
To prevent program drop-out, 
trainers need to understand 
what motivates clients beyond 
their surface level goals.

BY TONI KRASICKI, HEALTH WRITER
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When we consider the issue of 
engaging the population in physical 
activity; the question is not one 
of encouraging participation in 
physical activity, but of ensuring 
long-term adherence to exercise.  
A recent study found that 50% of 
individuals who start an exercise 
program drop out after six months.1 
The primary reasons participants 
give for dropping out include a fear 
of failure, lack of improvement and 
changes in motivation.2 To achieve 
long-term commitment from their 
clients, exercise professionals 
need to move past surface level 
conversations to determine the 
deeper and unique factors that 
motivate them. 

An individual’s motivation to 
exercise is determined by both 
intrinsic factors (those that come 
from within3) and extrinsic, or 

4 Studies show 
that although external motives such 
as physical appearance may initially 
inspire an individual into action, it 
is the intrinsic reasons, such as the 
enjoyment of exercise, that motivate 
them to continue.5 

A useful resource for trainers and 
instructors is Frederick and Ryan’s 
revised ‘Motives for Physical Activity 

a person’s primary and personal 
motivators to exercise.6 It would be 
valuable for trainers and instructors 
to embrace this questionnaire as  
part of exercise pre-screening.

MOTIVES FOR PHYSICAL  
ACTIVITY MEASURE

motives, with individuals’ answers 

indicating which one they most 
 

They are: 

being able to run faster or lift a 
heavier weight;

gaining muscle, losing weight or 

TO ACHIEVE LONG-TERM 
COMMITMENT FROM THEIR 

CLIENTS, EXERCISE PROFESSIONALS 
NEED TO MOVE PAST SURFACE LEVEL 
CONVERSATIONS TO DETERMINE THE 
DEEPER AND UNIQUE FACTORS THAT 
MOTIVATE THEM.

Trainers need to move 
past surface level 
conversations to 
determine the deeper 
factors that motivate 
clients. 
#exerciseresearch

industry and Get 
Healthy service  
work together 

Adult pre-exercise 
screening system

Motives for Physical 
Activity measure 
questionnaire
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or catching up with friends;

skill; and,

The results can be used to predict various 
behavioural outcomes such as attendance‚ 
persistence‚ maintained participation and 
even mental health and wellbeing.7 While 

extrinsic, exercise professionals should use 
these as a starting point and then dig deeper 
to determine a client’s underlying personal 
goal. This is achieved by asking ‘why’, ‘what’ 
and ‘how’.  For instance, ‘Why do you want to 
lose weight?’, ‘What impact will this have on 
you day-to-day?’, and ‘How will this change 
your life?’. A client may not reveal these 

deeper motivations straight away; it takes 
rapport, time, trust and proven commitment 
from the trainer as well. 

FORMING HABITS
Making exercise a part of a client’s routine is 
crucial to commitment but there is more to 
forming new patterns than just repetition. 
There are three key stages that lead to the 
formation of a habitual exercise program: 
the decision to start exercising, the early 
stages of adoption and the integration of 
new behaviours into an individual’s lifestyle. 

individual’s decision to commence or return 
to exercise after a break in commitment. 
While most participants are seeking health 

because of a negative past experience or 
injury, be experiencing intense delayed onset 
muscle soreness (DOMS) or feel disillusioned, 

seeing any results.8

At this crucial habit-formation stage, 
exercise professionals must use everything 
in their arsenal to get clients to keep at it. 
Stressing to clients that with every session 
the hurdles become easier to overcome 
and the decision to exercise gradually 
shifts. Exercising becomes automatic when 
decisions are no longer guided by reasoned 
considerations.9

THE IMPACT OF GOAL–SETTING
It ’s widely acknowledged that setting goals 
is a successful way to encourage adherence 
to long-term exercise. Exercisers say that 
goal setting has enabled them to track 
their achievements and maintain activity, 
particularly when it becomes challenging.10 

be it outcome, performance or process goals, 
depends on the client.

which are small achievements leading up to a 
greater outcome, is a successful path to long-
term exercise adherence.11

Research shows that exercisers who set 
process goals – as opposed to outcome or 

intrinsic motivation.12

Get Healthy Service

Where individuals are sedentary 
or need support outside of 
face-to-face training sessions, 
support services like the Get 
Healthy Information and 
Coaching Service (GHS) can be 
a valuable resource. Additional 
lifestyle support may help to 
keep momentum going and 
returning them to their exercise 
program. The GHS is availble in 
NSW, Tas, Qld and the ACT.

A similar service, the ‘Life 
Program’ is available in Vic.

Get Healthy 
Success stories

gethealthynsw.com.au

gethealthy.tas.gov.au

healthier.qld.gov.au

health.act.gov.au

lifeprogram.org.au

Stages of 
change

Precontemplation
Consumer not 

recognising the need 
for change or is not 
considering change.

Contemplation
Consumer 

recognises problem 
and is considering 

change.

Preparation
Consumer 

getting ready to 
change.

Action
Consumer has 

initiated.

Maintenance
Consumer is 

adjusting to change 
& is practising new 

skills.

Relapse
Consumer 

the wagon.
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Researchers found that setting realistic yet 
challenging personal goals enables exercisers 
to develop self-regulation and autonomy that 
encourages a heightened self-worth. Trainers 
should encourage clients to set and monitor 
their own process goals, repeatedly emphasising 
how they will eventually lead to the achievement 
of long-term outcome goals.13

THE ROLE OF A TRAINER 
A recent study found that self-worth is a major 
contributor to non-adherence in exercise 
programs.13 Although the study focuses on 
women, feelings of insecurity are common in 

both genders. Research also shows that those 
most likely to abandon exercising are the ones 

positive reinforcement and attentiveness of a 
supportive trainer.14 

Director of Bootcamps Australia, Ken 
Pumpa, says that trainers also have the power 
to set the energy in their class. Whether in 
a choreographed class, bootcamp or group 
training session, trainers need to be present and 

get there early to greet every client and gauge 
how they are feeling. Sports Psychologist, Mike 
Martin, adds that there’s no excuse for trainers 

not to know what motivates each and every 
client. “If a trainer is serious about engaging 
clients, they’ve got to do the work, ring their 

after or during the class.”
When working with clients with low self-

worth or poor engagement, the starting point 
for trainers is to address clients’ perceived 
barriers to exercise, such as work and family 
responsibilities. Creating a comfortable, non-
threatening training environment for your client 

that educating clients about prioritising exercise 
is by far their biggest challenge.15

SETTING REALISTIC 
YET CHALLENGING 

PERSONAL GOALS ENABLES 
EXERCISERS TO DEVELOP 
SELF-REGULATION AND 
AUTONOMY THAT ENCOURAGES 
A HEIGHTENED SELF-WORTH.

RESEARCH 
Click here for 
a full list of 
references.

Studies show setting 
process goals (small 
achievements leading 
up to a greater 
outcome) encourages 
exercise adherence. 
#exerciseresearch
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