International Journal of /
* Environmental Research m\DP|
and Public Health Z

Article
Facilitators of Physical Activity: Voices of
Adolescents in a Disadvantaged Community

Linus Jonsson *, Christina Berg !, Christel Larsson !, Peter Korp ! and Eva-Carin Lindgren -2

1 Department of Food and Nutrition and Sport Science, University of Gothenburg, 41120 Gothenburg,

Sweden; christina.berg@ped.gu.se (C.B.); christel.larsson@gu.se (C.L.); peter.korp@ped.gu.se (P.K.);
eva-carin.lindgren@hh.se (E.-C.L.)

2 School of Health and Welfare, Halmstad University, 30118 Halmstad, Sweden

*  Correspondence: linus.jonsson@gu.se; Tel.: +46-076-237-4834

Received: 23 June 2017; Accepted: 24 July 2017; Published: 26 July 2017

Abstract: Despite increasing socioeconomic inequalities in the health and well-being of adolescents,
the voices of adolescents in disadvantaged communities regarding facilitators of physical activity
(PA) have received relatively little attention. In response, the purpose of this study was to illuminate
what adolescents in a multicultural community of low socioeconomic status (SES) in Sweden convey
concerning facilitators of PA. Adolescents (1 = 53, aged 12-13 years) were recruited from a school in a
multicultural community of low SES in Sweden. Following an interpretive approach, 10 focus group
interviews were conducted to produce data for a qualitative content analysis. When the adolescents
mentioned PA, they mostly referred to spontaneous PA rather than organized PA, and expressed that
they enjoyed their PA engagement, which they stated was promoted by the variation of PA, available
options for PA, their physical skills, and the presence of peers. They reported that social support from
family and friends facilitated their PA, and they offered several suggestions regarding how the school
environment could better support their PA. From the perspective of self-determination theory (SDT),
the results stress the importance of facilitating intrinsic motivation with a supportive PA environment
in which adolescents can satisfy their needs for autonomy, competence, and relatedness.

Keywords: child perspective; focus group interviews; low socioeconomic status; multicultural
community; self-determination theory; youth

1. Introduction

There is a broad consensus that taking part in physical activity (PA) and sport from an early age is
important for developing a foundation for lifelong physical engagement in healthy PA experiences [1,2].
In response, by listening to the perspectives of adolescents, some scholars have sought to gain insights
into their views and experiences regarding PA, as well as to learn what could facilitate their PA [3,4].
By exploring these perspectives, scholars have identified several facilitators of PA among adolescents
at the individual, social, environmental, and societal levels [3,4]. Most of these studies, however,
have been conducted in the United Kingdom and the United States, and comparatively few have
concentrated on adolescents in multicultural areas of low socioeconomic status (SES) [5-8]. Some
facilitators of PA that seem to be specific to adolescents from such areas have been identified, however,
including staying out of trouble [6] and the proximity of places of worship that provide social
support [7].

Yet, earlier findings have to be understood within the context of the time and space in which
they occurred [9]. During the last few years, a significant number of people have fled their homes for
Europe due to persecution, military conflict, and poverty in their native lands [10]. Related to this
great migration is increasing socioeconomic segregation throughout Europe, including in Sweden [11].
Regrettably, the attendant socioeconomic inequalities are also obvious in the health of adolescents [12],
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and adolescents from families of low SES engage in less moderate-to-vigorous PA, reporting poorer
life satisfaction and self-rated health, than adolescents from families of high SES [13]. In Sweden,
a recent study reported that only roughly 40% of boys and 20% of girls are physically active
enough to fulfill current PA recommendations of 60 min of moderate-to-vigorous PA every day [14],
which suggests a large discrepancy between the PA of Swedish boys and girls—the latter being far
less physically active than the former. Furthermore, it appears that the number of boys and girls
who meet PA recommendations decreases with age [14]. Consequently, to understand the views of
adolescent boys and girls from multicultural communities of low SES concerning PA, it is vital to listen
to how they express their own meanings of and experiences with PA. In doing so, the identification
of facilitators could shed light on ways to create more effective means to increase and maintain the
PA of adolescents [3], as well as to stem, if not reverse, the decline in their PA as they grow older.
Accordingly, the purpose of this study is to illuminate what adolescents in a multicultural community
of low socioeconomic status (SES) in Sweden convey concerning facilitators of PA.

Theoretical Frameworks

The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child emphasizes that every child has
the right to express his or her opinion and be heard in all matters affecting his or her health and
well-being [15]. In observance, this study is founded upon the perspective of children, which, in this
case, means considering both the children’s perspective and a child perspective [16]. On the one hand,
the children’s perspective, at least in this study, means listening to voices of adolescents [16] concerning
facilitators of PA, which is crucial to advance the understanding of their perspectives on PA (cf. [3]).
On the other, a child perspective requires the researchers to interpret the voices of adolescents [16],
in this case, through the lens of self-determination theory (SDT), to gain a clearer understanding of
their perspectives. This step is essential, for the social conditions in which adolescents develop and
function can either thwart or facilitate their processes of self-motivation and healthy psychological
development [17].

Self-Determination Theory

According to SDT, humans have three innate psychological needs—autonomy, competence, and
relatedness—that are essential to their psychological functioning, including mental development,
integrity, autonomous motivation, and well-being [18,19]. Autonomy refers to the capacity to control
one’s actions and participate in self-chosen activities, whereas competence refers to the feeling of
effectively mastering challenging tasks and exercising personal capacity within a given domain.
By contrast, relatedness refers to the perception of having meaningful connections with others and
feeling comfortable and involved in a given context [18]. SDT also stipulates three dimensions of social
environments that can either support or thwart the satisfaction of those innate psychological needs:
an autonomy-supportive environment supports the need for autonomy, a well-structured environment
supports the need for competence, and an environment with high interpersonal involvement supports
the need for relatedness [19]. In particular, autonomy support involves providing meaningful
rationales, acknowledging negative feelings, using non-controlling language, offering choice,
and nurturing inner motivational resources [20]. Structured environments are predictable, contingent,
and consistent [21]. Lastly, interpersonal involvement includes the provision of affection, warmth,
care, and nurturance [21]. At the same time, SDT maintains that the development and persistence of a
behavior depend on the quality of the motivation [17]. Accordingly, SDT differentiates between
controlling motivation (i.e., amotivation, external, and introjected regulation) and autonomous
motivation (i.e., identified, integrated, and intrinsic regulation) [17,18]. On the one hand, when an
individual is driven by controlling motivation, the behavior is perceived to be controlled and spurred by
external factors. One the other, when an individual is driven by autonomous motivation, the behavior
is more self-determined and internalized (see [17,18] for greater detail).
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2. Materials and Methods

By embracing an interpretive approach, this study was based upon the notion that the
always-constructed and contextual experiences of adolescents are complex and accommodate shared
realities [22]. To capture the nature of these complex, shared realities of adolescents, the study
employed focus group interviews, which allowed adolescents to make their voices heard and express
themselves freely [23].

2.1. Recruitment and Participants

The second-largest city in Sweden, Gothenburg, has experienced widespread socioeconomic
segregation, and the district of Angered is one of the most segregated. According to Swedish standards,
Angered is characterized by a high proportion of non-native residents, long-term unemployment,
low educational level and average income, the need for long-term financial assistance, and poor life
expectancy [24]. Angered includes a school attended by roughly 450 students in the fourth to ninth
grades that, by Swedish standards, is characterized by a large share of newly arrived students and
students of a foreign background [25]. Moreover, the educational achievement scores and the number
of students in the ninth grade who pass all subjects are below average [25]. For a more detailed
description regarding the school’s characteristics, see the work of Jonsson et al. [26].

In August 2014, all seventh graders at the mentioned school were recruited for the How to Act?
research project, an empowerment-based, health-promoting school intervention focused on food and
PA habits. Between September and October 2014, all adolescents (12-13 years of age) enrolled in
the project were invited to participate in the present study. All 54 adolescents agreed to participate;
however, one student was absent during his scheduled focus group, which resulted in a sample of
53 adolescents (21 boys and 32 girls). Prior to enrollment in the project, both the adolescents and
their parents or legal guardians received information regarding the project, including its purpose,
that participation was voluntary, and that they could leave the study at any time, and the adolescents
and their parents or legal guardians provided the researchers with their written informed consent.
The project and the present study were approved by the regional ethical review board (Dnr: 469-14).

2.2. Procedure and Data Production

To produce data for the study, 10 focus group interviews were performed, each attended by
4 to 6 adolescents; 4 were conducted with girls only, 3 with boys only, and 3 with both genders.
The interviews lasted for an average of 69 min (range: 44-97 min). The procedures of the focus group
interviews appear in greater detail elsewhere [26].

2.3. Data Analysis

Qualitative content analysis [27,28] was considered suitable to thematize the data in order to
obtain a description of the facilitators related to PA expressed by the adolescents. First, focus group
interviews were transcribed verbatim, and the transcripts were read several times to “obtain a sense of
the whole” [27] (p. 108) and gain a general understanding of the adolescents’ perspectives. Second,
a back-and-forth process with decontextualization and contextualization was undertaken to detect
similarities and differences in the data. The transcripts were divided into meaning units and sometimes
into condensed meaning units, after which the condensed meaning units were abstracted and coded
(Table 1). To arrange the codes into tentative categories, similarities and differences between the
codes were sorted and compared. The tentative categories were discussed and reviewed several
times by the researchers until they were encoded into final categories. In this stage, the analysis
concentrated on the visible and obvious parts of the transcripts, meaning that the analysis related
to the children’s perspective [16]. Third, adhering to a child perspective [16], the researchers moved
back-and-forth between the data and literature to identify appropriate theories to gain a deeper
understanding of and support for our interpretation of the adolescents’ perspectives. Fourth, data
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were compared and contrasted in terms of SDT. In this step, the categories were also arranged into final
themes. Although the analysis was performed by the first and last authors, all steps were regularly
discussed among the researchers to reach a consensus. The researchers who participated in the analysis
represented an interdisciplinary group with broad knowledge of sport science, food and nutrition,
and health promotion.

Table 1. Examples of meaning units, codes, categories, and themes from the data analysis.

Meaning Unit Code Category Theme

To have fun and spend time

with friends Fun with friends Friends make PA fun Possibility for enjoyment

It depends on whether your family
supports you. If you say that you Encouragement from
would like to start playing football, family and having Social support and a
and they say no, then it becomes friends to be physically ~ supportive environment
difficult because your family does active with
not support you.

Support from family

PA: physical activity.

3. Results and Discussion

3.1. The Voices of Adolescents Regarding Physical Activity in Genera

To understand what facilitates the PA of adolescents, it is necessary to recognize how adolescents
talk about PA in general. When the adolescents in the study discussed PA, they stated that PA need
not be exercise or organized sports, but can even be active commuting to and from school or going for
a walk with friends. Some of the adolescents mentioned organized PA (e.g., football, martial arts) as a
leisure-time activity, and organized PA in terms of physical education (PE), although the adolescents
more often highlighted spontaneous PA (e.g., playing unorganized football and basketball with friends)
as a common leisure activity (the following quotations illustrates if it is a boy (b) or a girl (g), using
pseudonyms, and from which focus group (FG) the quotation is retrieved (e.g., (FG 1)), as exemplified
by one of the adolescents:

Interviewer: Do they usually play football there?

Anna (g): They're always, you know, at the playground. Just go there, and you'll see everyone
you know. And it’s always football, so you can just go there and play. (FG 1)

Another spontaneous form of PA that the adolescents underscored was playing games outdoors
(e.g., hide-and-seek, tag), as shown below:

Interviewer: Do you play any games [outdoors]?

Malik (b): Yes, cops and robbers!

Interviewer: Cops and robbers?

Malik (b): Yes! And hide-and-seek.

Caleb (b): Zombie tag. (FG 4)

Although spontaneous PA has decreased in Sweden significantly during the last few decades [14],
spontaneous PA seems to be an essential part of these adolescents” accumulated PA, as for among other
adolescents from families of low SES (cf. [29]). Moreover, Froberg et al. [30] conducted a quantitative
study with this sample, and data extracted from that study showed that only 32% of the participants
in this study were active in sports clubs, compared to another report, which suggested that about
64% of Swedish adolescents are members of sports clubs [14]. As such, the adolescents in this study
appeared to be less physically active in sports clubs compared to children and adolescents in Sweden
in general, although participation in sports clubs is considered an important part of youths’ leisure and
everyday life, as it is regarded to be beneficial to democracy, equality, and public health [31]. As shown
by Jonsson et al. [26], the lack of participation in sports clubs among these adolescents may relate to
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lacking parental and financial support. Consequently, it is important that the neighborhood area where
these adolescents often socialize is designed so that they are encouraged to engage in spontaneous PA.

In response to the study’s aim, two major themes were identified—one was the possibility
for enjoyment, and the other was social support and a supportive environment—as well as six
categories, all of which illuminate facilitators concerning the adolescents’ PA (Table 2). In what follows,
the categories are described and illustrated with quotations that are characteristic for each category.
Each category begins by illuminating the adolescents’ voices, and is followed by an interpretation of
the finding in relation to previous research and, if suitable, through the lens of SDT.

Table 2. Categories and themes regarding facilitators of the adolescents’ physical activity (PA).

Category Theme

Personal preference and fun guides PA engagement
Variation makes PA fun
Physical skills make PA fun
Friends make PA fun

Possibility for enjoyment

Encouragement from family and having friends to be
physically active with Social support and a supportive environment
A supportive school environment

3.2. Possibility for Enjoyment

3.2.1. Personal Preference and Fun Guides Physical Activity Engagement

The adolescents stated that for them to engage in PA, the PA should be fun. What constituted fun
PAs varied, however, and as did the activities that the adolescents mentioned (e.g., playing games,
football, basketball, martial arts), as illustrated below:

Interviewer: How come you play football then?

Zavier (b): Because it’s fun.

Jamel (b): Because it’s fun. (FG 7)

Overall, the findings are consistent the results of previous studies, which have highlighted the
need for adolescents” PA to be fun [32,33], and that fun relates closely to intrinsic motivation [18].
For instance, a systematic review and meta-analysis by Owen et al. [34] showed that autonomous
motivation (i.e., intrinsic and identified regulation) was positively associated with children’s and
adolescents’ PA levels, which highlights the importance for adolescents to engage in PAs that they find
personally meaningful and enjoyable.

In some of the focus groups, the adolescents mentioned that boys, in general, are more physically
active compared to girls. In other focus groups, however, the adolescents described different views on
whether boys are more physically active than girls. The adolescents’ reasoning ended with the idea
that PA engagement depends more on personality and personal preferences, as illustrated below:

Interviewer: Are there any differences between boys’ and girls’ leisure time activities?

Hamza (b): Boys usually participate more in sports.

Interviewer: More than girls?

Amarion (b): No, not how I see it.

Interviewer: What do you think?

Amarion (b): I don’t want to distinguish between the sexes. There are girls who play a lot of
sports, and there are guys who are not so much into sports. So, it depends on how you are as a person.

Interviewer: It’s not about sex, but about who you are and what you like?

Mina (g): Yes, what you like. (FG 9)

However, research has shown that boys are generally more physically active and participate more
in sports clubs than girls [14], and in the present study’s sample, only 24% of boys and 6% of girls were
physically active enough to meet current PA recommendations [30]. Moreover, when discussing which
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sports clubs the adolescents attended, one boy emphasized that dance was something that he liked,
as shown below:

Ahmad (b): And dance. Albanian dance.

[The other adolescents burst into laughter.]

Ahmad (b): What? I like it! (FG 4)

Leisure time activities such as dance are commonly viewed as being feminine [35], and it is
possible that boys in the above-quoted group shared that view, which could explain their laughter.
From a SDT viewpoint, however, the boy who liked to dance took the opportunity to express his
volition and, as such, satisfy his need for autonomy (cf. [18]).

3.2.2. Variation Makes Physical Activity Fun

The adolescents suggested that it is essential to try different activities until one finds activities that
he or she personally enjoys. They also mentioned variation as a way of making PA fun. For example,
the adolescents highlighted that they liked PE because it provided them with the opportunity of
choosing and trying several different PAs. Traditional teaching in PE supplies pupils with a version
of “sports light” [36], and this kind of variation in PA makes PE fun, as exemplified in one of the
focus groups:

Interviewer: How come you like it [PE]?

Grace (g): Because you try different activities. You don’t do the same thing every lesson. (FG 5)

Similarly, in relation to organized sports in sports clubs, the adolescents suggested that it
is important to try different sports until you find one that you like, as illustrated by of one of
the adolescents:

Jazmin (g): You can try different ones, until you find a sport that you like. (FG 3)

In a similar vein, Martins et al. [3] showed that autonomy is important in relation to adolescents’
PA engagement. Variation and the opportunity to choose from among different forms of PA relate
to the basic need of autonomy [18]. Because SDT stipulates that satisfying the need for autonomy
promotes intrinsic motivation [18], it makes sense that variation and the opportunity to choose among
different PAs promoted the adolescents’ perceptions of fun.

3.2.3. Physical Skills Make Physical Activity Fun

Some of the adolescents mentioned that PA was especially fun when they felt skilled and
competent at the activity, which was mentioned in relation to PE, spontaneous PA, and participation
in sports clubs. The adolescents stated that they felt competent when they learned new skills and
developed their physical abilities. Similarly, some of the adolescent girls mentioned that they liked to
play basketball in PE because they were good at it, as seen below:

Interviewer: Is there something else that you would like to do in physical education that you
think is more fun?

Kayla (g): No, not really. We girls like to play anything, as long as we’re good at it.

Sara (g): Basketball.

Kayla (g): Yes, girls like to play basketball because they’re skilled at it. (FG 2)

When the adolescents discussed feeling competent, they neither mentioned winning nor focused
on performance. Instead, they emphasized the importance of doing their best and having fun,
as exemplified in one of the focus groups:

Interviewer: Is it important to win?

Filip (b): No, not as long as you play well.

Malik (b): And have fun.

Filip (b): Then, it’s not important to win.

Malik (b): As long as you have fun. (FG 4)

It is therefore problematic that organized PA, in sports clubs, usually focuses on
performance-based results with a win-at-all-costs mentality, and encourages competitive pressure



Int. J. Environ. Res. Public Health 2017, 14, 839 7 of 13

(cf. [37,38]) instead of emphasizing doing one’s best and the fun of the activities. In a similar
vein, Martins et al. [3] observed that adolescents characterized a competitive, performance-oriented
environment by a lack of fun. Other studies have highlighted that feelings of competence contribute to
the experience of fun related to adolescents’ PA [32]. For instance, Martins et al. [3] also found that
perceived competence was an important factor for adolescents’ PA maintenance, whereas a lack of
competence decreased adolescents’ PA over time [3]. From an SDT-based perspective, it is logical
that feelings of competence make PA fun, for SDT stipulates that satisfying the need for competence
promotes intrinsic motivation [17].

3.2.4. Friends Make Physical Activity Fun

The adolescents mentioned that being physically active together with friends contributed to their
sense of fun during PA. Social interaction as an important motivational factor was exemplified in one
of the focus groups, as follows:

Interviewer: How is it that you engage in sports?

Caleb (b): To have fun and spend time with friends.

Jamal (b): You can hang out with your friends.

Malik (b): You're with friends. You play together, you swim together, and you wrestle together.
(FG4)

This finding aligns with the results of several previous studies that have shown that friends are
an important part of adolescents’ engagement in PA, and that being physically active with friends
makes PA fun [32,33]. Being physically active with friends is closely linked to the need for relatedness
(cf. [17]). According to Ryan and Deci [18], satisfying the need for autonomy and competence promotes
intrinsic motivation, whereas satisfying the need for relatedness promotes intrinsic motivation only in
a more distal sense. By contrast, several quantitative studies have failed to identify a link between
adolescents’ satisfaction of the need for relatedness and autonomous motivation in PA contexts and
PE (e.g., [39]). The present study, however, found support for the notion that satisfying the need for
relatedness is important for adolescents’ intrinsic motivation in PA contexts.

Altogether, this theme illustrates that professionals (e.g., teachers, school nurses, health
pedagogies, coaches) who work with adolescents should create opportunities for adolescents to
engage in PA that they find fun and enjoyable, while also seeking to reduce the competitive and
performance-based nature of PA. According to the adolescents, fun and enjoyable PAs offer options
and variation (e.g., different activities, options in relation to each activity), opportunities to learn
and develop (e.g., new skills, progress in activities that develops existing abilities), and comradery
(e.g., activities with friends or classmates). From a SDT-based perspective, it is essential that adolescents’
PA occurs in an environment that supports their need for autonomy, competence, and relatedness
(cf. [18,19]). It is therefore crucial that professionals in PA contexts provide adolescents with autonomy
support, structure, and interpersonal involvement (cf. [19]).

3.3. Social Support and a Supportive Environment

3.3.1. Encouragement from Family and Having Friends to Be Physically Active with

When the adolescents discussed whether they engaged in organized PA, they mentioned their
parents’ support as an essential factor that, without which, would make it difficult for them to
participate in organized PA. The adolescents also expressed a wish for their family members to be even
more supportive of their PA by, for example, engaging in PA together with them or showing that they
cared about their PA, as exemplified by one of the adolescents:

Interviewer: What would it take for you to engage in some (physical) activities?

Yesenia (g): That you get some help with it. If you’d like to start something, then that someone
shows that they care about it. You could tell your parents what you’d like to do. And then they could
help you with it. (FG 1)
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Moreover, the adolescents reported that it is easier to be physically active with friends. If they
were to join a sports club, for instance, then they stated that they would feel safer if a friend joined
as well. They also mentioned that if friends had tried a sport, then they could ask them how it was,
which could pique their own interest in trying it. Arguably, if adolescents are surrounded by friends
who are members of sports clubs, then that circumstance could increase the odds of them also joining
the sports club. As one adolescent explained, it is also easier to be physically active somewhere other
than home, especially with friends:

Yesenia (g): I think it’s much better to train somewhere other than home, because if you do it at
home, then you might skip a few workouts sometimes, but if you do it with someone else, you have to
do it, you know. If you're working out with someone else, you have to, like, get up and do it. (FG 1)

Overall, these results are consistent with the findings of previous research, which have shown
that social support from family and friends is associated with adolescents” PA levels [4]. The quotation
can be interpreted to mean that being physically active with friends creates positive peer pressure,
as adolescents do not want to disappoint their friends by refraining from PA. Presumably, adolescents
are, to some extent, driven by introjected regulation (i.e., guilt or anxiety avoidance) to be physically
active [18]. Previously, introjected regulation has been both positively [40] and negatively [34]
associated with adolescents” PA. Although introjected regulation and other controlled forms of
motivation have been associated with maladaptive psychological functioning [18], they can serve
as the first step toward internalizing a certain behavior [41], including PA behavior. Lastly, social
support from family and friends can interpreted as being similar to what SDT terms “interpersonal
involvement” [21], which research has shown to be important for satisfying the need for relatedness [19].
As such, social support provided by adolescents’ family and friends arguably facilitates the adolescents’
feelings of relatedness. Satisfying the need for relatedness has been shown to increase the likelihood of
internalizing a behavior [18], and it therefore makes sense that social support from family facilitates
adolescents” PA.

3.3.2. A Supportive School Environment

The adolescents had several suggestions for how the school environment could become more
supportive of their PA. Some mentioned that they would like longer breaks at school so that they could
have more time to go outdoors and be physically active, as illustrated below:

Interviewer: What would you do if you had longer breaks?

Kayla (g): We’d go outside.

Sara (g): Nothing.

Kayla (g): We’d, you know ... we’d go outside—at least I would.

Naima (g): I would, too.

Layla (g): We’d go out and chase each other, play hide-and-seek. (FG 2)

In a similar vein, children in Pawlowski et al.’s [42] study identified the short duration of school
breaks as serving as a barrier to being physically active. Moreover, some of the adolescents in this study
stated that they would have liked more PE lessons per week, whilst other adolescents said that they
would have liked the PE lessons to have been longer. PE in elementary school is intensively debated
in Sweden at the moment, as the Swedish government recently proposed that from the beginning of
2019, PE in elementary school would receive 100 more hours of teaching [43]. Lastly, in relation to PE,
the adolescents declared that they desired more influence over the PE lessons and the opportunity to
decide upon which activities to engage in during the PE lessons. Hence, this could be interpreted as
the adolescents wishing that their PE teachers were more autonomy supportive (cf. [44]) and provided
them with more options during PE.

Overall, our findings for the theme demonstrate that professionals working with adolescents
in PA contexts could explore adolescents’ sources of and opportunities for social support, as well as
encourage adolescents to seek support from family and friends. Because social support from family
members is essential for adolescents’” engagement in PA [4], it is important that family members act as
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good role models in relation to PA, and engage in PA with adolescents in their families as much as
possible. Of course, it could be difficult for unaccompanied refugee children, for instance, to experience
social support from their families related to PA, or for single parents to provide their children with
sufficient support in PA. As Jonsson et al. [26] have shown, because adolescent girls of some cultural
backgrounds are expected to engage in household chores instead of PA, their family members might
be unwilling to support their engagement in PA. Consequently, it becomes even more important
to address the adolescents’ suggestions regarding how their school could better support their PA,
including by offering longer breaks and more PE lessons. It is thus worth considering organizational
structures at schools and, if possible, extending the duration of breaks, devoting more hours in the
curriculum to PE, and organizing activities before or after the school day to offer adolescents the
opportunity to be physically active.

The facilitators of PA highlighted by the adolescents can be summarized as illustrated in Figure 1.
For one, when the adolescents discussed PA, they emphasized the need for it to be fun and enjoyable
for them to want to participate in the first place. For adolescents, engaging in a variety of PAs and
having options, learning new skills, developing abilities in PA contexts, and being physically active
with friends contributes to the fun and enjoyableness of PA. Arguably, engaging in a variety of PAs and
having options facilitates the satisfaction of the need for autonomy, learning new skills and developing
abilities in PA contexts promotes the satisfaction of the need for competence, and being physically
active with friends and feeling supported by family and friends stimulates the satisfaction of the need
for relatedness. Indeed, as SDT maintains, satisfying basic needs promotes intrinsic motivation [18,19].
Moreover, according to the adolescents, social support from family and friends facilitated their PA
engagement, and they had several suggestions regarding how the school environment could facilitate
their engagement in PA by, for instance, extending breaks and offering more PE lessons.

Feeling supported
by family and
friends

Variation, physical . Autonomy,
skills, and friends . competence, and
makes physical 1 relatedness
activity fun ' satisfaction

Engagingin fun and
enjoyable physical
activities

A supportive school
environment

Figure 1. Empirical model that summarizes the study’s findings, based on the adolescents’ voices and
the researchers’ interpretation of the empirical data through self-determination theory (SDT).

4. Method Discussion

Focus group interviews allow the participants to make their voices heard and to express
themselves freely [23]; hence, it can be argued that the use of focus groups aligns with The United
Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child [15]. Conducting research interviews, however,
is accompanied by power relations [45,46], and because three adults were present during each focus
group, a great power imbalance may have been present. The power imbalance may have inhibited
the adolescents’ opportunity to express themselves freely, or may have contributed to the adolescents
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feeling inclined to answer the questions in a certain way. In trying to reduce these power imbalances,
we aimed to develop trust between the interviewers and the adolescents by, for example, sharing
something personal about ourselves. Additionally, in the beginning of the focus groups, we explained
that all statements would remain within the group, that all thoughts and ideas were important, and that
there were no right or wrong answers.

As the literature specifies [23], we aimed at keeping boys and girls in separate focus groups for
practical reasons (e.g., school timetable and wishes from the classroom teachers); however, it was
not possible to keep boys and girls separate for all the focus groups. Hence, in the mixed-gender
focus groups, some of the adolescents may have felt inhibited to speak freely. A limitation with
the study was that we did not collect any additional background information, other than gender
and age, on the participants. Another limitation with this study was that a few of the adolescents
did not speak Swedish fluently, which prevented them from expressing themselves freely. Hence,
in retrospect, an interpreter would have been of good use. Because all the adolescents included in this
study participated in regular teaching (in Swedish), however, we were under the impression that an
interpreter was not necessary.

For a comprehensive discussion regarding the trustworthiness of the study findings, see
Jonsson et al. [26].

5. Conclusions

When the adolescents discussed PA, they mostly referred to spontaneous PA in the neighborhood
(e.g., playing football with friends, playing tag) instead of organized PA (e.g., being active in a sports
club). To the best of our knowledge, the importance of spontaneous PA seems to be specific to the
sample, as spontaneous PA has decreased significantly over the last few decades among children
and adolescents in Sweden, in general. Arguably, spontaneous PA thus facilitates the adolescents’
daily accumulated PA. As such, it is essential that the neighborhood area where the adolescents often
socialize is designed to encourage spontaneous PA (e.g., through availability of green spaces and
sports grounds). The adolescents highlighted the need for PA to be fun and enjoyable and without
a competitive or performance-based orientation. For them, PA was fun and enjoyable when they
engaged in a variety of forms of and had options for PA, learned and developed new skills in PA
contexts, and were physically active with friends. They also mentioned that social support from family
and friends facilitated their PA engagement, and they had several suggestions regarding how the
school environment could better support their PA (e.g., with longer breaks and more PE lessons).
From an SDT-based perspective, it seems important to facilitate adolescents’ intrinsic motivation with a
supportive PA environment that satisfies adolescents’ need for autonomy, competence, and relatedness.
Because the adolescents highlighted that PA should be fun and enjoyable and without a competitive
or performance-based orientation, for future directions, it might be of interest to employ a similar
approach as this study among adolescent sports club members.

Acknowledgments: The study received funding from the Department of Food and Nutrition and Sport Science at
the University of Gothenburg and the Swedish Nutrition Foundation. Funds from the Department of Food and
Nutrition and Sport Science covered the costs of publishing in open access. The authors are grateful to Maja Rosén
for her help with collecting and transcribing parts of the interviews, and to the principal and classroom teachers
of the school in which data collection occurred. The authors especially wish to thank all of the adolescents who
agreed to participate in the study.

Author Contributions: L.]. was involved in the study’s development, design, data collection, and data analysis,
and in the drafting of the manuscript. C.B., C.L., PK,, and E.-C.L. were involved in the study design, and C.B., C.L.,
and E.-C.L. were also involved in the data collection. E.-C.L. was involved in the data analysis, and supervised the
study. C.B., C.L., PK,, and E.-C.L. critically reviewed and revised the manuscript. All authors read and approved
the final version of the manuscript.

Conflicts of Interest: C.L. declares that she is a member of the Expert Association of Nutrition and Public Health
at the National Food Administration, as well as a member of the Nutrition Research Council at the Swedish
Nutrition Foundation. None of the other authors have any conflicts of interest to declare. The founding sponsors



Int. J. Environ. Res. Public Health 2017, 14, 839 11 of 13

played no role in the design of the study, the data collection, the data analysis, the data interpretation, the writing
of the manuscript, or in the decision to publish the results.

References

1. Bailey, R.;; Armour, K;; Kirk, D.; Jess, M.; Pickup, I.; Sandford, R. The educational benefits claimed for physical
education and school sport: An academic review. Res. Paper Educ. 2009, 24, 1-27. [CrossRef]

2. Kirk, D. Physical education, youth sport and lifelong participation: The importance of early learning
experiences. Eur. Phys. Educ. Rev. 2005, 11, 239-255. [CrossRef]

3.  Martins, ].; Marques, A.; Sarmento, H.; Carreiro da Costa, F. Adolescents’ perspectives on the barriers and
facilitators of physical activity: A systematic review of qualitative studies. Health Educ. Res. 2015, 30, 742-755.
[CrossRef] [PubMed]

4. Mendonca, G.; Cheng, L.A.; Mélo, E.N.; de Farias Junior, J.C. Physical activity and social support in
adolescents: A systematic review. Health Educ. Res. 2014, 29, 822-839. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

5. Bragg, M.A.; Tucker, C.M.; Kaye, L.B.; Desmond, F. Motivations of and barriers to engaging in physical
activity: Perspectives of low-income culturally diverse adolescents and adults. Am. J. Health Educ. 2009, 4,
146-154. [CrossRef]

6.  McEvoy, E.; MacPhail, A.; Enright, E. Physical activity experiences of young people in an area of disadvantage:
“There’s nothing there for big kids, like us’. Sport Educ. Soc. 2016, 21, 1161-1175. [CrossRef]

7. Rawlins, E.; Baker, G.; Maynard, M.; Harding, S. Perceptions of healthy eating and physical activity in
an ethnically diverse sample of young children and their parents: The DEAL prevention of obesity study.
J. Hum. Nutr. Diet. 2013, 26, 132-144. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

8.  Taverno Ross, S.E.; Francis, L.A. Physical activity perceptions, context, barriers, and facilitators from a
Hispanic child’s perspective. Int. J. Qual. Stud. Health Well-Being 2016, 11. [CrossRef]

9.  Patton, M.Q. Qualitative Research & Evaluation Methods, 4th ed.; Sage: London, UK, 2015.

10. The United Nations Refugee Agency. Available online: http://www.unhcr.org/europe-emergency.html
(accessed on 16 September 2016).

11. Musterd, S.; Marcificzak, S.; van Ham, M.; Tammaru, T. Socio-economic segregation in European capital
cities: Increasing separation between poor and rich. IZA DP 2015, 9603, 1-24.

12.  Elgar, EJ.; Pfortner, T-K.; Moor, I.; De Clercq, B.; Stevens, G.W.; Currie, C. Socioeconomic inequalities in
adolescent health 2002-2010: A time-series analysis of 34 countries participating in the Health Behaviour in
School-Aged Children Study. Lancet 2015, 385, 2088-2095. [CrossRef]

13.  World Health Organization. Growing up unequal: Gender and socioeconomic differences in young people’s
health and well-being. Health Policy Child Adolesc. 2016, 7, 1-276.

14. Centrum for Idrottsforskning. De Aktiva och de Inaktiva: Om Ungas Rorelse i Skola och pd Fritid [The Active and
the Inactive: About Youths’ Activity in School and during Leisure Time]; TMG Tabergs: Taberg, Sweden, 2017.

15.  United Nations Human Rights. United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child. Available online:
http:/ /www.ohchr.org/EN/Professionallnterest/Pages/CRC.aspx (accessed on 28 September 2016).

16. Thulin, S.; Jonsson, A. Child perspectives and children’s perspective: A concern for teachers in preschool.
Educare 2014, 2, 13-37.

17.  Deci, E.L.; Ryan, R M. The “what” and “why” of goal pursuits: Human needs and the self determination of
behavior. Psychol. Ing. 2000, 11, 227-268. [CrossRef]

18. Ryan, RM.; Deci, E.L. Self-determination theory and the facilitation of intrinsic motivation, social
development, and well-being. Am. Psychol. 2000, 55, 68-78. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

19. Vansteenkiste, M.; Niemiec, C.P.; Soenens, B. The development of the five mini-theories of self-determination
theory: An historical overview, emerging trends, and future directions. In Advances in Motivation and
Achievement; Karabenick, S., Urdan, T.C., Eds.; Emerald Group Publishing: Bingley, UK, 2010; Volume 16,
pp- 105-165.

20. Su, Y.-L.; Reeve, J. A meta-analysis of the effectiveness of intervention programs designed to support
autonomy. Educ. Psychol. Rev. 2011, 23, 159-188. [CrossRef]

21. Skinner, E.A.; Edge, K. Parenting, motivation, and the development of children’s coping. In Agency,

Motivation, and the Life Course: The Nebraska Symposium on Motivation; Crockett, L.J., Ed.; University of
Nebraska Press: Lincoln, NE, USA, 2002; pp. 77-143.


http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/02671520701809817
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/1356336X05056649
http://dx.doi.org/10.1093/her/cyv042
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/26324394
http://dx.doi.org/10.1093/her/cyu017
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/24812148
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/19325037.2009.10599089
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/13573322.2014.994176
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1365-277X.2012.01280.x
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/22827466
http://dx.doi.org/10.3402/qhw.v11.31949
http://www.unhcr.org/europe-emergency.html
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/S0140-6736(14)61460-4
http://www.ohchr.org/EN/ProfessionalInterest/Pages/CRC.aspx
http://dx.doi.org/10.1207/S15327965PLI1104_01
http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/0003-066X.55.1.68
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/11392867
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s10648-010-9142-7

Int. J. Environ. Res. Public Health 2017, 14, 839 12 of 13

22.
23.

24.

25.

26.

27.

28.

29.

30.

31.

32.

33.

34.

35.

36.

37.

38.

39.

40.

41.

42.

43.

Thorne, S. Interpretive Description; Left Coast Press: Walnut Creek, CA, USA, 2008.

Ivanoff, S.D.; Hultberg, J. Understanding the multiple realities of everyday life: Basic assumptions in
focus-group methodology. Scand. . Occup. Ther. 2006, 13, 125-132. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

Goteborgs Stad. Skillnader i Livsvillkor och Halsa i Goteborg [Differences in Living Conditions and Health
in Gothenburg]. Available online: http://www.socialhallbarhet.se/ (accessed on 15 February 2016).
Swedish National Agency for Education. Statistics Related to Primary School. Available online:
www.siris.skolverket.se (accessed on 20 September 2016).

Jonsson, L.; Larsson, C.; Berg, C.; Korp, P; Lindgren, E.C. What undermines healthy habits with regard to
physical activity and food? Voices of adolescents in a disadvantaged community. Int. J. Qual. Stud. Health
Well-Being 2017, 12. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

Graneheim, U.H.; Lundman, B. Qualitative content analysis in nursing research: Concepts, procedures and
measures to achieve trustworthiness. Nurse Educ. Today 2004, 24, 105-112. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
Krippendorff, K. Content Analysis: An Introduction to Its Methodology, 3rd ed.; Sage Publications: London,
UK, 2013.

Santos, M.P; Esculcas, C.; Mota, J. The relationship between socioeconomic status and adolescents’ organized
and nonorganized physical activities. Pediatr. Exerc. Sci. 2004, 16, 210-218. [CrossRef]

Froberg, A.; Larsson, C.; Berg, C.; Boldemann, C.; Raustorp, A. Accelerometer-measured physical activity
among adolescents in a multicultural area characterized by low socioeconomic status. Int. ]. Adolesc.
Med. Health 2016. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

SOU. Foreningsfostran och Tavlingsfostran. En utvérdering av Statens Stod till Idrotten, 2008:59.
Available online: http:/ /www.regeringen.se/49bb97/contentassets/8c90eac531c04dd7909a71a599{27b82 /
foreningsfostran-och-tavlingsfostran---en-utvardering-av-statens-stod-till-idrotten-hela-dokumentet-
sou-200859 (accessed on 17 July 2017).

Humbert, M.L.; Chad, K.E.; Bruner, M.W.; Spink, K.S.; Muhajarine, N.; Anderson, K.D.; Girolami, T.M.;
Odnokon, P; Gryba, C.R. Using a naturalistic ecological approach to examine the factors influencing youth
physical activity across grades 7 to 12. Health Educ. Behav. 2008, 35, 158-173. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
Whitehead, S.; Biddle, S. Adolescent girls’ perceptions of physical activity: A focus group study. Eur. Phys.
Educ. Rev. 2008, 14, 243-263. [CrossRef]

Owen, K.B.; Smith, J.; Lubans, D.R; Ng, ].Y.Y.; Lonsdale, C. Self-determined motivation and physical activity
in children and adolescents: A systematic review and meta-analysis. Prev. Med. 2014, 67, 270-279. [CrossRef]
[PubMed]

Gard, M. Dancing around the “problem” of boys and dance. Disc. Stud. Cult. Pol. Educ. 2001, 22, 213-225.
[CrossRef]

Kirk, D. Educational value and models-based practice in physical education. Educ. Phil. Theory 2013, 45,
973-986. [CrossRef]

Burgess, D.J.; Naughton, G.A. Talent development in adolescent team sports: A review. Int. ]. Sports
Physiol. Perform. 2010, 5, 103-116. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

Lindgren, E.-C.; Hildingh, C.; Linnér, S. Children’s stories about team selection: A discourse analysis.
Leis. Stud. 2017. [CrossRef]

Standage, M.; Gillison, F.B.; Ntoumanis, N.; Treasure, D.C. Predicting students’ physical activity and
health-related well-being: A prospective cross-domain investigation of motivation across physical education
and exercise settings. J. Sport Exerc. Psychol. 2012, 34, 37-60. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

Gillison, E; Osborn, M.; Standage, M.; Skevington, S. Exploring the experience of introjected regulation for
exercise across gender in adolescence. Psychol Sport Exerc 2009, 10, 309-319. [CrossRef]

Deci, E.L.; Eghrari, H.; Patrick, B.C.; Leone, D.R. Facilitating internalization: The self-determination theory
perspective. J. Pers. 1994, 62, 119-142. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

Pawlowski, C.S.; Tjernhej-Thomsen, T.; Schipperijn, J.; Troelsen, J. Barriers for recess physical activity: A
gender specific qualitative focus group exploration. BMIC Public Health 2014, 14. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
Regeringskansliet. ~ Samling for Daglig Rorelse.  Available online: http://www.regeringen.se/
49aal2/contentassets/9bb222e992db4c1b94a40d1808803323 /samling-for-daglig-rorelse.pdf (accessed on
16 June 2017).


http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/11038120600691082
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/16856469
http://www.socialhallbarhet.se/
www.siris.skolverket.se
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/17482631.2017.1333901
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/28585483
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.nedt.2003.10.001
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/14769454
http://dx.doi.org/10.1123/pes.16.3.210
http://dx.doi.org/10.1515/ijamh-2016-0061
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/27567598
http://www.regeringen.se/49bb97/contentassets/8c90eac531c04dd7909a71a599f27b82/foreningsfostran-och-tavlingsfostran---en-utvardering-av-statens-stod-till-idrotten-hela-dokumentet-sou-200859
http://www.regeringen.se/49bb97/contentassets/8c90eac531c04dd7909a71a599f27b82/foreningsfostran-och-tavlingsfostran---en-utvardering-av-statens-stod-till-idrotten-hela-dokumentet-sou-200859
http://www.regeringen.se/49bb97/contentassets/8c90eac531c04dd7909a71a599f27b82/foreningsfostran-och-tavlingsfostran---en-utvardering-av-statens-stod-till-idrotten-hela-dokumentet-sou-200859
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/1090198106287451
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/16923837
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/1356336X08090708
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.ypmed.2014.07.033
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/25073077
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/01596300120072383
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/00131857.2013.785352
http://dx.doi.org/10.1123/ijspp.5.1.103
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/20308701
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/02614367.2016.1272624
http://dx.doi.org/10.1123/jsep.34.1.37
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/22356882
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.psychsport.2008.10.004
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-6494.1994.tb00797.x
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/8169757
http://dx.doi.org/10.1186/1471-2458-14-639
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/24958158
http://www.regeringen.se/49aa12/contentassets/9bb222e992db4c1b94a40d1808803323/samling-for-daglig-rorelse.pdf
http://www.regeringen.se/49aa12/contentassets/9bb222e992db4c1b94a40d1808803323/samling-for-daglig-rorelse.pdf

Int. J. Environ. Res. Public Health 2017, 14, 839 13 of 13

44.

45.

46.

Van den Berghe, L.; Vansteenkiste, M.; Cardon, G.; Kirk, D.; Haerens, L. Research on self-determination in
physical education: Key findings and proposals for future research. Phys. Educ. Sport Pedagogy 2014, 19,
97-121. [CrossRef]

Green, S.; Hogan, D. Researching Children’s Experience: Methods and Methodological Issues; SAGE Publications
Ltd.: London, UK, 2005.

Véhdsantanen, K.; Saarinen, J. The power dance in the research interview: Manifesting power and
powerlessness. Qual. Res. 2013, 13, 493-510. [CrossRef]

@ © 2017 by the authors. Licensee MDPI, Basel, Switzerland. This article is an open access
@ article distributed under the terms and conditions of the Creative Commons Attribution

(CC BY) license (http:/ /creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/).


http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/17408989.2012.732563
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/1468794112451036
http://creativecommons.org/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/.

	Introduction 
	Materials and Methods 
	Recruitment and Participants 
	Procedure and Data Production 
	Data Analysis 

	Results and Discussion 
	The Voices of Adolescents Regarding Physical Activity in Genera 
	Possibility for Enjoyment 
	Personal Preference and Fun Guides Physical Activity Engagement 
	Variation Makes Physical Activity Fun 
	Physical Skills Make Physical Activity Fun 
	Friends Make Physical Activity Fun 

	Social Support and a Supportive Environment 
	Encouragement from Family and Having Friends to Be Physically Active with 
	A Supportive School Environment 


	Method Discussion 
	Conclusions 

