the anticipation of the unpleasant beginning

of an activity. Ruby et al. (2011) suggested that increasing

positivity at the beginning of the activity and focusing

individual’s attention across the entire experience can help to

improve enjoyment of the activity.

The purpose of the present study was to identify previ-

ously unidentified and unique perceived factors that
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contributed to physical activity participation in adults aged

60–80 years. This age range was selected as it focused on

older adults who were near retirement from work or who

had recently retired and may be interested in increasing

their involvement in leisure time physical activity. At this

age, they may have additional leisure time due to retire-

ment and have not yet moved into advanced age where a

decline in physical ability is normally observed. By

determining and understanding which factors play a role in

physical activity participation, tailored programs for older

adults may lead to increased physical activity participation.

Current study

Phase 1: Methods

In the first phase of this study, we collected data from

participants on which factors play a role in physical activity

selection or non-selection. Then, in phase 2, we identified

the importance of factors identified in phase 1.

Participants

A physical activity and aging research committee consist-

ing of seven participants was formed using various media

approaches which included: contacting community orga-

nizations directly, posting information on bulletin boards,

and using a public service interview on the local radio

station. These modes of recruitment created a snowball

effect that was demonstrated by participants recruiting

eligible family members, friends, and neighbors.

Five women and two men aged 67–75 (M = 70.3,

SD = 3.0) formed this committee. Six of the seven par-

ticipants were married or living in a common-law rela-

tionship, and one was widowed. Six participants had a

college or university degree and lived with other individ-

uals. All seven participants lived in a rural area, were

retired, and considered their household income as average

or above average compared to a typical family. Overall, the

group was in self-reported good health and all reported

engaging in regular physical activity.

Procedure

Following university ethics approval, the committee met

for a 3-h meeting to identify factors associated with

physical activity selection or non-selection. The meeting

began by obtaining informed consent. Participants com-

pleted the demographic and physical activity questionnaire

that included questions about age, marital status, education,

income, health, and physical activity levels. The researcher

explained the purpose of the meeting and described the

difference between factors, barriers, and facilitators

(Schutzer and Graves 2004; Stiggelbout et al. 2008) to

maintain focus of the discussion.

The committee’s first task was to generate a list of

factors that were perceived to influence activity selection.

In generating the list, the group was asked to consider

conventional sports like soccer, hockey, and curling as well

as various types of physical activities such as going for a

walk, cycling, completing home renovations, and garden-

ing. As the discussion progressed and factors emerged, the

researcher recorded each one on a whiteboard while the

discussion continued. The researcher encouraged dialogue

around topics that could be further developed by suggest-

ing new physical activity scenarios. Once the group agreed

that they had identified all possible factors, the list was

considered complete. The committee consolidated the

factors by grouping similar factors and expanding others

that could be divided into more than one factor. Once the

committee agreed that the factors were unique, the list was

considered complete. Finally, the committee created a

definition for each factor.

Phase 1: Results

Table 1 outlines the list of 25 factors identified by the

committee along with the definition associated with each

factor. In addition to identifying, defining, and providing

examples for each of the 25 factors, the members of the

committee identified that some factors were better suited to

certain types or ‘‘categories’’ of physical activities than

others. For example, they suggested that factors that

influence participation in sports would be different than

factors that influence participation in household activities.

This led the committee to suggest that activities can be

divided into two classifications: ‘‘structured’’ versus ‘‘un-

structured.’’ The committee also separated the factors into

those that were better when participating alone versus as

part of a group. This resulted in a second grouping of

physical activities divided into either ‘‘individual’’ or

‘‘group’’ activities. As a result, the physical activities were

organized into one of the following four categories: indi-

vidual unstructured (IU), group unstructured (GU), indi-

vidual structured (IS), and group structured (GS).

Examples of IU activities include physical activities that

are completed alone and without any structure or rules

(raking leaves, going for a walk alone, etc.), GU activities

are those that happen within a group but do not follow rigid

structures or rules (walking or hiking clubs), IS activities

include organized activity that do not require a team but are

structured (marathon running, dance class, aerobics class),

and GS activities typically include group sports (baseball,

volleyball, basketball).
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Phase 2: Methods

Participants

A total of 45 participants were recruited in the second

phase of the study and were recruited in the same fashion

as phase 1. Participants involved in phase 1 of the study

were excluded from phase 2 of the study. The 45 partici-

pants in phase 2 consisted of 10 men and 35 women aged

64–79 years (M = 69.3, SD = 3.6). The demographics

questionnaire demonstrated that 24 participants (53 %)

were married while 20 (44 %) were widowed, divorced, or

never married, with one participant not reporting their

marital status. Participants reported having a mix of edu-

cation levels with 15 (33 %) having high school or less, 19

(42 %) having attended trade school or receiving a college

diploma, and 11 (24 %) having a university degree or

higher. Twenty-three participants (51 %) lived in a rural

Table 1 Factors influencing physical activity participation, definitions, and examples

Factor name Definition Example

Awareness Being alert to your surroundings and external

elements

Going for a walk and noticing flowers, birds, berries, etc.

Commitment Having an obligation to attend physical activity

each week because you told others you would

Having a golf foursome who expects you to be there each week

Competence Continually getting better at skills over time Reducing score in golf

Competition Activities in which there is a winner and loser or a

ranking of finishers

Games which are played and a score is kept

Creativity The ability to inject physical activity with your

own creative twist

Dance or doing renovations to your house

Energize To feel invigorated by the activity Feeling like you have more energy after coming in from a walk in

the sunshine

External motivation Desire to participate comes from outside rewards Desire to win a trophy

Fun Providing entertainment or amusement Having fun playing a sport

Hobbies Activities that happen along with personal

interests

Going for a walk and listening to podcasts or taking your camera

to take photos

Intensity The amount of energy expended ranging from

low to high

A walking speed that allows conversation to long distance running

which causes perspiration and makes conversation difficult

Interaction (casual) Discussions among participants stay very general

with broad topics

Conversation includes topics like the weather, work, etc.

Interaction (in depth) Discussions among participants are much deeper

and personal

Conversation includes topics like ideals, politics, religion, etc.

Internal motivation Desire to participate comes from personal reasons Desire to lose weight or have more energy

Meaningful

contribution

Having an outcome that makes a difference to the

betterment of a community or group

Habitat For Humanity house building

Mental (full

engagement)

Requiring high levels of concentration on a task Preparing for a challenging golf shot

Mental (mindless) Requiring very little mental concentration Raking leaves

Productive Working toward a specific outcome while being

physically active

Planting a vegetable garden

Regularly scheduled Meeting(s) is at a particular time and day Mondays from 2 to 3 pm

Safety Consideration given to personal safety from

external factors

Going for a walk with others in case you might fall, encounter a

threatening person, etc.

Satisfaction/fulfillment Feelings of having accomplished something

worthwhile

Beating your personal best or completing a project you’ve been

working on

Self-efficacy (mental) The belief that you are/are not mentally able to do

the activity successfully

I am/am not able to learn all the rules and techniques in golf

Self-efficacy

(physical)

The belief that you are/are not physically able to

do the activity successfully

I am/am not flexible enough to curl

Spiritual/meditation Allowing participant time to reflect and relax Going for a walk on the beach

Team Working with other individual to accomplish a

physical activity

Curling team, hockey team, etc.
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area while 22 (49 %) lived in an urban area. The distri-

bution of income was comparable for all wage brackets

with 10 individuals (22 %) earning under $24,999, 12

(27 %) earning $25,000–$49,999, and 10 (22 %) individ-

uals earning more than $50,000. However, 13 individuals

(29 %) did not report their income level. Only 3 partici-

pants (7 %) reported having no health conditions and 31

participants (69 %) indicated being active during their

entire lives.

Procedure

Participants were invited to attend one of 8 small group

meetings. Each meeting involved between 2 and 8 partic-

ipants, other than one meeting where only one participant

attended. Each meeting began by obtaining informed

consent from participants followed by brief introductions.

Participants completed the same demographic and physical

activity questionnaire as described in phase 1. Participants

were provided with the list of 25 factors identified by the

phase 1 participants as being related to motivation to par-

ticipate in physical activity along with definitions and

examples of each factor (Table 1).

After a brief conversation between the researchers and

the participants confirming their understanding of each

factor, the participants were provided with four paper

forms, one for each of the four categories of physical

activities identified in Phase 1. An example of a physical

activity that would fit into each category was also given:

individual unstructured (gardening); group unstructured

(walking club); individual structured (marathon running/

biking); and group structured (curling). The order in which

the categories were presented to participants was counter-

balanced to minimize order effects. Participants were asked

to list any of the 25 factors that they personally felt were

important in influencing physical activity in each of the

four categories of physical activity. They could list as

many of the 25 factors as they wished for each category.

Participants were also encouraged to add any factors they

felt were missing from the list at any time, although none

did so.

Although most participants in Phase 2 completed the

data collection process with other participants in the room,

all forms were completed independently. Some discussion

did occur between participants about whether or not they

felt a factor was important or should be included in the list

for ranking. Participants were encouraged to engage in this

discussion but ultimately, each completed their own lists

and ranked them independently.

Once each participant populated the four categories of

physical activity with the list of factors, each participant

was asked to rate the importance of the factors. This was

achieved by having participants rank their top five most

important factors, from 1 (most important) to 5 (least

important). After completing this task, the meeting ended

by thanking participants and answering any questions.

Data analysis

Data analysis began by summarizing which factors were

identified as most important for each of the four categories

of physical activity. This was achieved by creating a fre-

quency of rank (FoR) score, which was calculated by

adding the total number of times each factor was identified

as one of the five most important factors. For instance, if a

factor was ranked as one of the top five most important

factors 23 times, regardless of which rank, the FoR score

would be 23. Since we were interested in the most

important factors related to physical activity participation,

we focused on the five most important factors identified by

participants. Given that individuals participation revolves

around a few primary reasons, identifying the top five

reasons was believed to capture the essence of their par-

ticipation motives.

A Cochran–Mantel–Haenszel Chi-square (v2) test was

used to evaluate the differences between categories on the

order of ranks. The test was used to determine if each

category followed a similar pattern of ranks or if the four

categories had different ranks.

Differences within categories were measured to deter-

mine which factors were most important. To understand the

importance of factors within categories, the FoR score for

each factor was used to determine the proportion score and

calculate a 95 % confidence interval (CI). The proportion

score was calculated by dividing the FoR score by the

number of participants and multiplied by one hundred. CI

was calculated using standard statistical formulas

(Gravetter and Wallnau 2000). CI scores that included zero

indicate that the factor was not a contributor while CI

scores above zero indicate that the factor was considered as

a contributor. Additionally, factors that did not overlap

with their CI’s were considered significantly different from

one another. To explore patterns of factors within each of

the four categories of physical activity, CI scores were

compared to create levels of factors that had similar

importance. This was achieved by starting with the factor

with the highest proportion (and CI), and compared it to

CI’s of subsequent factors. Factors that had CI values that

overlapped were included in the same level. Once a factor

was identified as significantly different from the most

important factor, a new level emerged. This continued until

the list of factors was exhausted and no new levels

emerged.

At the end of the analysis, each of the four categories

contained four levels of factors. Table 3 provides a sum-

mary of the different factors within each level defined as
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levels A, B, C, and other factors. Level A held the most

important factors, level B the next most important, level C

containing the second last most important factors, and other

factors holding the remaining factors not identified

previously.

Phase 2: Results

Results of the v2 goodness of fit test revealed a significant

difference across the four categories (v2 = 75.9,

p\ 0.001). The difference indicates that the rankings of

factors differed across categories and that factors were not

ranked consistently across each category. This result sug-

gests that each category should be considered indepen-

dently to gain a better understanding of which factors were

important within each category (see Table 2 for complete

list).

To investigate the importance of factors within cate-

gories, the CI’s for each factor were compared. Given the

results of the first analysis, investigation of factors was

completed within each category to further explore the

importance of factors. A full list of the categories, levels,

and where each factor was ranked is located in Table 3.

Fun was represented in level A in each of the four cat-

egories. Satisfaction was reported in three, while energize

and commitment were reported in one category. For the

categories where satisfaction, energize, and commitment

were not listed in level A, they appeared as level B factors.

Additionally, the factors of safety, learning, awareness,

productive, and internal motivation appeared across the

four categories. Each of these emerged as level B factors.

Above and beyond the commonalities that appeared

across categories, certain factors were identified as

important within each category. For the individual

unstructured category, the factors creativity, hobbies,

meaningful contribution, and spiritual were identified in

level B while competence, hobbies, interaction casual, and

spiritual were identified within level B in the group

unstructured category. The individual structured category

included competence and regularly scheduled as additional

factors in level B, whereas the group structured category

identified the unique factors of competence, competition,

Table 2 Frequency of Rank (FoR) score of factors by category (FoR score in brackets)

Individual unstructured Group unstructured Individual structured Group structured

Fun (30) Fun (33) Fun (32) Fun (30)

Satisfaction (20) Satisfaction (22) Satisfaction (23) Commitment (21)

Energize (18) Energize (19) Safety (19) Satisfaction (16)

Learning (17) Awareness (16) Commitment (17) Safety (15)

Awareness (15) Safety (15) Learning (16) Team (15)

Safety (15) Commitment (15) Energize (14) Learning (14)

Productive (15) Learning (15) Competence (12) Competence (11)

Creativity (14) Productive (11) Awareness (11) Competition (11)

Spiritual (13) Hobbies (11) Productive (10) Energize (9)

Internal motivation (13) Spiritual (10) Internal motivation (9) Awareness (8)

Hobbies (10) Interaction casual (10) Regularly scheduled (8) Internal motivation (8)

Commitment (9) Internal motivation (9) Hobbies (7) Self-efficacy physical (8)

Meaningful contribution (8) Competence (8) Meaningful contribution (7) Productive (7)

Self-efficacy physical (5) Regularly scheduled (7) Team (6) Regularly scheduled (7)

Intensity (5) Meaningful contribution (6) Creativity (5) Hobbies (6)

Mental mindless (5) Team (3) Spiritual (5) Meaningful contribution (6)

Competence (4) Self-efficacy physical (3) Competition (4) Mental full (5)

Mental full (3) Intensity (3) Self-efficacy physical (4) Self-efficacy mental (5)

Regularly scheduled (2) Competition (2) External motivation (4) External motivation (4)

Self-efficacy mental (2) Self-efficacy mental (2) Mental full (3) Intensity (4)

Team (1) Interaction in depth (2) Self-efficacy mental (2) Interaction casual (4)

Interaction casual (0) Creativity (1) Intensity (2) Creativity (2)

Competition (0) Mental full (1) Interaction casual (2) Interaction in depth (2)

Interaction in depth (0) Mental mindless (1) Mental mindless (2) Spiritual (2)

External motivation (0) External motivation (0) Interaction in depth (0) Mental mindless (0)
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Table 3 Importance of factors by level* within category

Category Level A Level B Level C Other factors

Individual Unstructured Fun

Energize

Satisfaction

Awareness

Commitment

Creativity

Hobbies

Internal motivation

Learning

Meaningful contribution

Productive

Safety

Spiritual

Competence Intensity

Mental mindless

Self-efficacy physical

Competition

External motivation

Interaction casual

Interaction in depth

Mental full

Regularly scheduled

Self-efficacy mental

Team

Group Unstructured Fun

Satisfaction

Awareness

Commitment

Competence

Energize

Hobbies

Interaction casual

Internal motivation

Learning

Productive

Safety

Spiritual

Meaningful contribution

Regularly scheduled

Competition

Creativity

External motivation

Intensity

Interaction in depth

Mental full

Mental mindless

Self-efficacy mental

Self-efficacy physical

Team

Individual Structured Fun

Satisfaction

Awareness

Commitment

Competence

Energize

Internal motivation

Learning

Productive

Regularly scheduled

Safety

Competition

Creative

External motivation

Hobbies

Meaningful contribution

Self-efficacy physical

Spiritual

Team

Intensity

Interaction casual

Interaction in depth

Mental full

Mental mindless

Self-efficacy mental

Group Structured Commitment

Fun

Awareness

Competence

Competition

Energize

Hobbies

Internal motivation

Learning

Meaningful contribution

Productive

Regularly scheduled

Safety

Satisfaction

Self-efficacy physical

Team

External motivation

Intensity

Interaction casual

Mental full

Self-efficacy mental

Creativity

Interaction in depth

Mental mindless

Spiritual

* Levels A, B, C, and other factors denote grouping of factors which are statistically more important than the following grouping. Factors in level

A are the most important, with other factors being the least important
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hobbies, meaningful contribution, regularly scheduled,

self-efficacy physical, and team. The remaining factors

were not identified as important factors across the

categories.

Discussion

The purpose of this study was to identify factors that may

influence leisure time physical activity that pursuits in

older adults aged 60–80 and address the identification of

‘‘other factors’’ as described by Bandura (2004). Addi-

tionally, the context or setting in which they happen was

dissected and analyzed.

The results obtained across the four categories of

physical activity show consistent trends. Certain factors

ranked high in importance, consistently while other factors

ranked low, consistently (see Table 3). Although it was

found that contexts should be considered separately, results

suggest agreement among older adults as to which factors

are most important.

Enjoyment was the top-ranked factor across all four

categories of physical activity. The identification of

enjoyment as a salient factor in physical activity selection

is consistent with prior research in the older adult popu-

lation (Dacey et al. 2008; Ruby et al. 2011; Henderson

et al. 2012). Bauman et al. (2002) identified ‘‘enjoyment of

exercise’’ as a correlate of physical activity that is not fully

explained by a theory or model, and called for more

research on the topic. Additionally, Dacey et al. (2008)

suggest that it may be important to consider actual versus

expected enjoyment when trying to understand the signif-

icance of the construct. The present findings suggest that

regardless of the category of physical activity (i.e., group/

individual, structured/unstructured), some form of enjoy-

ment is needed to promote participation. By extension, it is

reasonable to assume that activities which are not per-

ceived as enjoyable will be selected less often by older

adults. Therefore, it may be possible to increase physical

activity participation in older adults by ensuring that the

activity is highly enjoyable. Although previous research

has identified the meaning of physical activity enjoyment

in youth (see Weiss and Williams 2004), the concept of

physical activity enjoyment in older adults has not been

fully explored. Future research should investigate the

meaning of physical activity enjoyment in older adults to

better understand how it can be achieved.

Satisfaction was the second most important factor and

was identified in all categories, except group structured. To

date, no research has measured satisfaction as it relates to

physical activity preferences for any age. This novel factor

should be studied more thoroughly as it was frequently

identified in our study as being very important to this

cohort in physical activity selection. Of course, each indi-

vidual will have a different view of satisfaction in physical

activity, but by recognizing its importance, steps can be

taken to integrate satisfaction into programs in ways that

broadly promote this factor. This might be achieved by

asking older adults what they feel is a worthwhile

accomplishment, and providing opportunities for individ-

uals to achieve this. For example, a participant might feel

that helping to improve the environment is worthwhile, so

picking up garbage along a walk might provide opportunity

for satisfaction.

Commitment and energize emerged as important factors

in level A. Commitment was identified as important in

group structured activities, while energize was found in

individual unstructured. Within the context of group

structured activities, it would be expected that individuals

value commitment as participants may feel like they have a

social obligation to the group. This finding is consistent

with previous research by Scanlan et al. (1993) that iden-

tified commitment as an important factor related to par-

ticipation. They also found that commitment to physical

activity and enjoyment were intimately related. This rein-

forces current findings of enjoyment and commitment as

important contributors to physical activity selection in

older adults. The factor energize is also associated with

enjoyment literature. In a study by Fridlung Dunton and

Vaughan (2008), it was observed that when a participant

anticipated positive emotional outcomes, such as enjoy-

ment or being energized, they showed an increase in

physical activity adoption and adherence. Additional

research utilizing the Physical Activity Enjoyment Scale

also addresses the concept of being energized by address-

ing the construct with an energizing/tiring dichotomy

(Kendzierski and DeCarlo 1991). Taken together, the

results of the present study suggest that the four most

important factors of fun, satisfaction, commitment, and

energize are intimately related and should be strongly

considered when planning activities for older adults.

Five additional factors were consistently identified

across the four categories of level B (safety, learning,

awareness, productive, and internal motivation). The con-

cept of safety has been identified as an important factor in

previous research. More specifically, research has shown

that individuals are more likely to participate in activities

when they perceive the environment to be safe (Cleland

et al. 2015). Although not the most important factor related

to participation, this finding underscores the importance of

ensuring that older adults have a safe environment in which

to participate.

Learning was a consistent factor in level B. Many par-

ticipants commented that learning as they age was impor-

tant and its relatively high rank of importance among all

factors is evidence of this. This suggests that individuals
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will be interested in activities that stimulate them cogni-

tively. Physical activity’s positive effect on cognitive

functioning are well documented (Kerr et al. 2013) and our

results reinforce that learning opportunities should be

considered when designing physical activity opportunities

for older adults. Therefore, it is suggested that physical

activity programmers provide opportunity for learning in

order to stimulate participation and enhance the well-being

of older adults.

Productivity was also identified across categories of

physical activity for level B. A study by Witcher et al.

(2007) explored physical activity participation in rural

Newfoundland. A central theme from their study was the

need for physical activity to be seen as productive versus

participating in the activity just ‘‘for the sake of health’’ (p.

179). Additionally, it was found that older adults perceived

leisure time activity as something that could be done only

once all of the necessary work and chores were completed

(Witcher et al. 2007). These types of attitudes were also

identified in the current study as individuals indicated that

being productive was of great importance to them.

Another factor found in level B was awareness. Recent

research by Price et al. (2012) found that a person’s

interaction with their environment affects their level of

participation. While observing older adults on a walking

trail, they found that most used the trail in spring, on sunny

days, and in moderate weather. It was noted that these

conditions provide the most pleasant experience and the

best opportunity to enjoy the experience (Price et al. 2012).

Further exploration and explanation is needed to verify this

claim and to better understand how the concept of aware-

ness influences physical activity participation of older

adults.

The final factor identified in each category for level B

was internal motivation. Internal (or intrinsic) motivation

and its importance to physical activity participation have

been reported (Deci and Ryan 1985). One study by Dacey

et al. (2008) found that intrinsic motivation was correlated

with increased physical activity participation in older

adults. These findings corroborate our results and under-

score the importance of internal motivation when

attempting to encourage participation in this population.

As outlined in the results, certain factors were identified

as important only within specific categories. These results

suggest that above and beyond the commonalities identi-

fied above, each category holds certain idiosyncrasies that

should be considered. These additional factors are impor-

tant and should be considered by practitioners offering

physical activity programs within these categories.

A closer look at level C factors show a mix of intrinsic

(i.e., self-efficacy, creativity) and extrinsic (i.e., teams,

competition) aspects of participation. Although it would be

of interest to further investigate how these factors link with

the motivation of individuals (Deci and Ryan 1985), we

believe that their relative (un)importance compared to

Levels A and B factors mitigates their relevance. There-

fore, we suggest that priority be given to Levels A and B

factors as they will likely have a stronger influence on

sustained participation.

Limitations and future directions

Although the results of this study help us understand the

role of additional factors in activity selection in older

adults, limitations exist. First, it is unclear if this is an

exhaustive list of factors. Although participants in phase 2

were encouraged to suggest additional factors, it is possible

that not all factors were identified. Second, data were

collected from participants in a range of group sizes. It is

not clear what effect group size and dynamics may have

played on individual responses. Future research may ask

participants to rank factors individually prior to a group

discussion in an attempt to limit the group’s influence.

Third, participants were asked to only rank their top five

most important factors. Having participants rank all 25

factors in further study may yield a more in-depth analysis.

Finally, participants were all from one region of Canada,

were mostly female, and were of similar ethnic and cultural

background. Caution needs to be taken in generalizing our

results. Further research is warranted with larger and more

diverse samples to determine if these factors hold true

across different cultural and demographic settings.

Conclusion

Ultimately, the data show which factors are most important

to older adults when selecting physical activity and address

Bandura’s (2004) call for the identification of ‘‘other fac-

tors’’ influencing physical activity participation for older

adults. This research provides practical information that

can be implemented into a variety of physical activity

contexts. The results of this study are useful for research-

ers, community members, and physical activity planners

who are interested in creating programs for older adults.

The knowledge of which factors are most important in

which context allows these parties to modify physical

activity programs for older adults so that they become more

appealing, and thereby lead to increased participation. This

may help address the inactivity levels in older adults, and

could consequently help improve overall health (Janssen

2012). Finally, these results can be used to guide further

exploration and analysis of factors that lead to physical

activity selection in older adults.
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