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Abstract

The aim of the present study was to investigate the factors motivating the elderly to engage in
physical activity, with an approach to increasing participation, based on the self-determination
theory (SDT). The present study is a descriptive-survey study conducted in the form of semi-
structured interviews. From among the elderly aged 65-75 in West Azerbaijan province, 20
people (10 women and 10 men) were initially selected as samples for qualitative interviews using
a purposive sampling method. First, based on the theoretical foundations and background of the
research, motivation components were prepared based on the theory of SDT. The content of the
interviews was coded using the open coding method, axial categories, and selective codes. The
results showed that: the intrinsic motivation factors included the components of enjoyment,
recreation and entertainment, the value of physical activity, and interest in physical activity;
integrated regulation factors included personal growth components, basic life values, main life
purpose, and belief in physical activity; identified regulation factors included appearance and
fitness, physical fitness, physical health, psychological well-being, and social well-being;
introjected regulation factors included mental pressure, negative thoughts, and negative
emotions; external regulation factors included significant others, health professionals, social
recognition, sports facilities and spaces; and finally, amotivational factors included components
of spending time with physical activity and physical activity without a goal. In general, it is
suggested that in order to promote participation, in designing physical activity programs for the
elderly, a set of intrinsic, extrinsic, and amotivational factors should be considered.
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Extended Abstract
Background and Purpose

In recent decades, improvements in healthcare, living conditions, and facilities have led to
increased life expectancy, resulting in a growing elderly population worldwide (Babak, Davari,
Aghdak, & Pirhaji, 2011). In Iran, according to the 2016 census, about 10% of the population
were aged 60 and above, with projections estimating this figure to exceed 25% by 2051.
Physiological challenges common in old age, including disabilities and functional decline, are
often linked to insufficient physical activity and muscle use, negatively impacting quality of life
(Borzoo et al., 2011). Physical activity and exercise have proven effective in preventing,
delaying, or mitigating age-related health issues by improving cardiovascular function, muscle
mass and strength, bone health, balance, flexibility, longevity, cognitive function, and self-
confidence (Peyman, Taghipour, Mahdizadeh, & Esmaeely, 2013). Given the substantial
benefits of physical activity for older adults, understanding the factors that influence their
participation is essential for promoting active aging. Numerous empirical studies have
substantiated the applicability of Self-Determination Theory (SDT) in the enhancement of
physical activity across diverse age groups (A. Ahmadi et al., 2023; M. Ahmadi & moradzadeh,
2022; Behzadnia, Mohammadzadeh, & Ahmadi, 2019). Collectively, these findings underscore
the robustness of the theory as a foundational model for designing interventions aimed at
promoting sustained physical activity.

Although numerous studies have investigated facilitators and barriers to physical activity among
the elderly(Behzadnia, Deci, & DeHaan, 2020; Stephan, Boiché, & Le Scanff, 2010), many have
explored these factors without a guiding theoretical framework, primarily using quantitative
methods. Notably, motivational factors driving physical activity in Iranian older adults remain
underexplored from a theory-based qualitative perspective. The Self-Determination Theory
(Deci & Ryan, 2000, 2013), a prominent motivational framework, provides a comprehensive
model to understand human behavior through a continuum of motivational regulations ranging
from amotivation to intrinsic motivation (Vallerand, 1997). This study aims to examine
motivational factors influencing physical activity among older adults in Iran. The approach is
qualitative and based on Self-Determination Theory.

Materials and Methods

This study employed a qualitative descriptive survey design. The statistical population included
elderly individuals aged 65 to 75 years (both men and women) residing in West Azerbaijan Province
during 2022-2023. Using purposive sampling, 20 participants (10 males and 10 females) were
selected for semi-structured interviews. Data collection involved a demographic questionnaire and a
semi-structured interview guide based on the six-part motivational continuum of Self-Determination
Theory, developed and pilot-tested for clarity and relevance. Interviews were conducted individually
at participants’ homes or suitable locations, lasted 30 to 60 minutes, and were audio-recorded with
informed consent between May and June 2023.

Data analysis consisted of descriptive statistics for demographic variables and qualitative content
analysis of interview transcripts using MAXQDA (2024). The analysis followed a systematic coding
process, beginning with open coding by line-by-line examination to extract meaningful concepts,
followed by axial coding to group related concepts into categories, and culminating in selective
coding to identify core categories and overarching themes. This iterative process allowed for
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meaningful data reduction and the extraction of thematic patterns aligned with the study’s theoretical
framework on motivational factors influencing elderly participation in physical activity.

Results

The analysis of interview content using open coding, axial coding, and selective coding revealed
a range of motivational factors influencing physical activity among the elderly. Intrinsic
motivation factors included enjoyment, recreation and entertainment, the perceived value of
physical activity, and personal interest in engaging in such activities. Integrated regulation
factors encompassed elements related to personal growth, core life values, a primary life purpose,
and belief in the importance of physical activity. Identified regulation factors were associated
with appearance and fitness, physical readiness, physical health, psychological well-being, and
social well-being. Introjected regulation factors included mental pressure, negative thoughts, and
negative emotions, reflecting internal conflicts influencing motivation. External regulation
factors involved influences from significant others, health professionals, social recognition, as
well as access to sports facilities and spaces. Finally, amotivational factors were characterized
by engagement in physical activity as a means of passing time or without any specific goal.
These findings illustrate the complex and multifaceted nature of motivation driving physical
activity participation among older adults, highlighting the necessity to consider a broad spectrum
of motivational components in the design of interventions and programs aimed at this population.

Conclusion

Consistent with Self-Determination Theory, intrinsic, integrated, and identified regulations
characterized by enjoyment, personal growth, basic life values, and belief in physical activity
emerge as key predictors of sustained engagement in physical activity. Nevertheless, introjected
and external motivational factors, including mental pressure, negative affect, social influences,
health professionals, social recognition, and availability of exercise facilities, also hold
significant relevance within this population. Notably, amotivational factors such as engaging in
physical activity for pastime or without explicit goals were identified, underscoring the
complexity of motivational dynamics in older adults. These findings suggest that interventions
and programs aimed at promoting physical activity in the elderly should adopt a comprehensive
approach that fosters autonomous motivation while addressing pertinent extrinsic and
amotivational factors to effectively enhance participation.
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