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Introduction 
The Swedish Armed Forces (SAF) has implemented an exercise obligation that not only concerns the military officers 
but also the civil workforce at the garrisons. The base level obliges all military staff to conduct three hours of physical 
exercise per week as a regular work task and the civil staff should be encouraged to do the same. However, far from 
all of the employees carry out this exercise according to the requirements. Perhaps this is not surprising concerning 
the civil staff who could be expected to represent a cross-section of the population were approximately only about 40 
to 50 per cent of those who receive some sort of compensation for exercise activities from their employer actually use 
it (Bostrom & Nykvist, 2004). More remarkable is that Gustafsson (2004) found that individual physical exercise was 
not highly valued among officers and that a majority of the officers in the survey didn’t view physical training as a 
benefit regarding for example career and promotion.  
The health related benefits of regular exercise habits are well documented and what motivates sedentary people to 
become regularly active is an important key towards promoting both mental and physical health (Lindwall & 
Faskunger, 2003). Previous studies indicate that the reason people are sedentary is not lack of knowledge, rather lack 
of such factors as motivation, time and energy (Miller, 2002). The phenomena of drop-out (Buckworth & Dishman, 
2002) and difficulties to uphold adherence seems to be important factors in the context and this area has gained larger 
research attention lately (Bull, 2001). Essential variables would here be perceived barriers to exercise and how to 
overcome them, the latter yet not fully explored but rather exciting area of research. Previous studies have revealed 
lack of time (e.g. Buckworth, Granello & Belmore, 2002), lack of motivation, laziness and tiredness (e.g. Cohen-
Mansfield, Marx & Guralnik, 2003) to be common barriers to exercise. In addition there are demographical 
differences to these barriers’ significance regarding for example gender (Tergerson & King, 2002; Biddle & Nigg, 
2000) and age (Booth, Bauman & Owen (2002; Campbell, MacAuley, McCrum & Evans, 2001). Josefsson (2004b) 
found that commonly used strategies to overcome barriers to exercise were thoughts of the feelings afterwards; of the 
mental kick you get from exercise and of your goals. The study also showed several demographical differences in how 
to overcome barriers to exercise concerning for example gender, age and employment.  
Exercise motivation seems to be a quite popular research area, but there are relatively few opportunities to study 
adults’ exercise motivation during compulsory circumstances such as those at the SAF. The main purpose to the 
present study is to investigate if employees at SAF exercise according to the obligatory; which general barriers they 
perceive towards exercise; how exercisers regularly overcome these barriers and finally if there are differences 
regarding these factors in relation to gender, age and employment. A set of theoretical frameworks consisting of Self-
Efficacy Theory (Bandura, 1997), Theory of reasoned Action (Ajzen & Fishbein, 1980), Theory of Planned Behaviour 
(Ajzen, 1985) and Relapse Prevention Theory (Marlatt & Gordon, 1985) was used.  
 
Method 
The respondents (n = 286) were: Men (n = 209), Women (n = 77), Civil workforce (n = 119), Officers (n = 167), 
Young adults, below 35 years of age (n = 66), Older adults, 35 years or older (n = 220), Exercising according to SAF 
obligatory (n = 170) and Not exercising according to SAF obligatory (n = 116). The self-constructed questionnaire 
“Motivation to exercise adherence” (Josefsson, 2004a; 2004b) based on validated exercise motivation questionnaires 
and the theories of Self-Efficacy and Relapse Prevention was used. The questionnaire was adjusted to fit the SAF 
objectives and consisted of 98 items divided in seven categories and answered on a four-graded Likert scale. Initially, 
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it was tested in a pilot study using the method “Think aloud” (Ericson & Simon, 1984) in order to confirm its 
comprehension. The pilot study induced some minor revisions and was then distributed to 450 employees at a SAF 
garrison through the internal mail along with a brief information letter regarding confidentiality and voluntary 
participation issues. The respondents were randomly selected from a staff-list consisting of 1000 employees. A total 
of 307 questionnaires were collected, also via the internal mail system, out of which 286 were adequately filled out. 
Hence the total losses were 36 per cent. The collected data were analyzed through independent t-test and multiple 
regression analysis by the software SPSS. The significance level was set to .05. 
  
Results 
The total amount of employees who exercised according to the SAF obligatory were 170, out of which 126 were men 
(n=209), 44 women (n=77); 68 civil staff (n=119), 102 officers (n=167), 36 younger adults (n=66) and 134 older 
adults (n= 220). Generally, the commonest reason not to exercise according to the SAF obligatory was lack of 
time/hard to plan exercise at working hours and the commonest general barriers to exercise was stress/lack of time and 
lack of energy/tiredness. Thoughts of the feelings afterwards and the thought that exercise provides stress release were 
the most frequent strategies used to overcome these barriers. Demographical differences were found under each 
category. Regarding reasons not to exercise according to the SAF obligatory women reported that they had no goal 
setting strategy, whilst men stated that it was no fun. Women’s most prominent barrier to exercise was not having a 
training partner whereas men reported that they wanted to spend more time with family. Concerning strategies to 
overcome these barriers women used the thought of good quality instructors/sessions at the training facilities more 
often than men.  
Civil staff reported that the reason not to exercise according to the SAF obligatory was not having a goal setting 
strategy, lack of ability/bad physical shape, lack of energy/tiredness, lack of motivation and drop out. Officers instead 
stated that the reason was lack of time/hard to plan exercise at working hours. The civil staff reported lack of 
ability/bad physical shape and lack of support to be a barrier to exercise, while officers ranked wanting to spend more 
time with family as a bigger barrier. Officers more frequently used the “Thought that exercising is a part of my duties 
at work” to overcome barriers to exercise whereas civil staff used the “Thought of good quality instructors/sessions at 
the training facilities”. Older adults reported not having a goal setting strategy, injury/disease, lack of ability/bad 
physical shape and drop out more often than younger adults regarding reasons not to exercise according to the 
obligatory.  Injury/disease, lack of ability/bad physical shape also was a bigger barrier to exercise for older adults and 
they used the thought that exercise provides stress release more often than younger adults as a strategy to overcome 
these barriers.  
 
Discussion / Conclusions 
Traditionally, research in physical activity and motivation has focused on what motivates people to exercise. Recently 
also perceived barriers to exercise and how to overcome them has achieved more and more attention. This study joins 
this direction of interest and by investigating the rare conditions of obligatory exercise at work the present study 
contribute an interesting aspect of the area. The main purpose was to investigate if employees at SAF exercise 
according to the obligatory; which barriers they perceive towards exercise; how those who exercise regularly 
overcome these barriers and finally if there were differences regarding these factors in relation to gender, age and 
employment. Significant differences and correlations were found under each category. A total of 41 per cent of the 
SAF employees did not exercise according to the obligatory, which could be related to the findings of Bostrom & 
Nykvist (2004). The commonest reasons not to meet the terms were related to lack of time and difficulties to fit in the 
exercise in the working schedule, this was also the commonest barrier to exercise along with stress– and energy 
related factors. These factors have previously been found to be significant barriers to exercise (e.g. Buckworth et al., 
2002). Interestingly, civil staff reported a variety of reasons not to comply (e.g. lack of motivation, not having a goal 
setting strategy, low physical ability, etc) except lack of time, while officers’ most prominent reason was related to 
time factors. This could be a sign of the obligatory affecting the civil staffs’ motivation more negatively (most likely 
because the officers are used to having exercise as a regular work task), a condition that implies they need more – and 
a different kind of - support in order to comply. This indicates that in order to facilitate compliance to the obligatory, 
different strategies would probably be effective depending on type of employment. In addition, the results also suggest 
that potential interventions aiming to facilitate compliance should be designed differently depending on 
demographical variables such as gender and age. However, it is important to take into account that the demographical 
differences could be affected by e.g. the distribution of gender and the fact that a lot more older adults than younger 
participated in the study, even if these conditions reflects the actual situation at SAF .  
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The most frequently used strategies to overcome barriers were thinking of the positive effects and feelings after 
exercising, and regression analyses showed a positive relation between this strategy and compliance to the obligatory 
as well as to exercise frequency. Hence, it could be argued that this might be effective strategies to use in 
interventions facilitating compliance. It is notable that feelings of guilt, compulsion or social press were not 
commonly responsible for overcoming barriers. Altogether this indicates that the stipulations in Relapse Prevention 
Theory (Marlatt & Gordon, 1985) are applicable here, primarily by the potential effectiveness of recognizing potential 
barriers; prepare useful strategies to force them and to successfully challenge the abstinence violation effect. 
Furthermore, this could be linked to Self-Efficacy (Bandura, 1997) in that the memory of overcoming barriers support 
the exercise efficacy, which in turn has positive effects on exercise adherence (Buckworth et al., 2002). In addition, it 
is plausible that the internal mental reasoning concerning pros and cons of certain decisions are central for whether the 
barriers are conquered or not, a notion that could be linked to the Theories of Reasoned Action (Ajzen & Fishbein, 
1980) and Planned Behaviour (Ajzen, 1985). The internal mental reasoning and use of strategies provides an 
individual with a sense of control over the situation, which in turn affects the actual behaviour and of course also 
enhances the self-efficacy.  
In conclusion, the ideas of implication drawn from the results at hand suggest that in order to facilitate compliance to 
the SAF obligatory several aspects should be considered. The potential effectiveness of a given intervention can 
depend on its design in regard to gender, age and type of employment and interventions aiming to enhance exercise 
efficacy could be expected to be generally favourable. It is also plausible that assistance in identifying potential 
barriers and how to use effective strategies to conquer them would be valuable tools in the process. 
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