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Introduction 

Despite the growing body of research supporting the positive effects of 

physical activity and exercise on both psychological and physiological 

well-being (Physical activity in the prevention and treatment of disease, 

2008), it is estimated that only about two-thirds of the adult population 

in Sweden meets the minimum requirements of performing physical 

activity of at least moderate physical exertion, thirty minutes a day, five 

days a week (The National Public Health Report, 2009). It is hereby of 

importance to further investigate the underlying causes of individuals 

exercise behaviors to get a better and deeper understanding of why 

some individuals chose to exercise, and some not.  

Self-determination theory stipulates that fulfillment of the basic 

psychological needs is essential for psychological development, well-

being and development of intrinsic motivation (Deci & Ryan, 2002; 

Hagger & Chatzisarantis, 2007), whilst Self-efficacy theory stipulates 

that high self-efficacy regarding a certain behavior increases the 

likelihood that individuals begins or continue with selected activity 

(Bandura, 1997). One could therefore argue that it is of interest to study 

if such relationships exist among university students. If that is the case, 

the knowledge can be seen as essential for understanding university 

students exercise behavior and used for future interventions trying to 

increase their exercise as well as their well-being.  

Conceptual definitions  

Physical activity (PA) include all types of body movement as a result of 

contractions in skeletal muscle, resulting in increased energy 

consumption. Exercise is defined as planned PA with the intent to 

promote health or improve wellbeing (Physical activity in the prevention 

and treatment of disease, 2008).  

Well-being is defined as positive subjective overall experience of oneself, 

which include the individuals' feelings of physiological, psychological 

and social well-being (Bringsén, Andersson & Ejlertsson, 2009).  

Motivation is often described using the effort’s direction, intensity and 

duration, in which direction can be seen as the choice of activity, while 

intensity reflects how much effort you make and duration means how 

long a particular behavior is maintained (Roberts, 2001).  

Motivational profile refers to the quality of motivation individuals perceive 

toward a certain behavior, ranging from non-regulation (amotivation) to 

fully self-determined (intrinsic regulation; Deci & Ryan, 2002).  

Barrier Self-Efficacy refers to the individual’s confidence in their ability to 

exercise despite different types of obstacles/barriers (McAuley, 1992). 

Purpose 

The purpose of this study was to examine relationships between 

motivational profile, self-efficacy, basic needs satisfaction, exercise 

behavior and well-being among Swedish university students. More 

specifically, four research questions were in the focus of the study:  

(1) How does basic needs satisfaction affect motivational profile and      

barrier self-efficacy? 

(2) How does motivational profile and barrier self-efficacy affect exercise 

behavior? 

(3) How does basic needs satisfaction affect well-being? 

(4) Are there positive associations between exercise and well-being? 

Method 

Participants 

The participants (n=260) of the study were all students at a university in 

the south of Sweden, of which men (n=122) and women (n=138). The 

age range was between 18 to 39 years (M=22,09; SD=3,43).  

Instruments 

 Godin Leisure- Time Exercise Questionnaire (GLTEQ; Godin &  

 Shephard, 1997). 

 The Salutogenic Health Indicator Scale (SHIS; Bringsén, Andersson, &   

Ejlertsson, 2009). Cronbach alpha: 0,74 - 0,83. 

 The Basic Psychological Needs in Exercise Scale (BPNES;  

Vlachopoulos & Michailidou, 2006). Cronbach alpha: 0,82 - 0,91. 

 The Behavioral Regulation in Exercise Questionnaire-2 (BREQ-2;  

 Markland & Tobin, 2004). Cronbach alpha: 0,75 - 0,88. 

 Barrier Self-Efficacy Scale (BARSE ; McAuley, 1992). Cronbach alpha:  

0,84. 

In total, the combined questionnaire contained 61 questions, including  

 background information, such as age and gender.  
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Analysis 

Correlation analyses were used to gain an overview of the relationships  

between the independent variables (motivational regulations, basic 

needs, and barrier self-efficacy). and to answer research question 4. To 

answer research question 1, 2 and 3 several multiple regression analysis 

(backward-method) were made. 

Results 

The initial analysis could not identify any significant correlations between  

light exercise, moderate exercise and the independent variables.  

As seen by the empirical model some positive correlations were shown  

between autonomy (r=,30), competence (r=,37), relatedness (r=,30) and 

well-being, however, only competence (β=,37) proved to be a positive 

predictor for well-being, accounting for 14 percent of the variance. A 

weak positive correlation between well-being (r=,19) and strenuous 

exercise was also shown. Autonomy (β=,24), competence (β=,22) and 

relatedness (β=,30) proved to be positive predictors for intrinsic 

regulation, accounting for 44 percent of the variance. Only competence 

was a positive predictor for introjected and identified regulation 

(β=,58/,13), accounting for 34 respectively 1 percent of the variance . 

Furthermore, relatedness (β=-,16) was a negative predictor for external 

regulation, accounting for 2 percent of the variance. Both relatedness 

(β=-,16) and competence (β=-,20) were negative predictors for 

amotivation, accounting for 10 percent of the variance. Competence 

(β=,57) was also a positive predictor for barrier self-efficacy, accounting 

for 32 percent of the variance. Only identified regulation (β=,25) , intrinsic 

regulation (β=,15) and barrier self-efficacy (β=,27) proved to be positive 

predictors for strenuous exercise, accounting for 32 percent of the 

variance. A positive correlation was also shown between introjected 

regulation (r=,31) and strenuous exercise.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1. Empirical model of the relationships between well-being, basic needs 

satisfaction, motivational profile, barrier self-efficacy and strenuous exercise 

Applications 

There is a positive correlation between strenuous exercise and and well- 

being, implying that exercise is of importance for university students well-

being.  

For university students to improve well-being through exercise it appear  

important that the exercise is of high intensity, and should last at least 15 

minutes per session. However, to even engage in strenuous exercise, it 

seem crucial that the students are highley self-determined and have high 

barrier self-efficacy. Further, satisfaction of the baisc needs in exercise 

predicts self-determined motivation and barrier self-efficacy.  

Further more, satisfaction of the basic needs in exercise is important for  

the students well-being, especially competence in exercise. The exercise 

should take place in an enviroment where the basic needs can be 

satisfied. 

These findings should be taken into account when creating structured  

exercise programs for university students, to promote high intensity 

exercise and to improve well-being. 
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