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Summary 

This Master thesis explores the following research question: What sets of motivators and 

barriers lead to high or low participation in sport among university students?  

While previous studies have mainly focused on individual factors taken separately, this work 

adopts a configurational approach to better understand how different conditions combine to 

influence sport participation. 

To answer this question, the fuzzy-set Qualitative Comparative Analysis (fsQCA) method was 

applied to a sample of 249 university students from Switzerland and abroad. Both necessity and 

sufficiency analyses were used on the total sample, as well as by gender. 

 

The results reveal that sport participation is primarily explained by the presence of intrapersonal 

motivators such as staying physically fit, having fun, maintaining overall health, improving 

skills, and restoring mental energy combined with the absence of structural and psychological 

barriers such as lack of time, academic pressure, and lack of motivation. On the other hand, 

non-participation is associated with the presence of barriers and the absence of specific key 

motivators, such as enjoyment or skill development.  

 

Gender-based analysis reveals distinct patterns: for sport participation, female students require 

the absence of several barriers to engage in sport, particularly social pressures such as fear of 

judgment and lack of confidence. In contrast, male students are more driven by competence and 

enjoyment-related motivators and are not impacted by structural constraints. 

For sport non-participation, configurations among female students highlight the combined 

effect of structural constraints (academic overload) and the absence of key motivators. Among 

male students, non-participation is mainly explained by the accumulation of structural barriers, 

while social factors like lack of partners appear less influential. 

 

From a theoretical point of view, this work contributes to the literature in social marketing and 

behavior by applying the fsQCA method. The exploration of condition configurations offers a 

more nuanced understanding of the complexity behind individual decision-making processes. 

In practical terms, the results provide useful insights for promoting sport in different settings, 

whether at universities or by public authorities. Simply removing barriers is not enough, it also 

requires better communication about what makes sport enjoyable, like having fun or improving 

skills. It is also important to consider gender differences to make actions more effective. 
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Introduction 

Student life represents a period of major transition, marked by changes in both social 

relationships and personal responsibilities. When starting university, students find themselves 

in a completely new environment where they have to adjust to academic expectations while 

also getting to know new people and building new social connections (Boyer et al., 2001). This 

shift into university life often comes with an increased workload, which can disrupt existing 

routines, including those related to sport and physical activity. 

 

Sport plays a central role in maintaining health and supporting a balanced lifestyle but it fulfills 

several other important functions due to its significant contribution to society (Pène et al., 2009). 

First, sport is obviously a factor of health by preventing diseases, illnesses and addictions but it 

also plays a role of social integration. The sporting environment contributes to promoting 

gender equality and the inclusion of people with disabilities, both into the world of sport and 

society, while also encouraging a spirit of solidarity. Moreover, sport carries strong cultural 

significance, often reflecting the values and identity of a region or country. It also plays an 

important integrative role for children and adolescents by teaching key values such as 

teamwork, discipline, and respect for others. Finally, sport supports the maintenance of physical 

fitness, helping to counteract the natural effects of aging on the body. 

 

Currently, four out of five adolescents worldwide do not meet the recommended levels of 

physical activity (World Health Organization: WHO, 2019). Estimates suggest that 4 to 5 

million deaths could be avoided each year simply by increasing levels of physical activity across 

the global population. This alarming situation reflects broader societal shifts, including 

increasingly sedentary lifestyles, greater reliance on technology in both professional and 

domestic settings, and evolving cultural values that may deprioritize physical activity. In an 

initiative to promote sport, Martinez et al. (2024) clearly highlight the importance of reaching 

the “Healthy People 2030 Youth Sports Participation Target.” According to their findings, 

achieving this goal would lead to a significant reduction in both physical and mental health 

issues among young people.  

 

In this context, promoting sport has never been more essential. Social marketing plays a key 

role in this effort by encouraging individuals to reconnect with physical activity and adopt more 

active lifestyles. 
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Importance and Relevance of Study 

The motivators and barriers to sport participation among university students have been widely 

studied, leading to the identification of various factors that influence their level of engagement 

in physical activity. However, these studies tend to examine motivators and barriers in isolation, 

focusing on individual factors rather than exploring how multiple elements interact to influence 

students’ decisions. My study aims to address this gap by analyzing the combination of factors 

that shape sport participation, thereby offering a more comprehensive and realistic 

understanding of students' choices in this area. 

Research Question and Objectives 

In this Master thesis, the focus lies on identifying the configurations of factors that influence 

sport participation, with particular attention to the following research question: 

“What configurations of motivators (levers) and barriers (brakes) lead to high or low 

participation in sport among university students?” 

The analysis explores different groups of factors to determine which combinations are 

associated with variations in the outcome variable, namely the level of sport participation. 

Academic and Managerial Contributions 

From an academic perspective, this study is part of the research on consumer behavior and 

social marketing applied to sport. It should enhance the understanding of how different 

combinations of factors influence sports participation by applying an innovative qualitative 

comparative approach (fsQCA). This technique enables a more realistic understanding of the 

decision-making process involving multiple factors. 

 

From a managerial view, the study and the results may be of interest to universities, sports 

departments or sports organizations to better understand the reasons for sport and to adapt their 

communication. They could help better align sports programs with students' true motivations, 

thereby encouraging greater participation. 

Method Used 

The method used in this study is the fuzzy-set Qualitative Comparative Analysis (fsQCA), 

firstly presented by Charles Ragin in 1987 in his book “The comparative Method” (Rihoux et 
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al., 2015). This approach makes it possible to identify and interpret the different configurations 

of conditions that lead to either participation or non-participation in sport. The items were 

collected using an online questionnaire, in which respondents rated various motivators and 

barriers to their participation in sport on a 7-point Likert scale. The data analysis is divided into 

two sections: one focusing on the total population and the other based on gender. In both cases, 

the same analytical procedures were applied, including descriptive statistics, analysis of 

necessary conditions, and sufficiency analysis.  

Structure of the Document 

This study is structured into six distinct sections. The introduction emphasizes the importance 

of sport on physical, mental, and social levels, outlines the relevance of this study and the gap 

it aims to address, presents the research question, and defines its academic and managerial 

contributions. Then, the literature review explores essential concepts from the fields of sport, 

marketing, and behavior, and provides an overview of the main motivators and barriers to sport 

participation as identified in the academic literature. Thirdly, the methodology section outlines 

the procedures used for data collection and analysis, and explains the technical aspects of the 

fsQCA method applied in this study. Immediately following this section is the analysis results 

section. They are presented through tables that display the necessary conditions and summarize 

the different configurations identified. Next, the discussion section offers an interpretation of 

the results and compares them with existing literature. It also highlights the academic and 

managerial contributions of the study. Finally, the conclusion provides a brief summary of the 

key findings, outlines the study’s limitations, and suggests directions for future research in this 

field. 

Sport Participation: Definitions and Impacts  

Definition of Physical Activity and Sport 

Researches tried to define physical activity and many definitions emerged over the years. One 

of the most common and cited is the definition by Caspersen et al. (1985, p.126), which is “any 

bodily movement produced by skeletal muscles that results in energy expenditure”. According 

to the WHO (2024), physical activity encompasses all forms of mobility, whether performed at 

work, during leisure time, for transportation, or in a domestic setting. Sport is part of the field 

of physical activity, but is distinguished by its rules. My work specifically focuses on the 

practice of sport rather than on physical activity in general. Sport can be defined as “all forms 
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of physical activity which, through casual or organized participation, are aimed at maintaining 

or improving physical fitness and mental well-being, forming social relationships or obtaining 

results in competition at all levels” (Revised European Sports Charter, 2021, p.12).  

Importance of Sport Participation 

Sports participation and physical activity is a key component of a healthy life, and especially 

for students who are confronted with stress and a new environment. Engaging in sporting 

activities tends to be more deeply rooted in individuals who begin during their teenage years. 

However, it is important to note that this habit can also be developed later in life (Bailey et al., 

2008). Since sport is a specific form of physical activity, it offers the same benefits associated 

with physical activity in general. However, because sport often involves greater intensity and 

physical effort, its positive effects on health, well-being, and performance are likely to be even 

more pronounced. 

Physical and Mental Health  

Sport plays an essential role in maintaining both fitness and overall health. According to the 

WHO (WHO, 2024, p.1), “physical activity contributes to the prevention and management of 

noncommunicable diseases such as cardiovascular disease, cancer, and diabetes, and reduces 

symptoms of depression and anxiety”. This statement is supported by US Physical Activity 

Guidelines Advisory Committee, showing that moderate physical activity reduces the risk of 

coronary heart disease by approximately 20%, while more intense activity lowers the risk by 

over 30%. These effects appear to be even more pronounced in women compared to men (as 

cited in Jakovljevic & Djordjevic, 2017). With regard to bone mass, regular physical activity 

increases bone density, particularly during adolescence. Activities that involve repeated impact 

help strengthen bones and lower the risk of stress fractures (Le Goux, 2014). 

 

The field of oncology also benefits from sport participation, as regular physical activity helps 

reduce the risk of developing cancer according to Luo et al. (2019). More specifically, the risk 

of breast cancer and gynecologic cancers can be reduced through regular and long-term sport 

participation. In addition, physical activity contributes to the improvement of respiratory 

muscle function and helps to maintain adequate bone mass to prevent fragility (Pène et al., 

2009).  
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Mental health is a growing concern across various domains and is especially relevant for the 

student population in higher education. There are two approaches to analyzing the benefits of 

sport on mental health: one focuses on the short-term effects of a single sports session, without 

considering physical condition, while the other examines the long-term effects of regular 

physical activity, taking into account improvements in overall fitness (Poirel, 2017).  

Short term benefits after one sport session include the reduction of anxiety working as a 

anxiolytic medication, and the effects on mood, depression symptoms, hope, guilt and self-

efficacy. Albert Bandura defines self-efficacy as “people’s judgements of their capabilities to 

organise and execute courses of action required to attain designated types of performances” (as 

cited in Waddington, 2023, p.237). He also adds that it also reflects the level of effort and 

perseverance an individual is willing to invest in order to reach a goal. 

 

Sport also stimulates the release of endorphins, which are responsible for the sensation of well-

being often experienced during physical activity (University of Fribourg). These natural 

chemicals promote relaxation and are effective in reducing anxiety. For students, engaging in 

sport can help alleviate stress during the semester, particularly during exam periods, and 

provides a valuable way to unwind and decompress. 

Social Connection and Belonging 

Sport participation plays a significant role in enhancing students’ social dimension and overall 

university experience. It really fosters social cohesion between students in the university 

(Lower et al., 2013). Students tend to identify more with team sports, or at least those practiced 

in a club setting which can be partly attributed to the availability of sports equipment. In fact, 

equipment linked to a club or organization helps foster social bonds, group cohesion, and serves 

as a source of motivation. Chen et al. (2010) suggest that peer influence and friendships are not 

just a side effect of sport but may in fact be fundamental to the benefits that sport provides. The 

study also highlights the potential of sport to serve as a valuable context for the development 

of new interpersonal relationships. 

 

Sport also acts as a safeguard against future social isolation and plays an important role in 

supporting social integration (Eime et al., 2013). More about the benefits of sport in childhood 

has been revealed, including the development of social skills such as cooperation, 

sportsmanship, and teamwork.  

 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?tmIxh6
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Academic Performance and Cognitive Benefits 

Cognitive functions are positively affected by sport, a result partly explained by the increased 

blood flow to the brain (Coalter, 2005). Additionally, sport has been associated with a 

significant reduction in disruptive behaviors. Both short-term and long-term participation in 

sports have been linked to modest improvements in cognitive abilities, including memory, 

reaction time, perception, and reasoning. 

Defining Social Marketing and its Role in Sport 

Definition 

Through the years, social marketing definitions have evolved and have been refined to be more 

precise and relevant. In the early 1990s, Andreasen (1994, p.110) offered a foundational 

definition of social marketing, describing it as “the adaptation of commercial marketing 

technologies to programs designed to influence the voluntary behavior of target audiences to 

improve their personal welfare and that of the society of which they are a part.” This definition 

emphasizes the central role of behavioral change aimed at promoting both individual and 

collective well-being. Although Andreasen considered behavior change to be the primary goal 

or the “bottom line” of social marketing, he also emphasized that social marketing goes beyond 

simply modifying existing behaviors. It may also involve influencing behavior or preventing 

undesirable behaviors from emerging in the first place. Another important aspect of social 

marketing is that it focuses on voluntary behavior, meaning people are free to make their own 

choices and are not forced into change. Other definitions can be identify such as “Social 

marketing seeks to develop and integrate marketing concepts with other approaches to influence 

behaviors that benefits individuals and communities for the greater social good” (iSMA, 2013, 

as cited in Lee and Kotler, 2015, p.9) or “Social marketing is the activity and processes for 

understanding, creating, communicating, and delivering a unique and innovative solution to 

contribute to societal well-being” (Sharyn Rundle-Thiele, 2014, as cited in Lee and Kotler, 

2015, p.10).  

It can be observed that all of these definitions share a number of recurrent elements that support 

the idea of social marketing and define the structure of the discipline (Lee and Kotler, 2015). 

The goal is to influence behavior by applying marketing tools and theories through a structured 

plan, targeting a specific group in order to deliver meaningful value to both the target population 

and the society.  
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In order to set up a social marketing strategy, the “4Ps” with price, place, product and promotion 

can be used to implement a plan as in commercial marketing. More recently, people, physical 

evidence and process have been added to this theory and are also pertinent to social marketing 

(The 7Ps Of Marketing, 2023). According to Lee and Kotler, there are several ways to influence 

behavior, such as adopting a positive behavior, avoiding an unwanted one, adjusting an existing 

behavior, giving up a problematic habit, maintaining a targeted behavior, or replacing one 

behavior with another. Before putting any plan into action, it is crucial to clearly define the 

specific behavioral objective to be achieved.  

Differences with Commercial Marketing 

Commercial marketing primarily focuses on generating profit by promoting and selling 

products or services to meet consumer needs and wants (Lee and Kotler, 2015). In contrast, 

social marketing aims to influence behaviors that benefit individuals and society, prioritizing 

positive social outcomes over financial gain.  

The selection of target audiences differs notably between commercial and social marketing. In 

commercial marketing, audiences are typically chosen based on their potential to generate 

revenue, focusing on consumer segments most likely to purchase products or services. In 

contrast, social marketing identifies target audiences according to predefined criteria aiming to 

promote well-being within these groups. 

Relevance in Sport Promotion 

As seen before, sport and physical activity are a key element of a healthy life but not only. 

States and all political bodies also have a selfish interest in promoting sport from a financial 

point of view. Indeed, the indirect effects of sport have a major influence on the healthcare 

system and related costs. The impacts extend beyond individual benefits to include positive 

effects at the societal level as well. In the USA, physical inactivity is estimated to account for 

0.4% to 4.6% of total national health system costs, and if each time 1% more of the population 

follows the WHO’s physical activity guidelines, it could lead to a saving of around 0.4% in 

healthcare costs. (Duijvestijn et al., 2023). Other studies have also highlighted a reduction in 

healthcare costs when previously inactive segments of the population became physically active. 

According to Martinez et al. (2024), increasing sport participation from 50.7% to 63.3% among 

young people by 2030 is a key priority, as this small difference brings considerable benefits in 

terms of both health outcomes and economic impact. If this goal is achieved, it could lead to 

direct positive outcomes, including a reduction of approximately 1.71 million cases of 
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overweight and obesity, 352’000 fewer cases of chronic illnesses related to overweight and 

obesity (e.g. type 2 diabetes, coronary heart disease, cancer) and direct positive effect on 

depression/anxiety symptoms. Achieving this goal would lead to a reduction of $22.55 billion 

in direct medical costs related to physical health and $3.61 billion in costs related to mental 

health. In addition, an estimated $53.81 billion in productivity losses could be avoided, half 

attributed to physical health and half to mental health. Martinez and his colleagues estimate that 

if the current youth population aged 6 to 17 meets this target, their generation could collectively 

save approximately $80 billion during their lifetime. Although improved health and living 

conditions may lead to higher costs over a longer lifetime, the overall net outcome remains 

positive and clearly advantageous.  

 

Social marketing plays a key role in strengthening prevention programs by encouraging specific 

behaviors within target populations. It has demonstrated a tangible impact in various areas, 

including the promotion of healthy eating, increased physical activity, and the reduction of 

harmful product consumption, such as tobacco or alcohol (Raffin, 2013) (Gordon et al., 2006). 

Marketing tools are particularly well adapted to sport promotion, and among the different 

elements of the marketing mix, the “promotion” dimension is considered the most influential 

in this context (Ebrahimipour et al., 2021). Social marketing has demonstrated its effectiveness 

and relevance in promoting sport. Applying marketing techniques to enhance visibility is 

essential, as it can positively influence behavior for the benefit of both individuals and society 

(Kargün, 2015).  

Related Behavioral Theories 

Self-Determination Theory  

The Self-Determination Theory (SDT), as developed by Ryan and Deci (2000a), provides a 

framework for understanding motivation and the psychological factors that influence sports 

participation. The study highlights that “Human beings can be proactive and engaged or, 

alternatively, passive and alienated, largely as a function of the social conditions in which they 

develop and function” (Ryan and Deci, 2000a, p.68). The SDT consists of six mini-theories that 

provide its foundation and explain how the three fundamental psychological needs, autonomy, 

competence and relatedness, are fulfilled (Ryan & Deci, 2017 as cited in Tenenbaum & Eklund, 

2002).  
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First, autonomy is defined as “the need to experience activities as self-endorsed and 

purposefully enacted”, highlighting the importance of feeling free to make one's own choices 

(Ryan & Deci, 2017 as cited in Tenenbaum & Eklund, 2002, p.38). Competence is described 

as “the need to interact effectively within the environment” and relatedness as “the need to feel 

close, connected, and cared for by important others” (Ryan & Deci, 2017 as cited in Tenenbaum 

& Eklund, 2002, p.38).  

 

Overall, individuals tend to be more effective when their motivation is autonomous rather than 

externally controlled. Motivation is typically classified into two distinct types: intrinsic 

motivation which is related to personal satisfaction and inherent interest in an activity, and 

extrinsic motivation which is influenced by external rewards or pressures such as incentives, or 

social expectations (Ryan & Deci, 2000b). Understanding these different types of motivation 

provides valuable insight into the underlying reasons that drive individuals to participate in 

sports, helping to distinguish between self-driven engagement and externally influenced 

involvement. The third state of the motivation world is the amotivation which refers to a lack 

of intention, motivation, or willingness to engage in an activity (Ryan and Deci, 2000a). These 

notions will be defined more precisely in an upcoming section. Finally, motivation is also 

significantly enhanced in the sports domain when these psychological needs are satisfied. Here 

are some key insights from mini-theories related to sport.  

 

The Cognitive Evaluation Theory explains that individuals often begin sport initially due to 

intrinsic motivation, as they find enjoyment and a sense of fun from the activity. This motivation 

can be influenced by external factors such as the environment, coaches, and teammates, who 

can either boost it by meeting the needs for competence and autonomy or reduce it by creating 

situations that block or frustrate those needs. Positive feedback enhances motivation by 

reinforcing individuals’ sense of competence and making them feel that their efforts are 

effective and valued. In addition, giving individuals the opportunity to make choices supports 

their sense of autonomy and fosters a stronger feeling of ownership over their decisions. A 

controlled environment is perceived as a negative element in the satisfaction of the 

psychological needs. 

 

The Goal Contents Theory strengthens that intrinsic motivations are more likely to satisfy the 

three needs than extrinsic motivations. In the context of sport, satisfying these needs results in 

optimal well-being, engagement that encourages sport participation, better performance, and 
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persistence. In contrast, when these psychological needs are not fulfilled, the risk of burnout 

and dropping out increases significantly.  

Theory of Planned Behavior  

The motivation to perform a behavior is critical in decision-making in general. The Theory of 

Planned Behavior (TPB), the extension of the Theory of the Reasoned Action (TRA), explains 

the determinant elements for a decision and includes one more factor.  

First, the TRA asserts that a behavior is conditioned by the intention of performing it 

(Worthington, 2021). The intention to adopt a behavior plays a crucial role in the actual 

adoption of that behavior. The model of this theory is composed of two predictors, attitudes and 

subjective norms, which influence intention. Attitude can be defined as “a feeling or opinion 

about something or someone, or a way of behaving that is caused by this” according to the 

Cambridge dictionary (2025).  

 

Figure 1: Illustration of Ajzen & Fishbein’s (1980) Theory of Reasoned Action cited in 

Worthington (2021)  

 Worthington, A. K. (2021, 30 mai). Theory of Planned Behavior. Pressbooks. 

https://ua.pressbooks.pub/persuasiontheoryinaction/chapter/theory-of-planned-behavior/ 

 

It can also be described as the mood of an individual toward the behavior. The more positive 

the attitude toward a behavior, the stronger the intention to engage in it. Subjective norms relate 

more closely to the social influence surrounding a behavior and the individual's belief in the 

significance of adopting that behavior. An individual’s intention of performing a behavior is 

impacted by the social gaze and this intention increases when the subjective norms increase. 

Sport is widely recognized as a socially beneficial activity and is actively promoted by society, 

largely due to its well-established physical and mental health benefits, as previously discussed. 

https://dictionary.cambridge.org/fr/dictionnaire/anglais/feeling
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/fr/dictionnaire/anglais/opinion
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/fr/dictionnaire/anglais/behave
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/fr/dictionnaire/anglais/cause
https://ua.pressbooks.pub/persuasiontheoryinaction/chapter/theory-of-planned-behavior/
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The TPB includes one more factor which is the perceived behavioral control. This factor reflects 

the belief that a person has complete power or ability to perform the behavior (Zheng et al., 

2017). In the context of sport, perceived behavioral control reflects either the perceived inability 

to participate, such as when students lack time due to academic workload, or the perceived 

ability to do so, for example when the university offers a wide variety of sporting activities. 

Unlike the other two factors, perceived behavioral control directly affects both the intention to 

act and the behavior itself. The influence of each predictor can vary depending on the context, 

the type of behavior being targeted, and the characteristics of the individuals concerned. 

Figure 2: Illustration of Ajzen’s (1988, 1991) Theory of Planned Behavior as cited in 

Worthington (2021) 

Worthington, A. K. (2021, 30 mai). Theory of Planned Behavior. Pressbooks. 

https://ua.pressbooks.pub/persuasiontheoryinaction/chapter/theory-of-planned-behavior/ 

 

Models and Key Concepts  

Analyzing motivators and barriers is essential for understanding sport participation and for 

developing a questionnaire that is both relevant and realistic. The following sections will 

examine the classification models for motivators and barriers, identify the principal factors 

highlighted in existing literature, and provide a critical analysis of current research to uncover 

potential gaps. 

https://ua.pressbooks.pub/persuasiontheoryinaction/chapter/theory-of-planned-behavior/
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Crawford & Godbey Classification Model 

Numerous studies have attempted to identify barriers to physical activity using various 

methods. Crawford and Godbey proposed a relevant classification of 3 barrier types in their 

study (Crawford and Godbey, 1987). This classification system will also be applied to 

motivators, as it provides a coherent and robust framework for analyzing both barriers and 

motivators to sport participation. The first type, intrapersonal constraints, refers to 

psychological barriers related to an individual's personal attributes. These factors are considered 

variable and unstable, as they can change over time. They are highly personal in nature but can 

also be shaped by social influences such as peer interactions or targeted interventions. The 

second category is interpersonal constraints, which are associated with the social environment 

and interactions with others such as friends, partners and family members. In the context of 

sport participation, these factors can influence individuals' decision-making to engage 

consistently in sport sessions. The last category, structural constraints, includes environmental 

and geographical barriers (logistical factors) that hinder sports participation. These factors are 

beyond the control of the individual and depend on the external environment. 

Intrinsic Motivation 

As previously discussed, intrinsic motivation arises from internal incentives, including 

individual curiosity, enjoyment of the activity itself, and a natural inclination toward 

exploration. This type of motivation is defined by self-initiated engagement, independent of 

external influences, and centered on the enjoyment of the activity itself, which often fosters 

long-term and authentic participation (Benabou & Tirole, 2003). Intrinsic motivation has 

several implications on decision-making and behaviors, including behavioral and neurological 

effects (Morris et al., 2022). An intrinsic incentive manifests when a person opts to persist 

voluntarily in an activity for its own sake, even in the absence of any external reward. The 

decision to engage in a behavior or not can be explained by the explore-exploit model. 

Exploration involves actively seeking new experiences and possibilities, while exploitation 

refers to choosing known options that have previously provided satisfaction. This trade-off 

helps explain the balance between the desire to explore novelty and the tendency to engage in 

familiar activities that generate positive feelings, highlighting why intrinsically motivated 

behavior is essential for the development of competencies. Intrinsic motivation is associated 

with greater creativity, increased task persistence, enhanced psychological well-being, and 

deeper learning and engagement, all of which contribute to improved performance. 
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In the context of sport participation, intrinsic motivation can be divided into three distinct 

categories: the motivation to acquire new knowledge and skills, the motivation to accomplish 

tasks and experience a sense of satisfaction, and the motivation to seek stimulating experiences 

such as adrenaline and excitement (Vallerand & Losier, 1999). They defined these forms of 

intrinsic motivation as motivation “toward knowledge“, “toward accomplishment”, and 

“toward experiencing stimulation” (Vallerand & Losier, 1999, p.153). The willingness to learn 

also reflects an interest in gaining new abilities, refining techniques, and developing focused 

expertise. Task accomplishment also encompasses the effort and progression required to reach 

the desired outcome, such as successfully mastering a complex new skill. Engaging in the 

learning process provides an individual with a sense of satisfaction, as it aligns with the 

realization of a personal ambition. Finally, stimulation may be triggered by physical sensations 

like the feeling of speed during a race, and reflects the excitement and emotional intensity often 

associated with sport participation. 

Extrinsic Motivation 

In contrast to intrinsic motivation, which is fueled by internal satisfaction, extrinsic motivation 

refers to engaging in an activity to obtain external outcomes, such as rewards, recognition, or 

social validation (Ryan & Deci, 2000a; Pedersen, 2002). To gain a deeper understanding of 

how extrinsic motivation operates, the Organic Integration Theory proposes a framework that 

classifies it into four categories, each representing different levels of external influence and 

internal regulation. Within the broader motivational spectrum, extrinsic motivation lies between 

intrinsic motivation and amotivation. Together, these three forms represent a continuum 

reflecting varying degrees of self-determination and the overall quality of motivation. 

Amotivation refers to the absence of intention to engage in an activity, which may arise from a 

perceived absence of personal relevance, low self-efficacy, or the expectation that the activity 

will not lead to meaningful or rewarding outcomes. This continuum can be effectively 

visualized in a table progressing from left to right. 
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Figure 3: Illustration of Deci and Ryan’s (2000a) Self-Determination Theory 

Ryan, R. M., & Deci, E. L. (2000a). Self-determination theory and the facilitation of intrinsic motivation, social 

development, and well-being. American Psychologist, 55(1), 68‑78. https://doi.org/10.1037/0003-066x.55.1.68 

 

The first type of regulation is the external regulation and is characterized by the willingness to 

“satisfy an external demand or reward contingency” (Ryan & Deci, 2000a, p.72). Behaviors or 

tasks are perceived as being externally controlled or imposed. This form of motivation 

corresponds to typical extrinsic motivation, where actions are primarily driven by the 

anticipation of rewards or the avoidance of punishment. Secondly, the introjected regulation 

remains relatively controlled but is driven by internal pressures such as the desire for self-

approval, social recognition, or ego enhancement. The pressure associated with introjected 

regulation often stems from feelings of guilt or shame, which may lead individuals to act in 

order to protect their self-esteem. The third form of regulation, known as identified regulation, 

reflects a more autonomous type of motivation. In this case, individuals engage in a behavior 

because they recognize its personal significance and view its outcomes as meaningful and 

worthwhile. Moving along the self-determination continuum, integrated regulation emerges as 

the form closest to intrinsic motivation. At this stage, the source of motivation is closely tied to 

the individual's internal values, and the behavior is seen as part of their identity. Despite this 

strong internalization, it is still considered extrinsic motivation, as the activity is undertaken for 

its outcomes rather than for the inherent pleasure it provides. 

 

Although extrinsic motivators can be effective in driving behavior, they may also have the 

unintended effect of diminishing intrinsic motivation. This effect is called the undermining 

effect or the overjustification effect depending on the literature. This is due to the fact that when 

individuals are subjected to external motivators like deadlines, rewards, pressure, or 

instructions, they often perceive these as controlling influences, which can undermine their 

autonomy. By its very nature, extrinsic motivation tends to produce less favorable outcomes, 

often leading to feelings such as anxiety or self-blame. In contrast, more autonomous forms of 

https://doi.org/10.1037/0003-066x.55.1.68
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motivation are associated with greater satisfaction and enjoyment in the activity (Deci et al., 

1991).  

Motivators for Sports Participation 

As previously mentioned, motivation can be categorized into intrinsic and extrinsic types. 

According to Alexandris and co-authors, the most important levier for sport participation is 

intrinsic motivation. Extrinsic motivation such as health benefits, public validation, or 

achieving specified objectives also encourages participation, but to a lesser extent. 

Intrapersonal 

Intrapersonal motivators, such as personal satisfaction, enjoyment, or self-improvement, play a 

central role in sport participation, as they originate from within the individual. Diehl et al. 

(2018) identify key motivators such as the enjoyment and excitement associated with sport, the 

desire to maintain good health, and the sense of well-being it provides. The enjoyment gained 

from competition is also identified as a motivating factor. The study also highlights the 

importance of maintaining overall health and physical fitness, noting that regular physical 

activity can help prevent issues such as tension and back pain resulting from prolonged sitting. 

The desire to maintain good health contributes to improved physical self-perception, which 

includes enhancing body image, building self-confidence, and striving for a slim or athletic 

appearance. Certain motivators appear to be particularly relevant to university students, as they 

contribute to a better life balance, for example, reducing stress and anxiety, relieving academic 

pressure, and clearing their mind after the day. Experiencing physical and mental well-being 

after exercise, along with maintaining overall health, helps prevent long-term health issues.  

 

Body image is also mentioned as a motivating factor, including the desire to stay slim, enhance 

physical appearance, and feel more confident about one's body. In line with these findings, Butt 

et al. (2011) also identified the enjoyment of sport, its importance for maintaining health and 

life balance, as well as several psychological benefits including reduced anxiety and stress, 

improved mood, and higher energy levels throughout the day. The research team revealed 

several motivators linked to body image concerns, including the desire to regulate weight, 

particularly among older female participants aged 16 to 17. 
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In general, Butt and his colleagues underline the fact that males were more attracted to physical 

activity for the challenge and competition, while women placed more importance on social 

acceptance and body image benefits among adolescents. The need for peer acceptance increases 

over time as said in the paper: “it appears that as girls get older, they become more self-aware 

of their body shape and their appearance” (Butt et al., 2011, p.1081). These gender-related 

characteristics also represent an interesting area of analysis.  

Interpersonal 

The social environment plays an important role in motivating people to take part in sport 

activities. A sense of belonging, opportunities to meet new people and socialize consistently 

emerge as key motivators (Diehl et al., 2018). Peer pressure can be highly effective, particularly 

when it takes the form of encouragement from friends to participate in an activity. The study 

also observed the pleasure of belonging to a team and getting back together with the team for 

training sessions, and underlined the social nature of sport as a way to share enjoyable 

experiences with friends, maintaining relationships, and expanding one’s social circle by 

meeting new people. Butt et al. (2011) also reported similar results, who pointed to the influence 

of peer acceptance and the importance of feeling socially connected and acknowledged. This 

feeling has been found to be more significant for girls than for boys. In other words, peer 

acceptance during sports and games appears to matter more to girls than to boys (Butt et al., 

2011) (Rintaugu & Ngetich, 2012). 

Structural 

Although less frequently mentioned in the literature, this type of motivator includes factors such 

as low or no-cost activities and the broad range of sports offered by universities (Diehl et al., 

2018). It has also been shown that academic programs incorporating sport sessions may enhance 

students’ motivation (Rintaugu & Ngetich, 2012).  

Barriers to Sports Participation 

Despite the well-documented benefits of sport participation, a range of barriers continue to 

prevent many individuals, particularly university students, from engaging regularly in sport-

related activities. This section presents various barriers identified in literature. 
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Intrapersonal 

First of all, the literature identifies a range of intrapersonal barriers that can negatively influence 

sport participation. The study of Ferreira Silva et al. (2022) shows that the main barriers for 

sport among high school and university students are the lack of motivation and willpower, low 

self-confidence, and stress from academic pressure. Relevant factors such as mental health 

difficulties, low self-esteem, and discomfort with body appearance have been identified, 

drawing attention to the broader social issues related to self-image, which appear to be 

particularly pronounced among students. Certain intrapersonal barriers arise simply from a lack 

of interest or awareness, such as a general disinterest in sport, perceived lack of competence, or 

uncertainty about where to engage in physical activity. These elements have a statistically 

significant predictive effect on amotivation, with lack of interest in particular shown to 

negatively impact intrinsic motivation. 

 

In line with these findings, Thomas et al. (2019) also observes stress as main barriers but also 

mentions negative past experience. They highlight gender differences, noting that factors such 

as body image concerns and shyness particularly affect female students. Comparable results 

were reported by Alexandris et al (2002) such as the negative past experiences, lack of 

confidence, health issues, fear of injury, which significantly contribute to amotivation and 

diminish intrinsic motivation among adults.  

 

Health issues are also identified in the study by Butt et al. (2011) as a significant barrier to sport 

participation, including factors such as illness or injuries that hinder engagement in physical 

activities. They also conclude that concerns related to body image can serve as an effective 

motivational filter influencing sport participation. This fact has been reported in another study. 

In addition to common barriers such as low self-confidence and lack of motivation, Young et 

al. (2003) identify further factors including fear of failure, the perception of sport as physically 

demanding, shyness, and the impression that sport is too competitive. 

Interpersonal 

Regarding interpersonal barriers, the most frequently cited factors in the literature include peer 

non-participation, lack of motivation, or unavailability of significant others such as friends, 

partners, or family members (Alexandris et al., 2002; Young et al., 2003; Halforty & Radder, 

2015). Women seem to be more negatively impacted than men by the absence of support from 
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family and friends. Women seem to be particularly affected by social disapproval arising from 

cultural and familial expectations, as well as by gender stereotypes tied to certain sports. These 

sports are often viewed as being reserved for men, which can create barriers to women's 

participation and limit their willingness to engage. 

Structural 

Beyond intrapersonal and interpersonal barriers, structural constraints also play a crucial role 

in influencing participation in sport. Lack of time emerges as the most significant barrier in 

numerous studies, particularly in relation to academic responsibilities and the misalignment 

between sport schedules and students' routines or class timetables (Mirsafian, 2016; Halforty & 

Radder, 2015). Time constraints are also linked to family or social commitments, as well as 

engagement in other leisure activities. Another important aspect concerns the high costs 

associated with subscription, participation, and transportation fees, which, combined with 

students' often limited financial resources, can pose a significant barrier to sport participation. 

In addition, sport facilities are not always tailored to do sport properly as the facilities are 

overcrowded, not geographically well-placed and in poor condition (Alexandris et al., 2002; 

Thomas et al., 2019). This emphasizes the lack of possibility of participating in sport in nearby 

places, opportunities and equipment according to Silva et al. (2022) and Alexandris et al. 

(2002). Academic-related factors are also frequently cited, particularly the excessive university 

workload and the demands of homework (Thomas et al., 2019; Halforty & Radder, 2015). In 

addition to the previously mentioned barriers, Mirsafian also highlights other relevant 

explanations, such as the lack of information and inadequate promotion of available activities, 

which can result in lower participation rates and a general unawareness among students. 

According to Halforty and Radder, structural constraints represent the most statistically 

significant category among the three types of constraints. 

Configural Theory 

The decision to engage in sport is rarely influenced by a single factor. Rather, it emerges from 

a combination of interrelated motivators and barriers acting together. Fiss (2011) provides 

valuable conceptual contributions that enhance the understanding of the foundational logic of 

fuzzy set Qualitative Comparative Analysis (fsQCA). The principle underlying this approach 

is causal complexity, which is characterized by the idea that an outcome emerges from multiple 

possible combinations of conditions, rather than from the isolated influence of individual 
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factors (Ragin, 2008). In addition, Fiss (2011) introduces the distinction between core and 

peripheral elements as a central concept for interpreting and explaining the structure of the 

model. Core elements are causally essential factors within a configuration, as they exhibit the 

strongest association with the outcome. In fsQCA analysis, these elements appear in both the 

parsimonious and the intermediate solutions, highlighting their central role in explaining the 

observed results. In contrast, peripheral elements function as supportive, context-dependent 

factors within a configuration. They appear solely in the intermediate solution of fsQCA and, 

while not essential to the outcome, they contribute to the overall coherence of the configuration. 

These elements add interpretive nuance but have a weaker causal influence compared to core 

elements. Understanding these two terms provides a foundation for introducing three key 

concepts central to this theoretical approach: causal asymmetry, equifinality, and neutral 

permutation. 

 

First, the causal asymmetry explains that “causes leading to the presence of an outcome of 

interest may be quite different from those leading to the absence of the outcome” (Fiss, 2011, 

p.5). In other words, within the context of sport participation, peer influence may act as a strong 

motivator, encouraging individuals to engage in physical activity. However, its absence does 

not automatically constitute a significant barrier to participation. 

 

Secondly, equifinality refers to the idea that “a system can reach the same final state from 

different initial conditions and by a variety of different paths” (Katz & Kahn, 1978, as cited in 

Fiss, 2011, p. 5). This concept adds complexity to the understanding of motivational 

mechanisms by highlighting that multiple distinct combinations of factors can produce the same 

outcome.  

 

Finally, neutral permutation emphasizes that core elements are accompanied by various 

peripheral elements, and that changes or permutations among these peripheral elements do not 

alter the final outcome. This further reinforces the concept of equifinality, highlighting the 

multi-path nature of causal relationships, where different configurations of conditions can lead 

to the same outcome. These theoretical principles form the foundation of the methodological 

approach adopted in this study, which applies fuzzy set Qualitative Comparative Analysis 

(fsQCA) to investigate the multiple and diverse pathways that lead to high or low levels of sport 

participation among university students.  
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In previous studies, either case-oriented or variable-oriented techniques were used to 

understand the relations between factors (Ragin, 1999). These papers are based on conventional 

statistical methods such as regression, ANOVA, MANOVA, or systematic review (Butt et al., 

2011) (Silva et al., 2022) (Alexandris et al., 2002) (Thomas et al., 2019). Motivation is a 

complex operation which may be influenced by several mix of variables and not only by 

individual motivators or constraints. These approaches often fail to address the issue of causal 

complexity arising from interactions between multiple factors, leading to varied outcomes.  

Conceptual Framework 

Categorization of Conditions 

Following an extensive and methodical review of the existing literature, a range of motivators  

and barriers were identified for FsQCA anlyses. The selection was guided by their relevance in 

academic research in general, their specific significance in the context of sport participation, 

and their frequency in empirical studies. Table 1 presents the identified factors, offering a 

clearer and more structured visualization of the motivators and barriers considered in this study. 

Table 1: Literature-based motivators and barriers to sport participation 
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Reduction of Variables 

These variables serve as the foundation of the questionnaire conducted to university students 

for this study and represent the items that respondents are asked to evaluate through their 

responses. However, fsQCA differs from other statistical methods in how it handles variables 

and presents results. As the number of variables increases, the number of possible 

configurations grows exponentially, which can complicate the analysis, interpretation, and 

overall understanding of the findings (Pappas & Woodside, 2021). Therefore, a careful 

selection of variables is necessary to ensure that the results remain interpretable and meaningful. 

The reduction of the number of conditions can be made with a necessary condition analysis 

through the FsQCA software. The objective is to limit the number of conditions to a total of 4 

or 5 factors for both motivators and barriers, in line with the recommendations of Fiss (2011).  

 

The necessity analysis is intended to identify the conditions that are essential for the outcome 

to occur, meaning that the outcome cannot be achieved in the absence of these conditions (Dul, 

2015a). These variables act as constraints or walls that need to be overcome, as their presence 

is required for the outcome to occur (Dul, 2015b). The evaluation of necessity involves 

analyzing the consistency and coverage levels associated with each causal condition. These two 

indicators enable the identification of key conditions, allowing for a more focused selection and 

a reduction in the overall number of variables. According to Ragin (2008), consistency indicates 

the frequency with which a given outcome is accompanied by a specific causal condition. It 

functions similarly to the concept of statistical significance in quantitative methods, as it helps 

determine whether the observed association is robust enough to be taken seriously. In necessity 

analysis, a condition is only considered necessary if it meets or exceeds a consistency threshold 

of 0.90 (Pappas & Woodside, 2021). While a consistency score of 0.90 is generally required to 

identify a condition as truly necessary, the aim here is to reduce the number of conditions by 

retaining only those that demonstrate the strongest empirical support (Dul, 2015a). In contrast, 

coverage evaluates “the degree to which a cause or causal combination accounts for instances 

of the outcome” (Ragin, 2008, p.44). This measure reflects the empirical relevance of a 

condition by indicating how many cases demonstrate the association between the condition and 

the outcome. 

 

Following the necessity analyses (Figures 4 and 5), it is possible to narrow down the set of 

conditions by retaining only those with the highest empirical relevance. Regarding motivators, 
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the table identifies five variables that appear to be more prominent than the others. The selected 

conditions are staying physically fit, fun associated with sports, maintaining overall health, 

improving skill, and restoring mental energy. With regard to barriers, lack of time, lack of 

motivation, excessive academic workload, and stress due to class schedule emerge as the most 

prominent conditions. 

Table 2: Selected motivators after necessity analysis 

 

Table 3: Selected barriers after necessity analysis  
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Outcome Definition 

The outcome variable reflects what the study aims to explain or predict, and constitutes the 

primary focus of the analysis. In this study, the outcome variable is sport participation or non-

participation among university students. It is measured in hours and reflects the total number of 

hours dedicated to sport per week. In line with fsQCA conventions, sport non-participation, as 

well as other negatively formulated conditions is denoted by placing a tilde (~) before the 

variable.  

The fsQCA approach is represented by the model below and is designed to uncover the different 

configurations of conditions that lead to either sport participation or its absence.  

Figure 4: FsQCA model 

Methodology  

Research Design 

Fuzzy-set Qualitative Comparative Analysis (fsQCA) is a methodological approach that 

combines elements of qualitative and quantitative analysis to explore how different 

combinations of conditions lead to a particular outcome (Pappas & Woodside, 2021). This 

method integrates the qualitative richness and precision of configurational analysis with the 

breadth of quantitative data from a large sample, with the aim of ensuring robust results and 

enabling a degree of generalization of the study’s findings. The term refers to the combination 

of the Qualitative Comparative Analysis (QCA) method and the fuzzy-set technique, which 

together form the fsQCA approach. 
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The QCA combines strengths of both approaches by using Boolean algebra to analyze sets of 

conditions that lead to outcomes. Instead of analyzing individual variables, QCA explores how 

combinations of conditions contribute to different social phenomena (Ragin, 1998). Data can 

be transformed into various formats, including crisp sets, multi-value sets, and fuzzy sets, each 

offering different levels of nuance (Ragin, 2008). Crisp sets are defined by their binary nature, 

where each case is assigned a value of either 0 or 1, indicating full non-membership or full 

membership in a given condition, respectively. The introduction of fuzzy sets enables partial 

membership, adding precision to the analysis. Unlike crisp sets, fuzzy sets allow cases to have 

degrees of membership ranging between 0 (fully out) and 1 (fully in) with a crossover point or 

intermediate membership at 0.5 (Elliott, 2018; Ragin, 2008). For example, a case with a value 

of 0.8 is considered more in than out of the set, reflecting a nuanced position. This method 

prevents oversimplification and allows for more refined results and interpretations. Finally, the 

multi-value Qualitative Comparative Analysis (MvQCA) extends the crisp-set approach by 

allowing conditions to take on more than two values. For example, a variable like living 

situation can include categories such as living alone, with roommates, or with family. 

Sample 

The selection of the target population is a crucial step in research, and particularly in marketing, 

as it enables a focused examination of the specific needs and characteristics of a defined 

audience. University students, representing a relatively young segment of the population, were 

chosen for this study not only due to their relevance to the research objectives but also because 

I belong to this group, which allows for a deeper understanding of their context and experiences. 

Students appear to be confronted with more health and social issues than the general population, 

including poorer mental health and living conditions (Paz & Evans, 2023). 

The sampling method used in this study is a non-probability convenience sampling (Rahi, 

2017). The first distribution was a visually appealing Instagram post containing the survey link, 

aimed at capturing initial interest. This was followed by the sharing of the questionnaire in 

WhatsApp groups from various faculties to increase reach and participation. Additionally, with 

the support of the University of Fribourg, I gained access to a large number of student email 

addresses across all faculties. These sampling methods resulted in the collection of 250 

responses, providing a solid basis for the subsequent analysis. 
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To ensure diversity in the responses, the email addresses provided by the university were 

selected to achieve a balanced distribution between male and female students and included 

individuals from various educations and faculties.   

Due to the extremely small number of non-binary respondents in the dataset (3 responses), it 

was not possible to include this group in the analyses. This decision was based solely on 

methodological and statistical considerations and does not reflect a lesser relevance of this 

population. 

Data Collection 

Data was collected using a structured questionnaire in French designed with the online platform 

and software Tally. The first section provided respondents with information about the study, 

including confidentiality conditions, consent terms and the overall objective of the research. 

The second section focused on the outcome variable, namely student participation in sport. This 

variable was divided into two components: one question addressed the number of hours 

dedicated to team sports, while the other focused on hours spent on individual sports. The 

questionnaire then includes a section dedicated to collecting information on the motivators as 

evaluated by the students, followed by a separate section focusing on the barriers that may 

hinder their participation in sport. The two sections follow an identical structure, each beginning 

with a statement-formulated question, followed by the evaluation of several factors using a 7-

point Likert scale to assess the degree of agreement or relevance as perceived by the 

respondents. The final section of the questionnaire includes a series of demographic questions, 

covering aspects such as age, gender, university, field of study, and living situation. 

Necessity Analysis 

This section presents the main analyses and essential elements of the fsQCA method to enhance 

understanding of its logic and relevance to the study’s objectives. The fsQCA method initially 

focuses on two fundamental types of analysis: the analysis of necessary conditions and the 

analysis of sufficient conditions. 

 

As previously mentioned, necessity analysis is used to determine which conditions are essential 

for the occurrence of the outcome variable (Dul, 2015a). As a first step, this analysis seeks to 

identify potential necessary conditions for sport participation and non-participation, 

acknowledging the principle of causal asymmetry central to the fsQCA approach. The different 
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steps for this analysis are the calibration of motivators and barriers into fuzzy sets, the selection 

of the outcome variable that is the sport participation and the sport non-participation, to evaluate 

conditions with the consistency and coverage value, and interpret the results (Fiss, 2011). The 

integration of both analyses is essential, as it allows us to identify which motivators and 

absences of barriers are necessary for sport participation to occur, as well as which barriers and 

absences of motivators are necessary for sport non-participation. For a condition to be 

considered necessary, its consistency score must exceed 0.90 (Dul, 2016; Pappas & Woodside, 

2021). In other words, consistency shows how often the presence of a condition is associated 

with the presence of the outcome. The evaluation of the coverage is less important but shows 

how important or relevant a condition is in explaining the outcome (Ragin, 2008). It tells us 

what proportion of the outcome cases are captured by a condition or configuration. While there 

is no established minimum for coverage, Pappas and Woodside (2017) emphasize that higher 

values are desirable, as they reflect stronger empirical support and greater robustness. 

Sufficiency Analysis 

The sufficiency analysis involves several key steps: calibrating the variables, constructing the 

truth table, setting consistency and frequency thresholds to reduce the truth table, and applying 

logical minimization using Boolean algebra. In the final step, the option to indicate conditions 

as “present or absent” is selected for the intermediate solution, allowing the software to 

determine this parameter. A condition is considered sufficient if it is present in a configuration 

that leads to the outcome. However, it is not the only path, as other alternative configurations 

may also produce the same outcome (Fiss, 2011). 

 

To explore the parameter settings in more detail, the frequency threshold was set to 3. This 

decision is based on recommendations stating that “for samples larger than 150 cases, the 

frequency threshold may be set at 3 (or higher), while for smaller samples the threshold may be 

set at 2” (Fiss, 2011; Ragin, 2008, as cited in Pappas and Woodside, 2017, p.10). Setting the 

frequency threshold to 3 ensures that only combinations occurring in at least three cases are 

considered during minimization. This approach excludes infrequent configurations with one or 

two cases, which contributes to greater robustness and empirical significance of the results 

(Papas and Woodside, 2017). A higher frequency threshold reduces coverage, as rare 

configurations are excluded from the analysis. 
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In this study, the consistency threshold was set at 0.80, in line with Fiss’s (2011) 

recommendation for the minimum acceptable value. This choice also aligns with Ragin’s 

(2008) suggestion of a threshold at 0.75. This threshold implies that any solution with a 

consistency score below 0.80 will be excluded from the minimization process, thereby reducing 

the number of configurations retained in the final solution. 

Three different solutions are shown in a sufficiency analysis: complex solution, parsimonious 

solution and intermediate solution. The complex solution aims to present the full set of possible 

configurations identified by the software. However, this solution is often dense and difficult to 

interpret due to the large number of configurations it includes. The second type of solution is 

the parsimonious solution, which simplifies the complex solution by identifying the core 

conditions across all variables. This solution not only includes configurations found in the data 

but also integrates counterfactual cases, logical combinations that could theoretically occur, 

even though they are not empirically observed. Finally, the intermediate solution builds upon 

the parsimonious solution by incorporating not only the core conditions but also the peripheral 

ones. When it comes to counterfactual cases, this solution retains only the most theoretically 

plausible scenarios. This solution not only includes configurations found in the data but also 

integrates counterfactual cases, logical combinations that could theoretically occur, even though 

they are not empirically observed. In other words, the intermediate solution keeps only those 

simplifications that make sense based on theory, and leaves out the others used by the 

parsimonious solution. 

Calibration 

This step is crucial in an fsQCA analysis, as it involves setting the thresholds for calibrating the 

variables. The data were collected through a questionnaire focusing on sport participation, as 

well as the associated motivators and barriers. While both sections require calibration, they 

consist of different types of data, which necessitates distinct calibration approaches. The 

outcome variable is defined as continuous, as the responses can include decimal values (Mishra 

et al., 2018). With regard to this variable, the literature does not present a clear consensus on 

the appropriate calibration method. However, it tends to favor the use of the 80th, 50th, and 

20th percentiles for full membership, intermediate membership, and full non-membership, 

respectively (Papas and Woodside, 2017). Given that the authors suggest calibrating in relation 

to the sample’s response distribution, the decision was also based on the observed distribution 

of sport participation. 
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Motivators and barriers were assessed using a 7-point Likert scale in the questionnaire. 

Following the recommendations of Pappas and Woodside (2017) and Ordanini et al. (2013), 

the calibration thresholds were set at 6 for full membership, 4 for crossover point, and 2 for full 

non-membership. These thresholds are widely accepted and commonly applied when 

calibrating Likert-scale data in fsQCA studies. 

Results 

Sample Description 

The target population consisted of university students both in Switzerland and abroad. The use 

of the French language does not seem to affect participation, as the interviewed students who 

studied abroad are either from Switzerland or already speak French. In total, 249 students 

participated in the study, with 59.4% identifying as female and 40.6% as male. Regarding the 

universities represented, the sample is relatively diverse: 59.4% of participants are from the 

University of Fribourg, 18.9% from the University of Neuchâtel, and 7.2% from the University 

of Lausanne. The remaining 14.5% are distributed among other universities in French-speaking 

Switzerland, as well as UMF Cluj-Napoca in Romania and various universities of applied 

sciences. The age distribution of participants spans from 18 to 40 years, with a mean age of 

23.11 and a median age of 23. 
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Figure 5: Age distribution of participants 

Sport Participation Overview 

Sport participation, expressed in hours per week, has a mean value of 5.03 and a median of 4, 

suggesting a higher proportion of participants with lower levels of sport activity. The standard 

deviation of about 3.6, relative to a mean of around 5, suggests considerable variability in the 

responses. Interpreting the standard deviation requires considering the mean to properly assess 

the spread of the data (Government of Canada, Statistics Canada, 2021).  

Figure 6: Sport participation distribution 

 

Analyzing these statistics by gender also offers meaningful perspectives on how participation 

patterns differ between male and female students. Female students report a mean value of 4.46, 
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a median of 4, and a standard deviation of 3.98. In comparison, male students show a higher 

mean of 6.15, a median of 6, and a standard deviation of 3.85. 

Necessity Analysis  

To identify necessary conditions that consistently appear in combinations when the outcome is 

present, two distinct analyses were computed. The first analysis focused on sport participation, 

incorporating motivators and the absence of barriers, whereas the second addressed sport non-

participation, based on the absence of motivators and the presence of barriers. 

Table 4 highlights four conditions that are necessary when the outcome variable occurs: staying 

physically fit, fun associated with sport, maintaining overall health, and improving skills. All 

coverage values exceed the 0.50 threshold recommended by Pappas and Woodside (2017), 

indicating robustness in the results. The remaining conditions cannot be considered necessary, 

as their consistency scores fall below the 0.90 threshold. 

Table 4: Necessity analysis for sport participation 

 

In the second analysis, Table 5 reveals that no condition, whether related to the absence of 

motivation or the presence of barriers, meets the criteria to be classified as necessary. The 

findings from both tables indicate that motivators such as staying physically fit and improving 

skill are strongly endorsed by participants with high sport participation. Yet, their absence does 

not constitute a necessary condition for low sport participation, highlighting the principle of 

causal asymmetry.  



33 

 

Table 5: Necessity analysis for ~ sport participation 

 

Sufficiency Analysis 

Firstly, the results of the parsimonious solution for sport participation identify three core 

conditions: the absence of lack of time, excessive academic workload, and stress due to class 

schedule (Table 6). These conditions are associated with higher levels of sport engagement 

among university students. Their raw coverage values range from 0.48 to 0.59, meaning they 

often appear in cases where students engage in sport. The consistency scores, between 0.70 and 

0.74, show that these conditions are moderately sufficient on their own. Overall, the solution 

has a coverage of 0.7094 and a consistency of 0.6723, which means these three conditions 

together explain a good part of the cases, even if they are not perfectly reliable. 

Table 6: Parsimonious solution for sport participation 
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The results of the solutions table for sport participation highlight two configurations that lead 

to high levels of sport participation among university students (Table 7). 

Configuration 1 shows that participation is driven by the presence of all five motivators; 

improving skill, fun, restoring mental energy, maintaining overall health, and staying physically 

fit, combined with the absence of time constraints and lack of motivation, along with the 

presence of stress due to class schedules and heavy academic workload. This configuration 

demonstrates strong sufficiency, with a high consistency score (0.9338), although it accounts 

for a relatively small portion of the sample (raw coverage of 0.1226). 

Configuration 2 also includes all five motivators and is defined by the absence of excessive 

academic workload, stress due to class schedules and lack of motivation. This configuration 

has slightly lower consistency (0.9109), but significantly higher raw and unique coverage 

(0.3815 and 0.2920, respectively). 

The overall solution has a consistency of 0.4147 and a coverage of 0.9135, indicating that, 

together, these two configurations explain a substantial proportion of cases with high sport 

participation, despite differences in their consistency scores. Configuration 1 demonstrates a 

stronger relationship between the combination of factors and the occurrence of the outcome 

than Configuration 2. However, it appears less frequently within the dataset than 

Configuration 2. 
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Table 7: Solutions table for sport participation 

 

The results of the parsimonious solution for sport non-participation also identify three core 

conditions: the absence of improving skill, fun associated with sports, and restoring mental 

energy (Table 8). The absence of improving skill stands out with the highest raw coverage 

(0.4476) and consistency (0.8294), suggesting it plays a key role in explaining non-

participation. The absence of fun and restoring mental energy also contributes, though with 

slightly lower values. Their consistency scores are 0.8243 and 0.7059 respectively, showing 

that fun is still quite relevant, while restoring mental energy is slightly weaker. The overall 

solution coverage is 0.6165, and the consistency is 0.7239. 
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Table 8: Parsimonious solution for ~ sport participation 

 

The results highlight three configurations leading to low levels of sport participation among 

university students (Table 9). 

Configuration 1 shows that non-participation is associated with the absence of improving skill 

as a core condition, combined with the presence of other motivators such as fun associated with 

sports, restoring mental energy, maintaining overall health and staying physically fit. 

Additionally, all four barriers, lack of time, lack of motivation, excessive academic workload, 

and stress due to class schedules are also present. This configuration demonstrates strong 

sufficiency, with a high consistency score (0.9069), a raw coverage of 0.2004 and unique 

coverage of 0.0924. 

Configuration 2 is characterized by the absence of fun associated with sports as a core 

condition, while the remaining motivators and all four barriers are once again present. Its 

consistency remains high (0.8964), with a raw coverage of 0.1624 and unique coverage of 

0.0507. 

Configuration 3 is defined by the absence of restoring mental energy, combined with the same 

four barriers and the presence of the remaining motivators. Although its consistency is lower 

(0.8012), it still meets the threshold for sufficiency, with a raw coverage of 0.1205 and a unique 

contribution of 0.0415 (Papas and Woodside, 2017) 

The overall solution presents a consistency of 0.8439 and a coverage of 0.3038, indicating that 

these three configurations together explain a considerable share of non-participation cases, 

although each configuration captures a relatively modest portion of the sample. 
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Table 9: Solutions table for ~ sport participation  

 

Gender-Focused fsQCA Analysis 

Another perspective explored in this study is the role of gender in shaping the different 

conditions that influence sport participation. The literature frequently reports that men and 

women experience different motivators and barriers when it comes to engaging in sport. The 

sample was divided into two groups based on gender, and the same analyses conducted on the 

overall sample were replicated for each gender-specific subgroup.  

Calibration 

A different calibration was applied for female and male subgroups, as well as in comparison to 

the full sample analysis. The same calibration thresholds (20th, 50th, and 80th percentiles) were 

applied for both genders, allowing the thresholds to reflect the specific distribution of each 

subgroup. In the sufficiency analysis, the cutoff frequency was set at 2, due to the smaller 

sample size when disaggregated by gender. For the intermediate solution, assumptions were 

specified for each condition: in the case of sport participation, motivators were considered 
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present, and barriers absent; for non-participation, these assumptions were reversed, with 

motivators defined as absent and barriers as present. 

Reduction of Variables 

Conditions were selected based on the results of the necessary conditions analysis, with 

particular attention given to those demonstrating high consistency and coverage scores. 

Additionally, some conditions, despite not showing the highest scores, were chosen for their 

specific relevance to each gender group. 

 

For the female, the selected motivators are staying physically fit, maintaining overall health, 

fun associated with sports, restoring mental energy and enhancing body image, and the barriers 

are fear of social judgement, lack of confidence, lack of motivation, excessive academic 

workload and lack of time (Tables A1 and A2). All conditions were selected based on their 

consistency scores, except for body image concerns and lack of confidence, which were 

included due to their relevance to this population as previously highlighted in the literature. 

Both conditions showed consistency scores slightly lower than those of other conditions; 

however, they exhibited relatively high coverage scores, with 0.8406 for enhancing body image 

and 0.8080 for lack of confidence. 

 

The selected motivators for male are staying physically fit, maintaining overall health, fun 

associated with sport, improving skill and enjoying time with friends, and the barriers are, 

excessive academic workload, stress due to class schedule, lack of partners and lack of time 

(Tables A3 and A4). The condition lack of partners hadn’t the highest consistency score but 

showed the highest coverage score (0.7695), highlighting that this condition accounts for a large 

portion of the population.  

Necessity Analysis 

A necessary conditions analysis was first conducted, and for both genders, necessary conditions 

emerged only in relation to sport participation. The analysis for female students indicates that 

four conditions are necessary for the occurrence of the outcome variable (Table A5). The 

motivators staying physically fit, maintaining overall health, and fun associated with sports are 

identified as necessary conditions. Interestingly, the absence of fear of social judgment also 

appears as a necessary condition among respondents who report a high level of sport 
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participation. For male students, the table reveals that staying physically fit, improving skills 

and engaging in sport because of the fun are necessary in this case (Annex A7).  

Sufficiency Analysis 

The results of the parsimonious solution for sport participation among female students identify 

one core condition: the absence of excessive academic workload (Table A9). This condition 

alone accounts for a raw and unique coverage of 0.5717, with a consistency score of 0.7169.  

 

The solutions table reveals two distinct configurations that lead to high sport participation 

among female students (Table 10). Configuration 1 is characterized by the presence of all five 

motivators: enhancing body image, fun associated with sports, restoring mental energy, 

maintaining overall health, and staying physically fit, combined with the absence of lack of 

time, excessive academic workload, lack of confidence, and fear of social judgment. It reaches 

a high consistency (0.9192), with a raw coverage of 0.3251 and a unique contribution of 0.0344. 

Configuration 2 presents a similar profile; however, instead of the absence of lack of time, it 

features the absence of lack of motivation. This configuration achieves a consistency score of 

0.9033, a raw coverage of 0.3763, and a unique contribution of 0.0856. The overall solution 

consistency is 0.8987 and the solution coverage is 0.4107, showing that these two combinations 

explain sport participation cases among female students with high reliability. 
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Table 10: Solutions table for sport participation – Female Students 

 

The parsimonious solution for non-participation identifies three core conditions (Table A10). 

These include the absence of fun associated with sports, and two combinations involving the 

presence of barriers. While body image concerns and lack of time are present in both 

configurations, the first pathway is further characterized by an excessive academic workload, 

while the second includes a lack of motivation. The most impactful configuration includes the 

presence of enhancing body image, lack of time and excessive academic workload, with a raw 

coverage of 0.5115 and a consistency of 0.8119. The absence of fun, in contrast, displays a 

lower coverage (0.3404), with a consistency of 0.7953. The third configuration involving the 

body image concerns, deficit of motivation and academic workload has a raw coverage of 

0.5252 and a consistency of 0.7915. Together, the three paths achieve a solution coverage of 

0.6515 and a consistency of 0.7687. 

 

The solutions table confirms these trends by identifying two high-consistency combinations 

(Table 11).  
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Configuration 1 highlights the absence of fun, combined with the presence of barriers such as 

lack of time and excessive workload. This path is sufficient for explaining sport non-

participation, with a raw coverage of 0.2901, a unique coverage of 0.0684, and a consistency 

of 0.8433. 

 

Configuration 2 includes the presence of body image concerns combined with the presence of 

lack of time, lack of motivation, and academic workload, reaching a raw coverage of 0.4937, a 

unique coverage of 0.2719, and a consistency of 0.8086. The overall solution presents a 

consistency of 0.7993 and a coverage of 0.5620. 

Table 11: Solutions table for ~ sport participation – Female Students 

 

 

For the male population, the parsimonious solution for sport participation reveals a single 

configuration composed of core conditions. This configuration includes the enjoyment of 

spending time with friends and the absence of lack of motivation (Table A11). It achieved a 

consistency score of 0.7718, with a raw and unique coverage of 0.6805. 
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Table 12 identifies a single combination of factors leading to the outcome. This configuration 

includes all four motivators, with enjoying time with friends as a core condition. On the 

barrier side, lack of motivation appears as a core condition, while lack of partners is a 

peripherical condition. A consistency score of 0.8424 was observed, along with both raw 

coverage and unique coverage values of 0.5364. 

Table 12: Solutions table for sport participation – Male Students 

 

The same procedure was applied to analyze non-participation in sport among male students. 

The identified core configuration consists of the presence of lack of motivation combined with 

the absence of lack of partners (Table A12). This combination produced a consistency score of 

0.7519 and a raw and unique coverage of 0.4924.  

 

The configuration presented in the solution tables includes only the five barriers identified for 

this population, suggesting that the absence of motivators does not play a significant role in 

explaining sport non-participation among male students (Table 13). The absence of lack of 

partners is also emphasized in this table. 
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Table 13: Solutions table for ~ sport participation – Male Students 

Discussion 

This discussion seeks to interpret the main findings of the fsQCA analyses by comparing them 

with existing literature. The analysis was conducted on the overall sample and further explored 

through a gender-based perspective. The objective is to reflect on how these findings contribute 

to both academic research and practical applications. Main findings of this study can be 

organized according to the different parts of the thesis (whole sample/gender-based sample).  

Overall Population  

On the full population, necessity analyses report 4 conditions that are necessary for sport 

participation including staying physically fit, fun associated with sports, maintaining overall 

health and improving skills and none for non-participation in sport (Table 4). These necessary 

conditions show importance of intrapersonal motivators and are consistent with the findings of 

Diehl et al. (2018). Additionally,  
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For the sport participation, all five motivators are present for both configurations and show that 

motivators are important in the decision of playing sports. However, the absence of barriers 

appears as core conditions in two configurations. Interestingly, the presence of excessive 

academic workload and stress due to class schedule play a role in sport participation. The first 

configuration highlights that, despite the stress and heavy academic workload imposed by 

school, a high level of sport participation can still be observed when key motivators are present, 

and students have sufficient available time (Table 7). This result indicates that when students 

are highly motivated, particularly through intrapersonal motivators, they may be able to manage 

structural stress more effectively and still find time for sport, even during academically intense 

periods. This interpretation fits with SDT, which says that when people feel competent, 

autonomous, and connected to others, they are more likely to stay motivated and maintain their 

behavior, even when facing stress. (Ryan & Deci, 2000a). It also reflects previous findings 

showing that sport can act as a way for students to deal with stress, particularly during exams 

(Diehl et al., 2018). This first configuration shows high consistency but low coverage, 

suggesting that while the conditions reliably lead to the outcome when present, this specific 

combination is relatively uncommon among the cases. The second configuration seems to be 

even more realistic and present with a 0.91 consistency and a 0.38 coverage.  

 

For sport non-participation, three configurations are identified, each characterized by the 

presence of all barriers and four motivators, along with the absence of one specific motivator 

(table 9). While the set of barriers remains consistent, the absence of the motivator slightly 

varies across the configurations. Together, these configurations highlight that non-participation 

is not only driven by barriers, but by their interaction with the absence of key motivators. This 

reflects the fsQCA principle of configurational sufficiency, where inactivity results from 

specific combinations of conditions rather than single factors. Moreover, the findings indicate 

that not all motivators have the same impact. While many motivators contribute positively, 

certain ones such as skill development, enjoyment, and mental well-being play a crucial role in 

the decision not to engage in sport when they are absent (table 8). The first configuration seems 

to be more important and realistic with a consistency value of 0.91 and a raw overage of 0.20. 

The three paths effectively illustrate the concept of equifinality, revealing three distinct, 

although relatively similar combinations observed among students with low levels of sport 

participation (Fiss, 2011).  
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Overall, while the findings of this study are largely consistent with Self-Determination Theory 

(Deci & Ryan, 2000), they do not fully align with its core proposition that intrinsic motivation 

is the most powerful and lasting influence on behavior. In this research, intrinsic motivators 

such as enjoyment and competence were indeed present, but they did not appear to outweigh 

extrinsic motivators in importance. In fact, health and physical fitness, typically considered 

more extrinsic forms of motivation, emerged as necessary conditions for sport participation 

across the full sample. This suggests that, for university students, extrinsic motivations such as 

maintaining health or improving physical condition are just as influential as intrinsic ones. 

Rather than a clear dominance of intrinsic motivation, the results indicate a more balanced 

dynamic, where both intrinsic and internalized extrinsic factors play an equally important role. 

This implies that, in this specific context, Self-Determination Theory may require some 

adaptation, as the distinction between intrinsic and extrinsic motivation appears less 

pronounced in practice than the theory originally proposes. 

Gender-focused Populations 

Analyses conducted by gender help to identify key differences and provide a better 

understanding of the decision-making processes involved. 

 

Firstly, descriptive statistics reveal a clear gender gap in sport participation. Male students 

report higher weekly engagement in sport activities (M = 6.15, SD = 3.85) compared to female 

students (M = 4.46, SD = 3.98), with a difference of approximately one hour and forty-five 

minutes per week. These results suggest that not only is sport participation lower among female 

students, but it is also more heterogeneous. The slightly higher standard deviation among 

women indicates greater variability in their sport behavior, suggesting a wider disparity in 

participation levels within this group. 

 

Then, gender-based necessity analyses yield results exclusively for sport participation. Among 

female students, the necessary conditions identified reflect a stronger influence of psychological 

and social factors, notably including the absence of fear of judgment. Butt et al. (2011) argue 

that girls are particularly affected by concerns about their appearance and how they are 

perceived by society. This is supported by the identification of the absence of fear of judgment 

as a necessary condition among female students in the present analysis (Table A5). 
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In contrast, among male students, the necessary conditions are more performance-oriented, such 

as staying physically fit, improving skills, and fun associated with sports (Table A7). These 

results are partly in line with the findings of Butt et al. (2011), who noted that men often engage 

in sports for competition and challenge. The motivation to improve one's skills may reflect the 

idea of personal challenge; however, the competitive aspect does not clearly emerge as a key 

motivator in this study. 

 

The sufficiency analyses for sport participation reveal that, for both female and male students, 

the presence of all five motivators plays a central role in encouraging engagement in sport. 

However, the influence of barriers differs across genders. Among female students, two 

configurations lead to participation, both including all five motivators but differing in the 

absence of multiple barriers (table 10). The first configuration includes the absence of heavy 

academic workload, lack of confidence, fear of social judgment, and lack of time. In the second 

configuration, the barriers are similar, with lack of time replaced by lack of motivation. The two 

configurations indicate that female students who engage in sport frequently require the removal 

of barriers, particularly those related to excessive university work. 

 

In comparison, male students show a single configuration in which all five motivators must be 

present, along with the absence of both lack of motivation and lack of partners (table 12). This 

indicates that, for male students, overcoming specific barriers is less essential than for female 

to ensure participation. In the configuration, male students seem to place importance on social 

interaction as a contributing factor to sport participation.   

 

The sufficiency analyses for sport non-participation reveal that, for both female and male 

students, the accumulation of barriers plays a central role in discouraging engagement. Among 

women, two configurations emerge, combining time constraints, academic workload, and the 

absence of enjoyment or internal motivation (table 11). This suggests that non-participation 

results from both external pressures and a lack of perceived benefits. Moreover, literature 

supported that females are more affected by social barriers such as the opinions of others and 

the environment in which they live (Alexandris et al., 2002; Young et al., 2003; Halforty & 

Radder, 2015). The results of this analysis do not support this claim, as fear of judgment does 

not appear to be a contributing factor to non-participation. These results are particularly 

interesting when compared to the analyses of female sport participation, where lack of 

confidence appears in both configurations and the absence of fear of judgment emerges as a 
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necessary condition. In contrast, these two factors do not play any role in the current analysis, 

clearly illustrating the principle of causal asymmetry (Fiss, 2011). The presence of enhancing 

body image in the second configuration is somewhat surprising, but it may be explained by the 

fact that female students do care about their body image, but other constraints seem to take 

precedence. According to SDT (Ryan & Deci, 2000a), sustained behavior is unlikely when 

basic psychological needs such as autonomy, competence, or relatedness are not sufficiently 

fulfilled. This second configuration clearly reflects this idea, as the presence of a motivator like 

enhancing body image is not enough to compensate for strong barriers.  

 

The second configuration clearly illustrates the principles of the TPB. For example, a female 

student may feel strongly motivated to engage in physical activity due to the positive impact it 

could have on her body image (attitude), and may also perceive a supportive environment free 

from pressure or judgment (subjective norm). However, if she believes she cannot manage it 

due to a lack of time and a demanding academic workload (perceived behavioral control), this 

perception directly hinders the behavior from occurring. These findings indicate that a lack of 

time and high academic demands significantly undermine perceived behavioral control, thereby 

reducing the chances of participating in sport. 

 

For male students, a single configuration highlights the presence of multiple barriers, with 

social factors like lack of partners being less relevant (table 13). Overall, these results underline 

that non-participation is not the absence of motivation, but rather the presence of strong 

constraints that outweigh potential motivators, with gender-specific nuances in how these are 

experienced. In this case, structural barriers are predominant, and the absence of lack of partners 

is noted. Interestingly, when male students report a low level of weekly sport participation, 

social aspects do not appear to be a limiting factor. This finding is consistent with the study by 

Halforty and Radder (2015), which suggests that females are more affected than males by the 

lack of support from friends or family. 

 

Overall, lack of time did not appear as the most significant barrier to sport participation, 

contrasting with the findings of Mirsafian (2016) and Halforty and Radder (2015). However, 

the present study supports the findings of Halforty and Radder (2015), as structural barriers also 

emerged as significant factors contributing to non-participation in sport, particularly constraints 

such as academic pressure and schedule-related stress. This study offers valuable insights and 

proposes a more targeted and realistic approach by identifying condition configurations, as 
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opposed to relying solely on linear models. Furthermore, the use of this method allows for 

greater precision in capturing gender differences, while also complementing and refining the 

findings of Butt (2011) and Rintaugu & Ngetich (2012). 

Academic Contributions 

This study contributes to the academic literature on marketing, and more specifically on social 

marketing. By applying the fuzzy-set Qualitative Comparative Analysis (fsQCA) method, it 

highlights the configurational nature of sport participation and non-participation among 

university students. Unlike traditional techniques that consider variables in isolation, fsQCA 

captures how combinations of multiple conditions interact to produce an outcome. 

  

Moreover, this research confirms the asymmetric logic between participation and non-

participation in sport. This highlights that the absence of a motivator does not necessarily 

produce the opposite effect of its presence, as seen with fear of judgment. This study offers 

additional empirical support for causal asymmetry in the context of sport participation. 

 

Furthermore, the gender-based analysis provides valuable insights into motivational differences 

in sport participation among students. This study identifies various combinations of factors that 

lead to either participation or non-participation. For female students, participation appears to 

depend on the removal of social barriers, whereas for male students, the presence of key 

motivators, particularly enjoyment, physical appearance, and skill development is more 

influential. In terms of non-participation, women tend to experience a combination of barriers 

along with the absence of important motivators, such as the enjoyment of sport. In contrast, for 

men, the presence of barriers alone was often sufficient to explain low levels of sport 

participation. 

 

Finally, the use of fsQCA in a sport participation context is still relatively rare in social 

marketing and behavioral research in the field of sport.  

Managerial Implications 

This study also offers practical insights for management, supporting the adaptation of sport 

programs to better meet student needs. The objective is to encourage sport participation among 

students who currently engage in little physical activity. As a result, the analysis gives particular 

attention to the configurations related to non-participation, while still considering the others, in 
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line with the principle of causal asymmetry. The barriers identified as significant are not 

necessarily within the direct control of institutions or authorities. A possible strategy would be 

to focus on reinforcing the presence of motivators that students feel are missing in their past 

sport experiences. This involves better communicating the enjoyment of sport participation, 

without placing too much emphasis on competition, and the skills development. 

 

Universities play a central role in organizing and promoting student sports. The findings of this 

study offer valuable insights into the combinations of conditions that lead to low levels of sport 

participation. These insights can support more targeted communication strategies, such as 

offering guidance on how to overcome common barriers like lack of time, academic workload, 

or schedule-related stress. universities could implement an ambassador program on the website 

and on social media involving students who engage in regular and intensive sport practice. The 

aim is to show how they successfully balance their academic responsibilities with their sportive 

commitments. Promoting time management strategies or highlighting how sport can help 

reduce stress during exams and coursework may be particularly beneficial (Poirel, 2017). 

 

Considering gender differences, universities could also tailor their offerings and 

communication to better address the specific challenges faced by female students, such as low 

motivation and academic pressure. Similarly, as male students also appear to struggle with 

motivation, strategies that enhance the appeal and accessibility of sport for both groups could 

be explored.  

Conclusion 

This study offers a deeper understanding of the decision-making processes that influence 

students’ participation in sport. Overall, it highlights that sport participation among university 

students is not driven by single factors, but by specific combinations of motivators and the 

absence of key barriers. In the full sample, high participation is associated with strong 

intrapersonal motivators such as health, physical fitness, enjoyment, and skill development. In 

contrast, non-participation tends to occur when several structural barriers such as academic 

overload and lack of time are combined with the absence of essential motivators. 

 

Gender-based analyses show that female students' participation in sport is strongly influenced 

by social factors and self-confidence, while male students are more motivated by enjoyment 
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and the opportunity to develop technical skills. When it comes to non-participation in sport, 

female students are strongly influenced by significant constraints and a lack of enjoyment. In 

contrast, for male students, low participation is explained solely by the presence of multiple 

barriers. 

Limitations 

Although the findings of this study are both satisfactory and insightful, several limitations were 

encountered during the research process. Indeed, the variables used in this study represent only 

a small portion of the factors that influence participation in sports. A list of motivators and 

barriers is presented at the beginning of the methodology section and reflects a significant 

portion of the factors commonly identified in the existing literature. This relatively limited 

number of motivators and barriers was deliberately chosen to align with the methodological 

requirements of fsQCA, which is sensitive to the number of conditions included due to the 

complexity of the resulting configurations. Consequently, the findings are shaped by the 

specific selection of conditions considered. 

 

It is also possible that students who are more interested in sports or who are more physically 

active were more inclined to complete the questionnaire, which may have influenced the overall 

profile of the respondents. This may lead to an underrepresentation of individuals who engage 

in little or no physical activity. 

 

Another limitation concerns the estimation of the number of hours spent on sport each week. 

Students were asked to indicate their weekly practice time, which may have been overestimated 

in order to align with perceived social norms or expectations. Additionally, differences across 

fields of study may have influenced the results. For instance, students enrolled in sport-related 

academic programs often have mandatory physical activity as part of their cursus. The amount 

of sport increases considerably for these students compared to those in other programs. 

Future Research: 

The FsQCA method is a statistical method that is still rarely used, despite its strong potential 

for advancing research in social marketing, particularly within the field of sport. Exploring 

additional motivators and barriers using this approach could lead to the identification of new 

configurations that more accurately reflect the complexity of choices. Furthermore, 

distinguishing between individual and team sports would be a valuable direction for future 
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research, as the conditions influencing participation may differ depending on the type of 

activity. At the demographic level, factors such as living situation and geographic context (rural 

versus urban) should also be considered in future studies, as they may significantly influence 

the constraints individuals face when engaging in sport. 

 

To improve the accuracy and relevance of future research, incorporating qualitative methods 

when selecting factors could be a valuable approach. This would help to better understand how 

students experience and perceive the factors that influence their participation in sport.  

Future research should also aim to include a larger and more representative sample of non-

binary individuals to better understand their specific experiences and barriers related to sport 

participation.  

 

Lastly, replicating this study with a different population than university students could provide 

valuable insights, given the fundamental role of sport in promoting health and well-being. 

Closing Remark 

In my view, sport represents both good health and a balanced lifestyle. It provides an 

opportunity of self-expression through the body and to explore movement. Promoting sport 

should therefore remain a priority for schools and public authorities, particularly in the face of 

sedentary habits and technologies that encourage individuals to remain seated and isolated. 
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Annexes 

Use of AI Tools 

I used ChatGPT as a writing support tool to help improve the quality of my thesis. It mainly 

helped me with improving the formulation, finding synonyms, and getting some help for 

organizing the structure of my work.  

Results Tables 

Table A1: Necessity analysis for motivators reduction - Female students 
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Table A2: Necessity analysis for barriers reduction - Female students 

 

Table A3: Necessity analysis for motivators reduction - Male students 
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Table A4: Necessity analysis for barriers reduction - Male students 

 

 Table A5: Necessity analysis for sport participation – Female students 
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 Table A6: Necessity analysis for ~ sport participation – Female students 

 

 Table A7: Necessity analysis for sport participation – Male students 
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 Table A8: Necessity analysis for ~ sport participation – Male students 

 

 Table A9: Parsimonious solution for sport participation – Female Students  

 

 Table A10: Parsimonious solution for ~ sport participation – Female Students 
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Table A11: Parsimonious solution for sport participation – Male Students 

 

Table A12: Parsimonious solution for ~ sport participation – Male Students 
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