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Abstract

This study aimed to examine the effects of a 7-session Acceptance and Commitment Therapy
(ACT) intervention on motivation and participation in physical activity among physically
inactive adolescent students. This experimental study, employing a repeated-measures design
with a control group, was conducted in Shahroud city. A total of 132 female students aged 13
to 18 were randomly assigned to either the intervention or control group. The intervention group
participated in a 7-session ACT program over seven weeks, while the control group received
no intervention. Motivation and participation in physical activity were assessed before and after
the intervention using the BREQ-2 and PAR-Q questionnaires. Data were analyzed using
mixed-design ANOVA in SPSS 21. The findings indicated that the ACT intervention
significantly increased intrinsic motivation (effect size: 0.86) and identified regulation (effect
size: 0.20) while reducing external regulation (effect size: 0.50) in the intervention group
compared to the control group (p < 0.001). Additionally, participation in physical activity
significantly increased in the intervention group (effect size: 0.82) (p < 0.001). The use of ACT
can help enhance motivation and participation in physical activity among physically inactive
adolescent students. Therefore, schools can adopt this approach to promote students' motivation
and engagement in physical activities.
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Extended Abstract
Background and Purpose

Physical activity is recognized as a key factor in maintaining physical, mental, and cognitive
health (1). However, physical inactivity is a major health issue that not only leads to physical
problems such as heart disease and diabetes but can also have negative psychological effects
such as depression and anxiety (2, 3). According to the World Health Organization's report,
lack of physical activity is a significant contributor to various diseases (3). Despite strong
evidence of the benefits of physical activity, participation remains low, and many individuals
avoid it for various reasons, such as lack of motivation, limited time, and unpleasant feelings
associated with physical activity (6, 7).

To address these issues, several psychological interventions aimed at behavior change and
increasing motivation have been designed (14-17). Most of these interventions have used
various behavior change models, but their effects have generally been small and limited (19).
Therefore, newer approaches like Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT) could provide
a more effective solution for changing health-related behaviors. ACT emphasizes the
acceptance of thoughts, feelings, and unpleasant experiences rather than attempting to change
them, and aims to increase psychological flexibility (20). By helping individuals identify their
values and align their behaviors with those values, ACT can enhance their motivation to engage
in physical activity (22).

Thus, this study aims to investigate the impact of an ACT intervention on motivation and
participation in physical activity among physically inactive adolescents, to determine whether
this approach can help increase physical activity levels within this group.

Materials and Methods

This applied, experimental study with a repeated-measures design and a control group aimed to
assess the effectiveness of an Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT)-based intervention on
motivation for physical activity in female high school students aged 13 to 18 in Shahroud, Iran,
during the 2023-2024 academic year. A total of 132 participants were initially recruited, with a 20%
dropout rate. Participants were randomly assigned to the ACT intervention group or the control
group, with the ACT group receiving a 7-week intervention consisting of seven 60-minute sessions
focusing on key ACT principles such as mindfulness, cognitive defusion, and values clarification
to promote physical activity. The control group continued with their usual activities. To assess
physical activity motivation and participation, the study employed two primary tools: the
Behavioral Regulation in Exercise Questionnaire-2 (BREQ-2))Mullan, Markland, & Ingledew,
1997() and the Physical Activity Questionnaire for Adolescents (PAQ-A) (Benitez-Porres et al.,
2016) Both questionnaires were administered before and after the intervention to track changes in
motivation and physical activity levels. Descriptive statistics were used to summarize the data, and
a 2 x 3 mixed-model analysis of variance (ANOVA) was conducted to evaluate the main and
interaction effects of the group and time (pre-test and post-test). All analyses were conducted at a
significance level of p <0.05, using SPSS version 21 for data analysis.
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Results
: Sum of Mean

VerTase Squares Squares
Group 0.928 1 0.928 1.52 0.219 0.01

Amotivation Time 8.42 1 842 115.86 0.001 0.47
Time x Group 1.89 1 1.89 26.03 0.001 0.16
Group 2.04 1 204 2.63 0.1 0.02

External Regulation Time 7.44 1 744 6796 0.001 0.34
Time x Group 0.715 1 0.715 6.53 0.01 0.04
Group 4.60 1 460 3.91 0.05 0.02

Introjected Regulation ~ Time 211 1 211 6.94 0.009 0.05
Time x Group 0.27 1 027 0.90 0.34 0.007
Group 0.125 1 0.125 0.144 0.7 0.001

Identified Regulation Time 1.47 1 147 10.57 0.001 0.07
Time x Group 0.824 1 0824 5.89 0.01 0.04
Group 6.24 1 624 8.56 0.004 0.06

Intrinsic Motivation Time 4.22 1 422 70.59 0.001 0.35
Time x Group 2.78 1 278 46.41 0.001 0.26

Physical Activity Group 3.01 1 301 9.41 0.003  0.06

Participation T!me 1.87 1 187 2486 0.001 0.16
Time x Group 1.98 1 198 26.36 0.001 0.16

A mixed-model ANOV A showed significant effects of the ACT-based intervention on motivation
and physical activity participation. For amotivation, a significant decrease was observed in the
ACT group, with a strong time-by-group interaction (p < 0.001). External regulation also showed
significant changes, with the ACT group demonstrating greater improvement. Introjected
regulation did not show a significant interaction. For identified regulation, the ACT group again
showed significant improvement. Intrinsic motivation improved significantly in both groups, with
the ACT group showing a greater increase. Lastly, physical activity participation increased
significantly more in the ACT group compared to the control group (p < 0.001).

Conclusion

The main objective of this study was to examine the effect of Acceptance and Commitment
Therapy (ACT) interventions on motivation and physical activity participation among
sedentary adolescents. Specifically, the study focused on investigating changes in motivational
levels and their impact on increasing physical activity participation and reducing extrinsic
motivation. The results revealed that intrinsic motivation (including identified regulation and
intrinsic regulation) significantly increased in the intervention group compared to the control
group, while extrinsic motivation (controlled regulation) decreased in the intervention group.
Additionally, physical activity participation significantly increased in the intervention group
after the ACT intervention, and these changes remained stable at follow-up. The results of the
present study are consistent with findings from previous research. Specifically, the study by
Lev Arey, Blatt, and Gutman (2022) showed that interventions based on Self-Determination
Theory (SDT) and ACT can increase intrinsic motivation and decrease extrinsic motivation,
which aligns with the findings of this study. Furthermore, the research Kelso et al. (2020)
indicated that school-based physical activity interventions enhanced intrinsic motivation and
reduced extrinsic motivation, similar to the findings of this study. Additionally, previous studies
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such as Mandic et al. (2020) and Murillo Pardo, Garcia Bengoechea, Julian Clemente, and
Generelo Lanaspa (2016) showed that ACT-based and similar intervention programs could
effectively enhance intrinsic motivation and improve physical activity participation. The
findings of this study suggest that ACT can play a key role in enhancing the psychological and
motivational aspects of sedentary adolescents, leading to increased physical activity
participation. ACT techniques, such as acceptance of negative thoughts and emotions,
increasing autonomy, and strengthening a sense of competence, help adolescents overcome
psychological barriers and experience sustained engagement in physical activity (Lev Arey et
al., 2022) . These results indicate that ACT interventions in physical education and sports
programs can be particularly effective in increasing intrinsic motivation and participation in
sports among sedentary adolescents. Based on these results, it is recommended that ACT-based
interventions be implemented continuously in schools and educational settings to enhance
adolescents' intrinsic motivation for physical activity. Moreover, by designing individualized
educational programs and creating supportive environments in schools, physical activity
participation among adolescents can be effectively increased.
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